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Abstract

This study seeks to develop understanding into servant leadership, exploring the construct’s
manifestation in the context of three organisations’ respective activities relating to corporate social
responsibility (CSR). The construct of servant leadership is in its formative stages and there are
therefore several limitations in current understanding. Limitations include a lack of definitional and
conceptual agreement, no objective measurement tool, and concerns relating to the distribution of
power within the approach, such as how individuals can lead and serve simultaneously; critiques
have therefore been raised with regards servant leadership’s positioning as a post-heroic approach.
As servant leadership receives increased attention from both scholars and practitioners, so too has
CSR with the relationship between organisations and society experiencing intense scrutiny,
potentially due to corporate irresponsibility; this has revealed the importance of leadership’s role in
CSR-related activities.

This research adopts an interpretive approach to further explore leadership as a process, which
encompasses the importance of followers and context. Data were collected from participants in
three organisations located in the NW of England over a three-month period and included managers,
non-managers and Managing Directors. In addition, overt observations and field notes as well as
secondary data sources including organisation-published literature, company documentation, and
photographs were compiled. Data analysis comprised a combination of thematic, semiotic, and
document analysis. There were three findings. First, formal and informal organisational structures
are utilised concurrently within the manifestation of servant leadership as a process. These
structures are significant with regards establishing, developing and contributing towards
communities both internal and external to one’s organisation. Second, formal and informal channels
of communication are used simultaneously within the process of servant leadership. This contributes
to the development of high-quality, dyadic relationships in the interest of valuing agents as
individuals with personal needs and requirements. Third, the process of servant leadership resonates
with both post-heroic approaches to leadership as well as critical leadership studies. It encompasses
a participatory, collectivist attitude assimilated to post-heroic approaches but resonates with critical
leadership studies particularly through the notion of empowerment. Future research is therefore
encouraged into this dialogue.

This research makes three theoretical contributions. First, conceptual insights are derived into
servant leadership, including its cyclical nature through the characteristic of stewardship, as well as
the notion of community both internal and external to respective organisations. Second, insights into
power and influence are developed with a focus on the empowerment of individuals. This
contributes towards understanding how servant leadership as a process contends with paradoxical
expectations of leaders in contemporary society, such as leading from a position of servility. Third,
insights into the nature of relationships within servant leadership are made, in particular the leader-
follower relationship. Of significance are the instilling of ownership and responsibility in employees
through fostering autonomy, establishing trust, practising inclusivity, and increasing unity.

This research also provides two practical contributions. First, the content of leadership development
programmes could be enhanced to include focus on those behaviours which promote servant
leadership. This has a range of benefits including at the individual level for both servant leader and
follower as well as at the organisational level by promoting a culture in which CSR can flourish.
Second, this research provides insights for practising leaders in the interest of developing high-
quality, dyadic relationships within their organisations that can facilitate a positive organisational
culture.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The concept of leadership is a much sought after, highly valued commodity within contemporary
society, it continues to experience considerable attention despite its long history (Grandy and Sliwa,
2017). Interest continues to grow from both theoretical and practical perspectives respectively
(Antonakis, 2012), illustrating its saliency to society. One potential reason for this is increased
awareness in corporate scandals permeating through society (Knights and O’Leary, 2006;
Beitelspacher and Rodgers, 2018), resulting in more focused attention on the relationship
organisations share with wider communities; this relationship forms a central component to
corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Freeman, 1982). The global and more localised impacts of
corporate scandals such as those at Enron and Arthur Andersen have acted as the catalyst for
explorations into how and why scandals arise, with leadership being identified as one root cause
(Christensen et al, 2014; Ormiston and Wong, 2013). Reasons such as personal gain (Tourish, 2014), a
focus on short term financial growth (Trompenaars and Voerman, 2009), and the building of moral
credits through other perceived CSR actions (Ormiston and Wong, 2013) have all been cited as
important within the enactment of corporate scandals. As such, leadership studies have experienced
a shift away from traditional notions of heroic leaders towards more distributed approaches that
promote the importance of followers and situations (Grandy and Sliwa, 2017).

Post-heroic leadership approaches have therefore begun to emerge that focus on the “relational,
collectivist, and participatory nature of leadership” (Sobral and Furtdao, 2019) as opposed to
individualist and Great Man approaches (Pearce and Manz, 2005), that are more likely to negate the
potential for individual leader narcissism and irresponsibility (Tourish, 2014). Servant leadership is
one such approach, concerned with “going beyond one’s self-interest” (Greenleaf, 1977: 7), a feature
that although present in other leadership approaches, forms a foundational and therefore
distinguishing characteristic (Van Dierendonck, 2011). It is founded upon the notion of service
(Greenleaf, 1973) whereby the leader possesses the desire to serve first before “conscious choice
brings one to aspire to lead” (Greenleaf, 1970: 15); service as the root construct differentiates
servant leadership from all other leadership approaches (Crippen, 2017).

The notion of service encourages considerations relating to power dynamics within the leader-
follower relationship as servant leadership challenges the traditional distribution of power associated
with leadership (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006). Historically, power operated unidirectionally whereby
leaders enacted power upon followers (Peyton et al, 2018); developments in leadership theory
however challenged this position, recognising the importance of additional variables such as
contextual factors (Hershey and Blanchard, 1969) and the importance of followers (Baker et al,
2011). Like post-heroic approaches to leadership, servant leadership supports the notion of sharing
power across the leader-follower relationship (Sendjaya and Sarros, 2002) which distinguishes it from
heroic traditions. Current understanding into how power is manifested within servant leadership
however is limited and therefore forms a foundational critique of the approach: how can one lead
and serve simultaneously (Van Dierendonck and Patterson, 2015)? This critique is similarly reflective
of the contradictory positions expected of leaders in contemporary society however, such as the
requirement for leaders to focus on the needs of individual followers at the same time as
maintaining the interests of the collective (Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014). This research
contributes towards these discussions by exploring the structures that are present within servant
leadership as a process in the context of CSR-related activities that facilitate leading from a position
of servility.

A further foundational concept within servant leadership theory is that servant leaders consciously
consider their “effect on the least privileged in society” (Greenleaf, 1970: 15), ensuring that they also
benefit or at least are not further deprived. This position therefore assumes an inherent
responsibility within servant leadership to consider communities beyond self-interest, which
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resonates with the foundational principles of CSR. CSR explores the relationship between
organisations and wider society (Tang et al, 2014), suggesting that organisations have wider
responsibilities beyond those of the immediate shareholders (Compapiano et al, 2012). Carroll
(1991) has presented arguably the seminal writings regarding CSR, which continue to be relevant
today (Crane and Matten, 2004). The philanthropic pillar of responsibility associated with Carroll’s
(1991) interpretation of CSR appears synonymous with several foundational characteristics of servant
leadership (Christensen et al, 2014), such as the focus on the other (Maak and Pless, 2006) and
recognising the importance of community (Liden et al (2008; Eva et al, 2019). Despite community
being a relatively well-established feature of CSR theory, understanding regarding community within
servant leadership literature remains indeterminate (Margolis et al, 2009). The natural disposition to
care for the community within servant leadership (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006) suggests CSR to be
an antecedent of the approach yet Christensen et al (2014) have called for future research to explore
CSR as an outcome of the behaviours associated with servant leadership. One avenue in which to
extend understanding into servant leadership theory therefore is to draw upon the notion of
community with CSR-related literature to understand how servant leadership as a process facilitates
the serving of both followers and the least privileged in society.

A further distinguishing factor between servant leadership and alternative approaches is the
inherent focus on the development of followers within servant leadership, beyond that of other
approaches (Russell and Stone, 2002; Harvey, 2001). Although many conceptualisations consider
follower development, servant leadership theory grants higher importance to follower development
than organisational achievements for example, which further propagates the need to lead from a
position of servility. However, it is potentially this focus on the individual that renders servant
leadership most capable when balancing between fiscal responsibilities and positively contributing
towards local communities (Kincaid, 2012). A foundational debate in the field of CSR is to whom one
has responsibilities to, all stakeholders or solely shareholders (De Ruiter et al, 2018)? Drawing upon
Senge’s (2002) considerations into working environments, Kincaid (2012) postulates that the notions
of trust, communication, and authenticity prevalent within servant leaders facilitate them with an
armoury to balance commitments to both shareholders and stakeholders. The present thesis
develops Kincaid’s (2012) considerations by exploring the processes through which servant
leadership maintains a focus on the personal development of individual employees when engaging in
CSR-related activities, drawing upon Stakeholder Theory to accomplish this.

Servant leadership therefore offers a unique perspective on leadership theory and, potentially as a
result of its formative stages of development, multiple areas for further exploration. Knowledge
pertaining to conceptual limitations such as its cyclical nature, the notion of community, and the
manifestation of empowerment can all be enhanced by exploring the structures that are influenced
by the process of servant leadership within the context of CSR-related activities. Knowledge can also
be developed into relationships within servant leadership, such as that of leader and follower, by
exploring how the process of servant leadership facilitates leading from a position of servility; this
will also develop understanding into power dynamics within servant leadership to address how it is
positioned within post-heroic and CLS approaches. Considering these areas where knowledge can be
developed, the following research aim has been devised:

To develop understanding into the ways in which servant leadership is manifested in an
organisation’s CSR-related activities.

In order to satisfy this research aim, three research questions have also been delineated. The
research questions draw upon the facets of understanding that are limited, thus increasing the
propensity for meaningful contributions to be made. The three research questions are:



RQ1: In what ways does servant leadership influence formal and informal organisational
structures in relation to CSR?

RQ2: In what ways do relationships associated with servant leadership impact the nature of
CSR-related activities within organisations?

RQ3: In what ways does servant leadership facilitate employee empowerment in the context
of CSR-related activities?

1.1. Contributions of the Thesis

With the primary focus of the present research being on servant leadership, this thesis identifies
several limitations in understanding that at an abstract level relate to conceptual understandings,
issues pertaining to measurement, and the notions of power and influence. These limitations
however are broad and expansive, and no single thesis could consider each limitation to a just
extent. As such, the present research identifies more nuanced limitations in understanding,
subsumed under the more abstract limitations, which the present thesis then contributes towards
developments in understanding. As such, the present research makes three theoretical and two
practical contributions.

The first theoretical contribution of this research is that it develops conceptual understanding into
servant leadership as a process, specifically in relation to its cyclical nature and the notion of
community. This is not to say that this research contributes to negating conceptual plurality that
exists within servant leadership theory (Van Dierendonck, 2011), rather it contributes towards
enhancing understanding with regards the manifestation of servant leadership as a process with
respect to CSR-related activities. The notion that servant leadership is cyclical in nature has been
present since Greenleaf’s (1970) initial conceptualisation of the construct, however it remains
theoretical to date (Northouse, 2016). A cyclical nature suggests that once one is exposed to the
construct, they recognise the positive consequences and are therefore likely to embrace the values,
behaviours and processes they have been exposed to (Greenleaf, 1977). This resonates with the
notion of role modelling whereby individuals aspire to emulate the attitudes, values and behaviours
of others they perceive of positively (Bandura, 1977); in organisations, this is often those in positions
of leadership (Schwartz et al, 2016).

Role modelling is encapsulated in the characteristic of stewardship within servant leadership theory
(Van Dierendonck, 2011), which has been demonstrated to be an essential aspect of the construct
(Van Dierendonck and Nuijten, 2011). This research sought to develop understanding with regards
the manifestation of stewardship within the process of servant leadership in relation to CSR-related
activities with the aim of eliciting new understanding into the cyclical nature of servant leadership.
Drawing upon formal structures such as employing individuals who have experienced personal
difficulties in their lives, and informal structures such as engaging in ad-hoc chats with employees
while spontaneously walking around organisational premises, this research illustrates the cyclical
nature of the process of servant leadership through the enactment of behaviours associated with the
characteristic of stewardship, including role modelling.

This research also contributes conceptual understanding with regards the notion of community
within servant leadership theory. Despite constituting a foundational characteristic in prominent
conceptualisations such as Spears (1995), Laub (1999), and Liden et al (2008), the notion of
community has experienced theoretical neglect since servant leadership’s inception (Northouse,
2016). For example, Christensen et al (2014) suggest that by exploring servant leadership in the
context of CSR-related activities, understanding can be developed into what Greenelaf (1970)
suggests are ‘the least privileged in society’ or what Christensen et al (2014: 173) refer to as “those



who lack”. The findings of the present research illustrate how servant leadership can result in
positive consequences for both internal and external communities, drawing upon insights garnered
when servant leadership is considered in relation to CSR (Carroll, 1991; 2016) and Stakeholder
Theory (Freeman, 1983; 1984; 1994). The research illustrates how the inherent focus on the other
and improving the lives of the least privileged in society within servant leadership (Greenelaf, 1970;
Covey, 1996; Maak and Pless, 2006) can become manifested through behaviours and processes such
as providing opportunities, the combination of different communication techniques, and
empowering employees. This has positive consequences internally to the organisation such as with
the development of high-quality dyadic relationships between employees throughout the
organisational hierarchy, the development of cohorts that support and assist one another from both
a professional and social perspective, and the personal development of employees. It also facilitates
positive consequences external to the organisation such as in terms of community development and
enhancing the lives of others. As such, conceptual understandings into the core characteristic of
community within servant leadership theory are developed by demonstrating that the structures,
communication channels and notion of empowerment all contribute towards building communities
within organisations as well as enable servant leadership to positively contribute towards external
communities. This therefore supports Christensen et al’s (2014) suggestion that understanding can
be enhanced into the conceptual foundations of community within servant leadership theory by
drawing upon CSR.

The second theoretical contribution of this research relates to one of the core principles of
leadership theory, power and influence. The notion of power is fundamental to discussions of
leadership (French and Raven, 1959; Collinson, 2014); developments in understanding pertaining to
the variables and distribution of power have contributed towards the direction of leadership studies
(Northouse, 2016) resulting in contemporary dialogues including those between post-heroic
approaches and CLS. Traditionally, power has been assumed to operate unidirectionally whereby the
leader enacts power upon their followers (Kellerman, 2012) but recognition of leadership as a
process incorporating factors including behaviours (Blake and Mouton, 1964), context/situation
(Stogdill, 1948; 1974) and followers (Hollander, 1992; Rost, 1991) has resulted in understanding
leadership as a relational, multidirectional process (Burns, 1978; Collinson, 2005), co-constructed by
those involved (Liu, 2019). Understandings relating to power therefore have transcended from being
individualised, located within ‘Great Men’ (Pearce and Manz, 2005) towards more distributed
approaches that recognise the variable notion of power depending upon a number of factors
including context and followers (Grint, 2011; Northouse, 2016). Despite these advancements in
understanding, CLS scholars suggests that the notion of leadership remains founded upon white,
masculine, North American ideals (Elliott and Stead, 2008; Liu, 2019; Collinson, 2020) and that
studies relating to collective forms of leadership akin to post-heroic approaches largely omit power
from their focus (Collinson et al, 2017). There is therefore potential to expand knowledge pertaining
to power dynamics within collective leadership approaches.

As such, this thesis develops understanding into how servant leadership as a process facilitates the
ability for leaders to lead from a position of servility by adopting a number of formal and informal
structures and communication channels that increase the propensity for employee empowerment;
the second theoretical contribution of the research therefore pertains to power and influence. Sobral
and Furtado (2019) suggest that post-heroic approaches to leadership are founded upon relational,
collectivist and participatory values that promote the value of individuals and their inclusion in
organisational dynamics such as the decision-making process, an important context from which to
observe power dynamics. Findings of the present research relating to formal structures such as
committees founded in the interest of ensuring CSR-related activities are representative of the entire
organisation as well as a structure affording the opportunity for employees to experience personal
development and empowerment, resonate with theoretical underpinnings of participation and



collaboration in post-heroic leadership. Implementing such structures enables leaders to establish
organisational cultures that practice inclusivity and promote unity in the interest of empowering
employees to take ownership and responsibility of the decision-making process, with respect to CSR-
related activities.

Informal structures similarly contributed here in terms of contributing towards the development of
an organisational culture that satisfies the needs of employees with a preference for less formalised
approaches to power dynamics. Instilling ownership and responsibility in these employees by
providing them with the autonomy to make decisions and pursue activities they had a personal
affiliation towards, afforded employees with differing needs and desires to similarly contribute
towards CSR-related activities and experience personal development. Informal structures were
implemented in the process of servant leadership, such as engaging in chats with employees, that
facilitated an understanding into the needs and desires of employees which developed high-quality,
dyadic relationships between leaders and employees; this enabled leaders to implement both formal
and informal structures that satisfied individual employees’ needs and requirements. This resonates
with the foundational concept that “at the core of servant leadership is the leader’s belief in the
intrinsic value of each individual” (Van Dierendonck, 2011: 1246); structures are therefore
implemented that satisfy the desire to adhere to the different needs of employees arising out of the
recognition of their individuality. Formal and informal structures implemented by the leaders
therefore establish the desired ways of working across their respective organisations while
simultaneously serving the needs of individual employees, thereby illustrating the feasibility of
leading from a position of servility and overcoming the paradoxical positions expected of leaders in
contemporary society (Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014).

This contribution pertaining to understanding how servant leadership increases the propensity to
lead from a position of servility however also requires further exploration. A critique of post-heroic
approaches to leadership is that they negate to consider the notion of power within the relational,
collectivist approach to leadership (Collinson et al, 2017), potentially as a result of the over-
dichotomisation between leaders and followers (Harter, 2006). The findings of the present research
illustrate the structures within servant leadership, such as developing a high-quality, dyadic
relationship with employees by engaging in chats with employees as well as operating with an open-
door policy, enabled leaders to develop understanding into the needs, requirements and skills of
their employees, so that employees were invited into the decision-making process as they were able
to positively contribute insights and understanding. Although this resonates with a recognition that
one is not ‘leader or follower’ but ‘leader and follower’ depending on context and situation
(Fairhurst, 2001; Ryoma, 2020), the power dynamics within contexts such as these require further
explorations. The present research therefore theoretically contributes towards understanding that
servant leadership supports the feasibility of leading from a position of servility but there is
resonance with aspects of both post-heroic approaches to leadership and CLS and further research is
therefore encouraged here.

The third theoretical contribution of this research relates to relationships within servant leadership
and in particular the leader-employee relationship. The importance of relationships within leadership
have emerged as a result of developments in understanding pertaining to leadership as a process as
opposed to leadership being inherent to specific individuals who may or may not possess specific
behaviours or characteristics (Alvehus, 2018; Northouse, 2016; DeRue and Ashford, 2010). The
leader-follower relationship specifically has drawn increased attention due to its significance within
leadership as a process, there can be no leader without at least one follower, for example
(Kellerman, 2007). The leader-follower relationship within servant leadership is particularly unique
given the inherent desire for leader to serve first before “conscious choice brings one to aspire to
lead” (Greenleaf, 1970: 15). As such, the third theoretical contribution has close assimilations to the



preceding two contributions drawing upon the characteristics demonstrated within servant
leadership as a process as well as the notion of empowerment and the ability to lead from a position
of servility.

The findings of the present research contribute to conceptual understanding within the leader-
follower relationship, drawing specifically upon the notion of interpersonal acceptance.
Interpersonal acceptance encompasses an ability to empathetically adopt the psychological
perspectives of others and relate to these in a warm, compassionate manner, irrespective of the
potential for conflict (Van Dierendonck, 2011; Reddy, 2019). The present research contributes
conceptual understanding into the notion of interpersonal acceptance within servant leadership
theory by illustrating how interpersonal acceptance can be manifested within leader-follower
relationships in the context of CSR-related activities. The formally appointed hierarchical leaders that
participated in this research demonstrated humility and understanding, such as when providing
employment opportunities for those experiencing difficulties in their lives or when engaging in
community-related projects to maintain employees when regular work was limited; this also enabled
the organisations to positively contribute towards the communities in which they operate.
Demonstrating humility also facilitated the reduction in distance between formally appointed leaders
and employees resulting in high-quality, dyadic relationships where leaders were perceived as friends
rather than colleagues. The implantation of formal structures such as State of the Nation talks as well
as informal structures such as operating with an open-door policy facilitated interactions between
members of the organisation throughout the hierarchy where the individual needs and requirements
could be deciphered and behaviours and processes altered according to such needs. This research
therefore contributes towards understanding how servant leadership creates high-quality, dyadic
relationships between leaders and employees and the positive consequences of doing so.

In addition to the theoretical contributions, this research also makes two practical contributions.
With regards leadership studies generally and servant leadership in particular, the developments in
conceptual understandings can be drawn upon in leadership development courses in the interest of
increasing the propensity for individuals to adopt the characteristics associated with servant
leadership, particularly when individuals are focused on contributing towards CSR-related activities.
This research presents structures and mechanisms that can be adapted to meet the needs of
individual employees in the interest of developing personal relationships so that both leader and
follower can experience personal development. Adopting the principles of servant leadership may
also increase the propensity to create positive outcomes within wider society, such as assisting those
suffering personal difficulties or contributing to socially responsible actions related to individuals
with disabilities, for example.

The second practical contribution that this research presents is that the findings can be of interest to
individuals with a desire to practice servant leadership in smaller organisations. For example, there
are positive implications that can be derived from the current research and implemented within
alternative organisations, such as the structures and processes that may facilitate the development
of high-quality, dyadic relationships across one’s respective organisation. This may increase the
propensity for the development of a supportive and collaborative organisational culture.

1.2. Thesis Organisation

The following chapters present a comprehensive review of literature associated with servant
leadership, drawing upon Stakeholder Theory and CSR-related literature where applicable, the
methodological approach adopted throughout this research, and the findings of the research and
their relevance to existing literature.

Chapter 2 explores and critically analyses the subject of servant leadership with respect to its
position in leadership studies more broadly. It is important to note that the review does not contend
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with every aspect of leadership theory or CSR respectively, rather it focuses on the aspects of each
that are most relevant to the development of servant leadership as a construct; it is beyond the
scope of the present research to provide such a review of the two literatures. For this reason,
Chapter 2 begins by providing insights into CSR which are subsequently drawn upon in later sections.
The chapter proceeds by exploring existing literature pertaining to servant leadership, including
thematic developments that have resulted in its emergence, how it relates to alternative leadership
approaches, and current understandings and limitations within servant leadership theory. The
chapter concludes by presenting the theoretical framework that directs this research.

Chapter 3 then outlines the methodological approach adopted throughout the research by drawing
upon philosophical and epistemological assumptions. It proceeds by explaining the research strategy
utilised throughout this research, encompassing aspects such as participant selection, data collection
methods, and data analysis methods. Ethical considerations are also considered in Chapter 3.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 then present the main findings and discussions associated with the research,
each chapter with reference to each of the aggregated dimensions identified through the data
analysis phase of the research. Chapter 4 presents the findings and discussions relating to the
aggregated dimension of providing opportunities and the associated second order themes of
providing opportunities associated with personal development and providing opportunities
associated with contributing towards local communities. Chapter 5 presents the findings and
discussions relating to the aggregated dimension of promoting communication and the associated
second order themes of promoting informal channels of communication and promoting formal
channels of communication. Finally, Chapter 6 presents the findings and discussions relating to the
aggregated dimension of empowering employees and the associated second order themes of
empowering employees through ownership and empowering employees through community.

Chapter 7 draws together the three previous chapters in an integrative fashion. Whereas Chapters 4,
5 and 6 consider the main findings and discussions pertaining to a respective aggregated dimension,
Chapter 7 considers the findings at a more conceptual level, drawing the findings together in order to
consider them holistically. A conceptual model is presented that incorporates the inter-relatedness of
the three aggregated dimensions. The three research questions associated with the study are also
answered.

Chapter 8 offers the concluding remarks with regards this thesis. As such, the answers to the
research questions and primary findings of the research are drawn upon to satisfy the research aim
of the study. The theoretical and practical contributions of the research are explicated which leads to
the presentation of the limitations and areas of interest for future research.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The aim of this chapter is to present a comprehensive overview of literature associated with servant
leadership. However, in the interest of developing understanding and exploring areas of knowledge
currently lacking in understanding, the review will also draw upon ideas and concepts from literature
pertaining to CSR, developing understanding into the areas that are most closely assimilated to
servant leadership; this will serve to highlight areas where knowledge pertaining to servant
leadership can be developed.

Despite the primary focus of the thesis being servant leadership, the review begins with a high-level
overview of the core concepts of CSR as these will be drawn upon during discussions pertaining to
servant leadership in later stages; it is therefore important to provide insights into the construct of
CSR to inform these discussions. As such, Section 2.1 presents the fundamental aspects of CSR.
Tracing the historical development of CSR establishes the foundations for an introduction into the
main theories, concepts and discussions occurring in the field, such as the debate between
Stakeholder and Shareholder Theories, and different interpretations of the core responsibilities of
organisations with respect to their position in society.

The review then proceeds with an introduction into servant leadership (Section 2.2) before drawing
upon thematic development in leadership theory (Section 2.3), the notion of power (Section 2.4),
and the relationship between servant leadership and alternative approaches to leadership (Section
2.5). Section 2.6 presents a summary of the limitations arising as a result of current understandings
into servant leadership theory, highlighting that concerns can be primarily categorised as relating to
either conceptual understanding, issues pertaining to measurement, or the notions of power and
influence. This therefore leads to the identification of the research aim and questions. Section 2.8.
concludes the chapter by presenting the theoretical framework associated with this research.

2.1. Insights into CSR

CSR has experienced increased attention in contemporary society from both academic and
practitioner perspectives alike. Organisations have made greater investments into its associated
practices and there has been a rise in academic curiosity (Sheehy, 2015); similarly, there has been an
increase in standards and tools for implementation, partially arising as a result of societal
expectations regarding the practices of organisations (Bessire and Mazuyer, 2012). Although affiliated
interpretations of CSR were discussed as early as the 1920s (Gond and Moon, 2011), it was not until
Bowen (1953) that a scholarly significant contribution was made to CSR as an explicit concept.
Bowen sought to theoretically explain the relationship between organisations and society, resulting
in CSR being defined as “the obligations of business to pursue those policies, to make those decisions
or to follow those lines of action which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of
society”. It can be argued that this is the first definition that highlighted the importance of additional
stakeholders to shareholders, primarily focusing on those external to the organisation, therefore
providing the foundations for later developments in developmental thinking such as Stakeholder and
Shareholder Theories respectively.

The 1960s subsequently experienced increased scholarship regarding CSR, primarily focusing on
what constitutes social responsibility, and on its importance to both business and society (Masoud,
2017). McGuire (1963: 144) for example, proposed that “the idea of social responsibilities supposes
that the corporation has not only economic and legal obligations but also certain responsibilities to
society which extend beyond these obligations”; this illustrates a shift in thinking beyond the mere
relationship between organisations and society towards establishing the components that define
said relationship. Limited progress with regards establishing the nature of the relationship were
made until the 1970s however, until the emergence of influential thinkers and theorists such as



Friedman, Freeman and Carroll. According to Bessire and Mazuyer (2012) the works of authors such
as these have shaped the understanding of CSR that permeates through contemporary society.

Emerging from the discipline of economics, Friedman’s (1970) belief is that the sole responsibility of
a business is to increase profits for shareholders through the strategic deployment of resources; this
perspective has formed the basis of Shareholder Theory which assumes that as long as all
engagements are free from deception and fraud and promote open competition, organisations hold
no other responsibilities (Freeman, 1982). This understanding of the relationship between society
and organisations continues to dominate the shareholder perspective towards the relationship and
provides foundational understandings into the economic responsibility associated with CSR (Lucas et
al, 2001). Friedman’s (1970) writings however were not universally accepted with multiple
perspectives outlining perceived discrepancies, particularly when considered from a cross-contextual
basis. One such perspective was presented by the Committee for Economic Development (CED, 1971:
11) who stated that, “business is a function by public consent and its basic purpose is to serve
constructively the needs of society to the satisfaction of society”. Whereas Friedman’s perspective
derives from economics, the CED’s perspective emerges from social policy-making, one is therefore
driven by finance and the other societal needs; it is perhaps unsurprising therefore that the two
perspectives appear incompatible. Emerging as a contrasting theory as a result of the perceived
deficiencies of Shareholder Theory was Stakeholder Theory.

Originally proposed by Freeman (1983; 1984; 1994), Stakeholder Theory states that the primary
responsibility of managers is to create as much value as possible for stakeholders, not just
shareholders. Stakeholder Theory therefore considers who and what really count for an organisation;
as opposed to the Shareholder view in which only shareholders are counted as important meaning
there is a strong financial focus, Stakeholder Theory draws upon the requirements and needs of
multiple stakeholders including employees, customers, suppliers, and local people (Miles, 2012). One
difficulty associated with identifying stakeholders however is defining what constitutes a stakeholder
(Carroll, 1991), should competitors for example be considered a stakeholder as a result of their
ability to influence one’s own organisation?

Stakeholder Theory has continually experienced high levels of interest from both practical and
theoretical fields since its inception, to the extent that it can now be considered from three primary
positions: normative (ethics), instrumental (social science), and descriptive (McWilliams and Siegel,
2001). The descriptive perspective describes what actually occurs within an organisation (Jawahar
and Mclaughlin, 2001), that is to say that it considers how things are rather than how they should be.
Instrumental approaches however consider Stakeholder Theory more closely to Shareholder Theory
than either descriptive or normative approaches as the instrumental approaches perceive
Stakeholder Theory as a method to improve efficiency, with the ultimate aim of increasing profits for
the organisation by considering others in one’s decisions (Freeman and Philips, 2002). The normative
approaches perceive Stakeholder Theory as an ethical concern in that each stakeholder has intrinsic
value, each stakeholder’s intrinsic value is also equal to all other stakeholders (Donald and Preston,
1995); it is the normative approach to Stakeholder Theory that has influenced much of the scholarly
progress made in relation to the topics of servant leadership and CSR.

Concurrently to Freeman’s (1984) seminal writings relating to Stakeholder Theory, Jones (1980)
introduced the concept of CSR as a process where engagement must be voluntary (i.e. beyond legal
or union contract), broad (i.e. beyond traditional duty to shareholders), and that the process of
engagement is more important than the actual outcomes (Masoud, 2017). Jones’ (1980)
foundational principles of CSR appear to resonate strongly with the normative perspective of
Stakeholder Theory, it is perhaps therefore unsurprising to observe the subsequent convergence of
the two theoretical positions (Jamali, 2007). Further resonations can be observed such as in the
belief of intrinsic value in others and dedication towards equality. As such, Christensen et al (2014:



174) suggest that “servant leadership, and the scholarship and theorising that continue to grow
around the topic, offers an opportunity to advance findings about CSR- in large part because the
servant leadership concept already includes explicit theoretical linkages to CSR activities (Hunter et
al, 2013; Sun, 2013)".

Drawing upon similar themes to Jones, Carroll (1979: 500) presented CSR as corporate social
performance (CSP), suggesting “the social responsibility of business encompasses the economic,
legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of an organisation”; this view has
subsequently developed into the Pyramid Model of CSR (Figure 1), arguably the seminal model of
CSR in contemporary society (Crane and Matten, 2004).

Figure 1 Carroll's (1991) Pyramid Model of CSR
The Pyramid Model of CSR embraces the four responsibilities considered foundational to CSR in

contemporary society, namely economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities. The model
developed previous writings by specifying the nature of the philanthropic responsibility, suggesting it
to embrace corporate citizenship (Masoud, 2017) and although accepting that the model did not
incorporate new responsibilities, Carroll (1991) argued that it was only recently that the ethical and
philanthropic dimensions had gained such traction. Table 1 describes each of the four
responsibilities.

Whereas economic, ethical and legal responsibilities are considered foundational (Elkington, 1999;
Carroll, 2016; Carroll, 1991), philanthropic responsibilities have been contested as a constituting
factor. L'Etang (1994) for example, questioned whether philanthropy was a responsibility in and of
itself and Schwartz and Carroll (2003) suggest that it has been subsumed within the three other
pillars.

Responsibility | Description

Economic The basic premise of any business is to “produce goods and services that
consumers needed and wanted and to make an acceptable profit in the process”
(Carroll, 1991: 41).
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Legal Society requires organisations to produce goods and services in a manner
adhering to the federal, state, and local government-defined rules and
regulations outlined by legislative bodies. Society has established the minimal
ground rules under which business can operate.

Ethical Extend beyond fairness and justice to include “standards, norms, or expectations
that reflect a concern for what consumers, employees, shareholders, and the
community regard as fair, just, or in keeping with the respect or protection of
stakeholders’ moral rights” (Carroll, 1991: 41).

Philanthropic | Those that promote human welfare or goodwill and are often presented in terms
of the voluntary donation of resources, time or money to causes of goodwill as
defined by the population. Differ from ethical responsibilities as ethical
responsibilities are often seen as obligatory whereas philanthropic
responsibilities are seen as voluntary.

Table 1: The four pillars of responsibility within Carroll’s (1991) Pyramid Model of CSR

Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) on the other hand, suggest that CSR is concerned with bringing about
positive change on both a personal and institutional level rendering philanthropy an important
feature. Furthermore, continued verification of Carroll’s Pyramid Model of CSR in different cultures
and contexts (Visser, 2005) has illustrated the inherent necessity of philanthropy as a responsibility;
Visser (2011) for example, posits that philanthropic responsibilities are given the second highest
priority, behind economic responsibilities, in developing countries suggesting their importance ahead
of ethical and legal requirements. The importance of philanthropic responsibilities has also been
linked to positive individual outcomes such as increased employee engagement (Lee et al, 2014) and
employee motivation in the workplace (Kim and Scullion, 2013; Lewin and Sabater, 1996).

Several scholars (Weyzig, 2006; Ramasamy and Yeung, 2009; Aminu et al, 2015) have criticised
Carroll’'s model, focusing particularly on the weighting granted to philanthropic responsibilities. In
less developed societies, citizens require philanthropy to survive and organisational actions are
therefore expected to reflect this where in more developed states, philanthropy is less pivotal
(Visser, 2012). These discussions however do not question the presence of philanthropic
responsibilities, rather the importance of them with the entirety of CSR as a construct. Carroll (2016)
revisited the model stating that “the purpose of the pyramid was to single out the definitional
aspects of CSR and to illustrate the building block nature of the four-part framework” (Carroll, 2016:
4). As such, there is an expectation towards organisations “to fulfil all responsibilities in some
sequential, hierarchical fashion” (Carroll, 2016: 6), and that the dimensions are interchangeable; it is
understandable that the four aspects will operate in trade-offs with one another, but all activities
should encompass all responsibilities. Carroll further clarified that although ethical responsibilities
form their own respective domain, ethics continues to permeate all levels of the pyramid.

Perhaps the main strength regarding Carroll’s Pyramid Model of CSR is that it has been empirically
tested over many years (Aupperle et al., 1985; Clarkson, 1995; Edmondson and Carroll, 1999); these
tests appear to have confirmed that there are four distinct yet related components of CSR, that the
weightings given by Carroll to each of these dimensions is approximately correct in a Western
context, and the importance of organisational culture with regards attitudes to CSR. Given the
importance of the leader in determining the organisational culture (Warrick, 2017), it is important to
consider leadership’s relationship with Carroll’s (1979) model, and in particular servant leadership.

Servant leadership theory suggests an inherent sense of right and wrong through which leaders
aspire to develop followers and create positive change in others (Covey, 1998). Gautier and Pache
(2015) note how the trait of altruism features prominently in the individual philanthropic literature.
For example, Sanchez (2000) has suggested that philanthropic acts can be driven by altruistic motives
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that reflect individualistic and paternalistic attitudes, where “the non-reciprocity reciprocity
condition [is] the acid test” (Godfrey, 2005: 778); this resonates with servant leadership theory.
Altruism within servant leadership has been compared to numerous aspects of other studies such as
the Big Five factor model of personality or the GLOBE study. Here, altruism has been likened to the
trait of agreeableness, whereby one is generous and has a high disposition to assist others (Van
Dierendonck, 2011). Similarly, altruism also forms an integral aspect of the humane orientation
aspect of the much-cited GLOBE study (House et al, 2004), where individuals are rewarded for being
benevolent, caring and kind to others (Ryan, 2008). With regards altruism forming dimensions to
models of CSR, Barbuto and Wheeler (2006: 318) include altruistic calling as one of their five
dimensions of servant leadership, describing it as “a leader’s deep-rooted desire to make a positive
difference in others’ lives. It is a generosity of the spirit consistent with a philanthropic purpose in
life”. Similarly, Patterson (2003: 4) states that servant leaders’ behaviours and motives are informed
by altruism, which is simply explained as “helping others just for the sake of helping”. Despite its
contentious nature for some, drawing upon the philanthropic responsibility within the CSR domain
can advance our understanding of servant leadership by acting as the channel through which the
behaviours of servant leadership can become manifested.

2.2. Servant Leadership

Servant leadership draws upon the notion of service as the foundations of leadership (Greenleaf,
1973), and thus adopts a unique position compared with other leadership approaches. However, this
unique perspective derives from developments in leadership theory including the saliency of the
leader-follower relationship and notions of power and influence. At present however, much of the
literature regarding servant leadership remains “indeterminate, somewhat ambiguous, and mostly
anecdotal” (Russell and Stone, 2002: 145), rendering further research into the construct necessary;
our knowledge and understanding of the construct remains essentially limited which provides
opportunities to explore the construct more fully. The aim of this literature review is to establish and
explain these limitations, grounding them in current theoretical understandings.

Leadership itself is a broadly contested term (Bass, 1990; Kotter, 1990) with contrasting views
regarding what leadership is, consists of, or does (Hale and Fields, 2007). Early researchers often
conflated leadership with the occupancy of a leadership position (Arvey et al, 2007), a characteristic
of leadership studies that continues today. However, shifts in focus from individuals’ traits to the
inclusion of context, followers and behaviours as fundamental to the process of leadership have
resulted in alternative conceptualisations as something beyond role-adoption (Judge et al, 2009).
Developments such as these gave rise to the emergence of servant leadership, an approach to
leadership predicated upon the foundational belief of the intrinsic value of each individual first and
foremost, whereby the leader desires to serve first before conscious choice brings them to aspire to
lead (Greenleaf, 1973).

Despite increased attention in recent years (Liden et al, 2015), Greenleaf’s (1970) portrayal of
servant leadership continues to be the most frequently referenced (Northouse, 2016). Greenleaf
(1970: 15) states that servant leadership:

“begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice
brings one to aspire to lead... The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant-
first to make sure that the other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best
test... is: do those served grow as persons; do they, while being served, become healthier,
wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? And, what is the
effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or, at least, will they not be further
deprived?”

Although potentially a description rather than definition, this passage is the closest to a definition
that Greenleaf provided (Van Dierendonck, 2011). Perhaps the most distinguishing feature of this
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definition is the focus on servitude as opposed to leadership, adopting the role of leader emanates
as a result of the desire to serve, “the natural feeling that one wants to serve first”. Upon the
realisation and adoption of a leadership position, the servant leader then continues to serve those
they lead, including the “least privileged in society”, ensuring that decisions improve or at least do
not further deprive those least well-off in society (Greenleaf, 1973). This care and concern emerges
as a result of a focus on individual followers as opposed to external (organisational) objectives,
targets and goals. For Spears (2004) this manifestation arises as a result of an individual who
considers creating value for others to be the primary goal of leadership.

Developmental works have distinguished servant leadership as a leadership approach in its own
right. Liden et al (2008) for example, conducted multi-level hierarchical linear modelling and found
that servant leadership makes a unique contribution beyond transformational leadership and LMX in
explaining employees’ organisational commitment. Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) had similarly
illustrated servant leadership as a better predictor of LMX quality than transformational leadership,
hypothesising this was as a result of the notion of service within servant leadership. As such, Liden et
al (2015: 254) suggest servant leadership is “a desirable approach to leadership, because it promotes
integrity, focuses on helping others, and prioritises bringing out the full potential of followers”. The
focus on integrity, guided by a moral compass (Graham, 1991), assists servant leaders in avoiding the
negative consequences of pursuing self-interest (O’Reilly et al, 2013) and narcissism (Tourish, 2014).

An additional aspect of Greenleaf’s portrayal that distinguishes servant leadership is the explicit
focus on society external to the organisation. Greenleaf’s (1970) definition appears to strongly
resonate with the expectations of contemporary society in terms of developing people capable of
building a better tomorrow (Parris and Peachey, 2013). Other prominent definitions of the construct
that have been provided in attempts to conceptualise servant leadership, such as those of Spears
(1995, 1998, 2004) and Laub (1999) have also included the notion of building community as
foundational characteristics, illustrating the saliency of the impact of servant leadership on both
employees and the wider community.

Servant leadership has emerged as a desirable approach to leadership within contemporary society
(Liden et al, 2015). The evolution of leadership theories has resulted in a detailed and sophisticated
understanding of the variables and processes interacting, which results in what we perceive as
leadership. In order to entirely appreciate the concept of servant leadership, and its relationship with
CSR, it is necessary to understand how servant leadership has emerged as a result of thematic
developments in leadership theories throughout history.

2.3. Thematic Developments in Leadership Theories

Although leadership studies date back to Ancient civilisations and the works of scholars such as Plato
and Aristotle amongst others, formalised leadership studies as we know it today date back to the
Industrial Revolution (Carlyle, 1841). Since then, thoughts have developed from Great Man theories
to Trait and Behavioural Theories respectively, and the importance of considerations relating to
situation, context, and follower involvement; these developments enable us to largely categorise
leadership approaches into three main groups: heroic, post-heroic, and critical leadership studies
(Collinson, 2020). The most prominent of these three groups in terms of receiving attention and
having been studied for the longest period of time is the heroic perspective, which focuses on one
single individual leader, superior in terms of knowledge, wisdom and power to their followers
(Crevani et al, 2007), who often adheres to characteristics affiliated to white, masculine, North
American ideals (Elliott and Stead, 2008; Collinson, 2020); indeed, leadership has traditionally been
perceived to be a masculinised position adopted by men (Elliott and Stead, 2017).

Several prominent theories regarding leadership developed within the heroic traditions, each of
which focused on different aspects based upon the shortcomings of previous theories; some of the
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most pivotal considerations relate to the trait perspective (Stogdill, 1948; Katz, 1955), behavioural
approaches (Stogdill, 1974) and latterly the situational approach (Hershey and Blanchard, 1969,
1988; Blanchard et al 1993). Founded within the Great Man theories, trait theorists believe that only
those possessing innate characteristics can become effective leaders (Northouse, 2016), a set of
intrinsic qualities such as physical features, one’s personality, or one’s intelligence distinguish leaders
from others (Bryman, 1992); as such, leadership is located within individuals and thus cannot be
learnt.

Stogdill (1948) raised the primary concern of the trait approach in that no conclusive list of traits
could be established across a variety of situations, despite certain traits being more prevalent in
those who held leadership positions than those who did not. Specifically, Stogdill (1948: 65) stated
that “the evidence suggests that leadership is a relation that exists between persons in a social
situation, and that persons who are leaders in one situation may not necessarily be leaders in other
situations”, therefore moving beyond the importance of traits to consider contextual factors.
Scholarly support for Stogdill was strong, Ghiselli and Brown (1955: 47) for example, suggesting that
“under one set of circumstances an individual will be a good leader and under others he will be a
poor one”. As such, leadership began to be reconceptualised as a relational process occurring
between individuals (Northouse, 2016) with additional importance granted to situational factors
(Zaccaro, 2007). Stogdill’s (1974) influential second meta-analysis validated the findings of his first in
terms of there being a list of necessary traits, yet also supported the notion that situational factors
are significant to leadership. As such, a movement was initiated within leadership studies that
considered the importance of situational factors.

Emerging as a result of efforts to discern a universal list of traits, Katz (1955) suggested that effective
administration, or leadership, is predicated upon three basic personal skills, which acted as the
foundation for the emergence of the skills approach. Katz’s (1955) three skills, technical (knowledge
and proficiency in a certain task), human (the ability to work with people), and conceptual (the
ability to work with ideas and principles), are all required but the weightings of each skill varies
depending on one’s position. Developments were made by Mumford and colleagues (2000), such as
introducing the notion that leadership no longer resided in individuals alone, which makes leadership
accessible to all as opposed to being reliant upon an inherent set of traits. This is an important shift
within leadership theory and in particular with regards to servant leadership as making leadership
accessible to all supports and perpetuates the cyclical nature of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970;
Farling et al, 1999); individuals are able to develop their skillset in accordance with their
surroundings, contexts and stakeholders, and are therefore able to serve one another
interchangeably.

Developing the notion that leadership is not reliant on traits and skills, the behavioural approach
“focuses exclusively on what leaders do and how they act” (Northouse, 2016: 71). The behavioural
approach was premised on leader behaviours being either task-oriented (i.e. focused on goal
accomplishment) or relationship-oriented (i.e. focused on ensuring the comfort of followers).
Formative studies were conducted with task-oriented and relationship-oriented as opposites on a
spectrum (Kahn, 1956), meaning that a leader could only be task- or relationship-oriented not both
simultaneously. However, later studies recognised that a leader could potentially possess both
orientations and so reconceptualised the constructs into two independent leadership orientations,
meaning both could be present simultaneously (Northouse, 2016). One prominent limitation
emerges from the behavioural approach, namely the contradictory notion of the same behaviour
resulting in effective leadership in some cases and not others, that is to say the behavioural approach
negates to afford enough importance to contextual factors (Vecchio, 1995; Awan and Mahmood,
2010). Leader behaviours therefore appeared not to operate distinctly and explain leader
effectiveness, which gave rise to the importance of situational factors (Bass and Stogdill, 1990).
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Situational leadership was originally proposed by Hershey and Blanchard (1969) but has since been
revised on numerous occasions (for example, Hersey and Blanchard, 1988; Blanchard et al, 1985;
Blanchard et al, 1993). Ultimately, the situational approach “demands that leaders match their style
to the competence and commitment of the followers” (Northouse, 2016: 94) and subsequently
adopt their style to the needs of the followers. It proposes that “effective leadership requires a
rational understanding of the situation and an appropriate response, rather than a charismatic leader
with a large group of dedicated followers” (McCleskey, 2014: 118). Situational leadership also
depends upon the maturity of the follower, whereby the leader understands the amount of direction
required in order for the follower to be successful (Hershey and Blanchard, 1969).

The situational approach was originally well-received, perhaps as a result of its adaptability in a time
when leader-flexibility was in high demand (Yukl, 1989); this view was supported by Bass and Stogdill
(1990) who suggested that the situational factors demanded different leaders to emerge that were
most competent in the given situation. However, Nicholls (1985) criticised the approach in terms of
consistency (with regards leader behaviours), continuity (behaviours should conform to a continuum
as opposed to being disjointed) and conformity (the followers must behave in a particular manner
for the approach to work). These critiques have subsequently been supported by Bass (2008) who
notes a lack of internal consistency, conceptual contradictions, and ambiguities, which are in
accordance with the three logical violations outlined by Nicholls (1985). The situational approach to
leadership however acted as the catalyst for the emergence of post-heroic perspectives towards
leadership, thus providing important developments in leadership theory.

Despite subjectivity shrouding the definition of ‘leadership’, it is almost universally accepted that
influence is a root construct (Northouse, 2016); this suggests that irrespective of effectiveness, end
goal, or any other variable, influence (and power) are fundamental to the construct. As with
leadership, power is a difficult concept to define, it can be interpreted in a number of ways but
within leadership studies it is generally held to be concerned with the ability to influence the beliefs,
attitudes, or behaviours of others (Northouse, 2016); as such, the converse of this would be
corruption, which is the misuse of entrusted power for private gain (Nussbaum and Wilkinson
(2007). Traditionally and within heroic perspectives, “leadership is all about the attainment, exercise
and retention of power. The boss has only one goal: to ensure that people do what he or she wants.
It consists mostly of handy strategies to win” (Trompenaars and Voerman, 2009: 80) which given the
increasingly competitive market, is one potential reason for the rise of narcissism in leadership
leading to corporate scandal (Tourish, 2014).

The identification of narcissism within individual, charismatic leaders is one of the potential reasons
for the emergence of post-heroic approaches to leadership, a shift in perspective away from more
traditional, individualistic models of leadership to shared and distributed models (Pearce and Conger,
2003) that focus on leadership as process with intended learning outcomes for both oneself and the
wider community (Fletcher, 2004). Post-heroic leadership perspectives highlight the relational,
collectivist, and participatory nature of leadership (Day, 2013; Sobral and Furtado, 2019) whereby the
ideal post-heroic model of leadership is one where the leader empowers their followers by
encouraging risk taking through innovative ideas and participation, and seeks development for one
and all even if this risks the leader becoming dispensable (Eicher, 2006; Crevani et al, 2007). Fletcher
(2004: 650) also suggests post-heroic leadership to:

“Re-envision the “who” and “where” of leadership by focusing on the need to distribute the
tasks and responsibilities of leadership up, down, and across the hierarchy. It re-envisions the
“what” of leadership by articulating leadership as a social process that occurs in and through
human interactions, and it articulates the “how” of leadership by focusing on the more
mutual, less hierarchical leadership practices and skills needed to engage collaborative,
collective learning.”
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This shift in perspective from the individual leader to collective factors recognises the additional
importance of followership and context (Collinson, 2018), thus developing beyond traditional notions
of leader as ‘hero’. Heroic perspectives towards leadership are almost exclusively leader-centric, that
is they focus on the traits and behaviours of individual leaders that enable them to not only emerge
as leaders but what they need to be/do to be effective (Kaiser et al, 2008). Heroic approaches
therefore romanticise leaders and leadership by virtue of reconstructing a series of casually
unrelated, ambiguous events retrospectively to suggest the performance of intentional actions which
are then deemed to be ‘leadership’ (Fletcher, 2004).

In response to negating leadership romanticism, post-heroic leadership draws upon the importance
of additional influences such as context and followers, which illustrates how post-heroic perspectives
have emerged as a result of the shortcomings within the situational approach. Crevani et al (2007)
note how leadership studies are beginning to focus on the collaboration between two or more
persons, where single individual leaders are being replaced by shared leadership practices whereby
multiple individuals adopt different responsibilities in given contexts, and thus are diverging away
from traditional notions of ‘hero’ leaders. Sobral and Furtado (2019: 211) support this shift by
identifying the “special importance to those who are led”. Bohl (2019) suggests that one of the
primary critiques against leader-centric approaches is that they negate to recognise leadership as an
open and complex social system, subject to change over time and space, which has contributed to
the emergence of post-heroic leadership perspectives that consider leadership more holistically as a
process as opposed to the mere actions and traits of one individual.

Despite developments in understanding regarding leadership as a process recognising more than
individual leaders, Collinson (2005) introduces Critical Leadership Studies (CLS) which postulates that
rather than post-heroic perspectives negating romanticism in leadership, they invert romanticism in
favour of followers, thereby continuing to support a romanticised interpretation of leadership with
only the subject of romance changing. One of the foundations of CLS is the over-dichotomisation
within traditional leadership studies Collinson (2005), whereby leaders are privileged and separated
from followers and you are ‘either-or’ (either leader or follower; transformation or transactional)
(Fairhurst, 2001), when the matter should be approached from a ‘both-and’ perspective; Collinson
(2005) suggests this should be a dialectical relationship. Although both post-heroic and CLS
perspectives recognise the importance of factors beyond mere leader to leadership, the dialectical
relationship between leaders and followers provides the primary distinction between the two
approaches.

Collinson (2005: 39) argues that leadership studies have been over-dichotomised historically, such as
being transformational or transactional, whereas the most effective leaders often demonstrate
features of both approaches; this over-dichotomisation is problematic as “it constrains analysis by
over-simplifying the complex, inter-connected, and shifting relationships that characterise leadership
dynamics”. Collinson (2014) argues that post-heroic perspectives similarly over-dichotomise
leadership by merely replacing the privileging of leaders with the romanticism of heroic followers. As
such, post-heroic approaches to leadership are also susceptible to the same critiques of heroic
perspectives in that they both rely on individual ‘heroes’ rather than the process as a collective.

Within CLS, there continues to be a growing recognition “that leadership relations are typically not so
asymmetrical and top-down that they are invariably one-way and all-determining” (Collinson, 2014:
37), as the leader-follower relationship (overlooking the over-dichotomisation of leader-follower in
this instance) is co-constructed and thus entails both positive (loyalty, consent, etc) and negative
(dissent, resistance, etc) components (Collinson, 2005). As such, Fairhurst and Connaughton (2014)
recognise the growing interest in tensions, paradoxes, and contradictions of leadership dynamics and
organisational life, observations that resonate with one of the primary criticisms targeted at servant
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leadership: how can one lead and serve simultaneously as the positions appear contradictory (Van
Dierendonck and Patterson, 2015).

Taking these developments regarding leadership studies into consideration, servant leadership has
been positioned as a post-heroic approach due to its relational aspect (Liden et al, 2008), the focus
on the follower (Van Dierendonck, 2011), and the focus on growth (Sobral and Furtado, 2019), all of
which distinguish it from heroic traditions. Additional features of servant leadership theory, such as
recognition of leadership distinct from white, patriarchal ideals (Elliott and Stead, 2008) in favour of
more ‘feminine’ characteristics such as empathy and humility (Crevani et al, 2007), and the
encouragement of innovation (Van Dierendonck, 2011), have also led to scholars positioning servant
leadership as a post-heroic perspective. Despite this positioning however, servant leadership “begins
with the natural feeling one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire
to lead” (Greenleaf, 1973: 15), which strongly resonates with the claim of CLS that leadership studies
across both heroic and post-heroic traditions have over-dichotomised individuals as leader or
follower (Collinson, 2005), as opposed to leader and follower, adopting roles along a spectrum during
a silo of time. The servant leaders’ status as “primus inter pares” (Crippen, 2017) and servant first
(Greenleaf, 1970) suggests that servant leadership as a theoretical construct may be more akin to the
CLS tradition, despite the assimilation with post-heroic traditions. Maintaining a “primus inter pares”
status necessarily entails considerations relating to power and the turn away from traditional
understandings of power within heroic leadership studies, again suggesting servant leadership can
be considered within CLS. Given this potential confusion within servant leadership theory, further
exploration, particularly through the lens of power and the unconventional distribution of power
associated with servant leadership with regards to alternative leadership approaches, may elicit
greater understanding into the positioning of servant leadership with regards post-heroic and CLS
respectively.

2.4. The Notion of Power

Seminal writings relating to power and influence within the leadership domain are found in French
and Raven’s (1959) Five Bases of Power, later adapted to include a sixth dimension. Based upon the
premise that social influence can be considered as a change in one’s beliefs, attitudes or behaviours
as a result of another’s actions (Raven, 2004), French and Raven (1959) established five bases of
power: referent, expert, legitimate, reward, and coercive; Raven (1965) subsequently introduced the
notion of information power to the existing five bases. The original five bases can be subdivided into
two further categories, personal power (referent and expert) and position power (legitimate, reward
and coercive) (Parmer and Dillard, 2019).

Since French and Raven’s (1959) seminal writings, the notion of power and influence has
experienced much attention from both theorists and practitioners alike; many of the perceived
developments however have faced criticisms such as Podsakoff and Schriesheim’s (1985) suggestion
that statistical attempts to differentiate between the bases of power have been unsuccessful, results
have been unreliable and unreproducible. Blois and Hopkinson (2013) are similarly critical,
suggesting that empirical studies tend to contradict theoretical postulations, contradict other
empirical evidence, and increasingly illustrate a concern for the importance of context within power-
base research. The notion of power within leadership studies therefore remains contested.

Traditional notions of leadership in organisational contexts specifically have observed leaders as
heroes and therefore a positive aspect of organisational life, thereby rendering power unproblematic
as a result of the positive influence of leaders on organisations and individuals (Collinson, 2020).
Post-heroic approaches have emerged however, whereby leadership is understood as a
“collaboratively produced, distributed, and emergent phenomenon highly dependent upon situation
and context” (Alvehus, 2018: 536), and the socially constructed nature of leadership and
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“importance of (empowered) followers” (Collinson, 2020: 3), have been revealed. Both post-heroic
and CLS perspectives recognise the essential nature of power to leadership (Collinson, 2014), and the
potentially destructive consequences of power such as leader intoxication (Owen, 2012), increased
impulsive behaviour (Asad and Sadler-Smith, 2020), or an inability to appreciate others’ opinions
(Useem, 2017), all of which can be related to unethical behaviour and corruption (Bendahan et al,
2015; Giurge et al, 2019).

Positive enactments of power however can be enabling in terms of increasing productivity and
empowerment (Schyns et al, 2019), particularly when a “power-with” approach is adopted as
opposed to “power-over”. Cunliffe and Erikson (2011) suggest that post-heroic leadership
perspectives adopt a power-with approach which establishes the collaborative, developmental
nature of the leadership approach, as opposed to dictatorial nature of power-over approaches.
Ryoma (2020) confirms the power-with approach within post-heroic traditions, citing the context of a
professional ice hockey team. Ryoma (2020) suggests in off-stage contexts (i.e. any time aside from a
match) the coach (leader) possesses ultimate power in terms of planning, tactics, and game-plan,
whereas in on-stage contexts (i.e. when the match begins) the coach (leader) has very limited power
and is reliant upon individual players (followers) to execute the plan. As such, power shifts between
on- and off-stage contexts so that the coach (leader) must serve and empower players (followers).
This analogy can be applied within the organisational context whereby business leaders (coaches)
inform strategy, plan, and set overall objectives but then individual employees are the agents who
will manifest these strategic objectives. Ryoma’s (2020) insights therefore illustrate tensions within
leadership whereby it is not a stable entity across contexts; power, for example, can shift within time
and space and is not limited to one stakeholder but is distributed to leaders and followers depending
on context and situation. This therefore distinguishes between heroic and post-heroic perspectives
towards power within the leader-follower relationship illustrating how leadership is a process as
opposed to an action committed by one to another.

Ryoma’s (2020) observations resonate with contemporary expectations of senior figures within
organisations, such as being both leaders and followers, being in control and also relinquishing
control, and being able to plan while surrendering to unknown and unforeseen events (Parush and
Koivunen, 2014), all of which appear inconsistent and contradictory based on traditional
understandings of power distribution. A further contradictory position is that of servant leadership,
the notion of serving and leading simultaneously and the difficulties associated with power within
these contradictions; roles are precarious as there is the potential for identity distance, negotiation
of expectations and performance, and resistance to formal authority and change (Collinson, 2006;
DeRue and Ashford, 2010; Uhl-Bien et al, 2014). As such, there is a requirement to consider power
asymmetries and hierarchy in social structures (Alvehus, 2018), given the conflicting expectations
towards senior leaders in contemporary organisations. Understanding how servant leaders position
themselves within social structures within their organisations may elicit insights into how they
overcome the contradictory positions of leading and serving simultaneously.

In his original portrayal, Greenleaf (1973: 15) suggests that servant leadership “begins with the
natural feeling one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead”
(Greenleaf, 1973: 15). Service therefore appears to be at the heart of the construct (Russell and
Stone, 2002), whereby the leader facilitates the development of others through their provision of
time, resources and knowledge (Fairholm, 1997); this has important consequences for the
positioning of power within servant leadership theory. Sendjaya and Sarros (2002) note how
traditionally leaders have controlled and commanded others from their privileged positions, yet
leading from a position of service suggests that leaders are “primus inter pares”, that is first among
equals (Crippen, 2017).
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Jackson and Parry (2011) suggest that serving implies being secondary to leaders so leading and
following simultaneously may be incompatible positions; this resonates with contradictions in
current expectations of senior leaders (Parush and Koivunen, 2014). Greenleaf (1970) himself notes
the contradiction but states this is imperative to the construct; its importance was highlighted by
scholars such as Ford (1991), Graham (1991) and Farling et al (1999) who all recognised the
importance of the contradiction to the approach stating its necessity. Service does not arise as a
result of personal weaknesses or character flaws, rather it is the strong self-image, belief in one’s
own values and comfort in one’s own identity that allows them to perform in a sacrificial manner.
Furthermore, Van Dierendonck (2011: 1231) contends that “working from a need to serve does not
imply an attitude of servility in the sense that the power lies in the hands of the followers or that
leaders would have low self-esteem”, rather it incorporates placing the good of others over one’s
own self-interests (Hale and Fields, 2007), encompassing aspects of authenticity and generosity
(Patterson, 2003). Despite its fundamental position within the construct, Grisaffe et al (2016) suggest
that serving has not featured prominently within servant leadership literature, and there are
therefore large knowledge gaps that need to be addressed.

One potential way in which knowledge can be derived into the notion of leading and serving
simultaneously, therefore contributing to debates relating to contradictory expectations of leaders
within contemporary organisations founded upon power, is when observing how servant leaders
perceive engagement in CSR. Panaccio et al (2015) for example, suggest that starting from service
increases the propensity for servant leaders to display a concern for CSR as a result of the inherent
desire to serve others (Laub, 1999). Drawing on the cyclical nature of servant leadership, Panaccio et
al (2015) also hypothesise that as a result of the servant leaders’ concern for others, the propensity
for employees to engage in CSR increased. Considering that instrumental motives drive engagement
in CSR at the individual level, that is to say, “personal values, commitment, and awareness of CSR”
(Aguinis and Glavas, 2012: 952) are the key drivers as well as an employees’ perception of
organisational justice in terms of shaping their behaviours and attitudes (Aguilera et al, 2006), the
influence of the leader on employee engagement in CSR-related activities appears to be an
important consideration. This supports the findings of Brown et al (2010) who suggest that an
organisation’s executives’ personal beliefs and values influence the values, beliefs and behaviours of
their subordinates. This research can develop understanding into how servant leaders lead from a
position of servility to enhance individual employee participation in CSR-related activities; this will
contribute to wider discussions relating to contradictory expectations of leaders in contemporary
organisations such as the adoption of seemingly contradictory roles as well as the manifestation of
power and influence.

In addition to the contradictory positions of leading and serving simultaneously, Grisaffe et al (2016)
also suggest that the notion of influence and power within servant leadership theory distinguish it
from both heroic and alternative post-heroic approaches to leadership. Servant leadership theory
demands the practice of sharing power, thus positioning the approach within the post-heroic
tradition (Coetzer et al, 2017). The shift towards a shared and distributed model of power can be
identified in the Kantian interpretation of leadership, where leaders have a responsibility to increase
the autonomy and responsibility of individual followers and thus enhance their ability to think for
themselves (Bowie, 2000); this resonates strongly with the foundational belief in facilitating personal
development inherent to servant leadership theory (Liden et al, 2015; Eva et al, 2019). One aspect of
power distribution to be explored within servant leadership theory, perhaps as a result of the focus
on individual followers within the wider context of leadership as a process, is the notion of
autonomy.

Autonomy has featured in several leadership studies, particularly in relation to the construct of team
leadership, where it is believed leaders grant autonomy to individual team members to unleash their
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talents (Northouse, 2016). Defined as being “the experience of having choices and of initiating action
oneself” (Chiniara and Bentein, 2016: 127), Gergen (2006) raises concerns regarding the notion of
autonomy with regards leadership as it appears to contradict traditional features of leadership such
as directing, concern for production, goal setting, and creating a vision; this therefore resonates with
current tensions experienced within contemporary leadership discourse of adopting contradictory
positions simultaneously (Fairhurst and Connaughton; 2014). The shift in focus within servant
leadership however from organisational objectives to the needs of individual followers (Greenleaf,
1970; Russell and Stone, 2002), includes autonomy as one aspect of personal growth that can be
experienced by followers when they are exposed to the behaviours associated with servant
leadership. Graham (1991) suggests that servant leadership theory dictates that the primary
objective of servant leadership is the development of individuals, as opposed to transformational
leadership for example which seeks to complete organisational objectives, which not only
differentiates servant leadership from a large proportion of other post-heroic approaches to
leadership but also posits the development of autonomy as fundamental to the construct.

Furthermore, facilitating employee autonomy acts as a catalyst for the development of high-quality
dyadic relationships within servant leadership as a process, “which in turn is associated with higher
[employee] engagement in challenging tasks” (Van Dierendonck, 2011: 1247). Servant leaders’
encouragement of employees to engage in challenging tasks is linked to their belief in contributing
towards the personal development of individuals (Liden et al, 2015; Eva et al, 2019), and their
engagement in the decision-making process. Including employees in the decision-making process
enhances personal autonomy as employees feel a responsibility towards contributing to the
advancement of the business (Murari and Gupta, 2012). Rupp et al (2010) drew upon self-
determination theory, which is based upon the universal and innate psychological needs of
competence, autonomy and psychological relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2008), to suggest that
decisional contexts within organisations that foster employee autonomy may also drive CSR
engagement. Tao et al (2018) also drew upon the interaction of leaders and employees within the
decision-making context of CSR to establish that employees’ basic psychological need for autonomy
is satisfied when invited into the decision-making context. Tao et al (2018) further suggest that
experiencing high-levels of autonomy, such as when engaging in the decision-making process,
increase the propensity for long-lasting engagement of employees in CSR-related activities. Although
positioned by some as a post-heroic approach (Eva et al, 2019), the facilitation of employee
autonomy appears to resonate with the over-dichotomisation of traditional leadership studies
(Collinson, 2005); individuals can be considered not just formerly appointed leader or follower but as
individual agents that simultaneously contribute towards the enhancement of the organisation
whilst experiencing personal development. This therefore raises the question as to whether servant
leadership adheres to the post-heroic tradition or is more akin to CLS, a consideration returned to
frequently throughout this thesis.

2.5. Servant Leadership and Alternative Approaches to Leadership

As Van Dierendonck (2011) alluded to, it can occasionally be difficult for followers to distinguish
between servant leadership and other closely related leadership approaches, such as
transformational, authentic, spiritual, and inclusive leadership respectively. However, Parris and
Peachey (2013) and Liden et al (2015: 254) note that the quantity and quality of empirical research
conducted recently “has demonstrated the incremental value of servant leadership as evidenced by
the explanation of additional variance beyond TFL [transformational leadership], LMX [leader-
member exchange], and/or consideration/initiating structure (Fleishman, 1998) in individual (Liden
et al, 2008; Neubert et al, 2008; Van Dierendonck et al, 2014), group, (Ehrhart, 2004; Schaubroeck et
al, 2011), and organisational (Peterson et al, 2012) outcomes”. Although sharing similarities, subtle
differences distinguish servant leadership from other post-heroic approaches to leadership, and the
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focus on empowerment within the approach may even suggest it to be more akin to CLS. The
following sections comprehensively explore the differences between servant leadership, closely
related post-heroic approaches, and the emerging influence of CLS on these discussions.

2.5.1. Transformational Leadership

Originally proposed in a political context (Burns, 1978), transformational leadership is “the single
most studied and debated idea within the field of leadership studies” (Diaz-Saenz, 2011: 299), and
distinguishes between transactional and transformational leadership approaches. Transactional
leadership focuses on exchanges between leaders and followers where a ‘transaction’ occurs.
Transformational leadership on the other hand, seeks to allow both leaders and followers the chance
to achieve their maximum potential (Burns, 1978) by creating connections between people so that
motivation and morality levels increase. Transformational leaders are seen to be confident and
competent, and able to articulate their often-strong ideals in a way that many define as visionary
(Shamir et al., 1993). As a result of this, followers possess a desire to emulate their leaders due to
feelings of trust and belief.

Although this visionary, confident persona appears positive, some scholars argue the nature of these
characteristics gives rise to potentially negative aspects of transformational leadership. Although
positioned here as post-heroic due to the relational aspect and shared mentality (Kark and Shamir,
2013), the accusation that transformational leadership is another form of heroic leadership (Yukl,
1999) is yet to be sufficiently answered as the leader’s confidence and competence can impede the
potential for challenges from followers and stakeholders (Northouse, 2016). Attributes such as
confidence and competence are closely aligned to the notion of charisma which manifests itself in
transformational leadership theory through idealised influence (Northouse, 2016). Van Dierendonck
(2011: 1235) raises concerns regarding idealised influence in terms of “for whom or for what do
followers grow?” which gives rise to the primary distinction between transformational and servant
leadership. Whereas transformational leadership focuses on obtaining organisational objectives
(Burns, 1998; Yukl, 1998), the focus of servant leaders is on the growth and development of their
followers (Parolini et al, 2009), the organisation will develop thereafter. Organisational objectives
such as profit maximisation are replaced in favour of individual followers’ health, wisdom, freedom,
and personal development (Greenleaf, 1970). Given that “at the core of servant leadership is the
leader’s belief in the intrinsic value of each individual” (Van Dierendonck, 2011: 1246), there is a
clear distinction between transformational and servant leadership theories respectively.

Servant leadership is also distinct from transformational leadership by virtue of the notion of
morality (Graham, 1991). The lack of a moral component affords the opportunity for narcissistic
tendencies to arise in transformational leaders (Van Dierendonck, 2011) which have been
demonstrated to facilitate an ‘I’ rather than ‘we’ culture within organisations (Peterson et al., 2012).
Similarly, Tourish (2014) argues that transformational leadership theory perceives organisational
influence to flow unidirectionally, from powerful leaders to submissive followers, yet the emergence
of the situational approach and followership cast this into doubt. Tourish (2014: 82) continues by
arguing “it is obvious now that concentrating power in the hands of a few, whether in countries or
organisations, has not been a successful experiment in decision making”. Negative aspects of
organisational culture can arise if organisational influence flows unidirectionally, such as the
elimination of dissent, the accumulation of centralised power in the hands of a few, and the belief in
divine inspiration for the leader rendering them essential to an organisation’s success (Conger, 1990;
Tourish, 2014). Examples of these negative aspects manifesting themselves proliferate organisational
studies, the demise of organisations such as Enron and Arthur Andersen offering prime examples
(Tourish and Vatcha, 2005). Servant leaders are able to negate the potential for these negative
aspects as a result of their inherent moral compass that guides them towards the follower’s personal
development, as well as their innate sense of right and wrong that develops in accordance with
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societal expectations (Russell and Stone, 2002). Given contemporary expectations for leadership
theories to overtly encompass ethical considerations as a result of corporate scandals (Waldman and
Galvin, 2008), servant leadership appears theoretically well-positioned to transcend transformational
leadership.

2.5.2. Authentic Leadership

Servant leadership has also been compared to authentic leadership. Grounded in attempts to
“concentrate on the root construct underlying all positive forms of leadership” (Avolio and Gardner,
2005: 316), authentic leadership is argued to be the enactment of one’s true self (Ford and Harding,
2011). Despite the positive associations of acting in a manner consistent with one’s inner thoughts
and feelings, scholars have cited deficiencies that this may lead to in theoretical conversations, as
well as contributing to the division between theoretical and practical understandings of authenticity
(Izsatt-White and Kempster, 2019). Ford and Harding (2011) for example, suggest that a leadership
approach that reflects the “true self” is impossible in the organisational context as in order for
leaders to sacrifice their subjectivity to the organisational collective, they are by very nature acting
inauthentically- they are forgoing their personal thoughts and feelings in favour of the organisations.
Costas and Taheri (2012) further challenge authentic leadership in terms of replacing traditional
notions of authority with a categorical focus on love, harmony and completeness, an argument that
appears to resonate with the over-dichotomisation of heroic and post-heroic approaches to
leadership present within CLS (Collinson, 2005). Furthermore, Algera and Lips-Wiersma (2012) raise
an existential challenge towards authentic leadership questioning what it means to be authentically
human? Without an answer to this subjective existential conundrum, how can one claim to be an
authentic leader? Despite these concerns, interest in authentic leadership continues to grow (lzsatt-
White and Kempster, 2019).

There are numerous theoretical similarities between servant leadership and authentic leadership,
illustrated by the fact that Wong and Davey (2007), Sendjaya et al (2008), and Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten (2011) all include authenticity as a fundamental characteristic of servant leadership theory.
Avolio and Gardner also noted how authentic leadership is a “root construct” underlying all positive
leadership styles; the authors also claim however that it remains theoretically distinct. In addition to
authenticity, both leadership approaches are predicated on high levels of morality (Wu et al, 2013)
incorporating characteristics such as integrity, honesty and humility (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002; Russell
and Stone, 2002). Both approaches appear to rely on their moral integrity to guide decisions and
behaviours rather than being influenced by external pressures (Ling et al, 2017), which perhaps
suggests one reason as to why servant leaders are postulated as one of the best at balancing internal
responsibilities to shareholders and external pressures from stakeholders (Bennis, 2004).
Furthermore, the two approaches are also relational by nature (Derue et al, 2011), that is that they
focus on follower development by establishing a positive leader-follower relationship.

The two approaches remain distinct despite these similarities, for example, in terms of scope. Hale
and Fields (2007) argue that servant leadership theory places the good of followers over leaders’
own self-interests thus leaders adopt a position of servility; the spirit of self-sacrifice therefore is
reflected in the moral virtue of servant leadership. Authentic leadership theory however neglects to
include a serving dimension. This can also be extended to include a moral dimension present within
servant leadership and not necessarily in authentic leadership; authentic leaders are authentic to
oneself whereas morality encompasses others which distinguishes servant from authentic leadership
(Ling et al, 2017).

The two approaches can also be distinguished when considered in relation to the notion of
community. Servant leadership includes concern for not only the leader and the follower but also
wider society, the organisation, and other stakeholders (Ehrhart, 2004; Walumbwa et al, 2010).
Despite demonstrating a concern for communities existing since the earliest conceptions of servant
leadership (Laub, 1999), current understanding is somewhat limited to conceptual perceptions with
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regards how this care for the community can become manifested. Authentic leadership on the other
hand, has a much narrower scope. It appears to have a restricted focus to the self-development of
leaders and followers, negating the influence that the approach has on the organisation and other
stakeholders (Ling et al, 2017). Research into authentic leadership appears premised upon the belief
that that the current conceptualisation of the construct is absolute whereas Iszatt-White and
Kempster (2019) suggest this is not the case and there is a distinct lack of empirical evidence
directed towards verifying and clarifying the constituent factors of the construct. As such, there is a
need to establish the nature of authentic leadership to establish the core components which will
then enable understanding to develop with regards scope and impact of authentic leaders.

2.5.3. Spiritual Leadership

Servant leadership has also been compared with spiritual leadership. Originally presented by Fry
(2003), spiritual leadership “appeals to the virtuous leadership practices and intrinsic motivating
factors to cultivate a sense of meaning, purpose, and interconnectedness in the workplace”
(Sendjaya et al, 2008: 404). Fry (2003) postulated three qualities of spiritual leadership: vision,
altruistic love, and hope/faith. Starting from vision, spiritual leaders are able to establish a culture
that intrinsically motivates both leaders and followers as a result of developing meaning for oneself.
Along with meaning, altruistic love also facilitates the perception of feeling understood and
appreciated which results in the sense of being part of a community (Van Dierendonck, 2011).
Spiritual leadership therefore draws upon the values, attitudes and behaviours that enable one to
realise self-motivation, while simultaneously motivating others so that both experience a sense of
calling and membership (Chen and Yang, 2012).

Spiritual leadership therefore appears similar to servant leadership in terms of humility,
interpersonal acceptance, and integrity (Sendjaya et al, 2008). Indeed, servant leadership has been
considered (Miller, 1995; Rinehart, 1998) as a spirituality-based approach to leadership considering
the religious and/or spiritual metaphors employed in its depiction. Furthermore, both approaches
appear to favour alternative goals to organisational objectives, servant leadership however focuses
primarily on the growth and development of followers whereas spiritual leadership strives for overall
social growth through the mechanisms of membership and calling (Contreras, 2016). Contreras
(2016) also suggests that both approaches are predicated upon the ability of the leader to inspire
their followers beyond both ethical and moral principles; they both strive for social and
organisational growth as a result of high-quality leader-follower relationships (Northouse, 2016).

Despite these conceptual overlaps, Van Dierendonck (2011) suggests that little is actually known
about what behaviours are actually associated with spiritual leadership; much of how spiritual
leadership is conceptualised appears to be based on organisational culture as opposed to the role of
the leader. Although the leader is a central stakeholder in discerning an organisation’s culture
(Maldonado et al. 2018), Van Dierendonck’s critique of the conceptualisation of spiritual leadership
remains valid; in the absence of understanding the influence of the leader, spiritual leadership
remains hypothetical. Similarly, Sendjaya et al (2008) had previously suggested that servant
leadership offers a more compelling and holistic approach for several reasons. Firstly, Sendjaya et al
(2008) suggest certain characteristics that appear to be outcomes of spiritual leadership, such as
calling and membership, appear inherent to servant leadership. Whereas servant leaders are driven
by an inner sense of calling that then develops to assist others (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006), spiritual
leadership appears to require the identification of follower’s callings before the leader acts (Fry,
2003). Other variables inherent to the construct of servant leadership, such as the notion of service
and adherence to a generally perceived moral code, also do not feature within spiritual leadership,
which Sendjaya et al (2008) suggests renders spirituality one aspect of servant leadership rather than
an approach in and of itself.

Spiritual leadership has also faced criticism as being another heroic approach to leadership. Tourish
and Tourish (2010: 218) for example, suggest that starting from a visionary position merely “enables
powerful elites to promote sectional interests while claiming that they embody universal truths and
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principles”; this therefore raises concerns as to the romanticising of an individual heroic leaders
operating from a privileged status. Collinson et al (2017: 9) also note that spiritual leadership is
overly-romanticised with respect to its position on faith, suggesting that faith is premised upon an
unverifiable accountability and “something that does not require validation in an external referent”
such as science, politics, or aestheticism. Collinson et al (2017: 9) further suggest that spiritual
leadership “offers a closed, self-referential system, akin to the totalistic and autonomous conception
of nature within romanticism”. Collinson et al (2017) cite the construction of all-encompassing values
inherent to spiritual leadership, such as altruistic love, as ahistorical and transcendent, beyond
power relations, and external to any philosophical, scientific or political anchor; this is problematic as
it requires individuals to surrender to an intensification of the transcendent (Benjamin, 1996)
grounded in a vacuum of empirical evidence. Although the foundational principles of servant
leadership appear more established than those of spiritual leadership (Sendjaya et al, 2008), servant
leadership has also been criticised in terms of appealing to universal and transcendental truths (Ford
and Harding, 2015; Collinson et al, 2017) thereby also over-romanticising the role of the leader.
However, from a conceptual perspective servant leadership incorporates the cultivation of shared
goals between leaders and followers, thereby recognising the importance of inclusivity and diversity
of thought. The present research seeks to explore this inclusive mindset by considering the
manifestation of servant leadership in the context of CSR-related activities which will provide insights
into how shared goals become manifested within servant leadership as a process.

2.5.4. Inclusive Leadership

Servant leadership also draws similarities with inclusive leadership, which is based on “universal
participation of the populace and self-actualisation of the individual by means of a commonly agreed
upon goal or vision” (Echols, 2009: 87). As with much of the leadership literature, there is no
universal consensus as to the definition of inclusive leadership although there are generally agreed
upon concepts that position inclusive leadership as a post-heroic approach to leadership. Originally
proposed by Nembhard and Edmondson (2006), it was defined as “words and deeds by a leader or
leaders that indicate an invitation and appreciation for others’ contributions”; Hollander (2012: 3)
however, suggests this simply means “doing things with people, rather than to people”. A more
contemporary understanding was presented by Gotsis and Grimani (2016: 989) who stated,
“inclusive leadership is collaborative and consensus building, centred on empowering employees to
advance career prospects (Sabharwal, 2014)”. The more contemporary understanding reflects the
shift towards ‘power-with’ approaches to leadership, which “requires an appreciation of others’
efforts” (Ryoma, 2020: 12).

Characteristics shared by the two leadership approaches include the collaborative style of leadership
where followers are invited to contribute towards organisational objectives (Ye et al, 2018), and the
focus on empowering, developing, and establishing a sense of belonging in individuals (Sugiyama et
al, 2016; Carmeli et al, 2010; Ye et al, 2018). Echols (2009) also noted that both inclusive and servant
leadership theories respectively focus on the empowerment of individual followers; inclusive
leadership develops a culture that perpetuates the morality of the worth of the individual, granting
individuals status and importance, and thus it acts as a defence against the potential for despotism
and authoritarianism. This appears to strongly resonate with the work of Tourish (2014), relating to
the emergence of narcissism and unilateral power in some leadership approaches, suggesting that
inclusive leadership can combat the shortcomings of transformational leadership in particular. Given
both inclusive and servant leaderships’ respective attitudes towards employee empowerment, it is
feasible to suggest that servant leadership is also well-positioned to overcome the emergence of
leader narcissism through practising inclusivity. Furthermore, Haommermeister et al (2008) found that
student athletes could differentiate three dimensions of servant leader coaches from other coaches,
with the trait of inclusion being one of these (the other two being humility and service). This would
appear to suggest that inclusivity is an inherent concept within servant leadership as opposed to
forming an approach in and of itself.

24



The notion of empowerment here evokes considerations relating to the distribution of power within
the leadership processes of servant and inclusive leaderships respectively. As empowerment
encourages self-directed decision making (Konczak et al, 2000), it appears to promote a shift in
power towards followers, as the ability to make decisions incorporates elements of personal power
(Yukl, 2006). As such, leaders are therefore expected to relinquish elements of control while
simultaneously ‘leading’, thus also resonating with the contradictory expectations of leaders in
contemporary society (Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014). In accordance with arguments presented
in CLS, further explorations are therefore required into the nature of inclusivity, both in terms of a
leadership approach in its own right as well as inclusivity within servant leadership theory, to explore
the role of power within the manifestation of inclusivity.

Echols (2009) states that servant leadership is by its very nature inclusive, an argument supported by
Greenleaf’s (1970) initial postulation that servant leaders “primus inter pares”, that is first among
equals (Crippen, 2017). Boumbulian et al (2004) had previously noted this inherent capacity for
inclusivity based upon the implicit interdependence among people, communities and institutions
prevalent within servant leadership theory. Gotsis and Grimani (2016) have subsequently argued that
servant leadership embodies an inclusive leadership philosophy that fosters inclusive climates, in
particular the need for belongingness and uniqueness, and established a number of organisational
practices. However, the same authors also state that “there is a paucity of theoretical and empirical
research” relating to how servant leaders “meet the needs of multiple stakeholders in promoting
inclusion” (Gotsis and Grimani, 2016: 1000). As such, the present research seeks to develop
understanding into how servant leadership can enhance inclusivity across organisations, specifically
in the context of CSR. This may also elicit insights into whether servant leadership can be considered
a post heroic approach to leadership, within the CLS tradition, or a hybrid of both.

Despite similarities, inclusive and servant leadership remain both theoretically and empirically
distinct. Qi et al (2019) for example, suggest that servant leadership is focused on helping employees
grow and succeed (Liden et al, 2008; Van Dierendonck, 2011), whereas inclusive leadership is
focused on tending to members’ needs for work group openness and availability. Similarly, Randel et
al (2017) suggest that inclusive leadership holds unique status in developing acceptance,
belonginess, uniqueness and inclusiveness in work teams as a result of traits such as accepting
employees for who they are and facilitating employee contributions that utilise their unique abilities
and perspectives. However, there appears to be no empirical evidence suggesting potential
mechanisms and avenues through which the unique levels postulated are achieved beyond those of
other leadership approaches and their associated characteristics, such as interpersonal acceptance
within the servant leadership literature (Van Dierendonck, 2011).

The development of positive relationships between servant leaders and followers, potentially as a
result of the development of trust arising from a leader’s wisdom and authenticity (Bugenhagen,
2006), provides theoretical evidence as to the mechanisms that facilitates inclusivity within servant
leadership, but this remains theoretical at present. Although the characteristics of wisdom and
authenticity are not unique to servant leadership, it has been suggested that they are important
considerations with regards relationships within servant leadership (Zacher et al, 2014; Rahimnia and
Sharifirad, 2014). As such, the present research aims to further contribute towards the notion of
inclusivity within servant leadership theory by developing understanding into the perceptions of
leaders and followers with regards to the structures and practices through which servant leadership
fosters inclusivity, in the context of CSR-related activities.

2.5.5. Distributed and Shared Leadership

Servant leadership has also been compared to a number of other approaches to leadership, albeit
less-comprehensively. Distributed leadership for example, which is a complex vortex of variables
where influence is shared by team members who adopt the role of leader as and when their skills
and competencies are best suited (Thorpe et al, 2011; Northouse, 2016), is formed on a social
contract between members of a team (Serrat, 2017). It can encompass, but is not restricted to, three
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leadership practices: collaboration, intuition and relationships (Gronn, 2002), and has been linked to
faster responses to more complex issues (Morgeson et al, 2010; Pearce et al, 2009). Page and Wong
(2000) provide the analogy of an elite rowing team to encapsulate distributed leadership; they state
that although it may look like the athlete at the back of the boat is directing operations, there is also
the “stroke” who dictates the pace of movement, the captain who has additional responsibility when
not on the water, and the coach who is not even in the boat. Without any one of these roles, the
boat would not operate and there is not one standalone leader as all roles take ownership of distinct
operations.

There are several similarities between servant and distributed leaderships respectively, least of all
their shared focus on relationships. Like authentic leadership, distributed leadership shares servant
leadership’s focus on the leader-follower relationship, a process that involves sense-making and
direction (Serrat, 2017; Van Dierendonck, 2011). Distributed leadership also shares servant
leadership’s rejection of traditional notions of organisational hierarchy in favour of shared power
throughout organisation’s members. However, whereas empirical research has begun to verify and
validate potential antecedents and outcomes of servant leadership across different contexts, the
transferability of distributed leadership across contexts has been questioned as most research into
the construct has been focused in the educational sector (Bolden, 2011); there are concerns as to
the effectiveness of distributed leadership within the education sector even, Mayrowetz (2008)
suggesting that the possible benefits of distributed leadership remain hypothetical. One potential
reason for this may be that important aspects of leadership studies have been neglected within the
theorising of distributed leadership, such as the distribution and manifestation of power and
influence within the approach (Klar et al, 2016). Although positioned as a post-heroic approach, Klar
et al’s (2016) concern regarding the lack of understanding into power and influence within
distributed leadership, and their attempts to elicit understanding into power distribution within the
approach, resonates with emerging arguments within the realm of CLS. Lumby (2013) for example,
suggests that power is not problematised within distributed leadership theory, a critique of post-
heroic approaches more generally, which renders the negative aspects of power such as coercion and
force, negated. This may therefore suggest that as understanding develops into the manifestation of
distributed leadership, its position within the post-heroic tradition may be called into question.

Servant leadership has also been compared to shared leadership, which is a “dynamic, interactive
influence process among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the
achievement of group or organisational goals or both” (Pearce and Conger, 2003: 1). As with
distributed leadership, the traditional vertical approach to influence is negated in favour of a
horizontal approach where team members show leadership to one another (Bligh et al, 2006). With
the lack of direct supervision, individual members become empowered to assist in the development
of team objectives and coordination between team members (Sousa and Van Dierendonck, 2002),
the focus on empowerment therefore appearing to make servant leadership and shared leadership
closely related.

Carson et al (2007) suggest that the internal team environment which consists of a shared purpose,
social support, and voice, as well as external coaching, are the predictors of shared leadership
emergence, which again resonates with servant leadership theory. The notion of working towards a
shared vision appears synonymous with Van Dierendonck’s (2011) key characteristic of providing
direction, yet it differs as the team members are responsible for establishing the shared vision within
the shared leadership approach whereas within servant leadership, the direction is established as a
result of the high-quality dyadic interpersonal relations between leaders and followers (Ferris et al,
2009). This is perhaps the primary distinguishing factor between servant leadership and shared
leadership, within servant leadership there is a clearly identified leader who assumes a hierarchical
position more elevated than that of their followers; within shared leadership however, leadership is
distributed between equally-ranked team members who assume leadership roles collaboratively.
This distinction also renders capturing authentic shared leadership difficult and arduous, as one
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leader is turned into multiple team members rendering there a lack of a single point of reference
from which to measure (Pearce and Sims, 2002; Gockel and Werth, 2010; Hoch et al, 2002).
Difficulties with regard observing authentic shared leadership are synonymous with Collinson et al’s
(2017) critique that collective leadership approaches often negate to consider the influence of power
within their theories, rendering explorations difficult. Developing understanding into power
dynamics within servant leadership theory however can be established through the notion of
empowerment.

This section has critically evaluated servant leadership with respect to alternative approaches to
leadership, identifying similarities and differences at both conceptual and practical levels, within a
framework informed by the research aims of the present study. Table 2 summarises these critical
evaluations, drawing upon the comprehensive considerations outlined in the section. The evidence
continues to distinguish servant leadership from other leadership approaches in terms of scope,
nature and outcomes, as well as identifies limitations with regard servant leadership literature to
date specifically; these limitations are further explored in the following section.
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Similarities

Differences

Transformatio
nal Leadership
(TL).

Visionary.

Development of followers.

Aspects of trust.

Act as model to followers.

Leader self-awareness.

Considerations relating to positive social
exchanges.

Concept of morality unspecified in TL.

TL perceives organisational influence to flow
unidirectionally.

TL focus on organisational goals; SL focus on
service to the follower.

TL motivate followers using their charisma; SL
motivate through stewardship.

Authentic Authenticity as a root construct. The notion of service is not prevalent in AL.
Leadership High levels of morality. The question of whom one is authentic to is
(AL) Relational. raised.
Leader self-awareness. The notion of community does not feature in
Considerations relating to positive social | AL.
exchanges. AL firmly grounded in clinical, positive and
social psychology literatures.
Spiritual Develop meaning in followers. Motivations to lead.

Leadership (Sp
L)

A focus on humility, interpersonal
acceptance, and integrity.

Positive moral perspective.

Attempt to generate a sense of
interconnectedness within the
workplace.

Leader self-awareness.

Considerations relating to positive social
exchanges.

Concept of morality unspecified in SpL.
Calling and membership are inherent concepts
to SL; they are outcomes of SpL though.

Inclusive The notions of empowerment, The focus of each approach (follower growth
Leadership collaboration, and belonging. and empowerment/work group openness and
Increased employee well-being and availability).
innovative behaviour.
Increased team performance.
A focus on inclusivity.
Distributed The rejection of traditional notions of Transferability across contexts.
Leadership hierarchy. DL can be considered a method/process
(DL) The potential for leaders to emerge. encompassed in other leadership approaches.
Shared Working towards a shared vision. An identifiable leader versus multiple focus
Leadership The notion of empowerment. points.

Table 2: A comparison of servant leadership to alternative leadership approaches
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2.6. A Summary of Current Understanding and Limitations to Servant Leadership Theory

The previous sections discussed developments in leadership theory that have resulted in
contemporary understandings of leadership as a process incoproating notion sof power and
influence between different stakeholders within specific contexts (Stogdill, 1948; Hale and Fields,
2007; Northouse, 2016). This section will expand upon limitations alluded to previously and suggest
how aspects of CSR literature can provide unique understandings into areas of knowledge currently
lacking within servant leadership. Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) noted that as a result of
Greenleaf’s original depiction we currently fluctuate in a position of limbo whereby we possess
knowledge of motivations and outcomes associated with servant leadership, yet very little of the
behaviours that facilitate the manifestation of these motivations; the present research aims to
contribute towards reducing this gap.

The limitations can be broadly categorised into the following three aspects, each of which will be
comprehensively explored in the proceeding sections: the various ways in which servant leadership
has been conceptualised (Section 2.3.1); the different measurement tools and techniques
permeating the field (Section 2.3.2); and, the notion of power within servant leadership theory
(Section 2.3.3). The existing limitations appear to have arisen chronologically, potentially as a result
of scholars attempting to explore and develop the field without establishing firm understanding and
knowledge. For example, the limitation regarding measurement appears to suffer somewhat from
similar fallacies as the limitations relating to conceptualisations; studies into measurement however
primarily occurred subsequent to conceptualisations and these limitations therefore could have
potentially been avoided. Eva et al (2019: 114) summarise one reason for the emergence of these
limitations as “an overwhelming majority of servant leadership studies provide loose descriptions of
what, why, and how servant leaders behave towards their followers as they do”. The following
sections comprehensively explore these limitations and outline how the present research will
contribute towards negating them.

2.6.1. Conceptualisations of Servant Leadership

There have been multiple attempts to conceptualise servant leadership which has resulted in
conceptual plurality; this can be attributed to Greenleaf’s (1977) lack of clarity when defining the
construct as it is inadequate enough to guide empirical research (Eva et al, 2019). MacKenzie’s (2003)
warning regarding poor conceptualisations, such as the fact that it is virtually impossible to create a
meaningful, coherent theoretical rationale for why Construct A should be related to Construct B, if
the exact meaning of Construct A has not been established, provides one potential explanation for
current conceptual plurality. The lack of a universally accepted definition (Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten, 2011) has led to multiple conceptualisations where “the definition and indicators [of servant
leadership] were stretched to fit each author’s argument” (Eva et al, 2019: 114). Many of these
conceptualisations have been influential in directing developments in servant leadership theory, and
it is therefore necessary to evaluate these developments to understand today’s conceptual plurality.

Servant leadership was neglected in leadership discussions (Northouse, 2016) until the
developmental works of Spears (1995, 1998, 2004) when interest was reignited. Based upon
Greenleaf’s original writings, Spears distinguished ten characteristics of servant leaders: listening,
empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, philosophy, conceptualisation, foresight, stewardship,
commitment to the growth of people, and building community. These characteristics were the first
attempt to conceptualise the approach in model-form and have therefore provided sustenance to
ensuing debates (Eva et al, 2019; Van Dierendonck, 2011); the simplicity of the characteristics
ensures the conceptualisation is relatable and comprehensible while remaining distinct from other
leadership approaches (Van Dierendonck, 2011). However, the intrapersonal aspects, the
interpersonal aspects, and the outcomes are not delineated in Spears’ conceptualisation rendering it
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impossible to accurately operationalise the model (Reinke, 2004). As such, valid and reliable studies
based on Spears’ characteristics are difficult to perform and thus empirical research based upon the
conceptualisation is hindered (Van Dierendonck, 2011).

Using Spears’ ten characteristics as a foundation, Laub (1999) reconceptualised servant leadership as
placing “the good of those led over the self-interest of the leader” through six variables: values
people, develops people, builds community, displays authenticity, provides leadership, shares
leadership. The influence of Spears on Laub can be observed in shared dimensions such as the high
regard for individual followers and focus on building community. The inclusion of the notion of
community is particularly relevant within these two conceptualisations given the focus of the present
research as the two conceptualisations are respected and influential in the developmental journey of
servant leadership (Parris and Peachey, 2013); this therefore suggests the inherent necessity of
community to servant leadership.

Despite similarities, there is one primary distinction between the conceptualisations. Spears’ model
appears to focus primarily on the character of the servant leader and is thus aligned to the trait
approach to leadership, whereas Laub’s model appears to focus primarily on the behaviours
associated with the servant leader which therefore affiliates the model to the behavioural approach
(Matteson and Irving, 2006). This distinction perhaps reflects the exploratory nature of servant
leadership’s early conceptualisations, encompassed in the different approaches adopted by
prominent scholars.

Russell and Stone (2002) drew upon Laub’s (1999) conceptualisation to distinguish nine functional
characteristics and 11 additional characteristics of servant leadership in the belief of the cross-
contextual validity of servant leadership. They believed that for servant leadership to be
distinguishable from other approaches, “one should be able to observe characteristics and
behaviours in such leaders that are distinctive” (Russell and Stone, 2002: 145) which appears to
resonate with the trait approach to leadership. Russell and Stone (2002: 152) state the foundations
of their conceptualisation to be the “cognitive characteristics of the leaders” as one’s actions and
approach to leadership emerge as a result of personal values and core beliefs. Considering Russell
and Stone (2002: 153) suggest that the cognitive characteristics are “independent variables” within
their model, suggesting that this interpretation lies within the trait perspective. As such, it is feasible
to suggest that Russell and Stone’s (2002) model suffers at the hand of one of the primary challenges
directed towards trait approaches to leadership, namely that it requires a leader to inherently
possess certain characteristics and inherent qualities (Stogdill, 1948; Ghiselli and Brown, 1955). Van
Dierendonck (2011) also cautions that there are no theoretical or empirical justifications as to why
the attributes are defined as functional or accompanying, the sole justification being “prominence
within the literature” (Russell and Stone, 2002: 146). Van Dierendonck (2011) therefore recognises
this as a methodological weakness.

Patterson (2003) similarly based their conceptualisation upon the innate characteristics of servant
leaders but Patterson differs from Russell and Stone (2002) as there is a focus on leader virtues.
Patterson (2003) delineated seven virtuous constructs (love, humility, altruism, vision, trust,
empowerment, and service) to inform their theoretical model. Virtues have long been established as
an area of academic interest, dating as far back as the Ancient Greeks (Van Dierendonck, 2011),
potentially as a result of their being concerned with doing the right thing at the right time.

Patterson’s (2003) model provides early insights into the distinct nature of servant leadership with
regards alternative approaches, particularly with regards to insights relating to the virtuous nature of
servant leaders’ characteristics such as altruism and humility. The notion of virtue resonates strongly
with Greenleaf’s (1970) initial conceptualisation in terms of manifesting the need to serve first and
foremost (Greenleaf, 1970). Despite the need for the notion of service appearing to be satisfied

30



within this model, Van Dierendonck (2011) suggests that the leader aspect appears to be neglected
as a result of the need for virtues; the intent focus on the virtuous character of the leader potentially
neglects the required attention to suggest how the virtuous leader contends with the challenges of
leading and as such, the model can potentially be considered incomplete. By focusing on the virtuous
nature of the leader alone, Patterson’s (2003) approach also appears to be entirely leader-centric,
reliant upon the individual characteristics of a single leader who embodies universal truths and
principles, and therefore resonates with Tourish and Toursh’s (2010) critique of spiritual leadership.

These prominent conceptualisations share several similarities yet remain distinct from one another;
they are four of the earliest conceptualisations and have informed the majority of subsequent
research. The focus on the character of the leader in Spears’ (1995), Russell and Stone’s (2002), and
Patterson’s (2003) respective conceptualisations for example differentiates these with Laub’s (1999)
conceptualisation as Laub focuses on behaviours and actions. Similarly, there are also tensions
between the constituting factors of the conceptualisations, despite the presence of overlap. The
notions of empowerment, providing direction, and focusing on the development of followers appear
prominently but other dimensions such as empathy (Spears, 2004), authenticity (Laub, 1999), and
trust (Patterson, 2003), contribute to the conceptual plurality plaguing the construct. Dimensions are
presented inconsistently across the conceptualisations, the notion of authenticity for example is
presented as a fundamental dimension within Laub’s (1999) offering but is subsumed under the
virtue of service within Patterson’s (2003) version. These different understandings and attributions of
importance to dimensions further contribute to the inability for scholars to delineate the precise
nature of servant leadership rendering MacKenzie’s (2003) warning regarding theoretical
incoherency and the development of meaningful insights prevalent within the field.

Although definition inconsistencies (Van Dierendonck, 2011; Eva et al, 2019) appear to predict a
sombre future for servant leadership, positive developments can be made towards reducing
conceptual plurality by drawing upon related fields. For example, the present research seeks to
negate conceptual plurality surrounding the notion of community within servant leadership by
drawing upon similar foundational principles shared with CSR-related literature. The notion of
community appears in early conceptualisations of servant leadership such as that of Laub (1999),
who suggests that building community through collaborative working and allowing for individuality
are fundamental characteristics of servant leadership. Similarly, Spears (2004) identifies building
community as one of the characteristics of servant leadership, premised upon the belief that there is
an understanding that much has been lost as a result of the shift from local communities to larger
institutions as the primary influencers and shapers of human lives. For Spears, servant leadership
builds true community if individual servant leaders demonstrate, accept and act upon their
responsibility and liability for specific community-related groups. The prevalence of the notion of
community featuring throughout the conceptual developmental journey of servant leadership
illustrates its saliency, yet large knowledge gaps remain. For example, knowledge pertaining to the
structures that servant leadership as a process creates in the interest of building communities
remains vague (Reinke, 2004). Laub (1999) conceptually suggests that collaborative working and
accepting individuality may build communities, but the latter of these appears to be a characteristic
or trait as opposed to a behaviour or part of a process. Although collaborative working can be
considered an output that has received empirical verification through existing research (Garber et al,
2009), the structures impacted by servant leadership to achieve such collaboration remain unknown.
By drawing upon the notion of community present within CSR, this research can enhance
understanding of community within servant leadership theory.

The notion of community is integral to CSR, the very nature of CSR refers to discussions pertaining to
the relationships shared between stakeholders from both organisations and wider society (Jones,
1980; Carroll, 1991); this is also the essence of Stakeholder Theory. Christensen et al (2014) suggest
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that social responsibilities are essentially “baked into” servant leadership theory and practice,
confirmed by Greenleaf’s (2002: 27) suggestion that servant leaders focus on the “least privileged in
society”, which results in close similarities between the two constructs. The purview of CSR is the
betterment of society (Christensen et al, 2014) which resonates strongly with the purview of servant
leadership, namely the development of individual people (Van Dierendonck, 2011); both CSR and
servant leadership therefore have a primary focus on the betterment of others. The introductory
writings of Laub (1999) and Spears (2004) both suggest that for servant leaders to build
communities, there is a requirement for them to embrace responsibility and facilitate individuality;
subsequent developments in servant leadership theory that have included the notion of community
however have failed to provide insights into how servant leaders can manifest this responsibility in
practice, rendering the notion of community theoretical to date. The works of Christensen et al
(2014) suggest that by drawing upon the affiliations of community within CSR, such as within
Carroll’s (1979) seminal writings, knowledge can be developed into the notion of community within
servant leadership.

One potential reason for the lack of robust scholarly developments relating to community within
servant leadership is that during its inception, Greenleaf (1970) never framed servant leadership in
terms of creating societal value; rather he conceptualised community as a place where individuals
felt comfortable to develop and expand themselves on a personal level (Northouse, 2010). This
debate suggests confusion as to the notion of community within servant leadership between
communities internal (i.e. teams in the workplace) and communities external to the organisation (i.e.
groups in society). Research has begun to establish the positive influence of servant leadership on
internal communities such as through team effectiveness and potency (Hu and Liden, 2011) and
team commitment (Mahembe and Engelbrecht, 2013). Similarly, writings subsequent to those of
Greenleaf (Hornblower et al, 2010; Ehrhart, 2004) have also demonstrated the positive impact
servant leadership can have on communities within wider society external to the organisation,
particularly through engagement in CSR-related activities. Much of this research has been conducted
at the organisational level though (Margolis et al. 2009) and focuses on the antecedents and
consequences with respect to the organisation; there therefore remains a lack of research into
individual perspectives of the impact of servant leadership on external communities (Christensen et
al., 2014). By drawing upon the ethically sound behaviours of servant leaders and exploring how
these behaviours manifest themselves with regards employees and employee participation in CSR-
related activities, it is perceived that the findings of the present research will develop insights into
the structures that servant leaders adopt in order to contribute positively towards external
communities to the organisation. In doing so, this research will also contribute empirical
understandings into how servant leaders enhance, or at least do not further deprive, the least
privileged in society.

A further conceptual aspect of servant leadership theory that has been negated thus far is the
cyclical nature of the construct. Since its inception servant leadership has been hypothesised as
cyclical (Greenleaf, 1970), that is it creates a ripple effect whereby after being exposed to it,
individuals want to adopt it and influence others in a similar manner (Farling et al, 1999), thereby
themselves becoming servant leaders. Indeed, Greenleaf (1970: 15) questioned in the best test of
servant leadership whether those served become “more likely themselves to become servants”,
suggesting its saliency to the construct. However, this postulation has remained largely neglected in
the literature (Northouse, 2016).

Aside from references to Greenleaf’s (1970) best test, only Farling et al (1999) explicitly consider the
cyclical nature of servant leadership. Farling et al (1999) presented a hierarchical model of servant
leadership as a cyclical process encompassing two behavioural components (vision and service) and
three relational components (influence, credibility, and trust). Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) however,
have criticised Farling et al’s (1999) model as it does not appear to contribute meaningful insights
beyond alternative leadership approaches, such as transformational leadership. The plethora of
research establishing the differences between servant leadership and alternative leadership
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approaches however, such as the inherent moral component within servant leadership (Graham,
1991; Van Dierendonck, 2011), the adoption of a position of servility towards followers (Hale and
Fields, 2007) or the servant leader’s focus on employee growth (Qi et al, 2019), somewhat negate
Barbuto and Wheeler’s (2006) critique rendering further exploration of the cyclical nature of servant
leadership warranted.

One potential avenue through which to explore servant leadership’s cyclical nature may be through
the manifestation of stewardship within leader-employee relationships. Featuring in prominent
conceptualisations (Spears, 1995; Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006) like community previously,
stewardship enables leaders to “stimulate others to act in the common interest” (Van Dierendonck,
2011, 1234) by setting the right example and taking responsibility for the larger institution.
Stewardship incorporates the notion of acting as a role-model for employees to follow (Van
Dierendonck, 2011), and therefore relates directly to the leader-employee relationship. Servant
leadership assuming a starting position of servility (Greenleaf, 1970) contravenes traditional notions
of the leader-employee relationship, primarily from a power perspective as the primary intention of
leaders is to serve first (Greenleaf, 1972). Focusing on service resonates with contemporary society’s
expectations of leaders to adopt seemingly contradictory positions (i.e. leading and serving)
simultaneously (Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014). This research seeks to explore the manifestation
of stewardship within servant leadership as a process in relation to CSR-related activities with the
aim of eliciting new understanding into servant leadership’s cyclical nature.

2.6.2. Measures of Servant Leadership

The second limitation identified with regards servant leadership theory is that there are a plethora of
measurement tools and techniques each of which potentially measures different aspects of servant
leadership, and each of which are potentially premised upon different foundations such as the
philosophical beliefs that underpin the tools to what constitutes servant leadership at all. Conceptual
plurality has led to the development of individual measurement tools devised by scholars seeking
answers and developments in understanding only loosely connected to previous developments (Eva
et al, 2019). The emergence of a multitude of measurement tools is unsurprising given the 44
different characteristics identified as being associated with servant leadership (Van Dierendonck,
2011), encompassing aspects such as behaviours, antecedents, consequences and mediating
processes. Van Dierendonck (2011: 1232) advocates caution for these 44 characteristics however,
stating that “models and measures may sometimes use different vocabulary for similar concepts”,
which illustrates the close relationship between limitations emanating from conceptual plurality and
measurement tools.

With the development of conceptual models such as those of Laub (1999), Russell and Stone (2002),
and Patterson (2003) and their similarities and differences, attention became divided between the
presentation of alternative conceptualisations and how to measure servant leadership (Parris and
Peachey, 2013). Despite this shift towards measurement however, “there is currently not an agreed
upon measurement instrument of the theoretical construct” (Parris and Peachey, 2013: 389). Despite
this lack of agreement, there have been four prominent measurement tools suggested in the
literature that have influenced the works of others: Barbuto and Wheeler (2006), Liden et al (2008),
Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011), and a revised version of Liden et al’s (2008) offering by Liden
and colleagues (2015).

Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) first attempted to measure servant leadership when they developed
subscale items to measure 11 potential dimensions, the 10 dimensions provided by Spears plus
calling. Barbuto and Wheeler’s considerations marked the beginning of a concerted movement
towards the adoption of positivist methods of investigation in the interest of validating
characteristics associated with servant leadership and their subsequent measurement; this is in
contrast to the previous theoretical approaches, often focused on delineating previous texts in

33



attempts to arrive at a list of traits or characteristics. Barbuto and Wheeler’s (2006) results suggested
five factors of servant leadership that could be measured (altruistic calling, emotional healing,
persuasive mapping, wisdom, and organisational stewardship).

A major strength of Barbuto and Wheeler’s (2006) findings is that conclusions were drawn based
upon an extensive literature review and a large sample from which empirical evidence was derived,
thus advancing the works of previous scholars using a comprehensive methodology based upon
previous findings. However, Dannhauser and Boshoff (2007) attempted to replicate the quantitative
design but were unsuccessful; Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) suggest this may render Barbuto
and Wheeler’s (2006) model as one-dimensional. This is problematic as Dannhauser and Boshoff
(2007) were aiming to achieve measurement invariance, that is to say that they were seeking to
ensure that the same construct was being measured across two contexts, one being in the USA and
the other South Africa. The inability to establish measurement invariance suggests that the
measurement tool devised by Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) is therefore measuring a different
construct when applied in different contexts. The importance of Barbuto and Wheeler’s (2006)
endeavours however cannot be understated as they marked the shift towards measuring servant
leadership as opposed to conceptualising the construct.

Liden et al (2008: 162) then identified nine dimensions in the literature to date, predicated upon the
belief that “the servant leadership literature offers an inconsistent set of dimensions that define this
construct. As a consequence, our research was designed to define and validate the dimensions that
constitute servant leadership as a construct”. Liden et al continued to recognise the importance of
identifying objective dimensions that could be applied to potential servant leaders, yet they also
shared Barbuto and Wheeler’s desire to employ positivistic methods to validate and verify emerging
dimensions.

Liden et al (2008) conducted explanatory factor analysis which resulted in a seven-dimensional
instrument of 28 items (SL-28), which was then confirmed through the use of confirmatory factor
analysis. The findings established that servant leadership is a multidimensional construct that makes
unique contributions beyond both transformational leadership and leader-member exchange in
explaining three variables: community citizenship behaviours, in-role performance, and
organisational commitment. A primary contribution of Liden et al’s (2008) findings is that they offer
the first empirically validated results distinguishing servant leadership from alternative approaches.
However, (Sendjaya et al, 2018) have suggested that Liden et al overlooked the notion of spirituality
within their instrument, highlighting not the religiosity aspect of spirituality but rather a sense of
higher purpose, mission, and alignment between internal self and external world; it is this
characteristic which enables leaders to treat followers as individuals.

Derived as a result of the perceived shortcomings of Liden et al’s (2008) SL-28, Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten (2011) developed and validated their own Servant Leadership Survey (SLS). Like the SL-28,
the SLS was based on confirmatory factor analysis to establish an eight-dimensional measure of 30
items; the eight dimensions are standing back, forgiveness, courage, empowerment, accountability,
authenticity, humility, and stewardship. Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) suggest convergent
validity with alternative measures but claim to go beyond these by providing a valid and reliable
measurement instrument that focuses on the core elements of servant leadership confirmed across
different cultures and countries; the authors’ self-appraisal of their developed construct receives
support from Chiniara and Bentein (2016) who suggest it to be a psychometrically sound measure.
Both the SLS and SL-28 measures show a stable factor structure across multiple samples,
incorporating the majority of the foundational concepts of servant leadership present in the
literature (Qiu and Dooley, 2019). The SLS has also been utilised in multiple subsequent publications
(Coetzer et al, 2017; Sousa and Van Dierendonck, 2017; Linuesa-Langreo et al, 2018) suggesting its
reliability and accuracy.
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Liden et al (2015) revised Liden et al’s (2008) SL-28 to create the SL-7, comprising of 7 psychometrics.
The psychometrics were informed by the derivation of the psychometrics used in the SL-28 which the
authors claim ensures reliability and integrity of the scale (Liden et al, 2015). Through a number of
statistical tests, the authors suggest “strong support for the use of the SL-7 scale as an alternative to
the SL-28 scale when researchers are interested in investigating servant leadership as a composite or
global variable. Three independent student samples demonstrated SL-7’s reliability, factor structure,
and convergent validity to be commensurate with the SL-28 composite measure” (Liden et al, 2015:
265). Further convergent validity was also demonstrated between the SL-7 and Van Dierendonck and
Nuijten’s (2011) 30-items that form the SLS which further suggests the validity of the SL-7.

With regards the present research, the SL-7 is also significant “for its inclusion of the servant leaders’
conscious and genuine concern towards creating value for the community around the organisation as
well as encouraging followers to be active in the community” (Eva et al, 2019). It goes beyond
previous measurement tools, such as Barbuto and Wheeler’s, which do not include community in the
measurement process, and the SLS which only notes community in passing. In addition to its
simplicity of use encompassing only 7 items, the SL-7 also offers unique insights in terms of
considering both conceptual-based and character-based dimensions. It therefore forms the most
holistic measurement tool to date as well as resonating most strongly with the present research
based on the inclusion of community.

This section has considered issues relating to measurement that permeate literature relating to
servant leadership. Founded upon a lack of consensus regarding composite features, there is a lack
of consistency between what the tools are measuring which potentially leads to a lack of cross-
contextual applicability. The present research seeks to understand servant leadership as a process,
including the behaviours enacted by formally appointed leaders as well the structures implemented
within organisations that influence the nature of CSR-related activities, thereby contributing towards
conceptual understanding of servant leadership which can inform future research regarding
measurements tools.

2.6.3. The Notions of Power and Influence

The third limitation identified with regards to servant leadership literature concerns the notions of
power and influence. Power can be considered from multiple perspectives including psychological
(Tost, 2015), relational (Golgeci et al, 2018) and behavioural (Ward and House, 1988). Just as the
issues pertaining to measurement can be attributed to conceptual shortcomings, so too can the
issues relating to power and influence. Power has been fundamental to leadership studies since the
seminal writings of French and Raven (1959), transcending from operating unidirectionally whereby
the leader enacts power upon followers (Yukl, 2010) to more distributed perspectives whereby the
importance of followers and situations are recognised within the context of leadership as a process
(Northouse, 2016); this shift in perspectives is reflected in the development of leadership theories
from heroic to post-heroic approaches and CLS.

Within heroic traditions, power operates unidirectionally, power is held and used by leaders alone
and followers are submissive (Kellerman, 2008). Post-heroic traditions began to understand
leadership as a process (Northouse, 2016) whereby situations and followers were recognised as
impacting leadership; the unilateral direction of power was therefore dismissed in recognition of the
benefits of solidarity, shared decision making, and negotiation (Bass and Bass, 2009; Galinsky et al.,
2003; McCullough, 2018)".

CLS conversely recognises and assesses the considerable amount of power and influence leaders
display in organisations (Collinson, 2017), acknowledging the ‘positive’ (empowering) and

‘negative’ (destructive) nature associated with power dynamics. For Collinson (2017), a central tenet
of CLS is the encouragement of a plurality of perspectives that examine organisational power
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dynamics, something that previous leadership studies have failed to do. A potential reason for the
emergence of CLS is the focus on the distribution of power in the co-construction of leadership as a
process (Collinson, 2014), which informs that contradictory positions expected to be adopted
simultaneously by leaders, such as being in control and also relinquishing control, and being able to
plan while surrendering to unknown and unforeseen events (Parush and Koivunen, 2014); these
contradictory expectations strongly resonate with servant leadership.

Servant leadership “begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first”
(Greenleaf, 1970: 15) which suggests a contradiction at the outset; it equates leading with serving
(Van Dierendonck and Patterson, 2015) which differentiates the approach from other post-heroic
approaches in that the leader does not hold ambitions to lead, rather they are servant first. Van
Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) suggest compassionate love as the underlying motive for servant
leadership, whereby a concern is demonstrated to the other from the outset which provides the
foundations for a desire to serve. The contradictory notion of leading and serving simultaneously
resonates with Fairhurst and Connaughton’s (2014) recognition of the growing interest in tensions,
paradoxes and contradictions of leadership dynamics in contemporary organisational contexts
prevalent within CLS. Servant leadership is potentially uniquely positioned to contend with the
contradictory expectations emerging of leaders in contemporary society; contradiction is at its
conceptual core with serving and leading being perceived by many as diametrically opposed (Van
Dierendonck and Patterson, 2015). However, Bennis (2004) suggests that servant leaders are some of
the best at balancing internal responsibilities, such as shareholder expectations, and external
pressures to serve a higher purpose, which suggests that servant leadership offers an interesting
perspective towards power within leadership as a process. Historically, power has largely been
affiliated with negative traits such as coercion whereas influence has been perceived positively,
associated with working towards a shared goal (Collinson, 2005). Exploring a leadership process
where the personal development of followers, growth of communities, and starting from a position
of servility, may yield unique insights into the notion of power within leadership studies generally
and servant leadership theory specifically.

Further drawing upon Collinson’s (2020) call to explore shifting and paradoxical power relations
within the context of distributed leadership styles also reveals interesting knowledge gaps pertaining
to understandings of leader and leadership. Traditionally, leadership studies have focused on
individual attributes and characteristics of leaders which resulted in heroic approaches whereby a
single individual possessed and enacted power accordingly; this understanding of power is reflected
in Great Man theories of leadership, for example. More contemporary understandings however have
observed the emergence of post-heroic traditions whereby leadership is considered “a collective
process, a product of interactions and relationships established by groups of people” (Sobral and
Furtado, 2019: 209), resulting in bidirectional power dynamics between leader and follower
(Bradbury and Lichtenstein, 2000). As such, post-heroic approaches to leadership are distinct from
traditional, heroic understandings in three primary ways: they are relational and founded upon
mutual influence; they are other-centred, they recognise the importance of additional agents aside
from the leader, and their need to be “seen, heard, and cared for” (Sobral and Furtado, 2019: 211);
and they are collective, leadership is distributed among a set of individuals, instead of being
centralized in the hands of a single individual who acts as a superior (Pearce & Conger, 2003).
Leadership studies therefore have developed from focusing on the omnipotent individual leader to
shared and distributed perspectives of leadership as a process; this has a collateral impact on power
dynamics with leadership studies as traditional perspectives observe power within individual leaders
whereas post-heroic perspectives understand leadership to be constructed in the spaces and
interactions between individuals (Sobral and Furtado, 2019). Further investigations are therefore
required with regard power relations in distributed forms of leadership (Collinson, 2020).
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In light of the three distinguishing factors between heroic and post-heroic approaches to leadership,
it is perhaps unsurprising that servant leadership has been positioned as a post-heroic approach. Van
Diernedonck (2011) for example, highlights its relational aspect, drawing upon the focus on
individual growth elements, in particular the notion of service; Rai and Prakash (2012) similarly draw
upon the relational aspect of servant leadership when illustrating how it can be used to increase
knowledge creation and exchange. Sobral and Furtdao (2019) cite going beyond one’s self-interest as
a primary illustration of servant leadership’s status as being other-centred. This is robustly supported
by Eva et al (2019: 114) who offer a three-part definition of servant leadership; this definition
suggests “servant leadership is an other-oriented approach” founded upon the mindset of the leader
and that the “orientation towards others reflects the leader's resolve, conviction, or belief that
leading others means a movement away from self-orientation”. And thirdly, servant leadership is also
a collective approach, primarily observable in its focus on community development and welfare (Eva
et al, 2019), a concept inherent to the construct in many conceptualisations (Laub, 1999; Spears,
2004).

Understanding the importance of additional agents influencing leadership as a process, as opposed
to power operating unidirectionally within heroic perspectives, creates tensions between how we
understand servant leader and servant leadership. Referring to individual servant leaders potentially
holds us as hostages to fortune with regards understanding servant leadership as an heroic
perspective to leadership; the servant leader may remain aloof with regards followers, possessing
superior knowledge, attributes, or characteristics for example that do not reflect contemporary
understandings of leadership and power dynamics. Rather, the formative writings of Greenleaf
(1970) provide foundations for servant leadership to be understood as a post-heroic approach.
Taking the cyclical nature for example illustrates this as if servant leadership was reliant upon certain
heroic characteristics, it would not be an approach available to all and therefore not cyclical in
nature. Greenleaf (1970) suggests that servant leadership produces a ripple effect whereby after
experiencing the positive outcomes associated with servant leadership, followers themselves are
more likely to become servant leaders. The other-centred focus of servant leadership also provides
insights into power dynamics within the approach that distinguish servant leadership as a process
rather than a heroic perspective. As such, servant leadership appears to transcend beyond heroic
understandings of leadership towards post-heroic understandings whereby leadership is a process
and not reliant upon the heroic servant leader.

Although servant leadership therefore appears to strongly resonate with the factors that distinguish
post-heroic approaches to heroic approaches, there are critical components of servant leadership
theory that also extend beyond post-heroic approaches and begin to resonate with CLS. For example,
servant leadership appears to be founded upon the notion that one is not merely leader or follower,
but that one is servant first (Greenleaf, 1970); this resonates with CLS’s over-dichotomisation
argument of traditional leadership studies. CLS scholars suggest that leadership studies have
historically over-dichotomised agents as either leader or follower as opposed to being ‘both-

and’ (Collinson, 2005), a criticism similarly targeted towards post-heroic perspectives whereby
followers are privileged over leaders yet the over-dichotomisation remains (Collinson, 2014). As such,
leadership can be considered a process within CLS whereby multiple agents co-construct ‘leadership’.
Considering this, CLS scholars suggest that post-heroic approaches do not consider the power
dynamics associated with leadership as a process (Fletcher, 2004), which has ramifications for
servant leadership theory.

Drawing upon existing understandings of power within servant leadership theory can illustrate the
theoretical understanding of servant leadership as a process rather than being inherent to
individuals. Within servant leadership theory, the notion of empowerment focuses on developing
proactive, self-confident individuals with a personal sense of power (Van Dierendonck, 2011); it can
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also encompass decision making, information sharing and coaching for innovative performance
(Konczak et al, 2000). As such, empowerment is concerned with developing individuals to be the best
they can (Greenleaf, 1988). Krog and Govender (2015) suggest that empowerment is a key initiator of
innovative thinking in employees as it grants employees the autonomy to act in manners that
contravene the existing status quo without fear of rebuke. One potential for this increased innovative
thinking is the construct of persuasive mapping within servant leadership theory (Barbuto and
Wheeler, 2006), which relates to the ability to conceptualise possibilities and opportunities for both
individuals and the wider organisation, and the ability to communicate these to othersin a
compelling manner. Barbuto and Wheeler’s (2006) notion of persuasive mapping therefore also
resonates with aspects of providing direction affiliated with servant leadership theory, which ensures
that employees understand what is expected of them by making work ‘tailor made’ to individual
needs in terms of ability, requirement and inputs (Van Dierendonck, 2011). Wong and Davey (2007)
encapsulate the nuances of providing direction in their factor inspiring and influencing others,
suggesting this is the impact servant leaders have on others. As such, elements of providing direction
are closely related to how servant leadership increases the potential for employee empowerment.

Krug and Govender (2015) further suggest that leaders who exhibit high levels of wisdom are also
less likely to increase perceived employee empowerment as employees who feel that their leader is
omnipotent and unquestioningly correct are less likely to challenge and provide additional opinions
(Hannay, 2009), therefore negating the potential to challenge existing status quos. Eva et al (2019)
suggest that further research into how leaders empower their followers to make decisions, take risks,
and make mistakes in the role of mentor as opposed to dictator, would be enlightening. Eva et al’s
(2019) recognition of the importance of being a mentor as opposed to dictator resonates with
contemporary understandings of the need for leaders to be more aware of follower needs and
expectations and less dictatorial and authoritative, drawing upon the notion of power being
distributed through networks within contemporary organisations. The present research therefore
seeks to contribute to these discussions by exploring how servant leadership impacts the
empowerment of individual employees, drawing upon the specific context of participation in CSR-
related activities.

2.7. Summary

This chapter has presented fundamental discussions pertaining to servant leadership, drawing upon
literature associated with CSR in the interest of presenting robust evidence from which to develop
knowledge into the respective constructs. The chapter delineates three primary limitations in
existing literature that the current research aims to contribute towards negating. First, conceptual
plurality is rife across servant leadership studies resulting in the lack of an agreed upon definition; it
could therefore be considered difficult to discuss the construct as there is no agreed upon consensus
as to what constitutes servant leadership and what does not. Second, there is a vast number of
measurement tools and techniques proliferating the literature which can be considered problematic
as scholars may be having conversations about similar yet distinct constructs rendering these
discussions uninformative at best. Third, although widely positioned as a post-heroic approach, the
notions of power and influence within servant leadership theory render questions regarding servant
leadership’s positioning with leadership studies salient. The notion of empowerment is fundamental
to these discussions and therefore deserving of further attention in terms of addressing how servant
leadership contends with societal expectations to adopt seemingly contradictory positions, such as
leading and serving, simultaneously.

This research aims to contribute towards negating aspects of these limitations by drawing upon the
notion of CSR to explore various features of servant leadership theory including its cyclical nature,
the notion of community, and empowerment. This gives rise to the overarching research aim of the
present research:
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To develop understanding into the ways in which servant leadership is manifested in an
organisation’s CSR-related activities.

In order to guide and assist in satisfying this research aim, the following three research questions
have been devised, each of which is founded upon existing shortcomings in the literature, as
discussed above:

RQ1: In what ways does servant leadership influence formal and informal organisational
structures in relation to CSR?

RQ2: In what ways do relationships associated with servant leadership impact the nature of
CSR-related activities within organisations?

RQ3: In what ways does servant leadership facilitate employee empowerment in the context
of CSR-related activities?
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2.8. Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework presents and describes the theory underpinning research and assists in
explaining the necessity of the research (Lynham (2002). It is widely acknowledged (Jabarkhail, 2020)
that Greenleaf (1977) articulated the first theoretical framework of servant leadership yet it is
axiomatic that multiple conceptualisations and theories exist within the field, as explored in this
literature review. As such, the theoretical framework for this study draws upon prominent
conceptualisations of servant leadership such as those of Spears (1995), Laub (1999), and Barbuto
and Wheeler (2006), culminating in Van Dierendonck’s (2011) conceptualisation which “is now
widely used by scholars and practitioners for research and practice purposes” alike (Jabarkhail, 2020:
3). The theoretical framework presented here is founded upon Van Dierendonck’s (2011) synthesis of
the literature, developing areas identified as limited, and how drawing upon concepts within
Stakeholder Theory and CSR-related literature respectively can develop understanding into servant
leadership.

Drawing upon the broader limitations identified within servant leadership theory such as multiple
conceptualisations, issues with measurement, and considerations relating to power and influence,
three aspects of servant leadership were identified as requiring further exploration in order to
increase conceptual understanding; these were the organisational structures implemented within
servant leadership as a process, the nature of relationships within servant leadership, and the notion
of empowerment. Two affiliated theories were used to explore these areas. First, this research drew
upon elements of Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1983), in particular the belief in the value of
multiple, diverse stakeholders as opposed to just shareholders in the interest of the contemporary
capitalist society we find ourselves in. Of particular interest here is the notion that Stakeholder
Theory does not necessitate a decision between shareholders and stakeholders, rather Stakeholder
Theory offers a perspective that proposes value creation within trade, overcomes the problem of
ethics in capitalism, and assists management in making decisions (Freeman et al, 2010). Considering
multiple stakeholders within strategies and the decision-making process necessitates considerations
relating to power, for example to whom does one have responsibility towards (De Ruiter et al, 2018)?

Second, elements of CSR-related theory were also utilised to guide this research, in particular
Carroll’s Pyramid Model of CSR (1991) and its associated pillars of responsibility. Carroll’s pyramid
consists of four distinct yet related responsibilities that organisations are expected to adhere to in all
of their actions: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic respectively. The degree to which
organisations adhere to each of these responsibilities is flexible depending on the nature of the
activity, but all four responsibilities must be considered when making decisions (Carroll, 2016). With
the focus of the present research being servant leadership, the notion of philanthropic
responsibilities is of particular significance. Philanthropic responsibilities encompass all aspects of an
organisations’ giving, including voluntary and discretionary activities (Carroll, 2016) and therefore
theoretically resonates with the desire to serve within servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970). Whereas
economic and legal responsibilities are required of organisations within society as organisations are
required to be profitable through fair means (Elkington, 1999; Carroll, 2016) and social
responsibilities are expected, philanthropic responsibilities are expected/desired of organisations.
Organisations are unlikely to considered unethical if they do not pursue philanthropic acts, but
society does expect such acts so organisations may face negative consequences if they are not
perceived to adhere to societal expectations relating to philanthropic responsibilities (Carroll, 2016).
The nature of repercussions organisations may face include a lack of stakeholder investment or
operating at a competitive disadvantage (Grigore, 2010). The notion of philanthropic responsibilities
is therefore of particular interest in relation to the notion of service within servant leadership; it
offers a lens through which to explore organisations’ activities within their local communities which
offer a manifestation of Greenleaf’s (1970: 15) best test of the servant leader, “what is the effect on
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the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or, at least, will they not be further deprived?” This is
particularly significant given Visser’s (2011) suggestion that philanthropic responsibilities are one of
the most significant responsibilities of organisations in developing nations; this resonates with the
notion of contemporary leadership studies that are considering leadership from positions beyond
traditional white, heterosexual males in Western contexts (Elliott and Stead, 2008). As such,
elements of both Stakeholder Theory as well as CSR-related literature will be drawn upon to enhance
understanding into theoretically neglected aspects of servant leadership theory.

A conceptual aspect of servant leadership theory that has been negated thus far and therefore
requires further exploration is the cyclical nature of the construct. Despite being included in
Greenleaf’s (1970) best test of the servant leader, explicit references to the cyclical nature of the
construct remain largely omitted from literature; similarities can be identified however in related
matters such as role modelling behaviours and reciprocal action. Liden et al (2014: 1436) for
example, suggest “servant leaders may consciously or unconsciously encourage follower behaviours
through role modelling” as a result of Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory. Schaubroeck et al
(2011) suggest characteristics affiliated with servant leadership to be desirable (such as high levels of
trust, an ability to inspire, and in-role competency), which renders followers more likely to replicate
leader behaviours (Hannah et al, 2011). Similarly, Van Dierendonck (2011) suggests reciprocity may
support Greenleaf’s (1970) best test of those served in terms of becoming servant leaders
themselves. Crocker and Canevello (2008) illustrated that the creation of compassionate and
supportive environments that are other-oriented in the context of self-sacrificing leadership, results
in reciprocal follower behaviours. Although explicit references to its cyclical nature are largely
omitted from the literature, there appears grounds to explore the cyclical nature of servant
leadership further. The concept of other-oriented environments resonates strongly with both CSR
and Stakeholder Theory.

As the purview of CSR is the betterment of society (Christensen et al, 2014) and the underlying
premise of Stakeholder Theory is that the primary responsibility of managers is to create as much
value as possible for stakeholders not just shareholders (Freeman, 1984), there are conceptual
overlaps between the cyclical nature of servant leadership theory, CSR and Stakeholder Theory. CSR
has been demonstrated a context in which leaders are able to demonstrate their role modelling
credentials, whereby leaders demonstrate the intrinsic value of CSR-related actions and advocate
employee participation in them (Chen and Hung-Basecke, 2014). This resonates with the notion of
servant leadership as a cyclical construct whereby once one is exposed to the behaviours of servant
leadership, they themselves are likely to embrace them (Greenleaf, 1977). The present research
therefore draws upon the context of CSR-related activities to explore the cyclical nature of servant
leadership and role modelling to ensure value is created for an array of stakeholders.

Another aspect of servant leadership theory that remains contested (Margolis et al, 2009) is the
notion of community. Community can be considered foundational to servant leadership considering
Greenleaf’s (1970) initial portrayals including a concern for community, and both Spears’ (1995)
influential list of ten characteristics and Laub’s (1999) much cited conceptualisation both including
building community as a foundational concept. The natural disposition to care for the community
within servant leadership (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006) suggests CSR to be an antecedent of the
approach; Christensen et al (2014) support this notion suggesting that social responsibilities are
essentially “baked into” servant leadership theory and practice, as demonstrated by the focus on the
“least privileged in society”. The purview of CSR is the betterment of society (Christensen et al, 2014)
which resonates strongly with the purview of servant leadership, namely the development of
individual people (Van Dierendonck, 2011); both CSR and servant leadership therefore focus on the
betterment of others, again suggesting CSR as an antecedent of servant leadership.
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Despite these similarities, conceptual understandings relating to CSR as a consequence of behaviours
associated with servant leadership could prove enlightening (Christensen et al, 2014). Van
Dierendonck (2011: 1250) suggests value in investigating “whether servant leadership may enhance
a broader perspective on CSR, one that also focuses on social aspects such as community relations
and diversity”, findings which would similarly contribute to studies of leadership and CSR
respectively. Drawing upon the importance of relationships within servant leadership (Ferris et al,
2009) may elicit new understandings into how servant leadership impacts the relationship between
organisations and society, through the theoretical lens of Stakeholder Theory. Stakeholder Theory
draws upon the requirements and needs of multiple stakeholders including employees, customers,
suppliers, and local people (Miles, 2012), and incorporating societal interests into business
operations (Freeman and Dmytriyev, 2017). Indeed, Freeman and Dmytriyev (2017: 10) suggest that
“Stakeholder Theory posits that the essence of business primarily lies in building relationships and
creating value for all its stakeholders”, which by definition includes employees and local
communities. As such, drawing upon the motivational factors of Stakeholder Theory to consider
one’s actions on wider community stakeholders may elicit understanding into the nature of
relationships within servant leadership, with respect to both internal and external communities.

A third aspect of servant leadership theory that is conceptually weak at present is the notion of
empowerment. Focusing on developing proactive, self-confident individuals with a personal sense of
power (Van Dierendonck, 2011), it can also encompass decision-making, information sharing and
coaching for innovative performance (Konczak et al, 2000), as well as innovative thinking (Krog and
Govender, 2015). As such, empowerment is concerned with developing individuals to be the best
they can (Greenleaf, 1988). Empowerment draws upon persuasive mapping techniques (Barbuto and
Wheeler, 2006) and providing direction (Van Dierendonck, 2011), whereby leaders are able to
influence and inspire followers (Wong and Davey, 2007) to achieve personal growth.

Eva et al (2019) suggest further research is required into the nature of empowerment within servant
leadership, particularly with regard decision-making, taking risks, and the opportunity for employees
to make mistakes. Developing understanding into the manifestation of empowerment may also
prove enlightening with regards understanding servant leadership as a post-heroic approach to
leadership or within the CLS tradition, drawing upon the distribution of power within the approach.
Participation in an organisation’s CSR activities provides the context from which to explore
empowerment as CSR has been demonstrated to enhance employee empowerment (Sulaiman and
Muhamad, 2017) through providing employees the opportunity to take control and draw upon
knowledge that executives detached from day-to-day operations may not possess (Lam and Khare,
2010). Drawing upon Stakeholder Theory may therefore be enlightening here as it suggests that
organisation-stakeholder relationships are fluid and in constant flux depending on needs and
requirements of both organisation and stakeholders (Friedman and Miles, 2002). Using Stakeholder
Theory as the lens through which to explore how and why stakeholders, specifically employees in
this scope of this research, gain prominence by exploring examples of CSR-related activities that
organisations have engaged with will provide insights into the manifestation of empowerment within
servant leadership, focusing specifically on the decision-making process of which activities to pursue.

This research therefore seeks to develop understanding into aspects of servant leadership theory
that have been identified as lacking in understanding in this literature review, such as conceptually
negated aspects including its cyclical nature and the notions of community and empowerment. This
will be achieved by drawing upon associated elements of both CSR-related literature and Stakeholder
Theory, in particular aspects of the respective theories that focus on community and the other.
Chapter 3 now presents and discusses the research strategy and methods chosen to assist in
satisfying the research aim and providing feasible answers to the research questions.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter explains the methods and research approach adopted in order to develop
understanding into the ways in which servant leadership becomes manifested in an organisation’s
CSR-related activities. The chapter follows a logical structure. First the research philosophy and
approach is presented (Section 3.1). Addressing ontological and epistemological perspectives is
important as they represent contrasting beliefs regarding the nature of knowledge and how we
understand it, as well as the ways in which knowledge can be elicited. Upon considerations across
the respective spectrumes, it is concluded that a relativist ontological position in accordance with an
interpretivist epistemological perspective are most applicable for this research; justifications for
these decisions are presented.

In Section 3.2, the research strategy is presented; this is the logic of answering the research aims in
accordance with the philosophical assumptions adopted, and an outline of the methods applied to
achieve the aims of the study. The methods utilised in this study included in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with Managing Directors, senior leaders, and employees of three organisations based in
the North West region of England, as well as observations and the collection of supplementary data
such as photographs, organisational documents, and field notes. A critical evaluation of the adopted
methods is provided as well as justifications as to their selections. Section 3.2 also presents
considerations relating to participant selection, interview question design, data collection, and data
analysis. Section 3.3 will then explain the ethical considerations associated with the present research
before Section 3.4 concludes the chapter with a summary of the chosen methodological approach.

3.1. Research Philosophy and Approach

All social research is conducted against a backdrop of ontological and epistemological assumptions
that require clarification prior to the commencement of the study (Burrell and Morgan, 1979;
Easterby-Smith et al, 2012). Assumptions are often associated with negativity, but they are of
fundamental significance to how individuals view the world; we all assume subconsciously, and this
forms our research philosophy which enables us to interpret our findings in light of the wider body of
knowledge (Kuhn, 1962). It is important be conversant across the spectrum of philosophical
assumptions so as to adopt the most appropriate foundations for the research (Brewerton and
Millward, 2001; Briggs et al, 2012), this chapter therefore proceeds by considering potential
philosophical approaches that can be adopted in the course of this research.

3.1.1. Ontology

Easterby-Smith et al (2015: 334) suggest that ontology relates to views regarding the nature of reality
whereas epistemology is defined as the “views about the most appropriate ways of enquiring into
the nature of reality”, or ‘how we know what we know’. Depending on the assumptions made in
these perspectives, our methodology emerges, that is the appropriate ways in which to garner new
knowledge and build upon the existing body of literature (Carsrud and Cucculelli, 2014). For example,
it is inappropriate to study knowledge believed to be ontologically objective through
epistemologically subjective measures (Bryman, 2003), as this is logically inconsistent.

The ontological continuum flows from realism through to relativism. Realism is “an ontological
position which assumes that the physical and social worlds exist independently of any observations
made about them” (Easterby-Smith et al, 2015: 340). Although this offers an insight into realism, it
must be noted that it is not an objective school of thought characterised by a unified definition;
rather scholars tend to agree on similar themes which are grouped under the umbrella term of
realism (Kuhn, 1962). On the whole, ontological realism suggests a single ‘reality’ or ‘truth’ exists
independent of human interaction (Bhaskar, 1989). As such, investigations into knowledge require
empirical investigation in the search for generalisable, objective ‘laws’ (Collis and Hussey, 2013).
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Alternatively, ontological relativism is based on the belief that there is not one single ‘truth’ but
instead ‘reality’ is constructed by people through their interactions and discourses (Cunliffe, 2001).
Collins’ (1983: 88) brief statement summarises relativism well, “what counts for the truth can vary
from place to place and from time to time”. Therefore, the importance of context and culture cannot
be overstated (Easterby-Smith et al, 2015), as what may be held as true in one setting may not be
true in another. With the belief that human experiences are shaped by social interactions, the
relativist position is opposed to the notion of pure observation explaining single causal mechanism
(Guba and Lincoln, 1994).

Despite being introduced by Greenleaf (1970) half a century ago, servant leadership remains largely
undefined, disputed and confused (Eva et al, 2019). Similarly, the contemporary notion of CSR is
subjective, dynamic and continuously evolving as is demonstrated by the continually asked question:
“who is responsible for what?” (De Ruiter et al, 2018). Definitional incoherency and disputed
construct composition suggest relativism as a feasible ontological position from which to conduct
research into leadership and CSR as relativism is predicated upon the understanding that one must
accept that people will understand the concepts differently. As such, the lack of agreed upon
definitions for both servant leadership and CSR respectively strongly supports the advocation of a
relativist ontology in this research.

Christensen et al (2014) further suggest the need to understand the underlying motives for engaging
in CSR at the individual level, a call for research that the present research aims to contribute towards.
Christensen et al (2014) suggest that theories relating to CSR and servant leadership respectively
share similar foundational principles, such as the care for communities and focus on the least
privileged in society, and as such, synergistic explorations into the constructs may prove mutually
beneficial. Drawing upon CSR-related practices can be enlightening in terms of developing
understanding into the notions of community and development of individuals within servant
leadership theory and as such, adopting a relativist ontology will propagate the personal
interpretations of ‘reality’ through anecdotes and memories with regard the subject matter.

Furthermore, the research aim and research questions devised in this research pertain to the
influence of servant leadership as a process on factors such as formal and informal organisational
structures, relationships, and employee empowerment, all in the context of CSR-related actives.
Ontological relativism is predicated upon the understanding that one must accept that people will
understand and interpret constructs in varying ways, understandings which are susceptible to change
over time and space (Klincewicz, 2014). These varying understandings are to be expected in the
current research when exploring perceptions relating to aspects of leadership such as the influence
of organisational structures, relationships, and employee empowerment, all of which may be
understood in potentially different, personal ways by agents involved. Leadership in particular can be
considered personal to individual agents (Eva et al, 2019) and studies into elements associated with
leadership as a process such as in the present thesis therefore dictate the adoption of a relativist
ontological position.

3.1.2. Epistemology

Much of the literature relating to epistemology refers to positivist and constructionist perspectives
(Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Collis and Hussey, 2013), Leitch et al (2010) however refer to positivist and
non-positivist traditions located on a continuum with indefinite boundaries between epistemologies.
A positivist epistemology emanates from Comte’s (1853: 3) statement that “there can be no real
knowledge but that which is based on observed facts”, meaning that the social world exists
externally to human interference (Easterby-Smith et al, 2015). As knowledge can be obtained solely
via empirical investigation within this perspective (Marshall, 1998), Comte’s comment appears to
have an overarching realist ontological assumption. Leitch et al (2010: 69) highlight this ontological
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influence stating that “positivism is based on a realist ontology which assumes that observation is
theory neutral and that the role of scientific research is to identify law-like generalisations that
account for what was observed”.

Conversely, non-positivist epistemologies have emerged as a result of the perceived shortcomings of
the positivist domain in relation to the social sciences (Easterby-Smith et al, 2015), namely that the
empirical methods of testing the natural world do not transfer to the social world. Rather, ‘reality’ is
not objective and exterior to humans but is directly related to the construction of ‘reality’ through
the interaction of different subjects. Berger and Luckman (1966) initiated the movement away from
positivism by stating that society is a human construct, just as man is. Gergen (1985: 267) developed
these thoughts and predicated that the world is understood through social artefacts, “products of
historically situated interchanges among people”.

A positivist perspective suggests a single scientific ‘truth’ or reality of which knowledge is obtained
through empirical investigation, predominantly through the use of quantitative research methods,
that test for causation and generalisability of results. Non-positivist approaches however favour the
perspective of multiple ‘realities’ arising as a result of interactions between subjects and focus on the
subjective meaning of experiences predominantly utilising qualitative research methods; these
findings therefore are not focused on transferability or universality as would be the case with
findings associated to positive traditions. It is important to note here however that these are basic
guidelines and transferability of methods and approaches can occur along the continuum, for
example this is particularly apparent in the critical realist tradition. There are also multiple non-
positivist traditions that remain distinct entities in their own rights (Thorpe and Holt, 2008; Burr,
2015) such as social constructionism which emanates from a sociological perspective towards non-
positive research, and social constructivism which emanates from a psychological backdrop. The
epistemology adopted within the course of this study however will be interpretivism.

Interpretivist research provides rich insights into the complex processes of relationships based on the
fundamental belief that the world is not governed by universal truths or laws (Saunders et al, 2012)
and is thus aligned to a relativist ontology. Crotty (1998) states that at the root of interpretivism is
the distinction between understanding (interpreting) and explanations, advocated by the approach
therefore is the belief that it is “necessary for the researcher to understand differences between
humans in our role as social actors” (Saunders et al, 2012: 116). According to Collins (2010: 38)
interpretivist researchers “reject the objectivist view that meaning resides within the world
independently of consciousness”, that is to say that it is impossible to grant meaning to the world
without first providing conscious thought to interpret the information an individual receives.
Therefore, to explain social phenomena requires meanings to be studied through the lens through
which people ascribe actions and objects (Schweber, 2015).

Considering the aim of this research is to develop understanding into the ways in which servant
leadership becomes manifested in an organisation’s CSR-related activities, and the subjective nature
of both CSR and servant leadership as respective constructs emanating from definitional incoherency
(Carroll, 1979; Van Dierendonck, 2011; Eva et al, 2019), an interpretivist epistemological perspective
appears the most suitable to adopt. Interpretivism enables the researcher to apply human thought
and interpretation to the data in order to make sense of it (Collins, 2010). Interpreting the data
includes considerations relating to meanings, processes and contexts (Schweber, 2015) which reflects
the dynamic nature of both servant leadership and CSR as respective constructs. As such, the
researcher will be able to perform an informed analysis with regards participant’s responses and
other collected data, thus increasing the possibility of establishing a robust contribution to
knowledge.
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The collaboration of an ontological position of relativism and epistemological position of
interpretivism also reflects some of the ways in which servant leadership and CSR have been studied
previously. Eva et al (2019) for example, establish that many of the distinguishing features of servant
leaders from other leaders can only be understood from qualitative positions, such as by establishing
why leaders act in certain ways as opposed to others. This is typical of leadership studies in general,
whereby exploratory research is conducted into the subjective experiences of leaders and followers
with respect to certain conditions (Dinh et al, 2014). As such, research should focus on
understanding “how leaders influence underlying processes that lead to organisational outcomes”
(Dinh et al, 2014: 51) in the interest of unifying diverse theories and stimulating novel leadership
research, an approach that necessitates the adopted philosophical positions of the present study.

3.2. Research Strategy

Defined, the research strategy is a conglomerate of means for answering the research question, in
particular the methods for data collection, sampling and analysis (Bryman, 2003). Research focusing
on servant leadership or CSR has a tendency to emanate from positivist traditions and therefore
adopt quantitative methods (Eva et al, 2019; Aguinis and Glavas, 2012). With regards servant
leadership, there has been a focus on formulating frameworks and models (Patterson, 2004;
Winston, 2003) and scale development studies (Sendjaya, 2003; Liden et al, 2008; Barbuto and
Wheeler, 2006) which tend to employ quantitative methods to establish causation and causality and
thus measurability; this theme is also prevalent within CSR-related research (Morgeson et al, 2013).
Eva et al (2019) revealed the dominance of quantitative methods during their systematic review of
empirical research finding that of the 192 articles publishing empirical research concerning servant
leadership between 1998 and 2018, 156 (81%) had been quantitative in nature, 28 (15%) had been
qualitative in nature, and eight (4%) had utilised a mixed methods approach. These figures are
consistent with research methods employed across leadership studies in general (Antonakis et al,
2014). Despite there being robust examples of how qualitative research methods can advance our
understanding of servant leadership (for example, Parris and Peachey (2013) and Han et al (2010)),
these continue to be lacking in top publications. Similarly, CSR scholars have also advocated the use
of qualitative methods in future research but also cite difficulties of publishing qualitative research in
top publications (Benn et al, 2010; Cherrier et al, 2012; Soundararajan et al, 2018; Vazquez-Carrasco
and Lopez-Perez, 2013). Applying research methods associated with qualitative traditions with
regards servant leadership in relation to CSR therefore facilitates an avenue through which the
current study can provide meaningful contributions.

In their investigation into the micro-foundations of CSR, Christensen et al (2014) suggest that
knowledge can be developed in the field of CSR and leadership by utilising little-used methods to
understand perceptions and motives of leaders and followers, rather than continuing to measure or
test the relationship; this therefore suggests the need for qualitative research methods.
Soundararajan et al (2018: 950) also advocate the use of qualitative research methods, suggesting
that they will enable the researcher “to comprehend the workings of small firms, actors and
institutions” in the interest of developing “a deeper understanding of the cultural, social, legal,
administrative and political systems” operating within smaller organisations. With the focus of the
current research being on the manifestation of servant leadership as a process in relation to CSR-
related activities, research methods affiliated with the qualitative tradition are therefore adopted.

3.2.1. Participant Selection

In any research, the quality and quantity of participants are important factors with respect to the
breadth, depth and saliency of the data so that analysis reveals authentic and meaningful insights
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Curtis et al, 2000). Purposive sampling was utilised in the present research
to identify organisations in which the research could be conducted. The most common sampling
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method within qualitative research, it can be used when “the researcher has a clear idea of what
sample units are needed, and then [the researcher] approaches potential sample members to check
whether they meet eligibility criteria” (Easterby-Smith et al, 2008: 218). The “clear idea of what
sample units are needed” enables the researcher to predefine suitability of participants based on the
aims of the research and thus select the required number of participants.

Potential organisations were identified using Lancaster University’s business networks. In accordance
with the research aims of this study, as well as the research being conducted in the SME context, a
strict organisational profile was created that any potential participating organisations would have to
adhere to: following the European Commission’s guidelines (European Commission, 2012), small to
medium sized enterprises comprise of between 50 and 250 employees; in the interest of
accessibility, the organisation must have its main offices located in the North West of England; and
the organisations must have a public record of CSR engagement be it through the production of an
annual CSR report, having received recognition for their involvement in CSR, or have had a rating for
their CSR activities provided by an external source. The necessity for potential organisations to
adhere to these criteria therefore dictated purposive sampling as the most appropriate sampling
method to be adopted.

A second instance of purposive sampling was also employed during the screening process of the
Managing Directors. In the interest of both the limited time available to conduct primary research
and exploring servant leadership as opposed to an alternative leadership approach, there was a
requirement to establish that the behaviours or characteristics associated with servant leadership
were feasibly being practised within the organisations that participated in this research. Upon
identification that the organisations were actively engaged in CSR-related practices as outlined
above, a questionnaire was distributed to the Managing Directors who said they and their
organisations would be willing to participate in the research (Appendix 4). It is important to note that
the questionnaire was used entirely for the purpose of participant selection and not used in any form
of data analysis such as measuring leadership styles or leadership effectiveness; rather, the
guestionnaire was distributed to increase the propensity for the researcher to spend the limited time
available for the data collection phase of the research in organisations that were more likely to be
engaging in the behaviours associated with servant leadership, according to the theoretical
framework of this study. If the researcher was to enter an organisation without the questionnaire,
the approach to leadership could be entirely misaligned with the aims and objectives of the present
research, therefore potentially having a detrimental effect on the relationship between the
organisation and Lancaster University as both organisation and researcher could be perceived to be
wasting time. As such, the questionnaires were not a measurement tool akin to those utilised in
positivist research studies, the questionnaires were used to ascertain the propensity for
understanding to be developed through alternative data collection methods, such as interviews,
observations, and field notes.

Managing Directors were asked to what extent they agreed with 14 statements which were based
upon Van Dierendonck’s (2011) review and synthesis of the servant leadership literature. At the time
of distributing the questionnaires, Van Dierendonck’s conceptualisation of servant leadership was
the most thorough and profound, as was discussed in Chapter 2. For Managing Directors to be
considered suitable participants, they must have agreed with at least 5 of the 7 statements that were
positively related to the foundational characteristics as discerned by Van Dierendonck (2011), and
agree with no more than 2 of the remaining 7 questions as these are negatively related to the
construct of servant leadership. This was deemed an effective method of participant selection as one
organisation that was contacted had to be removed from the study as the Managing Director’s
answers did not suggest an approach akin to that of servant leadership. As such, the researcher
concluded that they could not use the organisation as the propensity to observe behaviours and
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characteristics associated with servant leadership were perceived to be limited and alternative
organisations were pursued.

Reflecting upon this participant selection method suggests it was both appropriate and effective.
Although questionnaires are more common within positive, quantitative research as opposed to
interpretive approaches, the use of questionnaires was necessary to this research design; they
ensured the propensity to observe behaviours associated with servant leadership using alternative
data collection methods was increased while relationships between local organisations and Lancaster
University were maintained. The considerable amount of data that was subsequently collected
reflects the effectiveness of the questionnaire in forming the grounding for the analysis to be
conducted.

Snowball sampling was then utilised to connect with additional participants within each
organisation, a process whereby one research participant informs the researcher of another
potential participant until the required number is achieved; this is a common method of participant
selection within qualitative research generally, and servant leadership literature specifically
(Jabarkhail, 2020). In the interest of gaining an insight into the perspectives of employees throughout
the organisational hierarchy, further interviews were conducted with managers and non-managers in
all participating organisations.

Initial contact with potential organisations was made through Lancaster University staff that already
had a working relationship with the Managing Directors of the potential organisations; contact was
designed in this way to increase the likelihood of the Managing Directors agreeing to participate. The
advertisement to participate can be found in Appendix 1. Initial contact comprised of email
exchanges including an introduction to both the research and the researcher. As a result of the
sampling method and requirements of this study, three organisations eventually participated in this
research.

In total, 26 individuals participated in this research. Interviews lasted between 17 minutes and 75
minutes with an average duration of 37 minutes. Table 3 summarises interview information. The
interview code was designed to maintain participant anonymity and also as a method of labelling the

Interview # | Interview Code | Age | Gender Level Organisation | Interview Length Method
1 01-MD-CO 45+ M MD GCS 47.12 In person
3 03-SM-MO 25-31 F SM HRE 2353 In person
4 04-EM-MO 18-24 M EM PPC 27.41 In person
5 05-MD-MO 45+ M MD PPC 38.15 In person
6 06-EM-MO 32-38 F EM PPC 21.53 In person
7 07-SM-MO 18-24 F SM PPC 19.13 In person
8 08-SM-MO 25-31 F SM PPC 17.57 In person
9 03-EM-MO 18-24 M EM PPC 17.17 In person

10 10-SM-MO 25-31 F SM PPC 31.02 In person
11 11-EM-CO 25-31 M EM GCS 20.02 In person
12 12-EM-CO 25-31 M EM GCS 21.03 In person
13 13-EM-CO 45+ M EM GCS 27.10. In person
14 14-EM-CO 45+ M EM GCS 25.58 In person
15 15-SM-CO 45+ M SM GCS 42.02 In person
16 16-MD-MO 45+ F MD PPC 41.57 Telephone
19 15-SM-CO 45+ M SM GCS 43.35 In person
20 20-EM-CO 45+ M EM GCS 4411 In person
21 21-EM-CO 39-44 M EM GCS 25.58 In person
48
25 25-SM-CO 35-44 M SM GCS 45.52 Telephone
26 26-SM-CO 35-44 F SM GCS 4514 Telephone

Table 3:



interview transcripts for future reference. The interviews were initially assigned a number according
to the chronological order they were conducted, these two digits form the first two characters of the
code. The second two characters refer to the hierarchical status of the interviewee within their
respective organisation; MD was used for Managing Directors, SM for Senior Managers, and EM for
all other Employees. The final two characters relate to the organisation from which interviewees
herald; CO was used for Construction Org, HO was used for Hospitality Org, and MO was used for
Manufacturing Org. Thus, as an example, 01-MD-CO would translate as the first interview conducted
(01), the interview participant was a Managing Director (MD), and the organisation represented was
Construction Org (CO). Devising the interview codes in such a way explicitly demonstrates in the
presentation of data structures that the aggregate dimensions are present within all three
participating organisations as well as through all hierarchical levels, thus demonstrating a degree of
dependability across the results.

3.2.2. The Research Context

The participants of this research comprised of Managing Directors, senior leaders and non-managers
of three organisations based in the North West region of England. This region was selected in the
interest of accessibility as the research was to be conducted, where possible, in-person as opposed
to remotely. The ability to conduct face-to-face interviews increases the personal nature of
interviews which increases the propensity for high quality data to be collected (Vogl, 2013).
Conducting face-to-face interviews also necessitated visiting organisational premises facilitating
observations with regards leader-employee and employee-employee interactions contributing
towards insights into contextual factors and non-verbal communications beyond the interviews. The
organisations were also of similar scale in terms of number of employees. Considering the lack of
research conducted into both servant leadership and CSR respectively in SMEs (Peterson, 2012;
Vazquez-Carrasco and Lopez-Perez, 2013), as well as the propensity for servant leadership to be
more prevalent within SMEs than larger organisations (Peterson et al, 2012), it was decided that the
present research could contribute meaningful insights into both servant leadership and CSR
literatures respectively by conducting the research in the SME-context.

Arguably the primary distinction between the organisations that participated in this research was the
sector that they operate in; one operated in the construction industry, one in manufacturing, and
one in hospitality. Operating in different sectors contributed towards further distinctions between
the organisations, such as Manufacturing Org operating from just one site to Construction Org and
Hospitality Org comprising of a dispersed workforce operating out of several different sites. As
became evident during the data analysis phase of the present research, these differences impacted
leader behaviours in terms of structures implemented in the organisation and communication
methods adopted, points comprehensively discussed in the following chapters.

A further difference between the organisations was the heritage of each respective organisation.
Construction Org for example, is a “third generation family business” (01-MD-CQO) having been
established over 70 years ago. Manufacturing Org considers itself a family run enterprise whereby
the husband and wife assumed co-Managing Directorship but upon retirement, were likely to pass
ownership of their organisation beyond family-ties. Hospitality Org on the other hand, was founded
by two friends with the short-term intention of rapid growth and profit maximisation and was to be
sold in the long-term, there was thus no succession plan conceived. Differences between family-
owned and non-family-owned organisations are relatively well-explored, such as the influence of
sub-systems (family, ownership and business system) in the organisation (Tagiuri and Davis, 1992)
and potential lesser focus on growth compared to non-family-owned organisations (Graves and
Thomas, 2004), yet the relative ‘success’ of the two ownership-type firms remains indeterminate
(Crick et al, 2006).
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In the interest of confidentiality, any information from which the organisations could be identified
has been omitted or attributed a pseudonym. All of the information provided is correct to the best of
the researcher’s knowledge, up until the data collection phase of this research. For example, the
organisations will be referred to as Construction Org, Manufacturing Org and Hospitality Org,
identifying the organisations by the primary sector that they respectively operate in as opposed to
using their registered names.

3.2.3. Data Collection Methods

In accordance with the qualitative research design adopted throughout this research, the primary
method of data collection was in-depth, semi-structured interviews. However, observations, field
notes, organisational documents, government documents, and photographs were also collected in
the interest of crystallising the emergent themes identified within the interview data. Interviews are
the most common qualitative research method associated with leadership studies (Holmes et al,
2010; Pless et al, 2012), potentially as a result of the focus on meanings, feelings and motives (Daft,
1983). Interviews have also been successfully employed in previous servant leadership research (for
example, Liden et al (2008) and Parris and Peachey (2013)) and therefore appear an appropriate data
collection method in accordance with the aims of the present research.

3.2.3.1. Semi-Structured Interviews

There are three primary types of interviews associated with data collection in the social sciences:
structured, unstructured and semi-structured interviews (Doody and Noonan, 2013). Table 4 outlines
each of these approaches.

Interviews within servant leadership research have tended to be utilised in the educational (Eva and
Sendjaya, 2013; Chikoko et al, 2015), not-for-profit (Udani and Lorenzo- Molo, 2013; Parris and
Peachey, 2012), and sporting contexts (Crippen, 2017; Peachey et al, 2018), but have generally been
a negated research method within the field. Some research has been conducted into the for-profit
field, such as Cater and Beal’s (2015) investigation into servant leadership in multigenerational family
firms, and Carter and Baghurst’s (2014) investigation into the influence of servant leadership on
restaurant employee engagement. Therefore, there appears to be scope to develop understanding
into servant leadership in an organisational context by adopting a semi-structured interview
technique.

Structured Semi-structured Unstructured
Prior to interview Strict interview guide | A flexible interview Broad, open questions
devised guide devised. based on themes and
concepts devised.
During interview Rigid framework (same | Participant-led yet Flexible structure,
wording in the same researcher-controlled. | following participants’
order). Opportunity to ask chain of thought.
Conducted efficiently | follow-up questions. Participant directed
in terms of timing. interviews.
Researcher maintains Follow-up questions
control and direction. can be asked.
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Perceived advantages | Reduce the propensity | Likely to elicit Increases the

for researcher bias. meaningful likelihood of eliciting
contributions from high-quality
participants. information relevant to
Facilitates the topic.

conversations relating
to tangents that can be

insightful.
Perceived Restrictive to Requires the Often time-consuming.
disadvantages participants. researcher to actively | Difficult to conduct
Potentially only useful | listen which can be one well.
to elicit difficult. Difficult to analyse and
sociodemographic Potentially open to identify patterns.
information. slight researcher bias.

Table 4: An overview of different types of interviews associated with social science research

Similarly, quantitative research methods have dominated research relating to CSR, with around only
11% of studies adopting qualitative research methods; of these, over half are also used as a prelude
to inform quantitative studies which suggests an imminent requirement to “expand the
methodological repertoire used by CSR research” (Aguinis and Glavas, 2012: 954). Of the studies
utilising qualitative research methods and interviews in particular, there is a strong focus on the
impact of CSR on consumers (Oberseder et al, 2014; Oberseder et al, 2011; Yakovleva and Vazquez-
Brust, 2012). Considering Agudelo et al’s (2019) support for Carroll’s (2015) predictions that CSR in
the forthcoming years will encompass more aspects of stakeholder engagement, the prevalence and
power of ethically sensitive consumers, the increased prominence of NGOs, the increased
importance of employees’ perceptions and employees as a driving-force of CSR, semi-structured
interviews appear to be a feasible manner through which to explore these developments. The ability
for the researcher to be able to engage in discussions with participants in order to elicit deeper
understandings into their perceptions regarding the manifestation of servant leadership within the
enactment of CSR-related activities, will afford the opportunity for the researcher to gather a holistic
understanding into the nature of the construct being studied. Adopting this approach will also enable
the present research to contribute towards Aguinis and Glavas’s (2012: 954) call for more qualitative
studies that “are needed to improve our understanding of the underlying mechanisms of CSR”.
Developing understanding into how servant leadership can influence formal and informal
organisational structures, specifically with regard employee participation in CSR-related activities,
necessitate the adoption of qualitative research methods, therefore satisfying the requirements for
additional research methods to be utilised in studies pertaining to servant leadership and CSR.

Furthermore, considering the present research considers the nature of the leader-employee
relationship which can be personal and subjective to the respective agents, engaging in semi-
structured interviews enabled the researcher to obtain insights into contextual factors that may or
may not have contributed towards identifying themes across participants while ensuring participants
were comfortable to discuss the relationship. Both researcher and participant were able to maintain
elements of control in directing the interview which ensured the participant remained comfortable
during discussions and the researcher was able to effectively collect important information.
Structured interviews would not have permitted the flexibility to collect such information and
unstructured interviews may have become disengaged with the focus of the research; the semi-
structured nature of the interviews was therefore a suitable approach to adopt.

To further negate the likelihood of participants experiencing unease with the subject matter,
particular attention was given to the conduct exhibited by the interviewer; this was achieved through
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building rapport with the interviewees at the start of the interview process, providing in-depth
information relating to the purpose and aims of the study, and conducting the interviews in a
manner that increased the confidence of the research participant. These interview tactics led to an
increase in the likelihood of participants responding in a natural and honest manner as opposed to
presenting themselves or their colleagues in a more favourable manner or answering the questions
in a way in which they believed the researcher desired.

Similarly, the interview guides utilised throughout the interviews in this research were designed
according to Bryman’s (2004) approach, with a focus on flexibility and ensuring the research
maintains control over the interview. The interview guides acted as a 7-point checklist ensuring key
aspects were included; these were:

* Background details of the participant.

® Structure of the interview and interview questions.
* Opening up the interview and closing it at the end.
* Creating a rapport with participants.

* Managing expectations of participants.

* Engaging in a conversation over key points.

* Contingency planning (for example, risk aversion).

Designing the research guides following the guidance of Bryman (2004) ensured that before, during
and after the interviews, a consistent approach was being used and that important considerations
were not overlooked. Following strict ethical guidelines regarding data collection, the interviews
were recorded with the participants’ consent, uploaded to a secure network and original recordings
deleted. Field notes were taken prior, during and subsequently to interviews to be used in data
analysis. Secondary resources, such as organisational documentation, in-house survey results and
photographs, were also obtained.

3.2.3.2. Methods of Crystallisation

Rather than employing the highly-positivist triangulation method to ‘verify’ findings and results, a
number of additional data collection methods were employed to crystallise the findings. Richardson
(2000) renders triangulation a method to create a two-dimensional, rigid structure which does not
accurately reflect the methods and potentialities arising as a result of qualitative research methods.
Rather, the findings of qualitative research often lead to “a deepened, complex, thoroughly partial,
understanding of the topic” (Richardson, 2000: 934) more akin to the multidimensionality and
complexity associated with a crystal. In accordance with non-positivist epistemological approaches,
crystallisation contributes towards developing comprehensive analysis rather than internal validity
(Mays and Pope, 2000) as findings and thus theories become more refined (Barbour, 2001). It
ensures “that the resulting interpretations authentically and plausibly, though not with absolute
certainty or accuracy (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993), explain the studied phenomenon” (Reay et al,
2006: 983) as it supports the notion that parameters and boundaries are not fixed and are constantly
evolving (Ellingson, 2009). Table 5 outlines the multitude of data collection methods utilised
throughout this research in the interest of crystallising insights; each of these methods are more
comprehensively explored in the following sections.

Data sources Purpose within current | Affiliated analysis Example identifier (and
thesis page number)
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Semi-structured Primary data collection | Thematic analysis Appendix 5

interviews method. (page 200)
Observations Supplementary data Semiotic analysis Referred to throughout,
collection method. such as page 90 in the

example of Managing
Directors creating informal
channels of communication

Field notes Supplementary data Thematic analysis Appendix 6
collection method. (page 203)

Photographs Supplementary data Semiotic analysis Image 1 (page 71)
collection method.

Organisational Supplementary data Document analysis | Image 4 (page 103)

documents collection method. Semiotic analysis

Table 5: Methods of data collection, purpose within the research and affiliated analysis technique

Observations can prove to be an insightful method of data collection within qualitative research as
they can provide researchers with contextual understanding (Marshall and Rossman, 2011). They can
provide “richer material for reflection and puzzle solving” (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000), are often
cheap to conduct and although only a small sample size can be observed, rich data can be gathered
(Thietart and Wauchope, 2001). Observations are used infrequently within both CSR and leadership
literatures (Banks, 2008) as the two constructs are often difficult to observe, potentially given their
subjective nature. Ebener and O’Connell (2010) however demonstrate how observations can be used
as supplementary evidence within studies pertaining to servant leadership, and Kakabadse et al
(2009) similarly used observations when addressing how CSR can be effectively implemented and
driven through organisations. Drawing upon the interpretivist methodological position of the present
research, observations are an appropriate supplementary data collection method to adopt in the
interest of crystallising insights garnered from the interviews as they can “uncover accounts which
may not have been accessed by more formal methods like interviews” (Anderson’s (2008: 151).

According to O’Leary (2014), there are four primary types of observation (Table 6). Of these
approaches, non-participant candid observations were performed in this research. As the researcher
was an external agent unrelated to the organisations in terms of conceptual or practical skills to
employ to the benefit of the organisation, the researcher was uninvolved in any organisational
practices and remained solely observant. In accordance with ethical considerations, the participants
were are of the research being conducted within their respective organisations and therefore the
researcher embraced the notion of candid observations. Non-participant candid observations are
often utilised in conjunction with Easterby-Smith et al’s (2012) observations by interrupted
involvement which occur when the observer is only sporadically present to observe such as when
making multiple visits to an organisation to perform work or conduct interviews. Easterby-Smith et al
(2012) suggest observations by interrupted involvement are most likely to occur when one is utilising
observations to support alternative data collection methods, and in particular interviews. The
research design therefore suggested that engaging in non-participant candid observations by
interrupted involvement was a reasonable approach to conducting observations through the course
of this research.

Type of Observation Description Example Observation
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Non-participant candid Observed aware of researcher. Observing a boardroom
observations Researcher does not participate | meeting.
in studied phenomenon.

Participant candid observations | Observed aware of researcher Observing and participating
and researcher may participate in | in a university lecture.
studied phenomenon.

Non-participant covert Observed unaware being Observing pedestrians at a
observations observed; limited interaction zebra crossing.
from researcher.

Participant covert observations Researcher goes ‘under cover’ to | Observing marginalised/
gain an accurate sense of the illegal groups such as
studied phenomenon. gangs.

Table 6: O’Leary’s (2014) four types of observation with descriptions and examples.

A researcher must be wary of the ‘observer effect’ (Easterby-Smith et al, 2008) which relates to the
potential for people to subconsciously alter their behaviour if they believe that they are being
watched; this can influence the accuracy of the observations in terms of ensuring that the
observations reflect normal practice. The authors do however suggest that people are quick to forget
about being observed and revert to normal, thus negating the impact of the ‘observer effect’.
Furthermore, researchers must be conscious so as to ensure that the sample being observed is
representative of the population involved in the research. Prior to the commencement of data
collection, the researcher did not perceive the ‘observer effect’ or sampling biases to be a factor
within this research as the candid approach adopted by the researcher where they were open and
honest with participants was designed to limit participant fears to ensure maximum comfort.

Personal reflections of the researcher recorded within field notes during and immediately after the
data collection phase support these perceptions. Events such as having lunch with research
participants in their organisation’s canteen assisted the researcher in developing relationships with
participants and providing contextual evidence in the interest of enhancing the researcher’s holistic
understanding of phenomena; an example of a field note relating to the episode of sharing lunch in
the canteen can be seen in Appendix 6. Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018) suggest there is no set
criteria for recording or analysing field notes beyond those of ethnographic and/or
phenomenological research, particularly within qualitative and mixed-methods research, but that the
personal nature of the notes often provide excellent contextual insights. As such and in accordance
with Charmaz and Belgrave’s (2012) guidance, field notes were reviewed as soon as was convenient
for the researcher, ensuring the meaning of the shorthand notes, scribbles and non-textual aspects
(i.e. arrows) were clear and their meaning retained.

Photographs were also taken where appropriate, in the interest of providing a more holistic
understanding of potential findings and enhancing the crystallisation process. Photographs were
taken at the discretion of members of the respective organisations and taken in a manner so that the
organisation and its members cannot be identified. Although the use of photographs within
organisational research remains sparse (Ray and Smith, 2011), the addition of a visual
methodological tool can contribute greatly towards developing understanding (Dougherty and
Kunda, 1990). The addition of photographs for example are less susceptible to researcher subjectivity
than an interview might be; photographs are more likely to capture aspects of organisational reality
without the distorting effects of the researcher (Harper, 1994). Ray and Smith (2011) suggest that
when a researcher captures photographs based on a research question when they enter an
organisation, the nature of these photographs can be particularly well suited to develop
understanding into processes that develop across organisations or sets of activities (Buchanan, 2001;
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Petersen and Ostergaard, 2004). Drawing upon the interpretivist position adopted within this
research, the use of photographs assisted the researcher by providing insights into comments made
within interviews as well as to provide supplementary knowledge that may have only been touched
upon within conversations. For example, photographic evidence was particularly insightful with
regards Managing Directors’ attempts to create and establish familial organisational cultures,
comprehensively explored in Section 6.2.2, Increasing Unity.

In addition to photographs, secondary data sources were also collected to aid the crystallisation
process. Secondary data included organisational documentation such as newsletters and posters as
well as published material tracing the history of the organisation. Analysing organisational
documents proved insightful in the course of this research as it negated the potential for the
researcher misunderstanding participants’ responses as the documents often acted as corroborators
supporting the findings identified from the interviews, this was particularly evident in the case of
organisational newsletters that were distributed amongst Construction Org.

3.2.4. Data Analysis Methods

In accordance with the philosophical assumptions and data collection methods outlined previously in
this chapter, the primary data analysis method applied within this research was thematic analysis. A
conventional data analysis technique that has been revised over time (Creswell, 2013), thematic
analysis addresses interviews holistically in order to “preserve the meaningful relations that the
respective person deals with in the topic of study” (Flick, 2011: 152). Adopting a holistic view of the
interviews allows the researcher to gain an understanding into the mind-set of the research
participant (Patton, 2002) which is an important feature of an interpretivist epistemology such as the
one adopted in this research.

Thematic analysis is a flexible approach that has been widely used across a number of disciplines,
incorporating multiple variations; scholars often engage in a thematic analysis without explicitly
claiming it as their analysis approach such is the approach’s flexibility (Meehan et al, 2000; Braun and
Wilkinson, 2003). Thematic analysis has been the preferred method of analysis in several studies
pertaining to servant leadership, such as in Crippen’s (2017) examination of the impact of a servant
leader-philosophy in the NHL and Sturm’s (2009) considerations relating to servant leadership within
community health nursing. The cross-disciplinary use of thematic analysis within existing servant
leadership studies therefore supports the flexible nature of the approach, as well as supporting
thematic analysis’ use in the present research.

With reference to the discord regarding constituting factors of thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke
(2006: 80) suggest that there is not one ideal theoretical framework for conducting the analysis,
rather “what is important is that the theoretical framework and methods match what the researcher
wants to know”. The authors therefore suggest a simple, six-stage step-by-step guide on how one can
conduct thematic analysis; Table 7 outlines Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis.

These six stages are not entirely unique to thematic analysis but are consistent with many phases of
gualitative analysis techniques more generally (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The stages are guidelines
not rigid rules, they must be applied with a degree of flexibility taking into consideration specific
research aims and questions; this resonates with many frameworks associated with qualitative
analysis (Patton, 1990). Further caution must be heeded considering the analysis process is unlikely
to be a linear process and must therefore be engaged in iteratively so that emerging concepts are
recognised in accordance with developments in one’s thinking. As proceeding explanations will
illustrate, the present research adhered to this iterative process such as when delineating the titles
for the aggregated dimensions. The simplicity and reproducibility of Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
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Phase Title Description of the Process

1 Familiarising yourself | Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the

with your data data, noting down initial ideas.

2 Generating initial Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion

codes across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.

3 Searching for themes Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data
relevant to each potential theme.

4 Reviewing themes Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
and the entire data set, generating a thematic ‘map’ of the
analysis.

5 Defining and naming Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the

themes overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and

names for each theme.

6 Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating
back of the analysis to the research question and literature,
producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

Table 7: Braun and Clarke’s (2006) phases of thematic analysis

guideline across the social sciences rendered it a robust foundation from which to conduct the
thematic analysis, on the understanding that additional authors could influence the analysis process
if further guidance was required at any of the six stages.

The first phase when conducting a thematic analysis is familiarising oneself with the data; one of the
most successful methods through which to achieve this is through the process of transcription.
Despite transcribing often being delegated to a junior or assistant researcher, the author of this
research completed all the transcribing to ensure “familiarity with data and attention to what is
actually there rather than what is expected” which can “facilitate realisations or ideas” (Bailey, 2008:
129). Bailey (2008) also suggests that recordings can be of low quality and/or difficult to understand,
often incorporating nuances associated with speech; this was experienced in this research, but the
impact negated as a result of the contextual knowledge obtained by the researcher when conducting
the interviews. Robinson and Griffiths (2004) and Green et al (2012) have suggested that the greater
the contextual knowledge regarding a research topic, the better the transcription will be. The
primary researcher conducting both the interviews and the transcriptions in this research therefore
increased the prospect of accurately recorded data. The researcher was able to garner a conceptual
understanding of the interviews, recalling from memory the participants’ attitudes towards the
interviews, which complemented the transcription process when local dialects were used.

Again, there is no universal framework to follow for the transcription process (Mclellan-Lemal et al,
2003). However, general guidelines and principles can be followed in the interest of systematically
organising and analysing interview data (Atkinson and Heritage, 1984). As such, the researcher
adopted Mergenthaler and Stinson’s (1992) much-cited seven principles for developing
transcriptions; Table 8 outlines and describes each principle. Applying these principles gave structure
to the process which increased the propensity for consistent and logical transcripts. Considering
participants’ use of local dialects, the first of Mergenthaler and Stinson’s (1992) principles, to
“preserve the morphological naturalness of transcription”, became particularly significant. This
principle suggests that one must record as closely as possible what was said during interview in
accordance with what is typically acceptable in written text. The researcher’s understanding of the
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Principle | Title Description
1 Preserve the morphologic naturalness of | Keep word forms, the form of
transcription commentaries, and the use of punctuation
as close as possible to speech presentation
and consistent with what is typically
acceptable in written text.
2 Preserve the naturalness of the transcript | Keep text clearly structured by speech
structure markers (i.e., like printed versions of plays
or movie scripts).
3 The transcript should be an exact Generate a verbatim account. Do not
reproduction prematurely reduce text.
4 The transcription rules should be Make transcripts suitable for both human/
universal researcher and computer use.
5 The transcription rules should be Transcribers should require only these
complete rules to prepare transcripts. Everyday
language competence rather than specific
knowledge (e.g., linguistic theories) should
be required.
6 The transcription rules should be Transcription standards should be
independent independent of transcribers as well as
understandable and applicable by
researchers or third parties.
7 The transcription rules should be Keep rules limited in number, simple, and
intellectually elegant easy to learn.

Table 8: Mergenthaler and Stinson’s (1992) seven principles for developing transcriptions, adapted
from Mclellan et al (2003)

language used during interviews as a result of heralding from the local area facilitated the
researcher’s ability to adhere to the first principle.

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) second phase of conducting a thematic analysis is generating initial codes,
which are termed first order concepts in this research. Defined, “codes or categories are tags or
labels for allocating units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a
study... Seidel and Kelle (1995) view the role of coding as noticing relevant phenomena; collecting
examples of those phenomena; and analysing those phenomena in order to find commonalties,
differences, patterns and structures” (Basit, 2003, 144). Tuckett (2005) simplifies this description by
suggesting that coding is the process of organising the data into meaningful groups. In this research,
open coding was employed as suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990), an approach previously
employed in respected works such as that of Barbera et al (2015) and Maguire and Delahunt (2017).
Open coding occurs when the process is conducted without the use of a pre-established set of codes
as codes develop and are modified as the coding process is conducted (Maguire and Delahunt,
2017). This enabled the researcher to fully immerse themselves into the data and increase the
possibility of identifying patterns at an early stage of the process.

Drawing upon the reflexivity of the researcher and understanding one’s own abilities and

capabilities, the researcher adopted the approach whereby the completed transcripts were printed
off ready to be initially coded by pen and paper as opposed to on a computer (Appendix 6). Saldana
(2013, 26) argues that “manipulating qualitative data on paper and writing codes in pencil gives you
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more control over and ownership of the work”; it provides the researcher with a “literal perspective”
of the data they are engaged with as the researcher is not limited to technological capabilities.
Understanding oneself as a researcher entailed the manual coding process using pen and paper
which led to the development of first order concepts. Different coloured highlighters were chosen to
represent different potential units of analysis; this provided a visual overview of whether research
participants were discussing primarily organisational or individual level concepts or whether there
was a fluidity between levels in the discussions and satisfied Braun and Clarke’s (2006: 89) suggestion
to “code for as many potential themes/patterns as possible- you never know what might be
interesting later”.

The remaining stages of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide will draw upon the development of one of
the three aggregated dimensions that was devised during this research. The same structure was
applied to the derivation of all three aggregated dimensions, yet in the interest of clarity, the
following stages will be discussed with respect to the aggregated dimension of Promoting
Communication. This will enable the author to clearly explain the journey process engaged in that
ultimately resulted in the arrival at the final aggregated dimensions.

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) third phase of conducting thematic analysis is searching for themes;
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) was introduced to this research here
to assist the researcher in organising the data. NVivo was the CAQDAS package selected as a result of
the University licensing agreement and also researcher training available. In the interest of searching
for themes, the researcher collated the different codes and organised them into potential themes
that were located at a more abstract level than the respective codes; adhering to this process
resulted in the development of second order themes. Second order themes are comprised of
multiple distinct yet related codes where the theme is holistically representative of the individual
constituting codes, the theme can therefore be considered an umbrella term under which numerous
codes are related.

The first order concepts that had been identified using pen and paper were then reviewed and input
into NVivo according to unit of analysis under the participant’s hierarchical status. As with any
process of open coding (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017), this proved to be an iterative process as the
review of the first order coding revealed new codes and patterns; the original transcripts were
therefore reviewed, and codes revised in accordance with emerging concepts. This proved to be a
rewarding process as deeper insights were garnered, and a more holistic interpretation of the data
derived.

The fourth stage of Braun and Clarke’s (2006: 91) guide involves reviewing the second order themes;
they summarise the fourth stage by stating that the objective should be that “data within themes
should cohere together meaningfully, while there should be clear and identifiable distinctions
between themes”. This is an important stage of the process as it is where the researcher casts a
critical eye over their own researcher in order to assess whether the themes are substantially robust
enough to be enlightening and informative. As self-critique can often be difficult (Schunk, 2003),
colleagues were invited to review sections of the coding and theme development process. This is a
robust method to increase the propensity for dependability and applicability of results (Fereday and
Muir-Cochrane, 2006) as they have been subjected to critique by those not directly related to the
research.

In addition to the identification and refinement of second order themes, the fourth stage also
incorporated an additional level of analysis which resulted in the first proposal of the aggregated
dimensions. The second order themes were insightful but could be aggregated at a more conceptual
level, the aggregated dimensions that were devised therefore provided a more holistic overview of
the insights garnered from the research and increased the abstract conceptuality at each level. The
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original codes, refined throughout the iterative analysis process, were still apparent and were used
to inform the second order themes, the second order themes however were then further
conceptually developed to create the aggregated dimensions. The resulting data structure therefore
encompassed the first draft of the first order concepts, second order themes and aggregated
dimension, a working draft of which can be seen in Figure 2.

| First Order Concepts I | Second Order Themes I

| Aggregated Dimension l

“What I've tried to do now is create a system where the managers con talk to each other so we have
@ marnger’s meeting every couple of months” (02-MD-HO).

“There are quarterly or half-yearly meetings from the directors or the Managing Director for al! the
organisation just to try and give them a heads up® (25-SM-CQ).

“They will have that one to one with someone and | think that's how it works so you get a chance if
you've got an issue to speak to them and | think that time your manager, that one to one, is really
good" (06-EM-MO).

Formal channels of
communication

| think all these quotes
can be improved upon

methods of

These two relate to the

communication

“When we move to the new premises, there wiill be one single socce... everyhody is in that single
space hecouse it mokes communication so much easier... there s a special term for it, involuntary
meetings™ (03-SM-MO).

With reference to a group WhatsApp set up by an employee “They just need something oway from
. . — Informal channels of
management so they can discuss shift swaos ana whatever eise they talk about” (17-SM-HO ).

communication

“You don'’t expect to ao stuff with the Director, it's very rare that you see them unless you're in
trouble! But having [them] do things like that abstacie course, to have [them] there and you just
walk up and he’s iike o friend” (21-EM-CO). Ny

Leader-follower
“WVe see them on a daily basic and we know their persona! hictories... so we don’t have forma! A . .
structures to find out about these because we just do, we ta't to them... you are interested in the 7 interactions wrong
peop'e” (01-MD-CO). think this is 3 dead good one. heading

i

“1 get along great with everyone so it's pretty gooa that people can come to me and chat to me if
they've got @ new idea ond it doesn’t always have to be a product it con be something they want =
changing in the work environment, you know it can be anything and I'm dead set on letting them
Kknow that there isn’t any right or wrong answer” (03-SM-MO). Not sure this Is the right quote,

The removal of
communication
hierarchies

“If T went to the supervicors | wou'ldn’t get my point across the way | wou'd like it to be so ' Just go
straight to the manager” (18-EM-HO). Does this reflect what | want to say?

“For me, it is talting, listening, taking an interest not in just their job but them as a person” (16-
MD-MO).

" always make a point of asking “how is everything at home? How is the baby? How are the kids?
Because it makes you show that you oren’t just there os o dictator or @ manager, you do actua'ly
have another side” (23-SM-HO).

Leaders being perceived
as approachable

“He’s good, he’s fair, he’s honest. You can approach him and tell him whatever you went really; if right heading now? :D

you've got a problem he’ll understand ana give you advice” (21-EM-GCS).

Figure 2: A working draft of the aggregated dimension for Promoting Communication

The initial draft of the aggregated dimension was titled “Leader-follower interactions” as the
researcher was working towards a dimension that incorporated multiple aspects of interactions
including both formal and informal channels, the influence of hierarchies within organisations, and
perceptions of leaders. However, it was considered that the aggregated dimension required
refinement as it was less representative of the data it was trying to represent than planned. As such,
the second order themes were reduced from four to two, and the aggregated dimension was
renamed (see Figure 3). The two second order themes at this iteration, “The platforms for
communication” and “The nature of communication”, operated at a more conceptual level than
previous variations. The aggregated dimension was also renamed to “Communication” to
incorporate a more holistic overview of the themes and concepts.

The fifth stage of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide involves defining and naming one’s themes and

begins when one has satisfactory thematic maps of the data. This stage involves refining the themes
to draw out its ‘essence’, carefully considering the extent to which each theme can contribute based
upon the narrative it encapsulates, maintaining a careful watch to ensure that each theme is related
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yet distinguished from the others. Therefore, the researcher engaged in regular dialogues with their

“There are certcinly efforts to try and keep peopie engaged in the business, keep notice board information
on the site ana that is more than just the health ana safety, thot is also o form of communication as well.
There are quarterly or half-yeony meetings from the directors or the Managing Director for cil the
organisotion just to try ana give them a heads up of where we've been in the 12 past months ana where
we are heading in the next 12 months so | think efforts ore made” (2SMEGCS).
Organisation “Every three months [they'll] do a general meeting and [they] come with [their] pie chorts and gives us a
Level Quote || fow down of how the company is doing... [they] just keep us informed... which is good because the Non-verbal comms
ies I've ever been to I've never seen anything like it, let alone the director coming out telling us (Blue Ocean Theory)
how much they've eamnt” (21PCGCS).
“We have this BiLe Ocean Theory now... that’s an oovortunity for ecch emmoyee to voice their ooinion, it Verbal comms (State The platforms for
Group Lave can be anonymous as well... somebody might have an idea but they might be ¢ bit embarrassea or they — of the Nation Talks) — communication
Quote might not want oeopie to know, some veople are not quite comfortabie with voicing their opinion ore
they? So we give everybody one and osk everybody to out It in o box, they can put their name on it If they
AT (035PPRC) Organisation-wide
“We have a newsietter that we send out and in that there will be various things about the chanity publications
committee and what we've been doing and if anyboay has got anything they can put it forwara”
(26A0GCS).
\ndividual “They will have thot one to one with someane and ! think that’s how it works so you get  chance if you've
Level Quote | 2] got an issue to speak to them and | think that time your manager, that one to one, is really good”
(0BKDPPC).
f
“We try and get that connectivity, we realise there is @ barrier... all the time e are t-ying to break that )
barrier doym so what can we do to make these peope feel closer? And so when we move to the new Creating involuntary 7
premises, one of the things is that there will only be one single space, there will 7ot be individual offices, meetings
everybody is in thot single space because it makes communication so much easier... The more time you
can get everybody together, the better” (CSMWPPC).
o] Increasing
Level Quote 21 “You go in and talk to whoever needs to be talked to about whatever needs to be talked about really, you connectivit
don't have to be careful about treading on toes or depol ising or tolking about else, you v
don’t have to worry about anything like that becouse it is so small and informal... You speak to the person
that you need to speak to about it, you don’t go through departments and stuff like that” (24PMLBC). Enabling informal
communications
“What ('ve triea to ao now s create @ system where the monogers can talx to each other so we hove a L The nature of
manger’s meeting every counie of months... | get them In the some room chotting then we socialise... we . Creating social = communications
taik about I, go out for some drinks and maybe a meai. So they all get on really weli and it's great to see R
them octuolly liaising with each other now” (02MJLBC). environments
Group Level -
Quote > “We all enjoy working there, we all enjoy working with each cther, it can become u second family which it Afamilial
actua'ly has become for some of them which is sometime a good output. Tt Is moe of a second famify for
some of them whether it be advice or social aspect” (23CWLBC). sense
\ndividual “IMD] Is a very sort of ca'm, nfce presence, he comes arid c”ecksvm as~ does [Manager]; they're oways exFrreees:(:)r:et:elf
Level Quote 1 popplng into the office, “how’s It going? Can we help with anything?” They’re quite good sounding P
boards Iif you want to chat about things, [Vianag/ng Director] is ke u blue sky thinker” |08KAPPC). openly

Figure 3: A revised Promoting Communication aggregated dimension

supervisors who provided guidance and suggestions as to areas where the ‘essence’ of the data
structure was potentially misaligned and thus areas where further refinement was necessary.

As a result of obtaining a comprehensive, representative thematic map, the researcher was able to
begin to compose a thorough analysis, not merely rephrasing the content of the data extracts but
engaging with it in a critical manner so as to explicitly state the interesting and unique contributions
of the findings. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that it is at this stage that the researcher is clear
regarding the nature and the composition of their themes; in this research, this continued to be an
iterative process whereby upon completion of this fifth stage, both the second order themes and the
aggregated dimensions had been refined to accurately reflect the data they represent. Figure 4
provides the data structure pertaining to the aggregated dimension of Promoting Communication.

As Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest, the process of delineating concepts, themes and aggregated
dimensions was performed iteratively. Upon independent reviews by the researcher as well as
collaborative critical reviews with supervisors and peers, developments can be observed between
the data structures presented in Figures 2, 3 and 4. This process distinguished three aggregated
dimensions (Providing Opportunities, Promoting Communication, Empowering Employees) that were
informed by second order themes founded upon first order concepts, which formed the overall data
structure within this research; this data structure is presented in Figure 5.
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Figure 4: Promoting Communication aggregated dimension with second order themes and first order

concepts

The final guideline provided by Braun and Clarke (2006) is that a document should be produced that
presents the complicated story of the data in a manner that convinces the audience of a feasible and
meritorious account of the analysis journey. In order to satisfy this guideline, the researcher
presented evidence in the form of quotations and extracts from interviews to support the
development of the codes, themes and aggregated dimensions; these were further supplemented by
the use of observations, field notes, organisational documents, and additional data that enhanced
the analytical narrative that makes positive contributions to the literary discussions within the fields
of servant leadership and CSR respectively.

This section has comprehensively outlined the journey of thematic analysis that was undertaken as
the primary data analysis technique adopted throughout this research. The analysis was informed by
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis, drawing upon Mergenthaler and Stinson’s
(1992) 7 principles for transcriptions. Adhering to these principles ensured that a coherent, logical
process of analysis was engaged in, thus enhancing the robustness of the findings.
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3.2.4.1. Crystallisation of Findings

Although the thematic analysis conducted on interview data explained in the previous section
formed the primary data analysis method, this was supplemented through the process of
crystallisation simultaneously. Thematic analysis extended beyond the interviews solely as it was also
conducted on the field notes collected by the researcher. With no definitive practice with regard the
analysis of field notes beyond the guiding principles associated with ethnographic and
phenomenological approaches (Phillippi and Lauderdale, 2018), the field notes taken in this research
were used to augment potential themes identified during the analysis of interview data, as the field
notes provided rich contextual insights recorded at the time of data collection.

Document analysis was also conducted, primarily on organisational documents collected, on the
understanding that it requires data to be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain
understanding, and develop empirical knowledge (Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Bowen, 2009). Bowen
(2009) confirms that documentary evidence can provide information and insights into the contextual
background and makeup of research subjects and grounds and are thus well-placed to corroborate
findings. Bowen (2009) further states that documents can be used to inform the necessities of
potential other data collection methods, such as phenomena to focus on during observations.
Merriam (1988) has also claimed that documents remain stable, they are not altered by the
researcher’s presence and are therefore a trusted and verified source. Within sociological studies in
particular, the use of documents to provide a more holistic understanding of findings is frequent
(Angrosino and Mays De Perez, 2000). Documentary analysis was therefore performed on
newsletters, photographs, and posters collected within the course of this research.

The researcher followed O’Leary’s (2014) precautions with regard two major potential issues
associated with document analysis, namely the potential for bias both in terms of authorship of
documents and researcher bias, and considerations relating to whether the document has been
solicited, edited, and/or anonymised, condensed as the latent content. With respect to the former,
the researcher continued to liaise with colleagues to negate the potential for researcher bias to arise
as well as adopted a number of different data collection methods to increase the potential for an
accurate interpretation to be drawn and thus a valid conclusion to be presented. Documents were
analysed on the understanding that they were authored by employees of the organisations and they
were therefore likely to be positive in nature, but asking follow-up questions in the interviews
enabled contextualisation of the documents again in the interest of holistically understanding the
situation rather than relying on individual pieces of information. This therefore also negated the
potential for latent information to be misguiding. Photographs were also introduced into the findings
in Braun and Clarke’s (2006) sixth stage guideline in order to corroborate the findings derived from
the thematic analysis and crystallisation process.

As the researcher utilised observations relating to signs and posters within participating
organisations in the crystallisation process, semiotic analysis was also conducted to supplement the
findings of the document analysis. Within the Saussurean tradition of semiotics,

“the task of the semiotician is to look beyond the specific texts or practices to the systems of
functional distinctions operating within them. The primary goal is to establish the underlying
conventions, identifying significant differences and oppositions... the investigation of such

practices involves trying to make explicit what is usually only implicit” (Chandler, 2017: 180).

Signs and posters can be placed somewhere for numerous reasons for example, such as to adhere to
legal requirements in the case of health and safety or traffic signs, or to assist people such as in the
case of directions. During the data collection phase of the present research, the researcher observed
that signs and posters were strategically located within the organisational premises to convey
messages and expectations beyond legal requirements, in the interest of establishing an
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organisational culture. Whereas the documentary analysis performed in the present research
concentrated on crystallising the findings identified during the process of thematic coding by
comparing the themes and dimensions present within the documents, semiotic analysis enabled the
researcher to interpret implicit understandings derived from the “ideological functions of the signs”
(Chandler, 2017); that is to say the motivations for the signs being designed and placed where they
were. The use of semiotic analysis within servant leadership studies is sporadic at best; only Eicher-
Catt’s (2005) feminist interpretation of servant leadership and Han’s (2010) semiotic cluster analysis
explicitly state the use of semiotic analysis in their respective projects concerning servant leadership,
rendering it feasible to consider that the approach can provide unique insights into the construct.

3.3. Ethical Considerations

Ethical implications can broadly be categorised in two main ways: protecting the interests of the
research subject, and the protection of the integrity of the research community (Bell and Bryman,
2007). This research was conducted in accordance with Lancaster University’s Research Ethics Code
of Practice. Participants were provided with an information sheet (Appendix 2) and signed consent
forms (Appendix 3) prior to participation in the research and were made aware of their rights as a
participant (i.e. removal of consent prior to an agreed date). To the best of the researcher’s
knowledge, no ethical problems arose throughout the duration of this research.

The interviews were primarily conducted on organisational premises or via telephone, but one was
also conducted at Lancaster University. Interviews were subsequently transcribed by the researcher
and redacted accordingly so that no personal information remained. Adopting a candid approach to
observations ensured that organisational members were aware of the purpose of the researcher’s
presence at the organisational premises and although participation was entirely voluntary,
participants were afforded the opportunity to withdraw from the research within two weeks of their
individual participation; none did so.

3.4. Summary

This chapter has described the choice of methodology in support of satisfying the research aim. Data
collection methods have been presented and critically analysed in order to select the most
appropriate techniques given the aim of the research ultimately deciding that semi-structured
interviews would form the primary data collection method supported by observations, field notes,
organisational documents and photographs. Data was analysed using a combination of thematic,
semiotic and document analysis techniques respectively. Demographic data has been presented as to
the composition of the interview participants and the organisations in which the data was collected.
The chapter also presents the ethical considerations relating to the research, and the associated
documentation supporting them. Chapter 4 will now present the findings and discussion of the first
aggregated dimension discerned within this research, that of Providing Opportunities.
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Chapter 4: Providing Opportunities

The first aggregated dimension that was identified that assisted in the development of
understanding into the ways in which servant leadership can become manifested in an organisation’s
CSR-related activities was that of providing opportunities. The aggregated dimension consists of two
second order themes, providing opportunities associated with personal development and providing
opportunities associated with contributing towards local communities, each of which consists of
three first order concepts. Section 4.1. will outline, evidence and relate the second order theme of
providing opportunities associated with personal development and its first order concepts to current
literature, before Section 4.1. will follow the same structure with regards to providing opportunities
associated with contributing towards local communities and its respective first order concepts.
Figure 6 offers a visual representation of the data structure relating to the aggregated dimension of
providing opportunities.

First Order of Concept Second Order Themes Aggregated Dimension

Developing tailored
approaches to development

Tolerating Mistakes . .
L Providing Opportunities

Associated with Personal
Development

Participating in formalised
training programmes

—_—
Providing
Opportunities
Supporting socially deprived
areas
Employing individuals with
personal difficulties —

Providing Opportunities
Associated with Contributing

Cultivating personal Towards Local Communities
contributions

I

Figure 6: Providing Opportunities’ Data Structure

65



4.1. Providing Opportunities Associated with Personal Development

The findings of this research suggest that there were three important characteristics associated with
leaders’ behaviours that enabled them to provide opportunities for their employees to experience
personal development; they were that leaders attempt to develop an understanding into the
individual needs of their employees so as to establish tailored approaches, leaders tolerate mistakes
and understand their necessity for employees to develop, and leaders provide encouragement for
employees to participate in formalised training programmes. Leaders focusing on the growth and
personal development of individuals has not only formed a central component to servant leadership
theory to date (Greenleaf, 1970; Van Dierendonck, 2011), but it has also been argued to be one of
the differentiating factors between servant leadership and other approaches (Parolini et al, 2009).
Despite the focus on personal development to date, the findings of this research contribute towards
understanding in this area by suggesting potential ways in which leaders contribute towards the
manifestation of employees’ personal development, thus negating the prescriptive nature of current
trends in the literature by providing descriptive nuances based on empirical evidence. Sections 4.1.1
through 4.1.3 will now present the findings of each of the three first order concepts relating to
providing opportunities associated with personal development and relate these findings to the
literature.

4.1.1. Developing Tailored Approaches to Development

Leaders recognising the important role that employees play in driving organisations forward has
resulted in leaders considering the personal development needs of individual employees (Beausaert
et al, 2011). The introduction and formalisation of tools such as personal development plans and
personal portfolios in the context of personal development have been linked to increased employee
motivation (Eisele et al, 2013) and the importance of dialogue between leaders and employees
(Mittendorff et al, 2008). Developing tailored approaches to developmental needs of individual
employees was identified as important for establishing development pathways in which individual
employees could prosper. A senior manager representing Manufacturing Org for example, noted:

“We obviously get opportunities that they’re propositioned us with but also they will ask us if
there is anything we want to do or if we’re happy; if we’re not happy, where would we want
to be?... In the kitchen there is a picture of a bus on the wall and it’s about getting the right
seat on the bus... it’s just about finding where people belong in the company” (03-SM-MO).

Here, the senior manager recognises that individuals possess different strengths and weakness but
that ultimately, there is a position and role for all people within the organisation. The senior manager
appears to understand the need to find “where people belong in the company” so that both the
individual and the organisation can prosper. Interestingly, the metaphor of the bus (see Image 1)
apparent within Manufacturing Org appears to incorporate aspects at both individual and
organisational levels and provides the leader with a tool to illustrate their perspective on this
dichotomy. At the individual level, employees are encouraged to find “the right seat”, a personal
journey for individuals which will encompass challenges and rewards that can only be completed by
individual employees; the organisation can assist the individuals by offering training programmes and
practising flexibility, but the journey must ultimately be pursued and completed by individuals.
Employees appeared to be aware of the need to find “the right seat” and how the organisation was
able to facilitate this; one senior manager for example, stated:
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“Basically, | worked in sales, was sales for me? Maybe not. | love this job, | loved sales, but
this job is much more suited to me. So, it’s just about finding where people belong in the
company really” (03-SM-MO).

W

‘Image 1 Manufacturing Org’s’The Winhing Cup’ bus

This example illustrates how individuals that possess an innate desire to develop at the personal level
are able to experience different aspects of the organisation until they find the role that they are most
suited towards, opportunities being granted by the organisation as well as individuals having the
opportunity to express avenues they would like to explore. This supports the notion that the leaders
of Manufacturing Org recognise the importance of acknowledging differences between individuals
and the potential necessity for individuals to experience different challenges before finding the role
that is most suited to them. Utilising organisational practices originating out of the Managing
Director’s convictions towards providing opportunities for personal development, individual
employees can tailor their personal journey until they realise what Greenleaf (1998) termed the
realisation of each person’s abilities. Having The Winning Cup bus painted on the wall in the kitchen
of the organisational premises serves to remind employees to constantly strive to develop and
undertake new challenges and training to develop and find where they belong. This example
therefore appears to provide an empirical insight into how the nature of servant leadership can
facilitate personal development in employees.

In addition to supporting the personal development of individual employees, the bus metaphor also
features aspects of perceived and actual organisational outcomes. The destination written on the
front of the bus, “Global Success”, explicitly states that the ultimate objective for the organisation is
to strive for expansion and development so as to experience international growth, an organisational
aspect to the metaphor existing independent to the individual opportunities mentioned previously.
Through this metaphor therefore, we observe the recognition of Manufacturing Org’s leaders that by
focusing on, assisting and facilitating individual’s personal development, the organisation will
ultimately succeed and achieve “Global Success”. Awareness of this mindset appeared to permeate
throughout all levels of the organisational hierarchy so that employees were aware of developmental
opportunities available to them and potential benefits of this:

“[The organisation] is very keen on focusing on you and how they can develop you which is
obviously only going to help the company grow as well” (03-SM-MO).

This examples appears to strongly resonate with the foundational principle that “at the core of
servant leadership is the leader’s belief in the intrinsic value of each individual” (Van Dierendonck,

67



2011: 1246), a principle that differentiates servant leadership from a large proportion of other
approaches to leadership. This belief results in a primary focus on individuals’ personal growth and
development (Russell and Stone, 2002; Harvey, 2001) which is in contrast to other leadership
approaches, including transformational leadership, which promote follower growth in the interest of
achieving organisational objectives (Burns, 1998; Yukl, 1998). When taking into consideration
metaphors such as The Winning Cup bus above and the focusing of the organisation on each
individual, these examples together illustrate how the process of servant leadership facilitates
individuals’ growth. It is also recognised that through achieving personal development at the
individual level, the organisation also experiences positive growth, thereby satisfying the needs of
multiple stakeholders simultaneously.

4.1.2. Tolerating Mistakes

A further aspect of opportunities associated with personal development identified in this research
was that leaders appeared to understand the necessity for employees to make mistakes in the
interest of facilitating their personal development. Individual employees were encouraged to
embrace new challenges where they were trusted and supported to practice creativity and ingenuity
to develop new skills in the interest of both personal and organisational enhancement; mistakes and
errors were therefore anticipated and pardoned, and a collegial approach to resolving mistakes was
often adopted. A Managing Director of Manufacturing Org for example identified potential in one
employee, encouraged their adoption of a new role, and subsequently oversaw their flourishing:

“When | was responsible for accounts | took a girl on... she didn’t know anything about
accounts, so we were starting from scratch with her; she now basically runs the company
financially... she emails me all the time but with my guidance and support and help, she is in
a really good position” (16-MD-MO).

Of interest in this example is the clear identification on behalf of the leader that their employees will
make mistakes along their developmental journey, but this is acknowledged and accepted. The
participant understands that mistakes are going to happen and therefore offers “guidance and
support and help” to overcome them; this resonates with several aspects of servant leadership
theory such as providing direction (Van Dierendonck, 2011) and helping subordinates grow and
succeed (Liden et al, 2008). As a result of the leader’s actions and the commitment of the employee
towards their own development, they have reached “a really good position” from both a personal
and organisational perspective respectively. The notion of understanding that honest mistakes are a
feature of organisational life was noted by employees throughout both Manufacturing and
Construction Orgs’ organisational hierarchies, yet there was an emphasis on how the mistakes could
result in positive outcomes:

“We make mistakes like people do and you just learn from those mistakes and get on” (10-
SM-MO).

“If you make an honest mistake, it is an honest mistake isn’t it?... they say, “we’ll try and
work it out, thanks for letting me know” (12-EM-CO).

These examples suggest that mistakes are tolerated but there is a focus on honesty and
collaboratively working towards a resolution. Utterances such as “we make mistakes like people do”
and “if you make an honest mistake, it is an honest mistake isn’t it?” appear to suggest a culture of
openness and honesty where employees are expected to use the mistakes as a learning experience
and therefore develop their skill set. Importantly however, this is not an isolated journey for the
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employees as leaders recognise a process must occur whereby they must provide support and
assistance in sourcing a solution, as utterances such as “we’ll try and work it out” suggest. The
influence of the Managing Directors can be observed here; it is they who have initiated the process
of tolerating mistakes which has been embraced by senior leaders that employees are subsequently
benefitting from in their personal development.

This tolerance towards mistakes appears to be reflective of a current trend in literature associated
with organisational culture in both large and small organisations. Many leading TNCs such as IBM
and Accenture have promoted “strategically intelligent mistakes within a clearly understood
governance framework” (Alon et al, 2018), recognising that mistakes form an integral feature of the
innovation process. As such, an organisational culture is sought whereby creativity and intuition are
promoted and supported. The leader’s impact on influencing organisational culture is well-
established (Warrick, 2017), yet there has been limited exploration of the need for leaders tolerating
employee mistakes within servant leadership debates.

Coetzer et al (2017) cite Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) in claiming that forgiving others for
their mistakes is encompassed within the characteristic of compassion prevalent within servant
leadership theory but in his synthesis of the literature, Van Dierendonck (2011) conceptualises
compassion as an element of interpersonal acceptance and not a feature in its own right; this lack of
insight and subsuming under alternative concepts potentially trivialises the importance of tolerating
mistakes. Eva et al (2019) limit their discussions of accepting mistakes to considerations of previous
measurement tools of servant leadership, in particular Van Dierendonck and Nuijten’s (2011) Servant
Leadership Survey, and Van Dierendonck et al’s (2014) behavioural descriptors of what constitutes a
servant leader. Despite acknowledging just these two aspects of servant leadership theory, Eva et al
(2019) include the notion of mistakes in their leader actions that could spur more experimental
research into servant leadership theory.

The findings of the present research contribute towards these discussions by illustrating how leaders
actively encourage employees to embrace new challenges and in doing so, negate potential fears of
mistakes as mistakes are anticipated and collaboratively resolved. Appearing to tolerate mistakes
also resonates with the characteristic of stewardship prevalent within servant leadership theory.
Stewardship enables leaders to “stimulate others to act in the common interest” (Van Dierendonck,
2011, 1234) by setting the right example and taking responsibility for the larger institution. The
leaders take responsibility for the wellbeing of the organisation (Beck, 2014) which thus enables
employees to experience new opportunities in the interest of personal development. A fundamental
component to learning and development is widely acknowledged to be that ability to make mistakes
and learn from these in a guided fashion (Ericsson, 2006; Kolodner, 1983); this suggests that servant
leadership is well-positioned in terms of facilitating the development of individual employees.

The notion of tolerating mistakes may also provide insights into the manifestation of power within
the enactment of servant leadership, through the notion of stewardship. In this setting, the
hierarchical leader maintains control over the wider organisation while simultaneously facilitating
employee development at an individual level. Drawing upon Ryoma’s (2020) ice hockey example, the
coach guides the overall game plan and direction of the team (an organisation’s strategy) but affords
the freedom and empowerment of individual players to execute the game plan as they see fit in the
heat of the game; the coach (leader) becomes relatively powerless once the match has started and
the individual players (employees) embrace additional power. This translates to the notion of
tolerating mistakes in an organisation whereby hierarchical leaders maintain overall strategy for the
organisation whilst empowering individual employees to enact said strategy, tolerating mistakes and
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using them as learning experiences. At different stages therefore, individual agents adopt and/or
relinquish power as necessary.

4.1.3. Participation in Formalised Training Programmes

Participation in formalised training programmes has long been established as an important aspect of
organisations (Burke, 1995), be it to fulfil industry regulation such as health and safety considerations
(Biggins et al, 2013) or for employees to develop new skills. Servant leadership theory prioritises
individual development over organisational development (Russell and Stone, 2002), a feature which
was manifested in the present research through participation in formalised training programmes
designed to focus on individuals’ needs first and foremost, as opposed to organisational needs. One
senior manager representing Manufacturing Org for example, discussed the promotion and
advocation of participating in training events and the subsequent effect this then has on individual
employees within their organisation:

“Our Managing Director has had quite a good relationship with [name of local training
company] in the past and [local college], so a lot of the time they will approach us and say
“oh we’ve got this, would you be interested?” So, | think [Managing Director] has definitely
developed a culture where people are keen to learn, people enjoy learning, and they’re
definitely given the time to go away and do it” (08-SM-MO).

This example illustrates the value that the leaders within Manufacturing Org place on arranging
formalised training programmes for their employees; employees are provided with the opportunity
for “time to go away and do it” and thus fulfil an ambition of being “keen to learn”, an ambition
premised upon one’s own personal development. The focus on the needs of the individual employee
are reflected in the core principles of servant leadership, such as Parolini et al’s (2009) suggestion
that the focus of the servant leader is on the growth and development of the individual follower first
and foremost, so training must satisfy the requirements of the employee. One potential catalyst for
the orientation towards training within the organisation could be the influence of the Managing
Directors and their personal beliefs. One of Manufacturing Org’s Managing Directors for example
declared,

“As far as HR and training are concerned, | am very proactive, | have an education
background; | always thought that training should be at the top of the agenda, not at the
bottom. | am a Chair of Governors in the local secondary school, Vice-Chair at a primary
school, and I still work at Lancaster University and in the local colleges” (16-MD-MO).

From the participant’s previous experiences and voluntary positions outlined here, an authentic
commitment towards training and development can be inferred. This is supplemented by the
organisational library (Image 2) affording the opportunity for employees to loan books across a
variety of topics, free of charge. Some of the titles of the books that employees can take for example
include “Troubleshooting, Maintaining and Repairing PCs”, “The Lean Strategy”, and “The Innovation
Secrets of Steve Jobs” which demonstrates the varied nature of development available to employees,
beyond their day-to-day operations facilitating more holistic personal development. This advocation
for training enables employees to utilise their organisation’s time and resources to participate in
developmental opportunities which ultimately appear to benefit both individual employees and the
organisation as a whole. This resonates with Spears’ (2004) core characteristic of servant leadership,
namely a commitment to the development of people. Based on the premise that each individual
consists of intrinsic value beyond their tangible contributions as workers, Spears (2004: 9) noted the
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“tremendous responsibility to do everything possible to nurture the growth of employees”,
responsibilities clearly identifiable in the intentions of these Managing Directors.

Image 2: Manufacturing Org’s Employee Library

The extent to which leaders value training and providing opportunities associated with personal
development also extended beyond existing employees to the recruitment process of potential
employees. Opportunities were identified where the organisation could expand creating an
employment opportunity for an apprentice to develop:

“Training covers a multitude of things: it could be on site training, it could be external
training, it could be anything, online training. | do a lot of online training myself. So, we have
to look at the best method that suits that person of how they are trained. So, for example,
[Employee M] who is a printer, he’s now finishing his 2nd year so 3 years ago, possibly 4 years
ago, | wanted to take on an apprentice printer but in order for me to do that | had to find a
college or a training provider that could do that. And the nearest one, it took me a year to
find this by the way, was [College MC - approximately 50 miles away]. So, | had contact with
hundreds by the way, [College MC], contacted them, they said they would provide the
apprentice, they would do it, and the result is that [Employee M] has now almost finished his
2nd year here. And I’'m very proud of that” (16-MD-MO).

In this example, the Managing Director had a specific business desire that they required satisfying, to
recruit and train an apprentice printer; however, the need was not immediate and they were
therefore willing to spend time searching for an apprentice who they could develop and nurture,
rather than hire an experienced printer for example. Utterances such as “jt took me a year to find by
the way” suggest finding the correct candidate was difficult and arduous, but they successfully
achieved their aim which has resulted in employee personal development and growth. The
Managing Director also notes their personal pride at the development of the individual which
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suggests the manifestation of stewardship within the Managing Director, drawing upon elements
such as developing the apprentice providing meaning within a larger organisational and social picture
for the Managing Director’s efforts (de Sousa and Van Dierendonck, 2014). Similarly, Hospitality Org
appeared to possess the desire to recruit individuals who had a focus on personal development and
ambition in their career plans:

“On all my job adverts or anything like that, that’s one of my main selling points: the
supervisor or management team opportunities are there for the right candidates, because
that’s what we want” (17-SM-HO).

Here, the senior manager discusses how opportunities for progression and development form an
integral aspect of their job adverts; they recognise that one of the differentiating factors between
Hospitality Org and their competitors is the opportunity for personal development “for the right
candidate”, it is therefore a unique selling point to potential employees. The notion of providing
opportunities for individuals to develop and ascend the hierarchical ladder was recognised by one
young employee who identified it as the motivating factor for joining the organisation:

“I’'m sort of looking forward to doing it [nanagement-level training] because it looks like it is
a structured thing and first role is to show you how to work the till and once you’ve done that
a couple of times we’ll go down to the safe and have a look at the safe and once you’ve got
that sort of locked down we’ll move onto this, and | can sort of see it happening with things
that I'm doing as well... | can sort of see the circle that they’re taking, the trail that I’'m going
on which sort of gives me confidence in that this company will be good to work for” (18-EM-
HO).

This example also appears to illuminate the satisfaction that participation in formalised training
programmes brings to employees. Outlining a set training plan provides an objective for the
employee to work towards, an end goal to strive for which they “look forward to doing”. As such, the
employee has “confidence” that the organisation will “be good to work for” as employees can follow
a “structured thing” in order to realise personal development. These examples therefore illustrate
how these leaders focus on the personal development of their employees and have initiated
structures and plans (such as the books in Image 2 and the structured development pathway
described in the latter example) for the employees to experience this development, as well as how
this is achieved by establishing and striving for shared goals.

The development of shared visions within servant leadership theory remains largely theoretical and
lacks empirical justifications; this has resulted in the aforementioned lack of conceptual clarity and
multitude of measurement techniques (MacKensie, 2003). The creation of shared visions is an
omnipresent feature of servant leadership theory, Russell and Stone (2002) for example suggesting
that Greenleaf (1977) encapsulated the quality in characteristics that facilitate foresight and
conceptualisation. Covey (1996) similarly recognises the leader