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The purpose of this study was to more clearly define servant leadership by identifying primary 

characteristics of the phenomenon through a Delphi study. Greenleaf (1977) stated 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” (p. 13). Greenleaf clearly stated that in servant leadership, service comes before 

leadership. Because a servant leader serves first, we designated those characteristics of a servant as the 

primary characteristics of servant leadership. In order to serve first, a servant leader must first exhibit the 

primary characteristics and then aspire to lead. Over 100 characteristics of servant leadership have been 

identified in the literature (Sendjaya, 2003, p. 4). We conducted a Delphi study with scholars in the field 

of servant leadership and, after three rounds, 12 characteristics were identified as primary characteristics 

of servant leadership. These characteristics include valuing people, humility, listening, trust, caring, 

integrity, service, empowering, serving others’ needs before their own, collaboration, love/unconditional 

love, and learning.   

 

 

 

Many find it hard to accept the phenomenon of servant leadership because they do not 

understand how a servant can be a leader and how a leader can be a servant; that is, it seems to 

be an oxymoron (Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 145; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, p. 57; Wong & Page, 

2003, p. 2).  However, Kiechel (1995) suggested that the two words should not be thought of as 

an oxymoron “but rather as a sort of Zen koan, a juxtaposition of apparent opposites meant to 

startle the seeker after wisdom into new insight” (p. 122). This new insight is that the leader 

exists to serve those whom he or she leads (Kiechel, 1995, p. 122). Some servant leaders take 

Kiechel’s idea further, understanding leading and serving as synonymous.  Max De Pree (1992) 

stated, “above all, leadership is a position of servanthood. Leadership is also a position of debt; it 

is a forfeiture of rights” (p. 220).  
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Defining Servant Leadership 

 

In 2002, Sendjaya and Sarros stated that only anecdotal evidence exists “to support a 

commitment to an understanding of servant leadership. . . . One reason for the scarcity of 

research on servant leadership is that the very notion of ‘servant as leader’ is an oxymoron” (p. 

57). In 2010, Winston stated that we still “lack a unified accepted theory of servant leadership” 

(p. 186). In the same year, Van Dierendonck observed, “despite its introduction four decades ago 

and empirical studies that started more than 10 years ago (Laub, 1999), there is still no consensus 

about a definition and theoretical framework of servant leadership” (p. 2).  

In the same article that Greenleaf (1977) coined the term servant leadership, he gave a 

broad definition and stated how to best measure the phenomenon:   

 

The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant—first to make sure that 

other people’s highest priority needs are being served. The best test, and difficult to 

administer, 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, not 

be further deprived? (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 13)  

 

Since Greenleaf defined servant leadership in somewhat vague terms, scholars have been trying 

to find a more precise definition. Farling, Stone, and Winston (1999) stated, “if anecdotal 

evidence exists, then the next step in advancing the research stream is to define the major 

variables” (p. 51).  The first to publish his attempt to more precisely define servant leadership by 

identifying characteristics of the phenomenon was J. W. Graham.  In 1991, Graham identified 

humility, relational power, autonomy, moral development of followers, and emulation of leaders’ 

service orientation as characteristics of servant leadership. In 1992, De Pree listed 12 

characteristics of leadership in which he included integrity; vulnerability; discernment; 

awareness of the human spirit; courage in relationships; sense of humor; intellectual energy and 

curiosity; respect of the future, regard for the present, understanding of the past; predictability; 

breadth; comfort with ambiguity; and presence. Although De Pree did not specifically state that 

he was listing characteristics of servant leadership, he understood leadership to be a position of 

servanthood (p. 220).  

In 1995, Spears published a list of 10 critical characteristics of servant leadership based 

on Greenleaf’s writings with the disclaimer that they were “by no means exhaustive. However, 

these characteristics communicate the power and promise this concept offers to those who are 

open to its invitation and challenge” (p. 7). Spears’ 10 characteristics included listening, 

empathy, healing, persuasion, awareness, foresight, conceptualizing, commitment to growth, 

stewardship, and community. Spears’ list remains to this day the most respected and referred to 

list of servant leadership characteristics. According to Barbuto and Wheeler (2006), Spears’ 

work provided “the closest representation of an articulated framework for what characterizes 

servant leadership” (p. 302). 

In 1999, Spears stated that servant leadership is “open to considerable interpretation and 

values judgment” and therefore attempts should not be made “to define servant leadership as a 

‘fixed or complicated set of requirements’” (Spears as cited in Polleys, 2002, p. 124).  He argued 

that “the danger . . . is that it could become so narrowly defined as to close the door on a wider 
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audience of people who do embrace the broadest definition of servant leadership—namely, 

Greenleaf’s ‘test’” (Spears as cited in Polleys, 2002, p. 124). 

Many other scholars have identified additional attributes of servant leadership. In 1998, 

Buchen associated four characteristics with servant leadership: capacity for reciprocity, 

preoccupation with future, relationship building, and self-identity. In 1999, Farling et al. 

identified five components from the literature on servant leadership. They referred to vision and 

service as behavioral components and influence, credibility, and trust as relational components. 

Barburo and Wheeler (2006) stated that the work of Farling et al. was unclear how it 

differentiated from “better-understood leadership theories such as transformational leadership” 

(p. 302).  Also in 1999, Laub listed six characteristics of servant leadership: building community, 

developing people, displaying authenticity, providing leadership, sharing leadership, and valuing 

people (p. 3).  

In 2000, Russell identified “at least 20 distinguishable attributes of servant leadership” (p. 

12) in the literature of which he classified nine as functional. He claimed that there was not 

enough literature on servant leadership at the time to “identify with specificity the attributes of 

servant leaders” but there was “enough consistency in the literature to make it possible to discern 

characteristics that should exist among servant leaders” (Russell, 2000, p. 12). Russell’s (2000) 

functional attributes consisted of vision, honesty, integrity, trust, service, modeling, pioneering, 

appreciation of others, and empowerment. Russell (2000) stated, “the functional attributes are the 

operative characteristics of servant leadership. They are identifiable characteristics that actuate 

leadership responsibilities” (p. 12). Russell and Stone (2002) stated that the functional attributes 

“determine the form and effectiveness of servant leadership” (p. 153).  

Russell (2000) also identified an additional 11 characteristics that he called 

accompanying attributes. He defined accompanying attributes as “companion or supplemental 

characteristics of servant leaders” (p. 6). “The accompanying attributes supplement and augment 

functional attributes.  They are not secondary in nature; rather, they are complementary and in 

some areas, prerequisites to effective servant leadership” (Russell, 2000, p. 7). Russell and Stone 

(2002) stated that accompanying attributes “affect the level and intensity of the functional 

attributes” (p. 153). These consist of communication, credibility, competence, stewardship, 

visibility, influence, persuasion, listening, encouragement, teaching, and delegation (Russell & 

Stone, 2002, p. 147).   

In 2002, Barbuto and Wheeler identified 11 potential dimensions of servant leadership 

adding “calling” (p. 303) to Spears’ (1995) original 10.  In her 2003 dissertation, Kathleen 

Patterson identified seven constructs of servant leadership that included love, humility, altruism, 

vision, trust, empowerment, and service.  In the same year, Sendjaya (2003) classified 101 

characteristics into six dimensions and 22 subdimensions (p. 4).  

In 2006, Barbuto and Wheeler declared that “a more precise clarification of the servant 

leadership construct is necessary” (p. 301).  Their research produced five servant leadership 

“factors” (p. 300): altruistic calling, emotional healing, persuasive mapping, wisdom, and 

organizational stewardship. In 2007, Irving and Longbotham listed four characteristics of servant 

leadership that included engaging in honest self-evaluation, fostering collaboration, providing 

accountability, and supporting and resourcing (p. 105).    
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Primary Characteristics 

 

Contrary to efforts of other researchers to better define servant leadership by listing 

additional characteristics, we identified characteristics already existing in the literature as 

primary to servant leadership. Many aspects of servant leadership identified in the literature are 

not exclusive to servant leadership but rather are essential to all forms of effective leadership.  

However, a number of characteristics are only applicable to servant leadership. Greenleaf (1977) 

stated 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” (p. 13).  Greenleaf clearly stated that in 

servant leadership, service comes before leadership.  This aspect is exclusive to servant 

leadership.  Servant leadership is the only form of leadership that places service as its first 

priority. Because a servant leader serves first, we designated those characteristics of a servant as 

primary characteristics of servant leadership.  In other words, servant leaders must first meet the 

criteria of a servant before they can meet the criteria of a servant leader, which is consistent with  

Greenleaf's writing that put service before leadership (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, p. 60).  

Greenleaf (1997) wrote that a servant leader is to serve first and then by “conscious 

choice” (p. 13) aspire to lead.  

 

The motivational element of servant leadership (i.e., to serve first) portrays a fundamental 

presupposition which distinguishes the concept from other leadership thoughts.  This 

presupposition forms the mental model of the servant leader, that is the “I serve” as 

opposed to “I lead” mentality.  The primary reason why leaders exist is to serve first, not 

to lead first. (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, p. 60)   

 

Sendjaya and Sarros (2002) went on to claim that “the servant leader operates on the assumption 

that ‘I am the leader, therefore I serve’ rather than ‘I am the leader, therefore I lead’” (p. 60); 

however, Sendjaya and Sarros missed the point that the servant leader must serve before leading.  

Their explanation is much more suitable for what Greenleaf called the leader first rather than the 

servant first who is a natural servant. For the servant first, it is not his or her leadership that leads 

him or her to serve but rather he or she serves and then makes a conscious decision to lead. De 

Pree (1992), former CEO of Herman Miller, gave the following example of service preceding 

leadership: 

 

 I arrived at the local tennis club just after the high school students had vacated  

the locker room.  Like chickens, they had not bothered to pick up after themselves. 

Without thinking too much about it, I gathered up all their towels and put them in the 

hamper.  A friend of mine quietly watched me do this and then asked me a question that 

I’ve pondered many times over the years.  “Do you pick up towels because you’re the 

president of the company?  Or are you the president because you pick up the towels?” (p. 

218) 

 

The servant leader’s answer should be, “I am the president because I pick up the towels.” De 

Pree responded by stating that picking up the towels (i.e., service) qualifies him to accept 

leadership (p. 219). Sendjaya and Sarros (2002) dissected De Pree’s example. 
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While both premises imply a linear relationship between the act of service and the 

position of the leader, they stand squarely opposite to each other in terms of cause and 

effect.  The first premise “I serve because I am the leader” signifies the act of altruism.  

Both Jesus’ [sic] and Greenleaf's delineation of servant leadership put the emphasis on 

the acts of service, as opposed to the act of leading.  As the leader-teacher of his 

followers and disciples, Jesus deliberately declares to them, “I am among you as one who 

serves” (NIV Bible, Luke 22:27).  Greenleaf (1977) posits that the servant leader “begins 

with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first” (p. 13). At its core, the 

nature of the servant leadership is serving, not leading (De Pree, 1989).  It is through the 

act of serving that the leaders lead other people to be what they are capable of becoming. 

(p. 60) 

 

Primary characteristics of servant leadership are characteristics of being a servant. Some 

characteristics of servant leadership that could be identified as primary include altruism, 

empathy, humility, service, spirituality, and stewardship. 

 

Purpose and Significance 

 

There is a lack of a clear definition of servant leadership.  The purpose of this study was 

to more clearly define servant leadership by identifying primary characteristics.  This study is 

unlike previous studies on the characteristics of servant leadership because the purpose was not 

to define new characteristics but to identify characteristics pertaining to service from the already 

existing list of characteristics identified in the literature.  Greenleaf (1977) stated 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” (p. 13). Greenleaf clearly stated that in servant leadership, 

service comes before leadership. Because a servant leader serves first, those characteristics 

pertaining to service are designated as the primary characteristics of a servant leader.  In other 

words, servant leaders must first meet the criteria of a servant before they can meet the criteria of 

a servant leader.   

 

Methodology 

 

The efforts made to more narrowly define Greenleaf’s (1977) definition of servant 

leadership have resulted in an even vaguer definition than the original. In this section, we explain 

how we identified primary characteristics of servant leadership through a Delphi study. 

A Delphi study is a series of questionnaires distributed to a preselected group of experts 

in multiple iterations or rounds to collect data (Adler & Ziglio, 1996, p. 9; Hsu & Sandford, 

2007, p. 1).  Participants for this study were identified based on their scholarship in identifying 

characteristics of servant leadership as seen in their publication record (cf. Gordon, 1994, p. 6).  

The questionnaires sent to the participants were designed to elicit individual responses and to 

enable the scholars to refine their views in subsequent rounds as they compared their responses 

with the responses of the group coupled with controlled feedback (Adler & Ziglio, 1996, p. 9). In 

each round the participants anonymously completed the questionnaire provided.  Once the 

questionnaires were returned, they were analyzed and the information used to prepare the next 

questionnaire. The new questionnaire coupled with controlled feedback was then sent to the 

participants (Gordon, 1994, p. 3; Ludwig, 1994, p. 55). This process continued until consensus 
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was reached (Skulmoski, Hartman, & Krahn, 2007, p. 2).  Consensus for this study was defined 

as at least 70% of all participants rating individual characteristics with a 3 or higher on a 4-point 

Likert-type scale and with the median at 3.25 or higher (cf. Hsu & Sandford, 2007, p. 4).  The 

philosophy of consensus building in the Delphi technique is that expert consensus is believed to 

more likely be accurate than an individual forecast (Gordon, 1994, p. 10).   

Winston (2010) stated, “in-depth interviews and focus groups of critical incidents and 

phenomena might be helpful” (p. 183) in researching servant leadership. The risk of using focus 

groups is that the conversation may result in group think or be dominated by a limited number of 

people thereby not allowing everyone to participate (Winston, 2010, p. 185). The Delphi method 

is a good solution to these problems because participants acknowledge their peers’ opinions and 

must appreciate their peers’ responses in order to achieve consensus. Through anonymity, the 

Delphi technique encourages participants to express their opinion without fear of what others 

might think. All participants’ opinions are considered equal, and participants influence each 

other through their responses.  The Delphi technique is the best way to identify primary 

characteristics of servant leadership because it can produce an expert consensus, which is 

appropriate for the current stage of the phenomenon. 

 

Results 

 

In the first round of the Delphi study, 60 characteristics were identified by 10 

participants.  The number of characteristics was reduced to 27 by eliminating those 

characteristics that were only identified by one participant. During the second and third rounds, 

participants rated the 27 characteristics on a 4-point Likert scale. The Delphi study was 

concluded after the third round after consensus was reached on 12 items identified as primary 

characteristics of servant leadership. Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (W) was found to be 

significant for the second, p < .05, at .249, and third rounds, p < .01, at .361. This shows that 

participants moved closer to consensus between rounds two and three.  All 12 characteristics 

have means of at least 3.14 or higher, and all have modes of 4 (see Table 1). These items are 

listed in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Primary Characteristics 

 Characteristic 
Mean 

rank 

Percentage 

rated 3 or 4 
Mean Median Mode 

1 Value people 21.07 100 4.00 4 4 

2 Humility 20.07 100 3.86 4 4 

3 Listening 19.93 100 3.86 4 4 

4 Trust 18.93 100 3.71 4 4 

5 Caring 18.29 100 3.71 4 4 

6 Integrity 17.86 86 3.57 4 4 

7 Service 17.07 71 3.43 4 4 

8 Empowering 16.71 86 3.14 4 4 

9 
Serve others’ needs before 

their own 
16.14 71 3.14 4 4 

10 Collaboration 16.00 86 3.43 4 4 
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11 Love, unconditional love 15.71 86 3.29 4 4 

12 Learning 15.64 71 3.29 4 4 

 

The definitions provided for these characteristics by the participants of the study are 

listed in Table 2.  

 

Table 2: Primary Characteristics and Definitions  

 
Characteristic Explanation 

1 Value people Servant leaders truly value people for who they are, not just for what 

they give to the organization. Servant leaders are first and foremost 

committed to people, particularly their followers. 

2 Humility Servant leaders do not promote themselves, they promote others . . . 

putting others first.  They are truly humble, not humble as an act.  

Servant leaders understand it is not about them—things happen 

through others; exemplary servant leaders know they cannot do it 

alone. 

3 Listening Listens receptively—nonjudgmentally. Are willing to listen because 

they truly want to learn from others; to understand 

follower/associates, they have to listen deeply. Seek first to 

understand.  Like discernment enables one to know when or where 

service is needed. 

4 Trust Servant leaders give trust to others.  They are willing to take risks to 

serve others well. Servant leaders are trusted because they are 

authentic and dependable. 

5 Caring Servant leaders truly have the people and the purpose in their heart in 

the people and the purpose. They display a kindness toward others 

and a concern for others. As the term implies, they are there to serve 

others and not to be served by others. Servant leaders care more for 

the people than for the organization. 

6 Integrity  Servant leaders are honest, credible, and can be trusted.  They don’t 

cut corners, they allow dependability and trust—something you can 

count on. Integrity is knowing what your values are, developing a set 

of shared values with the people you serve, and then remaining true 

to those values. This provides clarity and drives commitment. Servant 

leaders need to be first in ensuring that their behaviors are consistent 

with their values and with the shared values they develop with others. 

This includes the categories of engaging in honest self-evaluation, 

inner consciousness, and spirituality. 

7 Service The servant leader is servant first. 

8 Empowering Servant leaders empower others and expect accountability. 

9 Serve others’ 

needs before 

their own 

Servant leaders serve others before self.  This is foundational to what 

it means to be a servant leader. Put others’ interests before our own. 
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10 Collaboration Servant leaders reject the need for competition and pitting people 

against each other.  They bring people together.  Because servant 

leadership is about pursuing a higher purpose for the good of the 

whole and because leadership is by definition a collaborative process 

(it requires collaboration between leaders and followers), skilled 

collaboration is an essential characteristic of a servant leader. This 

includes categories of accountability, awareness, building 

community, courage in relationships, empathy, and listening. Servant 

leaders do not go it alone; they work together with others in 

collaborative endeavors that serve the needs of followers and their 

organization. 

11 Love, 

unconditional 

love 

Unconditional love is a strong phrase with Christian overtones, so it 

might be better to call it something else, such as acceptance or 

appreciation, but it is a radical and powerful starting point for servant 

leadership because it becomes the primary motivator for the way you 

treat other people. If you start with a posture of unconditional love 

(believing that every person is as worthy and valuable as you are and 

committing to dealing with them in the most loving way possible in 

every circumstance), it transforms how you treat them and how you 

understand your higher purpose. This category includes acceptance, 

acknowledging, appreciation of others, equality, trust, and 

vulnerability. The ultimate motive to serve. 

12 Learning  This includes learning from those below them in the organization. 

Servant leaders are learners. They truly want to learn from others.  

They know that they do not know it all so they are willing to learn 

from all directions in the organization.  Great leaders never rest when 

it comes to learning about future trends and opportunities, the 

perspectives of their multiple internal and external stakeholders, the 

emergence of new ideas and technologies related to their business, 

and the art and science of leadership itself. Learning is the master 

skill that leads to growth, personally, relationally, organizationally, 

and in broader society. This includes comfort with ambiguity and 

intellectual energy and curiosity.   

 

Valuing People 

 

Valuing people was the only characteristic that all of the participants strongly agreed is a 

primary characteristic.  In the first round, valuing people was only identified by two participants, 

but reached the highest level of consensus among the other characteristics by the end of the third 

round.  Laub (1999), who also conducted a Delphi study, listed valuing people as the first of six 

characteristics defining servant leadership.  He stated that valuing people means believing in 

them, serving others’ needs before one’s own, and listening (p. 83). Valuing people is also very 

similar to love and caring.  One participant defined love as “the primary motivator for the way 

you treat other people,” which is a definition that could very easily apply to valuing people or 

caring. Both valuing people and caring were defined by participants of the study as putting 

people before the organization.  Despite the similarities between these characteristics as observed 
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by the participants, the participants rated them differently. As evident by the high level of 

consensus reached for this item in this study and its prominence in previous studies, valuing 

people is clearly a primary characteristic of servant leadership.  

 

Humility 

 

This study identified humility as a primary characteristic of servant leadership with all of 

the participants either agreeing or strongly agreeing.  In fact, all the participants strongly agreed 

except for one who merely agreed that humility was a primary characteristic. After the first 

round, humility was identified as a primary characteristic by 7 out of 10 participants, more than 

any other characteristic. By the end of the third round, humility achieved the second highest 

rating of consensus among the characteristics. One participant in this study stated that humility is 

“about serving others and gaining satisfaction from the service." Likewise, Sendjaya (2008) 

stated that humility drives servant leaders (p. 410).  Another participant in this study maintained 

that humility is "a prerequisite for serving others.” 

In the literature, humility has been identified as critical to leadership styles other than 

servant leadership such as Collin’s (2001) Level Five Leadership (p. 36).  Irving and 

Longbotham (2007) found humility to be a foundational dimension of servant leadership (p. 

107). Sandage and Wiens (2001) argued that humility leads servant leaders to consider the needs 

of others above their own (p. 206). The high level of consensus in this study along with the 

overwhelming evidence in the literature clearly distinguishes humility as a primary aspect of 

servant leadership and applies to the service aspect of servant leadership.  

 

Listening 

 

One hundred percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that listening is a 

primary characteristic.  All the participants strongly agreed except for one who agreed.  Listening 

was identified by five participants after the first round—the second highest behind humility. 

After the third round, it had the third highest level of consensus.  The participants in this study 

stated, “to serve requires understanding others which needs listening."  In servant leadership, 

listening is a vital part of serving others.  

Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) stated that listening helps all styles of effective leadership 

(p. 319). Larry Spears was quoted as saying that if leaders will listen first, this would be the 

“ultimate accomplishment in the discipline of servant leadership” (as cited in Senge, 1995, p. 

229).  Spears (1995) listed listening as the first of 10 critical characteristics of servant leadership 

(p. 4).   

 

Trust 

 

One hundred percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that trust is a primary 

characteristic.  All the participants strongly agreed except for two who agreed.  Trust was 

identified by three participants in the first round. After the second round, trust and integrity were 

found to be very similar; however, they were not combined because they did not receive the 

same rating by all the participants. The two characteristics are identified separately in the 

literature. Russell and Stone (2002) differentiated between trust and integrity, stating that 



Focht & Ponton / INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEADERSHIP STUDIES 53 

 

International Journal of Leadership Studies, Vol. 9 Iss. 1, 2015  

© 2015 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 

ISSN 1554-3145 

“integrity reflects adherence to an overall moral code” (p. 148).  Northouse (2007) stated that 

integrity inspires trust (p. 20).  

In the literature, trust is essential to all forms of leadership (Covey, 1991, p. 170; Martin, 

1998, p. 41; Maxwell, 1998, p. 58; Melrose, 1995) and especially to servant leadership (Farling 

et al., 1999, p. 60; Greenleaf, 1977, p. 25; Russell, 2000, p. 83; Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 148; 

Story, 2002).  Patterson (2003) defined trust for servant leaders as “a belief in the unseen 

potential of the followers, believing they can accomplish goals” (p. 22). Such a definition 

highlights the service aspect of trust. One participant in this study stated, “without trust service 

will not happen."  

 

Caring 

 

One hundred percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that caring is a primary 

characteristic. In fact, all the participants strongly agreed except for two who agreed.  Caring was 

identified by only two participants in the first round. One participant in this study defined caring 

as displaying “a kindness toward others and a concern for others.” Another participant stated, 

“servant leaders care more for the people than for the organization.” Dennis (2004) and Lopez 

(1995) both argued that servant leaders genuinely care for their followers. Crom (1998) stated 

that servant leaders should truly care about their team members as people, make them feel 

important, and show genuine interest in their lives (p. 6). Irving and Longbotham (2007) referred 

to this type of care as love. Although love and caring have been found to be very similar in the 

literature, they were not combined because participants in this study scored them differently. In 

order for servant leaders to serve others’ highest priority needs, they first need to care for them.   

 

Integrity 

 

Eighty-six percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that integrity is a primary 

characteristic.  Integrity was identified by three participants during the first round and was 

ranked sixth out of 27 according to mean rank after the second and third rounds.  Integrity has 

been called an integral part of good leadership and considered to be one of the best qualities for 

“real leaders” (Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 148).  It has been called the underlining principle of 

servant leadership (Hennessy et al., 1995, p. 167). De Pree (1992) referred to integrity as the 

“linchpin of leadership . . . lose integrity and a leader will suddenly find herself [sic] in a 

directionless organization going nowhere” (p. 220).  In addition, De Pree listed integrity first on 

his list of 12 characteristics for becoming a successful servant leader (p. 220).  In this study, one 

participant defined integrity as “knowing what your values are, developing a set of shared values 

with the people you serve, and then remaining true to those values.” Another participant in this 

study commented that “without integrity service means nothing."  In the literature, integrity is 

essential to leadership.  The participants in this study took that definition a step further, stating 

that in servant leadership service is meaningless without integrity.  

 

Service 

 

Seventy-one percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that service is a primary 

characteristic.  Service was identified by three participants during the first round.  It was rated 

second according to mean rank after the second round, but after the third round it was rated 
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seventh. It is not surprising that consensus was reached for service in a study whose purpose was 

to identify characteristics of servant leadership that apply to service. The only definition 

provided by the participants for service during this study was that “the servant-leader is servant 

first.” The definition for service in the literature is also lacking. Many observe that for the 

servant leader, serving comes first (De Pree, 1997; Farling et al., 1999, p. 64; Greenleaf, 1977; 

Patterson, 2003, p. 25; Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 149; Sendjaya, 2003, p. 4), but few attempt to 

actually explain or define the characteristic. The characteristic of service needs to be defined so 

that it can be differentiated from the more global construct of service represented by all 12 

characteristics. 

 

Empowering 

 

Eighty-six percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that empowering is a 

primary characteristic. Empowerment has been called the “central element in excellent 

leadership” (Russell, 2000, pp. 21, 84; Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 152). Others have called 

empowerment the most important characteristic of servant leadership (Patterson, 2003, p. 23). 

Greenleaf has even been referred to as the father of the empowerment movement (Buchen, 1998, 

p. 129). Without the sharing of power, there cannot be servant leadership. Patterson (2003) 

stated, “empowering people, with the best interest of those served in mind, is at the heart of 

servant leadership” (p. 23). Empowerment for the servant leader involves effective listening, 

making people feel significant, putting an emphasis on teamwork, valuing love and equality, 

entrusting workers with authority and responsibility, and allowing them to experiment and be 

creative without fear (Russell, 2000, p. 7; Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 7; Sendjaya, 2003, p. 4).  

Servant leaders empower their followers by serving them.  

 

Serving Others’ Needs Before Their Own 

 

Seventy-one percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that serving others’ 

needs before their own is a primary characteristic. This is one of the most relevant characteristics 

to the service aspect of servant leadership.  Laub (1999) argued that servant leaders value their 

people by serving other’s needs before their own. Although this characteristic shares similarities 

with service and valuing people, the participants in this study ranked them differently. Evident 

by the results of this study and previous studies, serving others’ needs before their own is clearly 

a primary characteristic of servant leadership.  

 

Collaboration 

 

Eighty-six percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that collaboration is a 

primary characteristic.  Collaboration was identified by three participants in the first round. 

Sendjaya (2003) maintained that collaboration means involving others in planning the actions 

that need to be taken (p. 4). Irving and Longbotham (2007) stated that the servant leader’s role of 

nurturing “a collaborative work environment is essential in effective team leadership” (p. 108).  

One participant in this study commented that collaboration in servant leadership is not concerned 

with “the good of the whole but the good of the follower(s).” Such a definition of collaboration 

clearly applies to the service aspect of servant leadership and therefore is considered to be a 
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primary characteristic as serving the highest priority needs of the followers is essential to 

Greenleaf’s (1977) original definition.  

 

Love/Unconditional Love 

 

Eighty-six percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that love is a primary 

characteristic.  In the first round, two participants identified love as a primary characteristic and 

one listed unconditional love.  These two characteristics were combined for the purposes of this 

study. Participants stated that “focusing on, valuing, and serving followers flows from love” and 

“love is at the peak of wanting to serve,” affirming the results of this study that 

love/unconditional love is a primary characteristic to servant leadership. “Swindoll (1981) stated 

that servanthood and true love work hand in hand” (as cited in Dennis, 2004, p. 3).  The results 

from this study and the literature agree that love and service are closely related.  

 

Learning 

 

Seventy-one percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that learning is a 

primary characteristic. One of the participants commented that “great leaders never rest when it 

comes to learning.” The participants in this study understood learning to require humility. They 

defined learning to include “learning from those below them in the organization.” They wrote 

that servant leaders “know that they don’t know it all so they are willing to learn from all 

directions in the organization.” One participant stated that learning is “related to growth and 

modeling the way for others to grow and maximize potential.” Therefore, by learning, the leader 

is serving his or her followers by showing them a way in which they can grow. Perhaps this is 

the idea that one participant had in mind when he defined learning as “an important goal for all 

involved in service."   

Of the 12 primary characteristics identified by the group of servant leadership scholars 

that participated in this study, some may not seem to apply to service; however, after a closer 

examination of how these characteristics are defined and applied within the field of servant 

leadership, it is clear through the results of this study and the literature that they are primary 

characteristics of servant leadership.  

 

Limitations 

 

 The Delphi method is not without its limitations.  Limitations that occurred during this 

study include the number of characteristics included in the study, combining similar 

characteristics, response rate, lack of clarity about the use of the term primary, and completeness. 

 

Number of characteristics included in the study. It was decided to limit the number of 

characteristics identified in Round 1 by only including characteristics that were identified by 

more than one participant.  This narrowed the number of characteristics to be used in the Round 

2 questionnaire from 60 to 27. It is unlikely that participants would achieve consensus on 60 

characteristics.  Schmidt (1997) mentioned that researchers may make efforts to reduce the 

number of items if there are much more than 20 items (p. 769).  It is possible that higher 

consensus and a higher response rate could have been achieved if fewer than 20 characteristics 

were listed in the study. We considered limiting the number of characteristics further by only 
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including those characteristics identified by more than two participants.  This would have 

resulted with a list of only nine characteristics and would have not included important 

characteristics such as valuing people, which after Round 3 had the highest rating of consensus 

for being a primary characteristic as well as other characteristics that after three rounds were 

identified as primary characteristics: caring, empowering, learning and serving others’ needs 

before their own. 

 

Combining similar characteristics. One of the responsibilities of the researcher 

conducting a Delphi study is to combine similar characteristics after the first round (cf. Schmidt, 

1997, p. 769).  In this study, there were several characteristics that were similar such as valuing 

people, caring and love, and integrity and trust.  However, it was difficult to combine these 

characteristics even when participants commented about their similarity because these same 

participants ranked these characteristics differently.  

 

Response rate. The response rates for the three rounds of this study are listed in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Number and Percentage of Responses for Each Round 

Round Number sent Number returned Response rate 

Round 1 36 10 28% 

Round 2 11 8 73% 

Round 3 8 7 88% 

 

The Round 1 questionnaire was sent to 36 scholars, and only 10 returned the questionnaire 

thereby agreeing to participate in the study. There is no way of knowing what percentage of the 

identified scholars received the invitation and chose not to participate and what percentage, if 

any, did not receive the invitation at all. Only five identified scholars responded that they would 

not be able to participate in the study.  Schmidt (1997) stated that a low response rate for the 

initial call for participants “might indicate that potential participants do not consider the ranking 

exercise relevant or important” (p. 772).  Only one of the five participants who responded stated 

that he would not participate in the study because he does not “believe that there is any definitive 

list of servant-leadership characteristics” (personal communication, April 15, 2011).  The other 

four explained that they would not be able to participate in the study because of busy schedules. 

The response rate for Rounds 2 and 3 was relatively high at 73% and 88%, respectively.  

Participants in these rounds indicated their interest in the study.  

 

Lack of clarity about the use of the term primary. At the beginning of this study, some 

of the participants in this study seemed to misunderstand the use of the term “primary.”  Primary, 

as used in this study, was clearly defined to refer to those characteristics that apply to service. It 

seems that some participants either did not understand this definition or chose to ignore it.  One 

participant explained that he did not agree with the definition of primary used for this study to 

refer to characteristics of servant leadership applying to service and stated that he would identify 

characteristics according to his definition of primary.  This participant did not continue after 

Round 1 as the definition of primary characteristics was made clearer in Rounds 2 and 3.  

 

Completeness.  Participants should be encouraged to fully complete the questionnaire by 

scoring every item.  In this study, two participants failed to score all the items in both Round 2 
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and 3 questionnaires.  Complete questionnaires are needed to calculate Kendall’s W; therefore, 

the mode of the group’s responses for the items not marked was used to fill in the blanks (cf. 

Dalkey & Helmer, 1963, p. 459).  

Because participant selection is so critical to the results of a Delphi study, the first 

suggestion is that this study be repeated with a different group of scholars. Selecting scholars in 

servant leadership with a background or publishing record in service is suggested. 

Participants in this study commented on the importance of identifying characteristics that 

are unique to servant leadership.  If there are characteristics unique to servant leadership, they 

should be found within this list of primary characteristics. It is the service aspects of servant 

leadership that distinguish it from other leadership styles. Therefore, should a researcher want to 

continue with this line of study, he or she should ask participants with scholarship in service to 

identify characteristics unique to servant leadership from the 12 primary characteristics identified 

in this study.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 Over 100 characteristics of servant leadership have been identified in the literature 

(Sendjaya, 2003, p. 4). Efforts have been made to keep the definition of servant leadership 

ambiguous and therefore applicable to a wide audience (Polleys, 2002, p. 124). In his 2005 

keynote address at the International Servant Leadership Conference, Peter Block addressed the 

conference attendees: “You’ve held on to the spirit of servant-leadership, you’ve kept it vague 

and undefinable. . . . People can come back every year to figure out what the hell it is” (p. 55).  

This study has taken an important step to better define the concept of servant leadership. 

This was achieved not by adding new characteristics to the already vast list of characteristics of 

servant leadership but by identifying characteristics within that list that are primary to servant 

leadership—characteristics that are not merely more important, but characteristics that must 

manifest themselves before the other characteristics. Greenleaf (1977) stated that a servant leader 

must serve first and then make a conscious choice to aspire to lead. The characteristics that have 

been labeled as primary are characteristics that pertain to the service aspect of servant leadership.   

Through this study, a group of scholars in servant leadership, who were selected based on 

their publication record of identifying characteristics of servant leadership, identified 12 primary 

characteristics. These characteristics include valuing people, humility, listening, trust, caring, 

integrity, service, empowering, serving others’ needs before their own, collaboration, 

love/unconditional love, and learning.  These characteristics must manifest themselves before 

any other characteristics because in order to serve first a servant leader must first exhibit these 

characteristics and then aspire to lead.   

In addition, the identification of these 12 characteristics has practical applications for 

aspiring and established servant leaders. These characteristics can be used by potential servant 

leaders to make sure that they are serving first by fulfilling the primary characteristics of servant 

leadership before they aspire to lead. Established servant leaders can also use these 

characteristics to ensure that they are serving those whom they lead.  

Identifying the primary characteristics of servant leadership will also help the academic 

community focus on the more important characteristics of servant leadership; that is, those 

characteristics that distinguish servant leadership from other leadership theories by describing 

the service aspect of servant leadership. Of the more than 100 characteristics of servant 

leadership identified in the literature, most relate to the leadership aspect of the phenomenon. 
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There is nothing wrong with characteristics of servant leadership that describe leadership aspects 

of the phenomenon as it is these characteristics that put the leadership in servant leadership; 

however, these characteristics do not differentiate servant leadership from other leadership 

theories. Only the primary characteristics of servant leadership—that is, those that apply to 

service—can distinguish servant leadership from other leadership theories.  

 
 

About the Authors 

 

Adam Focht is the national director of Precept Ministries International in Israel. He holds an 

Ed.D. in Higher Education Administration from Regent University.  

 

Email: adampfocht@gmail.com 

 

Michael K. Ponton is a professor of education at Regent University. Professor Ponton holds the 

Ed.D. in Higher Education Administration from The George Washington University. His 

research interests include adult learning, autonomous learning, human agency, and social 

cognitive theory.  

 

Email: michpon@regent.edu  

 
 

 

References 

 

Adler, M. & Ziglio, E. (1996). Gazing into the oracle. The Delphi method and its application to 

social policy and public health.  London, England: Jessica Kingsley.  

Alley, G. (1999). The Messiah son of Joseph in Sefer Zerubbavel: Messianic death and 

resurrection as a Jewish-Christian polemic. Unpublished manuscript, Department of 

Comparative Religions, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Jerusalem, Israel.  

Barbuto, J. E., & Wheeler, D. W. (2002). Becoming a servant leader: Do you have what it takes? 

Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska, Nebraska Cooperative Extension. (NebGuide G02-

1481-A) 

Barbuto, J. E., & Wheeler, D. W. (2006). Scale development and construct clarification of 

servant leadership. Group & Organization Management, 31, 300-326. 

Blanchard, K. (1995). Servant leadership. Executive Excellence, 12(10), 12. 
Blanchard, K., & Hodges, P. (2005). Lead like Jesus: Lessons from the greatest leadership role 

model of all time. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson.  
Blanchard, K., & Miller, M. (2007). The secret: What great leaders know—and do. San 

Fransisco, CA: Barrett-Koehler.  

Block, P. (2005). Servant-leadership: Creating an alternative future. Keynote address, 2005 

International Servant-Leadership Conference, Indianapolis, IN. International Journal of 

Servant-Leadership, 2, 55-79.  

Brody, D. (1995). First among equals: A corporate executive’s vision and the reemerging 

philosophy of trustees as servant-leaders. In L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on servant 



Focht & Ponton / INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEADERSHIP STUDIES 59 

 

International Journal of Leadership Studies, Vol. 9 Iss. 1, 2015  

© 2015 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 

ISSN 1554-3145 

leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 129-132). New 

York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Buchen, I. (1998). Servant Leadership: A model for future faculty and future institutions. 

Journal of Leadership Studies, 5(1), 125-134.  

Collins, J. (2001). Good to great: Why some companies make the leap . . . and others don’t. New 

York, NY: Harper Collins. 

Contee-Borders, A. (2003). A case study defining servant leadership in the workplace (Doctoral 

dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 

3069348) 

Covey, S. (1991). Principle-centered leadership. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

Covey, S. (1994). Serving the one. Executive Excellence, 11(9), 3-4.  

Crom, M. (1998). The leader as servant. Training, 35(7), 6.  

Dalkey, N. C., & Helmer, O. (1963). An experimental application of the Delphi method to the 

use of experts. Management Science, 9(3), 458-467.  

De Pree, M. (1992). Leadership jazz. New York, NY: Dell. 

Dennis, R. (2004). Servant leadership theory: Development of the Servant Leadership 

Assessment Instrument (Doctoral dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses database. (UMI No. 3133544)  

Farling, M. L., Stone, A. G., & Winston, B. E. (1999). Servant leadership: Setting the stage for 

empirical research. Journal of Leadership Studies, 6, 49-72. 

Frick, D. (1995). Pyramids, circles, and gardens: Stories of implementing servant-leadership. In 

L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and 

servant-leadership (pp. 257-281). New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Fry, L. W. (2003). Toward a theory of spiritual leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 14, 693-727. 

Gordon, T. J. (1994). The Delphi method: Futures research methodology.  

 Washington, DC: AC/UNU Millennium Project.  

Graham, J. W. (1991). Servant-leadership in organizations: Inspirational and moral. Leadership 

Quarterly, 2, 105-19. 

Greenleaf, R. (1977). The servant as leader. Indianapolis, IN: Greenleaf Center. 

Greenleaf, R. (1980). Servant: Retrospect and prospect. In L. Spears (Ed.), The power of servant 

leadership (pp. 17-60). San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.  

Greenleaf, R. (1995). Claiming servant-leadership as your heritage. In L. Spears (Ed.), 

Reflections on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership 

(pp. 17-21). New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Greenleaf, R. (1996). Seeker and servant: Reflections on religious leadership: The private 

writings of Robert K. Greenleaf. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Grundman, W. (1985). Megas. In G. Kittel (Ed.), G. Bromiley (Trans.), Theological dictionary 

of the New Testament (pp. 529-544). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.  

Hennessy, J., Killian, J., & Robins, S. (1995). Managing toward the millennium. In L. Spears 

(Ed.), Reflections on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-

leadership (pp. 161-168). New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Hesse, H. (1956). Journey to the East. London, England: Owen. 

Hicks, D. A. (2002). Spiritual and religious diversity in the workplace. Implications or 

leadership. Leadership Quarterly, 13, 379-396. 

Hsu, C. C., & Sanford, B. A. (2007). The Delphi technique: Making sense of consensus. 

Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 12, 1-8.  



Focht & Ponton / INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEADERSHIP STUDIES 60 

 

International Journal of Leadership Studies, Vol. 9 Iss. 1, 2015  

© 2015 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 

ISSN 1554-3145 

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.  

Kiechel, W. (1995). The leader as servant. In L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on servant leadership: 

Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 121-125). New York, NY: John 

Wiley and Sons. 

Laub, J. (1999). Assessing the servant organization: Developing the Servant Organization 

Leadership Assessment (SOLA) instrument (Doctoral dissertation). Available from 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 9921922)  

Lopez, I. (1995). Becoming a servant-leader: The personal development path. In L. Spears (Ed.), 

Reflections on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership 

(pp. 149-160). New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Martin, M. M. (1998). Trust leadership. The Journal of Leadership Studies, 5(3), 41-49. 

Maxwell, J. (1998). The 21 irrefutable laws of leadership. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson.  

McCollum, J. (1995). Managing toward the millennium. In L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on 

servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 161-168). 

New York, NY:  John Wiley and Sons. 

McReynolds, P. (1999). Word study Greek-English New Testament. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale 

House. 

Melrose, K. (1995). Making the grass greener on your side. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.  

Northouse, P. (2007). Leadership: Theory and practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Okoli, C., & Pawlowski, S. D. (2004). The Delphi method as a research tool: An  

 example, design considerations, and applications. Information and  

 Management, 42, 15-29.  

Patterson, K. (2003). Servant leadership: A theoretical model (Doctoral dissertation). Available 

from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 3082719)  

Polleys, M. S. (2002). One university’s response to the anti-leadership vaccine: Developing 

servant leaders. Journal of Leadership Studies, 8(3), 117-130. 

Rowe, G., & Wright, G. (1999). The Delphi technique as a forecasting tool: Issue and  

 analysis. International Journal of Forecasting, 15(4), 353-375. 

Russell, R. (2000). Exploring the values and attributes of servant leaders (Doctoral dissertation). 

Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 9999498) 

Russell, R., & Stone, A. (2002). A review of servant leadership attributes: Developing a practical 

model. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 23(3/4), 145-157.  

Sandage, S., &. Wiens, T. W. (2001). Contextualizing models of humility and forgiveness: A 

reply to Gassin. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 29(3), 201-219. 

Sarayrah, Y. (2004). Servant leadership in the Bedouin-Arab culture. Global Virtue Ethics 

Review, 5(3), 58-79. 

Schmidt, R. C. (1997). Managing Delphi surveys using nonparametric statistical techniques. 

Decision Sciences, 28, 763-774.  

Sendjaya, S. (2003). Development and validation of Servant Leadership Behavior Scale. 

Proceedings of the Servant Leadership Research Roundtable. Retrieved from 

http://www.regent.edu/acad/cls/2003ServantLeadershipRoundtable/Sendjaya.pdf  

Sendjaya, S., & Sarros, J. C. (2002). Servant leadership: Its origin, development, and application 

in organizations. Journal of Leadership and Organization Studies, 9, 47-64. 



Focht & Ponton / INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEADERSHIP STUDIES 61 

 

International Journal of Leadership Studies, Vol. 9 Iss. 1, 2015  

© 2015 School of Business & Leadership, Regent University 

ISSN 1554-3145 

Sendjaya, S., Sarros, J., & Santora. (2008). Defining and measuring servant leadership behavior 

in organizations. Journal of Management Studies, 45(2), 402-424. 

Senge, P. (1995). Robert Greenleaf’s legacy: A new foundation for twenty-first century 

institutions. In L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, 

spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 217-240). New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Skulmoski, G. J., Hartman, F. T., & Krahn J. (2007). The Delphi method for graduate  

 research. Journal of Information Technology Education, 6, 1-21.  

Spears, L. (1995). Tracing the growing impact of servant leadership. In L. Spears (Ed.), Insights 

on servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 1-12). 

New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons.  

Story, M. (2002). A breakfast briefing that unscrambled Auckland’s road-jam: Leadership is 

about collaboration and making connections. New Zealand Management, 49(9), 39-50.  

Strong, J. (n.d.). Strong’s exhaustive concordance of the Bible. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson.  

Van Dierendonck, D. (2010). Servant leadership: A Review and synthesis. Journal of 

Management. Advanced online publication. doi:10.1177/0149206310380462 

Vanourek, R. (1995). Servant-Leadership and the future. In L. Spears (Ed.), Reflections on 

servant leadership: Service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership (pp. 298-307). 

New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Vine, W. E. (1981). Vine’s expository dictionary of biblical words. Iowa Falls, IA: World Bible.  

Winston, B. E. (2010). The place for qualitative research methods in the study of servant 

leadership. In D. Van Dierendonck & K. Patterson (Eds.), Servant leadership: 

Developments in theory and research (pp. 180-191). New York, NY: Palgrave-

MacMillian.  

Wong, P., & Page, D. (2003). Servant leadership: An opponent-process model and the revised 

servant leadership profile. Presented at the Servant Leadership Research Roundtable, 

Virginia Beach, VA. 

Yousuf, M. I. (2007a). The Delphi technique. Essays in Education, 20, 80-89. 

 

 


