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Abstract

Despite the fact that many organizations attribute their success to the practice of
servant leadership, only a few studies have been conducted to understand the
experience of employees working for a devoted servant leadership organization.
Thus, the aim of this study was to explore the lived experience of employees who
work in an organization that has been committed to the practice of servantleadership
for decades. To respond to the research question: What is it like for employees
to work in a dedicated employee-owned servant leadership organization in the
construction industry and facilities services business, 16 interviews were conducted,
including six follow-up interviews. Half of the interviewees held management
positions and the other half held non-management positions, and they had worked
for the organization from two years to 50 years. The organization operates in the
United States of America and offers services from engineering and construction
to operations and maintenance. The interviews were analyzed and interpreted
according to phenomenological methodology. Three themes emerged: “Not just
the work life but your whole self,” “The sky is the limit”: Continuous growth of
employees and the organization, and “Diverse minds make better decisions.”
The findings demonstrate that the employees are dedicated to a balanced growth
of the organization and its employees as they experience the practice of servant
leadership as a holistic way to continually help each other to develop and grow
the business, by building on shared accountability leading to employee satisfaction
and positive organizational performance. The findings indicate that dedication to
the continuous and balanced growth of the organization and its employees is the
foundation of the practice of servant leadership.
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1 Introduction

Servant leadership is a leadership philosophy that Robert K. Greenleaf introduced in 1970
and was further presented in later publications (1977, 2002). Servant leadership is a holis-
tic leadership approach (Eva et al., 2019) that includes a unique way of leading through
serving (Carter and Baghurst, 2014), and willingness to serve others is central to the phi-
losophy (Sendjaya et al., 2008). Based on Greenleaf’s writings, the core elements of servant
leadership are sincere interest in other people, meaning that a servant leader is a servant first,
demonstrated by the ability to empower others and to help them to grow; self-knowledge,
referring to the ability of servant leaders to know their own strengths and weaknesses
through awareness, reflection, and humility; and foresight and clear vision, referring to the
ability of a servant leader to provide focus, direction, shared purpose, and accountabili-
ty (Gunnarsdéttir et al., 2018). The first two core elements are considered the serving part
of servant leadership, while the third is considered the leading part of servant leadership
(Gunnarsdottir et al., 2018).

Although many organizations use servant leadership to achieve their objectives
(Glashagel, 2009) and interest in servant leadership is increasing among academics and
practitioners (Carter and Baghurst, 2014; Ragnarsson et al., 2018), there is still a need for a
better understanding of how employees in dedicated servant leadership organizations ex-
perience and strategically practice servant leadership (Liao et al., 2021; Parris and Peachey,
2013; Ragnarsson et al., 2018). Nowadays, there is a growing concern about employee dis-
satisfaction and burnout as many organizations seem to focus more on achieving financial
results and serving stockholders as compared to attending to the well-being of employees.

However, increasing evidence points to the usefulness of servant leadership in helping
to deal with the challenges facing modern workplaces (Eva et al., 2019) by making a posi-
tive impact on employees and their organizations (Kaltiainen and Hakanen, 2022: Khan et
al., 2022; Langhof and Guldenberg, 2020; Xiu et al., 2023). The usefulness of servant leader-
ship is also reflected in reports about numerous organizations claiming to practice servant
leadership to achieve their visions and goals of employee satisfaction and organizational
success, such as Starbucks, Southwest Airlines, Synovus Financial, TDIndustries, and Zap-
pos.com (Eva et al., 2019; van Dierendonck, 2011). For instance, according to Colleen Bar-
rett, former CEO of Southwest Airlines, and James H. Blanchard, former CEO of Synovus
Financial, these two organizations have the primary goal of ensuring employee satisfaction
by putting the interests of their employees ahead of the interests of other stakeholders but,
nevertheless, this has also led to organizational success (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018).

Despite the growing number of studies presenting the usefulness of servant leadership,
there are limited number of studies about the practice of servant leadership in the business
sector (Ragnarsson et al., 2018), especially among employee-owned companies. For these
reasons, it is important to explore how a committed and employee-owned servant leader-
ship organization follows the principles of servant leadership.

This study highlights the lived experience of employees working in an employee-owned
construction and facilities service business organization with a long-standing dedication to
servant leadership. The participating organization, Bewo [a pseudonym of the organiza-
tion], is presented in section 3. The main objective of the study is to gain insight into em-
ployee experiences to better understand the application of servant leadership within a serv-
ant leadership organization. As such, we aimed to answer the following research question:

What is it like for employees to work in a dedicated employee-owned servant lead-
ership organization in the construction industry and facilities services business?

We have organized the remainder of the article as follows. First, we review the relevant
literature, and then we explain the phenomenological methodology. Next, we present our
findings, followed by a discussion and conclusion of those findings, including theoretical
and practical implications.
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2 Servant leadership

Servant leadership is about providing leadership while at the same time serving others
(Buchen, 1998; Farling et al., 1999; Kahl, 2004). Originally, servant leadership was de-
scribed as a leadership philosophy that valued service to others over self-interests (Bar-
buto and Hayden, 2011) with the focus on followers (Greenleaf, 1970; Zarei et al., 2022)
and a special focus on the welfare and growth of people (Greenleaf, 2002). Servant leaders
serve by showing care and compassion for people (Russell and Stone, 2002); they are able
to self-sacrifice and be humble. In addition, they want to help their followers by creating
a fair community and adopting a clear vision, purpose, and foresight, which is the lead
part that each servant leader needs to have (Greenleaf, 2002). Greenleaf described the es-
sence of servant leadership as follows: “It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to
serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead” (1970, p. 15). Thus,
by definition, servant leadership includes serving and leading (van Dierendonck, 2011).
These aspects cannot be separated from one another, but a servant leader is a servant first
as serving is supposed to precede leading (Prosser, 2010).

In servant leadership, people work together to build and maintain communities and
one of the main roles of the servant leader is building a community consisting of an envi-
ronment in which people can grow and blossom (Greenleaf, 2002). Through their contri-
bution to the community (Liden et al., 2014; Toor and Ofori, 2009), servant leaders distin-
guish themselves from other types of leaders (Sun, 2013) as they aim to sustain an environ-
ment of fairness and effective collaboration (Irving and Longbotham, 2007). Amicable and
human relationships are considered important aspects of servant leadership. For instance,
a model by Liden et al., (2015) includes a dimension of emotional healing, highlighting that
servant leaders care about people’s personal problems and well-being. Similarly, Barbuto
and Wheeler (2006) presented emotional healing as a characteristic of servant leaders which
they use to create a work environment in which it is safe for people to communicate about
work and personal issues. This builds on Greenleaf’s (2002) seminal writings about how
servant leader aims to establish a community where people can develop, feel valued, and
create value for the community by building strong relationships, collaborating with oth-
ers, and valuing the differences of others (Mittal and Dorfman, 2012).

Servant leadership focuses on employees’ well-being, including their general well-be-
ing and family life (Tang et al., 2016). This is witnessed in the willingness of servant lead-
ers to attend to family matters of fellow employees (Gandolfi and Stone, 2018) and enable
employees to transfer positive values and behaviors from the workplace to their homes
(Qureshi et al., 2019). In this line, studies have shown that servant leadership positively
relates to work-to-family enrichment (Zhang et al., 2012), influences people’s satisfaction
with their personal and work lives (Hakanen and van Dierendonck, 2011), as a holistic
approach and a way of life (Chiniara and Bentein, 2016; Greenleaf, 1998).

Several models of servant leadership have been published. For instance, Liden et al.,
(2015) identified seven dimensions of servant leadership in their aforementioned model:
1) emotional healing: the level of care that the leader has for followers’ personal problems
and well-being; 2) creating value for the community: the leader’s involvement in contribut-
ing to the organization’s community and encouraging the involvement of followers; 3)
conceptual skills: the leader’s competency in solving work problems and understanding the
organization’s goals; 4) empowering: the leader’s trust in followers regarding things such as
responsibility and autonomy; 5) helping subordinates grow and succeed: the help the leader
gives followers to achieve their full potential and succeed at work; 6) putting subordinates
first: the leader’s emphasis on meeting followers’ needs before attending to his/her own
needs; and 7) behaving ethically: which involves things such as being honest and trustwor-
thy and demonstrating integrity.
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2.1 The holistic approach in servant leadership
Two of the main influences on Greenleaf’s idea of servant leadership came from E. B.
White’s writings on the importance of seeing things as a whole and seeing the big pic-
ture (Greenleaf, 1998) and from Hermann Hesse’s story, The Journey to the East, in which
a character named Leo took care of all the needs of travelers on their journey (Greenleaf,
2008). “Seeing things whole” (Greenleaf, 2003, p. 245) is a concept about seeing and con-
tributing to the wholeness of individuals as well as organizations and society (McClellan,
2008); servant leaders focus on understanding the big picture (Sipe and Frick, 2009) and
employ a holistic leadership approach (Eva et al., 2019). As such, servant leaders are sys-
tems thinkers who recognize and study the whole system, giving them an overview of
that system and an understanding of the big picture (Jaworski, 1997; Sipe and Frick, 2009).
Systems thinking is based on perceiving the world as a whole or the holism principle
(Ackoff, 1999), which can be traced to the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, who stated
that single parts of our body only make sense in relation to how they function to sup-
port the whole organism (Jackson, 2006). Systems thinking involves having a broad view
of things and studying interactions, leading to a better understanding of the big picture
(Palaima and Skarzauskiene, 2010); therefore, it is a framework for recognizing interrela-
tionships and “a discipline for seeing wholes” (Rangone and Mella, 2019, p. 24).
According to Sipe and Frick (2009), in servant leadership, there are four requirements
for seeing things whole: 1) moving in the right direction, which is central to the concept
of wholeness (Greenleaf, 1998); 2) “see[ing] life in all its glorious messiness without all the
loose ends tied up in neat, simplistic bows” (Sipe and Frick, 2009, p. 137); 3) “lov[ing] the
sheer beauty of this world despite its complexity” (Sipe and Frick, 2009, p. 137); and 4)
practicing ethical conduct, which requires servant leaders to accept responsibility, act in
ethical ways, and aim to understand the outcomes of their actions (Sipe and Frick, 2009).
In other words, a servant leader understands the big picture by connecting all its parts and
following the core competencies of servant leadership: being comfortable with complexity,
demonstrating adaptability, and considering the greater good (Sipe and Frick, 2009).

2.2 Servant leadership and shared accountability

A number of studies name accountability as one of the core tasks of servant leaders (e.g.,
Laub, 1999; Ragnarsson et al., 2018). For servant leaders, accountability means accepting
responsibilities related to organizational goals and vision and being accountable towards
co-workers, customers, and society (van Dierendonck, 2011). Accountability also relates
to accepting high standards at work (Gunnarsdéttir, 2014), setting clear expectations, and
holding people responsible for their work (Coetzer et al., 2017; Sousa and van Dierendon-
ck, 2015). Greenleaf’s (2002) concept of power can be related to accountability, as, in serv-
ant leadership, everyone is expected to have an opportunity to influence others through
persuasion and collaboration and to accept accountability to participate in decision-mak-
ing in their workplace. Therefore, the typical organizational pyramid structure is inverted
so that managers are not sitting alone at the top making decisions; instead, they serve and
delegate power to employees, enabling them to participate in the decision-making (Green-
leaf, 2008) as servant leaders seek to treat others with dignity while building a participa-
tive community (Whetstone, 2002).

2.3 Servant leadership and the growth of employees and the organi-

zation

The focus in servant leadership is on the interest of the followers (Kool and van Dieren-
donck, 2012) as servant leaders are motivated to serve others (Reed et al., 2011), and they
put the interests of followers ahead of their own (McCallaghan et al., 2020; Hale and Fields,
2007). Servant leaders obtain satisfaction from helping others grow with the aim of helping
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them to become servant leaders as well, while servant leaders also aim to grow themselves
(Greenleaf, 2002). Greenleaf’s best test underlines this focus on employee growth; the test
uses the following questions to assess whether servant leadership is accomplished: “Do
those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer,
more autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants?” (2002, p. 27).

Many empirical studies highlight servant leadership’s focus on employee growth (e.g.,
Barnabas and Sundararajan, 2012; Hale and Fields, 2007; Liden et al., 2014) and servant
leaders’” commitment to developing and helping people grow in the workplace (Barbuto
and Wheeler, 2006; Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Liden et al., 2008; Reed et al., 2011). Servant
leaders prioritize helping people grow over focusing on organizational performance and
profit (Gunnarsdéttir and Kristjdnsdottir, 2020; Liu, 2019; Schwarz et al., 2016; Zarei et al.,
2022). However, a focus on employee growth is assumed to contribute to the success of the
organization (Bellamy, 2021). In this line, servant leaders aim to further the prosperity of
the organization by prioritizing the welfare and growth of employees (Greenleaf, 2002) in
contrast to other leadership theories, such as transformational leadership, which prioritize
organizational outcomes (van Dierendonck et al., 2014).

A few studies have focused on servant leadership in relation to organizational growth;
however, recent studies have demonstrated a positive link between servant leadership
and organizational performance (Giolito et al., 2020; Saleem et al., 2020). Furthermore,
studies have shown that accountability in servant leadership corresponds to responsibil-
ity for ensuring organizational success (Gunnarsdéttir, 2014; Roberts and Scapens, 1985;
Sousa and van Dierendonck, 2015) and that servant leadership is positively linked with
organizational performance through a service climate (Huang et al., 2016).

2.4 The practice of servant leadership in devoted organizations
A few studies on the practice of servant leadership in devoted servant leadership organi-
zations in the business sector have shed light on the experiences of employees in these or-
ganizations of their practice of servant leadership (Carter and Baghurst, 2014; McNeff and
Irving 2017; Ragnarsson et al., 2018). These studies used qualitative methodologies and
showed that servant leadership is practiced by helping people work together and creating
a family atmosphere at work which relates to employee engagement (Carter and Baghurst,
2014; Ragnarsson et al., 2018), by emphasizing the two servant leadership dimensions of
serving and leading, and by holding people accountable for achieving business results
and being willing to make difficult decisions (Ragnarsson et al., 2018). Furthermore, McN-
eff and Irving (2017) added survey data to their qualitative findings from employees and
owners, revealing that the owners’ servant leadership practices contributed to job satis-
faction and that valuing people served as a foundation for servant leadership behaviors.

In addition to empirical studies on the practice of servant leadership, essays and case
studies also offer insights into the practice of servant leadership, such as Blanchard and
Broadwell’s (2018) book, which includes short essays from servant leadership practition-
ers and writers. These essays highlight the holistic approach of servant leadership and
show that the practice of servant leadership involves a focus on both serving, entailing
the implementation of servant leadership, and leading, including providing purpose and
strategic actions for the organization (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018).

Given the limited research in this area, further knowledge is needed to better under-
stand what it is like for employees to work for a dedicated servant leadership organization.

3 Methodology

This study was conducted in an organization that has openly and strategically practiced
servant leadership for decades or since the beginning of the 1970s, when Greenleaf was
affiliated with the organization during its implementation of the servant leadership phi-
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losophy. The organization, Bewo, is often referred to in academic and non-academic writ-
ings as a company dedicated to the practice of servant leadership. Operating in the busi-
ness-to-business market, this employee-owned construction and facilities services organ-
ization has almost 3,000 employees and offers a full range of services from engineering
and construction to operations and maintenance. The organization’s mission statement
includes a commitment to providing outstanding career opportunities through continu-
ous improvement. The organization has branches in several regions in the United States,
and Fortune magazine has repeatedly recognized it as one of the “100 Best Companies to
Work For.” To make the list, Fortune magazine evaluates organizations based on criteria
of credibility, respect, fairness, pride, and camaraderie; in other words, the employees of a
listed organization must believe that they work for a great organization, trust the people
for whom they work, have pride in their work, and enjoy working with their fellow em-
ployees (Great Place to Work, 2019). Bewo has been in the top 10 of the list many times,
and, in 2017, it was on the “Great Place to Work Legends” list, which included 12 organi-
zations that had been on the Fortune “100 Best Companies to Work For” list for 20 contin-
uous years (Great Place to Work, 2019).

Bewo has a leadership development program for employees built on the principle of
servant leadership, and one of the main objectives is helping employees understand and
practice servant leadership. The program’s four levels are tailored to different employee
roles within the organization; each level has a special leadership focus, including a focus
on individuals, teams, and the organization itself. Every employee (including new em-
ployees) must attend various classes, depending on their work role. The program includes
several servant leadership classes that for instance, focus on trust, accountability, care, and
growth.

Our study examines employees’ lived experiences of working in this servant leader-
ship organization. A phenomenological approach is appropriate for data collection and
analysis in order to systematically explore the lived experience of people in particular
situations, reveal the meaning of those situations, and richly describe what it is really like
for the people who work in this type of organization (van Manen, 2016).

Sixteen interviews were conducted for this study, including six follow-up interviews.
Half of the participants held management positions, and the other half held non-manage-
ment positions. There was an equal number of women and men; their ages ranged from 27
to 78, and they had worked for the organization from about two years to 50 years. The in-
depth interviews were semi-structured, included open-ended questions, and lasted from
50-70 minutes. To ensure confidentiality, all interviewees were given pseudonyms. Most of
the interviews were conducted in meeting rooms at the organization’s headquarters, but
two of the interviews were conducted online.

Employees were asked about, for instance, their work life, how they experienced in-
teracting with others at work, and how they communicated if they wanted to encourage
others and to influence changes on the job. They were also asked about the meaning and
importance of growth and personal development at work and how employees are encour-
aged to learn and develop. Moreover, employees were asked about how important deci-
sions are made, how goals are set in their workplace, and how mistakes and challenges
on the job are handled. All employees were asked about what servant leadership meant to
them and about their experiences regarding how it is practiced in their workplace.

The employees seemed relaxed and expressed themselves willingly. After conducting
each interview, thoughts and observations were written down, and recorded on a digital
recorder with the aim of thoroughly documenting the experiences of each employee.

3.1 Data analysis: Description, reduction, and interpretation
All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed, analyzed, and interpreted according
to the phenomenological methodology (van Manen, 2016) and three steps of analysis used:
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description, reduction, and interpretation (Lanigan, 1988; Orbe, 1998). In the first step, de-
scription, the interviews take place and the transcripts from the interviews synthesized
into a cohesive narrative. In this step, it was important to suspend presuppositions about
how the employees would present the phenomenon and to be aware of biases and sub-
jectivity by bracketing presuppositions that could prevent a neutral judgment of the lived
experience of participants (Kristjdansdottir and DeTurk, 2013; Lanigan, 1988). In relation
to description, it is important that lived experience equates with living through prereflec-
tive experience which means we cannot access the meaning of our experience through
introspective reflection because if we reflect on an experience we are having at that exact
moment, the moment is already gone (van Manen, 2017). In the second step, reduction,
the process of transcribing continues and the researcher starts becoming more aware of the
phenomenon as consciously described by interviewees. In this step it was decided which
part of the description was most important by examining all narratives to determine es-
sential themes (Lanigan, 1988). In the third and final step, interpretation, meanings that
were ambiguous or not exposed in the previous phases are thematized. The aim was to at-
tempt to interpret the concealed meaning and to interpret the meanings of a phenomenon
which are not immediately manifest in description (van Manen, 2016). This phase includes
reducing the themes to identify the most important things and to relate the themes to one
another and to the research question (Lanigan, 1988). Using these three steps of analysis
enhanced the opportunity for a deeper understanding and exploration of lived experienc-
es of the employees in the study and displaying the meaning of those situations.

4 Findings

The participating employees in this study experienced the practice of servant leadership
as a holistic approach with focus on shared accountability continuous growth of employ-
ees and the organization, extensive training, and combination of their work and personal
lives. Three themes that emerged from the study will be discussed below, describing the
employees’ experience of the organization’s current practice of servant leadership: 1) “Not
just the work life but your whole self”, 2) “The sky is the limit”: Continuous growth of
employees and the organization and 3) “Diverse minds make better decisions.”

4.1 “Not just the work life but your whole self”

The employees experienced that their efforts at work are not only about focusing on
work-related issues but also on establishing close relationships and sharing personal in-
formation while showing support and care for each other. Rachel explained this as follows:

It’s a friendly environment, it’s not ... you come into work and just ... get
your work done and then go home ... It's not just work, work, work ... I
feel like we actually have a relationship ... Not just the work life but your
whole self.

Employees experienced their workplace as a friendly and supportive community; they
were proud to be part of this community, and many of them have worked for the organiza-
tion for years. Linda explained this experience and described how well co-workers know
each other and how the community at work enables people to work together as they mon-
itor each other. This enables them to help each other at work:

We know each other’s children, families. I use [Bewo] as my family. We all
kind of know what’s going on with each other’s lives ... and it also helps
because having that relationship lets us know if somebody is having a little
bit of an off day or acting a little out of character, maybe upset, then you
know how to work with that person better.
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Rachel and Linda’s experiences indicate that a family spirit and closeness on a personal
level fuel the work environment; employees want their fellow workers to do well on the
job. Employees even used the term family to describe their experiences in their work en-
vironment. As Tammy said, “It's more like a family feeling than it is a co-worker feeling.”
William emphasized the same when describing how employees” work roles and personal
roles merge together:

People talk about work life balance; I talk about work life integration ....
It's just all sort of one big thing. It's not, I'm gonna go to work, and then I'm
gonna be a dad and a husband, and [then] I'm gonna go and get involved
in the community.

Alexander also underlined that employees support each other at work and on a personal
basis: “Life is a journey .... There’s ups and downs in a person’s life, they [co-workers]
have whole lives .... You just gotta be in it for the long haul with people.” Despite the
aforementioned family spirit, employees were willing to accept responsibility when fel-
low workers were not contributing as expected on the job. In some instances, people lost
their jobs. Dora described this:

It’s never easy to say goodbye to somebody, but we always feel good about
doing the right thing ... maybe there is just not a fit here, they [the co-work-
ers] weren’t performing ... so those are the more challenging days .... But
it’s always for the bigger picture of we have a business to run, we have a
group that needs ... to move on.

Dora’s words indicate that, while it is challenging for employees to lay fellow workers off,
they handle it in line with the organization’s vision and goals. It is difficult for employees
to “say goodbye” and see co-workers leave the workplace after developing personal rela-
tionships with them. By supporting this kind of exit, they believe that they are doing the
right thing for their fellow employees and for the prosperity of the organization, which
the employees own. As witnessed in Linda’s words, “It’s very difficult to let somebody go
because you developed a relationship with them, you know their family, you know their
situations. But sometimes it’s the right thing to do.”

Dora summarized the overall experience of employees in this theme by underlining
that the holistic approach of their practice of servant leadership at work is based on hav-
ing an interest in their co-workers” whole lives, including their work and personal lives:
“We are comfortable in being our whole selves [at work] ... and also, touching on servant
leadership, it’s not about ... you are somebody at home, [and you are] somebody [else] at
work .... You are the same person.”

4.2 “The sky is the limit”: Continuous growth of employees and

the organization

Employees expressed that an extensive focus on employee training was an integral part of
their experience of the practice of servant leadership enabling them to reach their potential
as workers and persons. Morris said: “[Bewo] is tremendous with training .... They pay
for everything ... the only thing holding you back is you.” According to Morris, employ-
ees can achieve anything they desire through their training opportunities, giving them the
confidence and support they need to succeed in their jobs.

Employees are expected to attend classes, and the servant leadership classes are the
focal point of the training program, as Kim explained: “[Bewo] promotes training. Since
day one, you ... sign up for these classes, and servant leadership is obviously one of the
biggest ones .... They want you to go to all the servant leadership classes.” Kim also talked
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about how employees seem comfortable with this approach and believe that training can
help them achieve ambitious goals, both personal and professional. Therefore, they are de-
voted because they look at it as necessary for their job: “The sky is the limit when it comes
to training at [Bewo], and [for] me personally, I'm on-the-job training because the way I
learn, I see it and accept it.”

As Morris observed, employees see the training opportunities as foundational for their
continuous growth and the continuous growth of the organization: “Servant leadership to
me is all about serving others, and when I say that, it's about growing people .... We ex-
pect, if you are a leader, to grow people, be a better person and helping [to] grow others.”
Tammy also noted that people depend on one another to help them to grow and added
that their assigned mentors encourage this: “One of the key things for my personal growth
is the people around me .... They push me to grow and encourage me and mentor me.”

Employees are motivated at work to grow and take responsibility for their own de-
velopment and their career trajectory within the company, and they define and review
their personal goals in quarterly review meetings. Linda said, “I'm not gonna just rely on
somebody else for my growth .... It's a partnership .... We're in it together .... I'm just de-
veloping a [career] plan.” According to Linda, employees help each other, demonstrating
a willingness to grow and learn more skills on the job so that they can perhaps change jobs
within the company or move up the corporate ladder.

The employees also revealed that they feel responsible for growing the business; they
believe this is important for the prosperity of the organization and their work lives and
includes achieving personal work goals and organizational goals. Morris spoke about the
significance of this dual role and balanced growth within the organization: “At [Bewo],
there are two things ... as a [servant] leader. You have to grow people and you have to
make money. That's the expectation, so you gotta make that happen.” Employees expe-
rienced this twofold role that servant leaders play as a key part of growing people while
fulfilling the vision of the organization, and they felt that this approach is essential as it
benefits the employees and the organization. Nelson framed this approach of constant
and dual growth as follows: “The biggest challenge we face by far is growing leaders fast
enough to meet the growth needs of the business.”

4.3 “Diverse minds make better decisions”

Employees emphasized that they are highly motivated at work and that they experience
equality between managers and non-managers. When making decisions, employees share
accountability and collaborate on finding the best solutions since the consideration of dif-
ferent perspectives helps them make better decisions. Dora explained how different peo-
ple bring different things to the table:

It's always great to get different minds in the room because diverse minds
make better decisions together. It's not all the same perspective, and you
kind of assume you know it all, you try to put smarter people in the room
around you [... This] allows us to truly achieve more together as collabo-
rative diverse teams.

Dora’s words show that employees believe that an inclusive approach helps improve their
decision-making because they accept and utilize different viewpoints. The employees
seem to collectively embrace high expectations, which relates to their desire and motiva-
tion to constantly aim to make better decisions and achieve goals. Rachel spoke about this:
“We play hard because we work hard, so ... we work a lot and there is always this sense
of accomplishment every time you send something out or ... you finish your projects.”
Employees revealed that, even when they are busy, they want to work hard because they
are passionate about their work and take their jobs seriously. As Dora explained:
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It's almost like you are being pushed, which isn’t a bad thing but ... [It] took
me less than a year to realize that [what] every Bewo partner [co-worker]
has in common [is] that we are kinda like overloaded, but we all really
love our jobs, and we all, we wanna do more, and you say, “yes please, yes
please some more, yes please, more.”

As Dora and Rachel indicated, employees are able to participate in decision-making; ex-
pectations are high, but employee growth at work is supported as underlined by Nelson:
“You have to get results, and you have to help people to grow if you want to lead.” These
experiences indicate a sincere interest in meeting the needs of others while helping them
focus on accountability and ambition. Employees take their work seriously as they seek
to maximize their efforts to solve problems by working together. Nelson explained this as
follows:

When we have diverse teams, we make better decisions. I hope that we
always try to look at that first and not just get, you know, three or four or
five people that all think alike in the room to make a decision or to work
on a problem.

Employees described how they collaborate and depend on each other in a significant way.
In their experience, managers do not seem to see themselves as bosses nor do their subor-
dinates. Alexander underscored this: “I don’t really regard those that I supervise as subor-
dinates to me ... I regard them as co-workers and I feel like ... either I need to have a lot to
offer them or I'm not needed.” Rachel also experiences managers as caring for people and
willing to help out at work.

My supervisor, [who likes to be called a] tour guide, cares about me ... We
are on a deadline ... he helps [me], then I feel not only good for going above
and beyond but I feel good because he’s gonna go above and beyond.

This shows that Rachel considers managers to be role models, and she is willing to do the
same for others.

5 Discussion and conclusion

The primary aim of this study was to acquire a deep understanding of employee experi-
ences to better understand the practice of servant leadership within an organization ded-
icated to servant leadership. Consequently, we aimed to answer the following research
question:

What is it like for employees to work in a dedicated employee-owned servant lead-
ership organization in the construction industry and facilities services business?

The findings indicate that the foundation of the practice of servant leadership at Bewo
rests on a holistic approach and the shared accountability of employees who are highly
motivated to serve the interests of their fellow workers and the organization. Extensive
training opportunities and dedication to the continuous growth of the business and peo-
ple further support the prosperity of the employees and the organization.

The first theme “not just the work life but your whole self” revealed that employees expe-
rienced that their relationships with co-workers provide them with a friendly and fami-
ly-oriented environment. Employees want their co-workers to be part of their whole lives
not just their work lives, and they seek to know each other on a personal level as it seems
to give them fulfillment to bond with their co-workers by sharing their personal lives
with them. This can be linked to the holistic approach of the concept of servant leadership
(Chiniara and Bentein, 2016; Eva et al., 2019) as servant leaders aim to and attend to the
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needs of their people and their organization in a holistic way (Greenleaf, 1998; Sipe and
Frick, 2009).

This is demonstrated in how employees share personal information and rejoice and
support each other on work and personal issues. This can be linked to the dimension of
emotional healing in Liden et al.’s (2015) model underlining that servant leaders pursue to
help others to solve personal problems and show care for their overall well-being; as evi-
denced in the core element of sincere interest in other people being an important element
of the serving part of servant leadership (Gunnarsdéttir et al., 2018).

Employees revealed that they seek to create a special bond and trust between them-
selves and perceive a family culture in their workplace. These ideas can be linked to Carter
and Baghurst’s (2014) findings about how servant leaders aim to develop positive work-
ing relationships; this is also in accordance with Zhang et al., (2012), who related servant
leadership to family-oriented environments. Toor and Ofori (2009) also supported these
ideas, presenting that servant leaders aim to create value in their communities, being one
of the foundations of servant leadership, which contributes to serving behavior in the
workplace (McNeff and Irving, 2017). This experience of employees can be linked to Tang
etals (2016) findings that servant leadership includes a focus on work life and family life
as servant leaders show care for followers” personal issues (Gandolfi and Stone, 2018) and
positively impact the lives of employees (Qureshi et al., 2019). The employees’ desires for
bonds, trust, and a family culture corresponds to the idea that servant leadership can be
considered a way of life (Chiniara and Bentein, 2016) as servant leadership goes beyond
the actual work environment and affects people’s overall life satisfaction (Hakanen and
van Dierendonck, 2011).

Furthermore, the theme “not just the work life but your whole self” corresponds to Green-
leaf’s (2002) best test, which applies to people’s whole lives because they are supposed
to grow holistically as individuals. In addition, this coincides with the aforementioned
works that influenced Greenleaf’s creation of servant leadership, namely, E. B. White’s
writings about seeing things whole (Greenleaf, 1998), and the story, The Journey to the East
(Greenleaf, 2008), where the main character, Leo, demonstrates that servant leadership is
integrated into every aspect of a person’s life by caring for all of the needs of his group
members. This holistic approach relates to both the serving and the leading part of servant
leadership as Leo showed sincere interest in other people, which is placed in the serving
part of servant leadership, while also providing foresight and clear vision, which is placed
in the leading part of servant leadership (Gunnarsdéttir et al., 2018).

In addition, the holistic approach of servant leadership is in line with systems thinking
(Ackoff, 1999) and the importance of studying every single part of a whole (Jackson, 2006),
which leads to a broad view of things (Palaima and Skarzauskiene, 2010; Rangone and
Mella, 2019). Barrett and Blanchard supported the importance of looking at the big picture
facing organizations (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018); since servant leadership involves
the wholeness of individuals, organizations, and society (McClellan, 2008), servant leaders
must connect the dots to establish an overall picture, deal with complexity, and consider
the greater good (Sipe and Frick, 2009).

Although employees revealed that they experienced the community at work as person-
al and close, they did not show a reluctance to cut ties with fellow employees if they felt it
was the right thing to do, such as if employees broke certain rules or were not performing
well enough. They considered it their shared accountability because of their ambition and
desire to achieve their goals and the demand, according to the organization’s vision, to
grow employees and the business in which they have ownership. This is in line with stud-
ies underlining that servant leaders aim to serve all stakeholders (Gunnarsdéttir, 2014; van
Dierendonck, 2011) and the empowering dimension of servant leadership, which, among
other things, stands for trusting people to accept responsibility at work (van Dierendon-
ck, 2011). Accordingly, Ragnarsson et al., (2018) found that practicing servant leadership
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might require utilizing the leading part even more than the serving part, including laying
off employees, which is also consistent with the core element of foresight and clear vision
and involves accountability, including making difficult decisions, placed in the leading
part of servant leadership (Gunnarsdéttir et al., 2018).

Overall, we found the application of a holistic approach to be an important part of the
practice of servant leadership. However, to the best of our knowledge, previous studies
on dedicated servant leadership organizations have not identified this aspect of servant
leadership.

In the second theme, “the sky is the limit”: Continuous growth of employees and the organi-
zation, employees experienced that training enables them to grow, which means learning
and evolving, accepting accountability, and taking on new challenges and roles at work,
which highlights Greenleaf’s best test of servant leadership that underlines the focus on
person’s growth (2002); as one of the main roles of servant leaders in the workplace is their
devotion to developing and growing people (e.g., Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006; Dennis and
Bocarnea, 2005; Reed et al., 2011).

Employees expressed ambition for themselves and for their organization and believed
that their workplace success depends on strategically growing themselves and their or-
ganization by participating in Bewo’s extensive training opportunities. The courage and
self-confidence of employees to develop is supported by the focus on employees in the
practice of servant leadership which is supported by Liden et al.’s model (2015) on servant
leadership, in particular putting subordinates first corresponding to servant leader’s focus
on meeting employees’ need for growth and success (Hale and Fields, 2007; Liden et al.,
2014; Zarei et al., 2022; Xiu et al., 2023). Two core elements of servant leadership under the
serving part are also relevant: sincere interest in other people, which includes being able
to help people grow, and self-knowledge, which includes developing and knowing one’s
strengths and weaknesses (Gunnarsdoéttir et al., 2018). Additionally, helping co-workers
grow and reach their full potential corresponds to the dimension of helping subordinates
grow and succeed in Liden et al.’s model (2015).

For the organization, growing means aiming for more revenue while delivering finan-
cial profits. We can link the desire to further the prosperity of an organization to the con-
cept of accountability as several studies present that servant leaders focus on responsibil-
ity to attain organizational goals (Greenleaf, 2002: Gunnarsdéttir, 2014: Ragnarsson et al.,
2018; Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Sousa and van Dierendonck, 2015).

Furthermore, studies have found positive relationships between servant leadership and
organizational performance in a service climate (Huang et al., 2016) and between servant
leadership and business unit performance in terms of profit growth (Giolito et al., 2020).
However, previous studies about servant leadership do not underline an equivalent focus
on the growth of the organization and the employees as the main focus in organizations is
supposed to be on employee growth (e.g., Greenleaf, 2002; Hale and Fields, 2007; Liden et
al., 2014; McCallaghan et al., 2020; Zarei et al., 2022). To our knowledge, previous studies
have not presented the practice of servant leadership in terms of a balanced approach to
the growth of the employees and the organization.

The findings related to the third theme, “diverse minds make better decisions,” indicate
that employees share accountability, acknowledging that their different viewpoints enable
them to make better decisions. This is in line with that servant leaders emphasize collabo-
ration (Irving and Longbotham, 2007) and value people’s different points of view and di-
verse mindsets (Mittal and Dorfman, 2012). Employees believe that everyone has an equal
opportunity to contribute and be part of the group, and they enjoy working together. This
is supported by Greenleaf that people are supposed to have opportunities to enjoy their
work and the importance of influencing and collaborating with others (2002) as treating
others well, respecting others, and building a participative community is considered im-
portant (Whetstone, 2002). Sharing accountability and making significant decisions are
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aspects of foresight and clear vision, one of the core elements of servant leadership (Gun-
narsdéttir et al., 2018), referring to accepting responsibilities and having a shared vision
as servant leaders embrace accountability and to make decisions together, situated in the
leading part of servant leadership (e.g., Gunnarsdéttir et al., 2018; Ragnarsson et al., 2018;
van Dierendonck, 2011). To our best knowledge, previous studies of committed servant
leadership organizations have not presented this finding that employees share their ac-
countability in their practice of servant leadership.

Employees experience that they have the authority to make important decisions and
they disclose that there seem to be no barriers between managers and non-managers. Be-
cause of this, employees believe that rank does not matter as they experience that everyone
has the chance to have an influence at work. This is supported by Greenleaf’s emphasis
on inverting the organizational pyramid so managers can delegate power, including par-
ticipation in decision-making in the workplace (2008) as the pyramid needs to be placed
upside down to enable the practice of servant leadership (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018).
Many studies on servant leadership have documented this method of delegating power
and encouraging employees to participate in decision-making (e.g., Parris and Peachey,
2013; van Dierendonck, 2011). Furthermore, according to Liden et al. (2015), one of the
dimensions of servant leadership is empowering, which includes autonomy.

Employees also revealed that they are ambitious and passionate about their jobs which
can be related to many studies that have found that servant leadership positively affects
employee motivation and well-being at work (Eva et al., 2019: Langhof and Guldenberg,
2020; Kaltiainen and Hakanen, 2022). This coincides with Southwest Airlines and Synovus
Financial’s primary goal of pursuing employee satisfaction by putting their employees’
interests before the interests of other stakeholders (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018).

5.1 Theoretical implications
The findings of this study shed light on three principal aspects of the practice of servant
leadership. First, employees revealed their dedication to seeing the big picture as one of
the principles of servant leadership. This means they aim to have a holistic view of things,
such as leadership, accountability, growing personally and professionally, and making dif-
ficult decisions. Furthermore, they take the whole picture into consideration regarding
issues, such as responsibilities, success, needs, and finances. To the best of our knowledge,
this is the first empirical study to present findings on a holistic approach to servant lead-
ership. This type of approach is in line with servant leadership being a concept about con-
tributing to the wholeness of individuals, organizations, and society (McClellan, 2008) and
the concept of systems thinking (Ackeroff, 1999; Jackson, 2006; Rangone and Mella, 2019).
Thus, our study supports previous theoretical conclusions that the philosophy of servant
leadership is holistic in nature (Eva et al., 2019) as servant leaders aim to provide the whole
picture (Sipe and Frick, 2009) and attend to needs in a holistic way (Greenleaf, 2008). This
is evident in Greenleaf’s (1998; 2008) best test and his emphasis on the importance of see-
ing things as a whole as servant leadership concerns the whole life of individuals.

Second, the findings indicate that dedication to the continuous and balanced growth of
the organization and its employees is the foundation of the practice of servant leadership.
To the best of our knowledge, previous studies have not presented this balanced approach
to serving and leading. However, previous studies have emphasized servant leadership’s
focus on people through its focus on employee growth (e.g., Greenleaf, 2002; Hale and
Fields, 2007; Liden et al., 2014; van Dierendonck et al., 2014; Zarei et al., 2022) although
the literature also suggests organizational benefit from servant leadership (Bellamy, 2021;
Gunnarsdéttir, 2014; Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Sousa and van Dierendonck, 2015; Xiu
et al.,, 2023) and more recently focused on organizational performance through service
climate (Huang et al., 2016) and profit growth (Giolito et al., 2020).

Third, as far as we know, this is the first empirical study revealing a shared accountabil-
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ity among employees in their overall practice of servant leadership, including depending
on each other and working together to make better decisions. However, the current study
echoes findings from numerous studies about how accountability is part of the core of
servant leadership (e.g., Gunnarsdéttir, 2014; Ragnarsson et al., 2018; van Dierendonck,
2011).

To sum up, this research sheds light on how employees experience the practice of serv-
ant leadership, demonstrating the principles of a holistic approach and emphasizing the
equivalent growth of the employees and the organization and the acceptance of shared
accountability, which leads to both satisfied employees and positive organizational per-
formance.

5.2 Practical implications

Among the practical implications of the present study is that implementing a holistic ap-
proach, including encouraging friendships and enabling increased closeness among em-
ployees in the workplace, may lead to more effective collaboration and more satisfied
employees who are dedicated to their work and are willing to share their accountability.
Based on the study findings, employees should be inspired to work together and consult
each other; they should be guided by their objectives, defined in their career plan, and fo-
cus on their own well-being and success at work while taking into consideration the vision
of the organization.

Furthermore, the study suggests that intertwining the growth of employees and the
growth of the organization may be beneficial for everyone; this can be accomplished by
motivating employees to accept responsibility for this dual growth, such as by showing
them that it may help them achieve successful work lives. In relation to this, it is impera-
tive to provide employees with the support and training necessary to grow themselves as
well as the organization. To do this in a strategic way, the present study shows that each
employee should have a career plan that employees and their managers examine and re-
view in regular meetings where personal goals are also defined and discussed. The study
also shows that communication should include frequent, short, and informal conversa-
tions. Additionally, each employee should be held responsible for their own career plan.
However, employees should be helped to realize what it means to go on a specific path
within the company, as defined in their career plan, which should be monitored, such as
in terms of the knowledge, skills, and work experience the employees will need to travel
their chosen path. In relation to this, employees should have the chance to take on new
challenges and roles at work.

One other practical implication of the study is that rank should not matter because
employees perceive each other as equals. This seems to work out well as employees are
trusted to be accountable, revealing another important practical implication of the study—
employees should be allowed and encouraged to express themselves openly and honestly
at work while being trusted to take on responsibilities. This would also help employees
make difficult decisions together.

The current study has limitations. Since the studied organization operates in the business
sector and is employee-owned, an exploration of other types of servant leadership organ-
izations, such as those that are not employee-owned and servicing the business-to-con-
sumer market or a mix of the two may reveal other employee experiences of the practice
of servant leadership, and therefore present different findings. Moreover, this is a qualita-
tive study, however, a quantitative study or a blending of the two might lead to different
findings.

The findings reveal that employees experience an equivalent focus on the growth of
the business and employees. This suggests the need for more research about how employ-
ees in servant leadership organizations blend serving and leading, as former studies of
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servant leadership do not reveal this balanced approach to serving and leading. Addition-
ally, investigating employees’ experience of working for servant leadership organizations
in the consumer business, or those which service both the business-to-business market
and the business-to-consumer market, may be of value as this research includes an organ-
ization servicing the business-to business market. For these reasons, we would like to see
continued research in this area.

This study adds to the understanding and knowledge of the practice of servant lead-
ership through the experiences of employees who work in an organization committed to
servant leadership. These employees exercise servant leadership in a holistic way, which
leads to both employee satisfaction and positive organizational performance. The findings
reveal that their servant leadership practices rely on accepting shared accountability and
looking at the big picture, built on significant training efforts as employees aim for a con-
stant and balanced growth for the business and themselves leading to a mutual prosperity.
Employees are encouraged and helped to grow as they desire and as a result they are sat-
isfied and believe that they can accomplish almost everything they wish for, still this has
to go hand in hand with organizational growth.

References

Ackoff, R. L. (1999). Ackoff’s best: His classic writings on management. Wiley.

Barbuto, J. E., & Wheeler, D. W. (2006). Scale development and construct clarification of servant leadership.
Group & Organization Management, 31(3), 300-326. https:/ / doi.org/10.1177 /1059601106287091

Barbuto, J. F, & Hayden, R. W. (2011). Testing relationships between servant leadership dimensions and leader
member exchange (LMX). Journal of Leadership Education, 10(2), 22-37. https:/ / doi.org/10.12806 /v10/i2/rfl

Barnabas, A., & Sundararajan, P. (2012). Mahatma Gandhi — An Indian model of servant leadership. Interna-
tional Journal of Leadership Studies, 7(2), 132-150.

Bellamy, C. (2021). The correlation between servant leadership and organizational commitment within an
academic health center. Servant leadership: Theory & Practice, 8(1), 29-46.

Blanchard, K & Broadwell, R. (2018). Servant Leadership in Action. Berret Koehler Publishers.

Buchen, I. H. (1998). Servant leadership: A model for future faculty and future institutions. Journal of Leadership
Studies, 5(1), 125-134. https:/ / doi.org/10.1177/107179199800500111

Carter, D., & Baghurst, T. (2014). The influence of servant leadership on restaurant employee engagement.
Journal of Business Ethics, 124(3), 453—464. https:/ / doi.org/10.1007 /$10551-013-1882-0

Chiniara, M., & Bentein, K. (2016). Linking servant leadership to individual performance: Differentiating the
mediating role of autonomy, competence and relatedness need satisfaction. The Leadership Quarterly, 27(1),
124-141. https:/ / doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2015.08.004

Coetzer, M. E, Bussin, M., & Geldenhuys. M. (2017). The functions of a servant leader. Administrative Sciences,
7(5), 1-32. https:/ / doi.org/10.3390 / admsci7010005

Dennis, R. S., & Bocarnea, M. C. (2005). Development of the servant leadership assessment instrument. Lead-
ership and Organization Development Journal, 26(8), 600-615. https:/ / doi.org/10.1108/01437730510633692

Eva, N., Robin, M, Sendjaya, S., van Dierendonck, D., & Liden, R. C. (2019). Servant leadership: A systematic
review and call for future research. The Leadership Quarterly, 30(1), 111-132. https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.lea-
qua.2018.07.004

Farling, M. L., Stone, A. G., & Winston, B. E. (1999). Servant leadership: Setting the stage for empirical research.
Journal of Leadership Studies, 6(12), 49-72. https:/ / doi.org/10.1177 /107179199900600104

Gandolfi, F, & Stone, F. (2018). Leadership, leadership styles, and servant leadership. Journal of Management
Research, 18(4), 261-269.

Giolito, V. J., Liden, R. C.,, van Dierendonck, D., & Cheung, G. W. (2020). Servant leadership influencing
store-level profit: The mediating effect of employee flourishing. Journal of Business Ethics. https:/ /doi.
Org/ 10.1007 /s10551-020-04509-1

Glashagel, J. (2009). Servant institutions in business. The Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership.

Greenleaf, R. K. (1970). The servant as leader. The Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership.

Greenleaf, R. K. (1977). Servant leadership: A journey into the nature of legitimate power and greatness. Paulist Press.

Greenleaf, R. K. (1998). The power of servant-leadership. Berrett-Koehler.

Greenleaf, R. K. (2002). Servant leadership: A journey into the nature of legitimate power and greatness. 25th anniver-
sary edition. Paulist Press.

Greenleaf, R.K. (2008). The servant as leader. The Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership.

Gunnarsdéttir, S. (2014). Is servant leadership useful for sustainable Nordic health care? Vardi Norden, 34(2),
53-55. https:/ /doi.org/10.1177/010740831403400211



Gunnarsdéttir, S., & Kristjansdéttir, E. S. (2020). Besta umbunin er ad sjd eitthvad lifna: Upplifun sérfraedinga
i raduneytum af dnzegju i starfi. Timarit um vidskipti og efnahagsmal, 17(2), 1-18. https:/ /doi.org/10.24122/
tve.a.2020.17.1.1

Gunnarsdéttir, S., Edwards, K., & Dellve, L. (2018). Improving health care organizations through servant lead-
ership. In D. van Dierendonck & K. Patterson (Eds.), Practicing servant leadership: Developments in implemen-
tation (pp. 249-273). Palgrave Macmillan.

Great place to work. (2019, October 18). Great Place to Work. https:/ / www.greatplacetowork.com

Hakanen, J. & van Dierendonck, D. (2011). Servant leadership and life satisfaction. The mediating role of jus-
tice, job control and burnout. International Journal of Servant Leadership, 11(8), 253-261.

Hale, J. R., & Fields, D. L. (2007). Exploring servant leadership across cultures: A study of followers in Ghana
and the USA. Leadership, 3(4), 397-417. https:/ / doi.org/10.1177 / 1742715007082964

Huang, J., Li, W, Qiu, C., Yim, E. H.-K,, & Wan, J. (2016). The impact of CEO servant leadership on firm per-
formance in the hospitality industry. International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 28(5),
945-968. https:/ /doi.org/10.1108 / IJCHM-08-2014-0388

Irving, J. A., & Longbotham, G. J. (2007). Team Effectiveness and Six Essential Servant Leadership Themes:
A Regression Model Based on items in the Organizational Leadership Assessment. International Journal of
Leadership Studies, 2(2), 98-113.

Jackson, M. C. (2006). Creative holism: A critical systems approach to complex problem situations. Systems
Research and Behavioral Science, 23(5), 647-657. https:/ / doi.org/10.1002 / sres.799

Jaworski, J. (1997). Destiny and the leader. In L. C. Spears (Ed.), Insights on servant leadership: Service, steward-
ship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 258-268). Wiley.

Kahl, J. (2004). Leading from the heart: Choosing to be a servant leader. Kahl.

Kaltiainen, J., & Hakanen, J. (2022). Fostering task and adaptive performance through employee well-be-
ing: The role of servant leadership. BRQ Business Research Quarterly, 25(1), 28-43. https://doi.
org/10.1177 /2340944420981599

Khan, M. M., Mubarik, M. S., Ahmed, S. S., Islam, T., & Khan, E. (2022). The contagious servant leadership:
exploring the role of servant leadership in leading employees to servant colleagueship. Leadership & Organ-
ization Development Journal, 43(6), 847-861. https:/ / doi.org/10.1108 / LODJ-06-2021-0305

Kool, M., & van Dierendonck, D. (2012). Servant leadership and commitment to change, the mediating
role of justice and optimism. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 25(3), 422-433. https:/ /doi.
org/10.1108/09534811211228139

Kristjdnsdéttir, E. S., & DeTurk, S. (2013). Cultural insiders to cultural outsiders: Structure, identity, and com-
munication in the adaptation of domestic, involuntary migrants. The Howard Journal of Communication,
24(2), 194-211. https:/ / doi.org/10.1080/10646175.2013.776340

Langhof, J. G., & Guldenberg, S. (2020). Servant leadership: A systematic literature review—toward a model
of antecedents and outcomes. German Journal of Human Resource Management, 34(1), 32-68. https:/ /doi.
org/10.1177/2397002219869903

Lanigan, Richard L. 1988. Phenomenology of communication. Duquesne University Press.

Laub, J. A. (1999). Assessing the servant organization; Development of the organizational leadership assess-
ment (OLA) model. Dissertation Abstracts International, 60(02), 308A.

Liao, C, Lee, H. W,, Johnson, R. E., & Lin, S. H. (2021). Serving you depletes me? A leader centric ex-
amination of servant leadership behaviors. Journal of Management, 47(5), 1185-1218. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0149206320906883

Liden, R. C., Wayne, S. J., Zaho, H., & Henderson, D. (2008). Servant leadership: Development of a multi-
dimensional measure and multi-level assessment. The Leadership Quarterly, 19(2), 161-177. https:/ /doi.
org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2008.01.006

Liden, R. C., Panaccio, A., Zaho, Hu, J., & Meuser, J. D. (2014). Servant leadership: Antecedents, consequenc-
es, and contextual moderators. In D. V. Day (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of leadership and organization (pp.
357-379). Oxford University Press.

Liden, R. C., Wayne, S.]., Meuser, ]. D., Hu, J., Wu, J., & Liao, C. (2015). Servant leadership: Validation of a short
form of the SL-28. The Leadership Quarterly, 26(2), 254-269. https:/ / doi.org/10.1016/jleaqua.2014.12.002

Liu, H. (2019). Just the servant: An intersectional critique of servant leadership. Journal of Business Ethics, 156(4),
1099-1112. https:/ / doi.org/10.1007 /$10551-017-3633-0

McCallaghan, S., Jackson, L., & Heyns, M. (2020). The indirect effect of servant leadership on employee at-
titudes through diversity climate in selected South African organizations. SA Journal of Human Resource
Management, 18(1), 1-13. https:/ / doi.org/10.4102 / sajhrm.v18i0.1297

McClellan, J. (2008). The emerge, expansion, and critique of servant leadership as a leadership philosophy. The
International Journal of Servant-Leadership, 4(1), 281-302.

McNeff, M. E., & Irving, J. (2017). Job satisfaction and the priority of valuing people: A case study of servant
leadership practice in a network of family-owned companies. SAGE Open, January-March, 1-8. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1177 /2158244016686813

Mittal, R., & Dorfman, P. W. (2012). Servant leadership across cultures. Journal of World Business, 47(4), 555-570.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016 /j.jwb.2012.01.009



Sigurdur, Erla Sélveig, Sigriin and Dirk van Dierendonck: “Shared accountability” | 171

Orbe, M.P. (1998). Constructing co-cultural theory: An explication of culture, power, and communication. Sage Pub-
lications, Inc.

Palaima, T., & SkarZauskiene, A. (2010). Systems thinking as a platform for leadership performance in a com-
plex world. Baltic Journal of Management, 5(3), 330-355. https:/ / doi.org/10.1108 /17465261011079749

Parris, D. L., & Peachey, J. W. (2013). A systematic literature review of servant leadership theory in organiza-
tional contexts. Journal of Business Ethics, 113(3), 377-393. https:/ / doi.org/10.1007 /s10551-012-1322-6

Prosser, S. (2010). Servant leadership: More philosophy, less theory. The Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership.

Qureshi, M. A, Aleemi, A. R, & Hyder, S. I. (2019). Servant leadership: A taxonomic approach towards sys-
tematic literature review. IBT Journal of Business Studies, 15(1), 219-230. http:/ / dx.doi.org/10.46745 /ilma.
jbs.2019.15.01.18

Ragnarsson, S., Kristjdnsdéttir, E. S., & Gunnarsdéttir, S. (2018). To be accountable while showing care: The
lived experience of people in a servant leadership organization. SAGE Open, July-September, 1-12. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1177/2158244018801097

Rangone, A., & Mella, P. (2019). Obstacles to managing dynamic systems. The systems thinking approach.
International Journal of Business and Social Science, 10(8), 24—41.

Reed, L. L., Vidaver-Cohen, D., & Colwell, S. R. (2011). A new scale to measure executive servant leadership:
Development, analysis, and implications for research. Journal of Business Ethics, 101(3), 415-434. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1007 /s10551-010-0729-1

Roberts, J., & Scapens, R. (1985). Accounting systems and systems of accountability: Understanding account-
ing practices in their organizational contexts. Accounting, Organizations and Society, 10(4), 443-456. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1016/0361-3682(85)90005-4

Russell, R. F, & Stone, A. G. (2002). A review of servant-leadership attributes: Developing a practical model.
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 23(3), 145-157. https:/ / doi.org/10.1108 /01437730210424

Saleem, F, Zhang Y. Z., Gopinath, C., & Adeel, A. (2020). Impact of servant leadership on performance:
The mediating role of affective and cognitive trust. SAGE Open, January—-March, 1-12. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2158244019900562

Sendjaya, S., Sarros, J.C., & Santora, J.C. (2008). Defining and measuring servant leadership behaviour in organ-
izations. Journal of Management Studies, 45(2), 402—424. https:/ / doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2007.00761.x

Schwarz, G., Newman, A., Cooper, B., & Eva, N. (2016). Servant leadership and follower job performance:
The mediating effect of public service motivation. Public Administration, 94(4), 1025-1041. https:/ /doi.
org/10.1111/ padm.12266

Sipe, J. W., & Frick, D. M. (2009). Seven pillars of servant leadership: Practicing the wisdom of leading by serving.
Paulist Press.

Sousa, M., & van Dierendonck, D. (2015). Servant leadership and the effect of the interaction between humility,
action, and hierarchical power on follower engagement. Journal of Business Ethics, 141(1), 13-25. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1007 /s10551-015-2725-y

Sun, P. Y.T. (2013). The servant identity: Influences on the cognition and behavior of servant leaders. The Lead-
ership Quarterly, 24(4), 544-557. https:/ / doi.org/10.1016 /j.leaqua.2013.03.008

Tang, G. Y., Kwan, H. K,, Zhang, D. Y., & Zhu, Z. (2016). Work—family effects of servant leadership: The roles
of emotional exhaustion and personal learning. Journal of Business Ethics, 137(2), 285-297. https:/ /doi.
org/10.1007 /s10551-015-2559-7

Toor, S. R., & Ofori, G. (2009). Ethical Leadership: Examining the Relationships with Full Range Leadership
Model, Employee Outcomes, and Organizational Culture. Journal of Business Ethics, 90(4), 533-547. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1007 / s10551-009-0059-3

van Dierendonck, D. (2011). Servant leadership: A review and synthesis. Journal of Management, 37(4), 1228-
1261. https:/ /doi.org/10.1177 /0149206310380462

van Dierendonck, D., Stam, D., Boersma, P., de Windt, N., & Alkema, J. (2014). Same difference? Exploring the
differential mechanisms linking servant leadership and transformational leadership to follower outcomes.
The Leadership Quarterly, 25(3), 544-562. https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.014

van Manen, M. (2016). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy (2nd ed.). Routledge.

van Manen, M. (2017). Phenomenology in its original sense. Qualitative Health Research, 27(6), 810-825. https:/ /
doi.org/10.1177/1049732317699381

Whetstone, J. T. (2002). Personalism and moral leadership: the servant leader with a transforming vision. Busi-
ness Ethics: A European Review, 11(4), 385-392. https:/ / doi.org/10.1111/1467-8608.00298

Xiu, L., Ly, E, & van Dierendonck, D. (2023). The interplay of servant leadership behaviors and Machiavelli-
anism on perceived leader effectiveness: the role of team conflict management. European Journal of Manage-
ment and Business Economics. https:/ / doi.org/10.1108 / E]IMBE-09-2022-0281

Zarei, M., Supphellen, M., & Bagozzi, R. P. (2022). Servant leadership in marketing: a critical review and a
model of creativity-effects. Journal of Business Research, 153, 172-184. https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.jbus-
res.2022.08.013

Zhang, H., Kwong Kwan, H., Everett, A. M., & Jian, Z. (2012). Servant leadership, organizational identification,
and work-to-family enrichment: The moderating role of work climate for sharing family concerns. Human
Resource Management, 51(5), 747-767. https:/ / doi.org/10.1002 / hrm.21498






