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Abstract 
This study focused on discovering servant leadership in the nonprofit organi-
zation (NPO) of the church with a concentration on new follower relations. 
The investigation was conducted as an Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) so as to be able to capture the life experiences and identifica-
tions of the servant leaders in the church clergy. Servant leadership theory is a 
management model and practice for the business community including large 
organizations, such as Southwest Airlines, to small businesses and to NPOs, 
including the church. The problem is the lack of clarity on how clear servant 
leaders in NPOs cultivate relationships with new followers and empower them 
to develop a caring community while meeting the NPO’s needs. The re-
searchers investigated the experiences of servant leaders to receive and devel-
op new follower relations in the NPO of the Christian Protestant church. The 
research revealed a potential lack of clarity and the need for specific research 
on new followers focused on the initial concept of servant leadership; the de-
finition of a servant leader is a leader who serves first. The participants in this 
study were servant leader pastors from Christian churches in the Northern 
United States. Two research questions were developed to inquire, first, about 
how the participant’s actions were received when they were new followers and 
secondly, to inquire about the participants’ servant leader undertakings to-
ward their new followers. The data were analyzed and superordinate themes 
were developed based on data provided by the interviews and the derived in-
terlocking information produced. The resulting superordinate theme for re-
search question one was “Commitment to the Growth of People.” The supe-
rordinate themes for research question two were “Empowering and Develop-
ing People” and “Providing Direction.” The results from the interviews and 
double hermeneutic analysis demonstrated that the servant leader participants 
taught new followers first and then, once the new follower attained a sufficient 
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basic level of knowledge, were served by these servant leaders. Scholars highly 
regard the historical individual known as Jesus of Nazereth as one of the orig-
inal servant leaders and his teachings to his disciples as prime examples of 
servant leadership guidelines. The generalizability of the research relates to 
any new follower who receives little to no screening in any organization, like 
the selected group of the NPO of the church, a secular NPO like the United 
Way, or a standard business which increases its workforce with little screen-
ing. The conclusions of this research study added to the extent information on 
servant leadership theory. This study can serve as a catalyst for future research 
regarding new followers using servant leadership. 
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1. Introduction 

The empowerment motivation of new followers has become an essential leader-
ship component for managers in organizations today (Arogundade & Arogun-
dade, 2015; Van Winkle, Allen, DeVore, & Winston, 2014). The mobility of the 
subordinates or followers for personal or professional reasons places an in-
creased burden on leaders (Mullaney, 2014) to integrate and empower followers 
for the good of the overall vocation and individual not just the organization 
(Van Winkle, Allen, De Vore, & Winston, 2014). In this environment, subordi-
nates, or followers have the confidence and knowledge to be real followers 
(Hoption, 2014) and are therefore empowered to make important decisions, 
when necessary, to support the overall organizational mission and maintain ca-
reer satisfaction (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015).  

Non-profit organizations (NPOs) present unique motivation and empower-
ment challenges to a leader (Schneider & George, 2011) with new followers. New 
followers in some NPOs, like churches, may be either isolated or spectators with 
the potential to be ignorant of the guiding principles of the organization re-
quired to be a true follower (Crippen, 2012). In for-profit ventures, for example 
entrepreneurships, motivation is largely based on financial reasons (Renko, 
Kroeck, & Bullough, 2012). For the organizations, either NPO or for-profit, 
which have paid employees, the use of hiring managers may check potential em-
ployee followers for basic organizational knowledge for a proper long-term 
leader-follower environment (Schwepker & Schultz, 2015). The need for a lea-
dership technique to empower followers is critical to an organization’s success 
(Choudhary, Akhtar, & Zaheer, 2013; Parris & Peachey, 2013b).  

Servant leadership theory posits that the mentor must first serve the follower 
and the focus of the leader is placed on the followers (Burch, Swails, & Mills, 
2015; Spears, 2010; van Dierendonck, 2011). Greenleaf, the author in the seminal 
research on the servant leadership theory, described the servant leader as some-
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one of character and moral influence putting the needs of people first while be-
ing a good communicator, a compassionate team builder, and systems thinker 
with vision (Greenleaf, 1977). Van Dierondonck combined 44 different charac-
teristics of servant leader studies down to six characteristics of the theory and 
actions of a servant leader which are as follows: the elements of empowerment, 
humbleness, genuineness, relational approval, guidance, and social responsibility 
(van Dierendonck, 2011). This list of characteristics and elements of a servant 
leader distinguish this leadership theory from other similar leadership theories, 
such as transformational leadership theory (Ghasabeh, Reaiche, & Soosay, 2015). 
In servant leadership theory there is an emphasis on the individual follower 
beyond the organization and individual spiritual development, among other 
things (van Dierendonck, 2011).  

Researchers of servant leadership have discerned the empowerment characte-
ristic of servant leadership (Greasley & Bocârnea, 2014; van Dierendonck, 2011) 
among several other beneficial characteristics (Greenleaf, 1977; Spears, 2010; van 
Dierendonck, 2011). Leaders applying the servant leadership theory have been 
shown to induce positive outcomes in followers and organizations (Hunter et al., 
2013) and to be effective in empowering followers in small businesses where the 
leader has legal authority (Van Winkle, Allen, De Vore, & Winston, 2014). More 
research is necessary to broaden the knowledge about servant leaders of other 
types of organizations, like the NPO of churches, in establishing empowering 
relationships with new followers (Hoption, 2014).  

1.1. Background 

While the subject of leadership is taught all across the country and is a subject to 
which many recognize as important, the subject of followership and being a 
good follower is, in many ways, as important as leadership (Hoption, 2014; Le-
roy, Anseel, Gardner, & Sels, 2015). A leader must have followers to be consi-
dered a leader (Hoption, 2014). The process of developing and empowering fol-
lowers is a key role for leaders using transformational or servant leadership 
(Ţebeian, 2012; Washington, Sutton, & Sauser, 2014). Transformational leader-
ship and servant leadership both emphasize the follower in the leadership style 
(van Dierendonck, Stam, Boersma, de Windt, & Alkema, 2014), but servant lea-
dership focuses on the follower for the follower’s sake where transformational 
leadership focuses on the follower for the organizational performance sake (van 
Dierendonck, 2011). Transactional leadership is another form of leadership that 
emphasizes the follower but in a give-and-take context as opposed to the empo-
werment focus of transformational leadership and servant leadership (Ţebeian, 
2012). Both transformational leadership and servant leadership styles have been 
shown to be effective for empowerment with advantages in the area of empo-
werment for servant leadership in small businesses (Van Winkle et al., 2014), 
volunteer service organizations (Schneider & George, 2011), and some nonprofit 
organizations (Parris & Peachey, 2013b).  

Servant leadership theory was developed by Greenleaf to address the ineffec-
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tiveness of the top-down hierarchy management and leadership approach 
(Greenleaf, 1977). A close collaborator with Greenleaf developed 10 elements of 
a servant leader; listening, empathy, relationship and emotional healing, con-
sciousness, encouragement, conception, anticipation, stewardship, private as-
surance to the personal, specialized and nonphysical development of people, and 
building community (Spears, 2010). Servant leadership theory promotes strong 
followers through a process of empowerment, an importance placed on moral 
judgement and an emphasis on building community beyond the specific organi-
zation which produces authenticity in the leader (Leroy et al., 2015; Washington 
et al., 2014). 

Within the various conceptualizations of servant leadership is a focus on em-
powerment (van Dierendonck, 2011), helping subordinates to grow and succeed 
(Liden, Wayne, Zhao, & Henderson, 2008), and focus on retention and devel-
opment of employees (Wong & Davey, 2007) as initial steps of engaging follow-
ers. The elements of the servant leader notwithstanding, the operationalization 
of the servant leader begin with the idea that a servant leader must serve first 
(Parris & Peachey, 2013a; van Dierendonck, 2011). The issue is do the elements 
mentioned previously of empowerment, aiding in growth and success, and de-
velopment always address the servant leader engagement of a new follower in 
reference to Greenleaf’s bench mark of a servant leader serving first.  

As Jesus of Nazereth, the founder of Christianity, was the one who first taught 
the concept of servant leadership (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002), His differentiation 
of followers and new followers provides specific insight. In the New King James 
Version (NKJV) of the Gospel according to St. John 21: 15-17, Jesus has an in-
structive conversation with Peter and says the following: (15) “So when they had 
eaten breakfast”, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love 
Me more than these?” He said to Him, “Yes, Lord; You know that I love You.” 
He said to him, “Feed My lambs.” (16) He said to him again a second time, “Si-
mon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?” He said to Him, “Yes, Lord; You know that 
I love You.” He said to him, “Tend My sheep.” (17) He said to him the third 
time, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?” Peter was grieved because He said 
to him the third time, “Do you love Me?” And he said to Him, “Lord, You know 
all things; You know that I love You.” Jesus said to him, “Feed My sheep.” There 
is significance about the specific order of the words of Jesus when He said “Feed 
my Lambs”. Then “Tend my sheep”, and then “Feed my sheep” as lambs are new 
and naïve followers where sheep are standard followers ready to produce; fur-
thermore, within Christianity, feeding is teaching, tending is serving, lambs are 
new followers, and sheep are more experienced followers (Resane, 2014).  

The presence of authenticity in a leader should prompt followers to become 
authentic followers (Leroy et al., 2015). A follower is not always a position to 
which one ascribes (Read III, 2014) but it can be a position where individuals 
start in an organization (Leroy et al., 2015). The element of followership, how-
ever, entails an involvement and caring about the success of the organization 
concerning the individual’s success therein (Crippen, 2012; Zou, Tian, & Liu, 
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2015). The development of the leader-follower relationship is about the motiva-
tions and empowerment prescribed by the leader within the organization and 
the leadership style utilized by that leader (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015). 
The follower can bring value to the leader-follower relationship, such as skills 
and abilities (Read III, 2014), that the manager needs to utilize to develop orga-
nizational citizenship behavior (OCB) (Zhong, Lam, & Chen, 2011).  

1.2. The Problem and Purpose 

The general problem is that it is not clear how servant leaders in NPOs cultivate 
relationships with new followers and empower them to develop a caring com-
munity while meeting the NPO’s needs (Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Schneider & 
George, 2011). The specific problem may expose a potential insufficient genera-
lizability of a fundamental assertion of servant leadership, that a servant leader is 
a leader who serves first (van Dierendonck, 2011), for all management settings. 
This study will investigate the particular problem, which is the determination of 
experiences of servant leaders to develop followership relations in new followers 
(Alvesson & Blom, 2015) in the NPO of faith organizations. Followership is an 
active role of the individuals being led in a group who approach their tasks and 
relationships with a sense of ownership and autonomy for more organizational 
objective inspiration (Hoption, 2014; Leroy et al., 2015). Many researchers have 
found that leaders using servant leadership principles empower and inspire fol-
lowers (Greenleaf, 1977; Parris & Peachey, 2013a; Spears, 2010; van Dieren-
donck, 2011). However, the experiences of servant leaders to establish relation-
ships with new followers (Hunter et al., 2013) to be empowered in the NPO of 
the church has not been evaluated (Carter & Baghurst, 2014; Parris & Peachey, 
2013b; Van Winkle et al., 2014).  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the experiences, rela-
tionships, and feelings of participants regarding how servant leaders in the NPO 
of churches establish rapport with new followers as leaders and how camaraderie 
was established when the leader was a new follower (Zou et al., 2015). The pro-
posed participants in this study were pastors and chaplains in churches from the 
Christian background who were deemed to have the characteristics of a servant 
leadership church (Greenleaf, 1977).  

The study used the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) metho-
dology as it secures and probes the meanings that participants assigned to their 
experiences (Convery, Soane, Dutson, & Shaw, 2010). The experiences and feel-
ings of the participants were the main subject to be evaluated (Smith, Flowers, & 
Larkin, 2009).  

The IPA method was used to explore the servant leaders’ experiences provid-
ing empowerment to new followers in churches. Additionally, the participants 
were queried as to their individual experiences as new followers when dealing 
with their leaders at that time. This portion of questions opened the societal in-
terchange relationship of leader and follower from the contributor (Zou et al., 
2015) about the faith organizations. The participants were asked open-ended 
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questions about their experiences of their new followers and actions needed to 
advance the purpose of work, proficiency, having a choice in initiating or regu-
lating actions, and influencing outcomes that all provided insight into the prac-
tice of empowerment (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015). These experiences all 
contributed to the servant leader empowerment of new followers (Leroy et al., 
2015). The participants were of the Christian faith and came from churches in 
the Northern United States.  

1.3. Theoretical Framework 

This study seeks a possible new element to servant leadership theory with regard 
to how servant leader pastors, in their role as managers, empower and positively 
motivate new followers in churches. The theoretical framework and perspective 
is based on application of the servant leadership theory (Greenleaf, 1977) toward 
empowerment with the initial handling of new followers to get to the level of ac-
tive followership (Leroy et al., 2015; Zou et al., 2015). Of all of these elements 
and characteristics of servant leadership, empowering and developing followers 
was suggested as having four elements: providing meaning, giving motivation 
and freedom, establishing self-determination in followers, and competence 
(Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015; Van Winkle et al., 2014; Zhong et al., 2011). 
This insight on empowerment evaluated the follower component of empower-
ment in three areas, first, as emphasized within an organizational context only 
(Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015; Choudhary et al., 2013) second as within the 
organization and third outside an organization context (Hunter et al., 2013; Par-
ris & Peachey, 2013a; Van Winkle et al., 2014).  

The aspect of servant leadership theory used in the investigation was empo-
werment for new followers by pastors of churches in relation to the primary di-
rective from Greenleaf that in servant leadership, the leader should first serve 
(Greenleaf, 1977). This characteristic was evaluated through IPA interviews of 
the pastors’ experiences as leaders toward new followers and their experiences as 
new followers. It was possible that this research could produce an adjustment or 
tweak to the definition of the servant leadership theory that the leader should 
serve first. The process of empowering a new follower in an NPO church pro-
duced a revelatory modification with new followers where all participation is 
voluntary, there is no screening of organizational knowledge (Schneider & 
George, 2011), and the entire atmosphere may be completely new to the follow-
er. In this situation, the servant leader may possibly not serve first but might first 
have to train the follower first to bring him to a state of understanding and ac-
tive followership (Leroy et al., 2015) whereby the individual can then be served 
and empowered.  

1.4. History of Related Theories up to the Application of Servant  
Leadership 

The capability and proclivity of leaders to empower their followers has been a 
debate in management studies since the McGregor’s management theory of 
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Theory X and Y (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015; McGregor, 1960). Theory X 
theorizes that workers are lazy and that force from management is needed to 
compel productivity; while Theory Y views workers as free and ambitious and 
that other methods of motivation, beyond force are needed for production and 
productivity (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015).  

The state of followership is a subject that is rarely taught and developed 
(Hoption, 2014). The subject of followers is important, as it is impossible for a 
leader to be a leader without followers (Crippen, 2012; Hoption 2014). The lead-
er-follower interchange is an important topic in leadership studies (Leroy et al., 
2015; Zou et al., 2015). New followers in any organization tend to be passive and 
withdrawn until the individual understands their role in the organization (Leroy 
et al., 2015; Read III, 2014).  

The primary motivational theory relating to servant leadership addresses em-
powerment, which is an essential characteristic of servant leadership to be ana-
lyzed in this dissertation (Parris & Peachey, 2013a). There are multitudes of mo-
tivation theories which generally flow back to McGregor’s (1960) Theory X and 
Theory Y motivation of workers which allows for theory X to state workers are 
not free thinkers. Theory X workers must be kept in line while Theory Y states 
workers are free thinkers and should be encouraged and motivated to think for 
the best of the organization (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015).  

This concept was accentuated by Adams (1963), who wrote on the develop-
ment of the Equity theory that workers are motivated by the sense that machina-
tions in their workplace or other organization are fair and equitable (Tseng & 
Kuo, 2014). The Equity Theory was established by Adams (1963) to explain the 
socio-psychological motivation in relational terms primarily in the workplace 
regarding fairness and equity (Burrai, Font, & Cochrane, 2015). Self-worth is a 
beginning element of self-determination and a contributing factor to empower-
ment (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015).  

Expectancy Theory was defined by Vroom (1964) as an individual’s perfor-
mance or motivation and is predicated on their expectation of a reward for their 
action (Renko et al., 2012). The other elements of the Expectancy Theory are 
that a greater reward will follow completion of expectations and the reward, or 
meaning, needs to be considered valuable by the recipient (Vroom, 1964). The 
elements of expectancy according to Vroom (1964) are expectancy, instrumen-
tality, and valence.  

Transactional leadership was a system of leadership where the leader oversees 
the followers in a series of transactions or rewards for excellent performance and 
punishment for poor behavior (Epitropaki & Martin, 2013). Whenever the sub-
ordinate is performing just to standard or good, the transactional leader did not 
interfere with the worker, utilizing a hands-off style although there were some 
active transactional leaders (Washington et al., 2014). Transactional leaders 
treated workers fairly within the scope of their duties and, in some ways, served 
as an extension and reinforcement of impartiality and expectancy through re-
wards (Deichmann & Stam, 2015) and clearly could have been the next step to 
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actuate the equity motivation and expectancy motivation.  
Transformational leadership was considered a continuation of transactional 

leadership and was considered a better connection to workers (Hamstra et al., 
2014). The transformational theory was originally developed by Burns in 1978 
and expanded upon by Bass in 1985 to develop a method to increase collective 
productivity in an organization by emphasizing the individual (Ghasabeh, 
Reaiche, & Soosay, 2015). Transformational leaders motivate followers to oper-
ate in a first-rate manner for the good of the organization (van Dierendonck, 
Stam, Boersma, de Windt, & Alkema, 2014).  

Of the seven leadership theories that most overlap with servant leadership, 
transformational leadership theory represents the theory which most closely re-
sembles servant leadership (van Dierendonck, 2011). In many ways, servant lea-
dership and transformational leadership mirror one another (Ţebeian, 2012; van 
Dierendonck et al., 2014). Both servant leadership theory and transformational 
leadership theory were developed in the same time frame, as servant leadership 
was shaped by Greenleaf (1977) and transformational leadership theory was first 
mentioned by Burns in 1978 and fully developed by Bass in 1985 (van Dieren-
donck et al., 2014).  

The transformational leader and servant leader were still leaders and decisions 
were made but once the team was developed and empowered, the need for a di-
rective practically ceased as key persons on the team could discuss the decision 
(van Dierendonck et al., 2014). Transformational leaders and servant leaders 
shared similar characteristics in relation to the connection, care, and empathy 
expressed toward the subordinate follower to prompt the completion of tasks; 
however, transformational leaders placed the focus of these efforts on the success 
of the organizational mission whereas servant leaders moved beyond the organ-
ization to the community and the follower as a person.  

Researchers have determined that a manager using servant leadership may 
possess a strong empowerment potential towards their followers in the context 
of larger organizations (Sendjaya, 2015), in smaller businesses (Van Winkle et 
al., 2014), and some NPOs (Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Van Winkle et al., 2014). 
The variety of NPOs and circumstances surrounding such ventures, from a 
temporary softball tournament committee for a good cause to a recognized se-
cular permanent agency like United Way to the church, require more research 
on how to adopt and cultivate servant leadership elements, like empowerment in 
a variety of environments (Parris & Peachey, 2013b).  

Several unique obstacles face a researcher attempting to evaluate churches and 
pastors specifically for management techniques to empower and communicate 
to followers (Watt, 2014). There is an attitude among some pastors and chap-
lains who view the church as a sacred entity that is primarily concerned with the 
spiritual elements and should not be subject to the secular principles and sys-
tems of management (Pfang, 2015) like servant leadership. Pastors and chaplains 
have to understand church government, theology, the spiritual formation of the 
followers, and, even, politics with sometimes little to no management training 
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(Watt, 2014).  
This study fills in gaps in the research regarding servant leadership by specifi-

cally looking at a unique central characteristic and the setting in the experiences 
of servant leader pastors in churches dealing with new followers and their train-
ing and applying the servant leadership element of empowerment to this train-
ing. Additionally, the pastors’ experiences of engaging the four elements of em-
powerment of providing the training, fostering motivation and freedom, estab-
lishing self-determination in followers, and competence (Arogundade & Aro-
gundade, 2015; Van Winkle et al., 2014; Zhong, Lam, & Chen, 2011) were not 
only analyzed through servant leadership but also through the lenses of other 
theories. Servant leadership in tandem with other theories cover elements of 
empowerment (Adams, 1963; Washington et al., 2014). The Bible in used in for 
this study as a workplace leadership manual for the participants of servant lea-
dership from the example and teaching of the first servant leader, Jesus 
(Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002).  

1.5. Research Questions 

This study provides insight into how servant leaders in churches are effective in 
the integration of new followers toward empowerment. Servant leaders in 
churches have a challenging role in overseeing an NPO with new followers who 
volunteer where empowerment is a facilitator of the influences of servant lea-
dership (Schneider & George, 2011). It is essential for NPOs to inspire involve-
ment from followers in order to develop both financial and human capital 
(Parris & Peachey, 2013b). While the church is not a company in the busi-
ness/secular sense as it is not a commercial, profit-making organization, never-
theless, good management practices are both pertinent and applicable to the 
church (Pfang, 2015). The research questions were: 

Q1. How do servant leader pastors in churches of the Christian faith in the 
Northern United States make meaning of their own experiences as new followers 
in relation to the rapport-building they received?  

Q2. How do servant leader pastors in churches of the Christian faith in the 
Northern United States make meaning of their experiences of establishing rela-
tionships with new followers as a leader toward the objective of building com-
munity, inspiration, and empowerment of their new followers?  

1.6. Nature and Significance of the Study 

The usage of servant leadership by pastors of Christian churches in their enabl-
ing of their new followers in servant leader empowerment is analogous to the 
enabling of empowerment in small businesses (Van Winkle et al., 2014), volun-
teer service organizations (Schneider & George, 2011), and large organizations 
(Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Watt, 2014). The concern with using a quantitative 
study is the sample size needed for such a study and the nature of abstracting the 
broad experiences, beliefs, relationships, feelings, and values of a pastor or chap-
lain into closed questions (Smith et al., 2009). The research method for this dis-
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sertation was a qualitative study, specifically an Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA), which described the experiences of the pastors and chaplains as 
related to the empowerment of their new followers and their experiences as a 
new follower (Moustakas, 1994; Smith et al., 2009).  

The research for this problem revealed a lack of clarity and specific research 
focused on the initial concept of servant leadership, which is that a servant lead-
er is a leader who serves first (Greenleaf, 1977; Parris & Peachey, 2013a). This 
difficulty relates to the applicability of the notion of servant leadership in all its 
encounters with followers (Leroy et al., 2015), including actions needed for 
NPOs (Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Schneider & George, 2011). If the problem of 
clarity about the initial first step of the servant leadership theory is not settled 
and clarified for all management situations, including the church NPO (Parris & 
Peachey, 2013b), then the proper treatment of new followers (Hoption, 2014) 
using servant leadership may face implementation challenges. Servant leadership 
theory application has been empirically tested in many types of organizations 
(van Dierendonck, 2011) to show effectiveness in numerous contexts dealing 
with followers (Alvesson & Blom, 2015; Hoption, 2014) to include empower-
ment (Schneider & George, 2011; Van Winkle et al., 2014). This is in regard to 
the theoretical understanding of servant leader empowerment (Greasley & 
Bocârnea, 2014; Sun, 2013; van Dierendonck, 2011) in all settings (Schneider & 
George, 2011; Van Winkle et al., 2014). 

2. Overview of Servant Leadership, Followership  
and Ecumenical Polities 

2.1. Servant Leadership 

Servant leadership theory was designed by Greenleaf (1977) as a rational man-
agement counterbalance to hierarchical systems of organizations (Parris & Pea-
chey, 2013a). The systems of management and leadership in traditional settings 
are often structurally rigid and often may not benefit all of an organization’s 
component membership (van Dierendonck, 2011). On this kind of setting, the 
focus of the manager can be focused more on control and completing the as-
signed task rather than creating an atmosphere where the subordinates could 
flourish and even be considered for management in the future (Zou et al., 2015). 
Greenleaf coined the term “servant leader” for describing the character and na-
ture of the position and status of the non-hierarchical leader (Spears, 2010).  

Researchers have stated that the closest leadership theory to servant leadership 
theory was that of transformational leadership, which shares many similarities to 
servant leadership (Parris & Peachey, 2013a; Ţebeian, 2012; van Dierendonck, 
2011). Determining and identifying empowerment for followers on the part of a 
leader using servant leadership is challenging (Parris & Peachey, 2013a; van Di-
erendonck, 2011). When the servant leader was a pastor or chaplain of a Chris-
tian Church, the identification of necessary leadership carries additional chal-
lenges (Pfang, 2015; Watt, 2014) as the followers may have volunteered (Parris & 
Peachey, 2013a) in a unique spiritual environment.  
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Identifying individual attributes of what constitutes a servant leader have be-
gun with the concept of a positive self-esteem (Sun, 2013). While this quality 
seemed like it could be included in the attributes of many leadership types, the 
charismatic leader was determined to be low on a self-esteem scale (Sendjaya, 
2015). More importantly, however, an analysis of other servant leader attributes 
revealed the ability of the servant leader to genuinely care for the state of others 
as essential and prerequisite (Sun, 2013; van Dierendonck, 2011) while develop-
ing a strong aptitude and ability to exhibit a social influence (Choudhary et al., 
2013; Sun, 2013). Figure 1 shows the framework for identifying the servant lea-
dership and depicts how the identity starts with a calling to serve, and is com-
posed of cognitive dispositions and behavioral characteristics.  

Figure 1 shows that Servant Identity attributes and individual traits contri-
bute to an individual’s efficacy in leadership when accompanied by cognitive 
and behavioral dispositions that facilitate primary processing and action. 
Adapted from “The Servant Identity: Influences on the Cognition and Behavior 
of Servant Leaders,” by P. Sun, 2013, The Leadership Quarterly, 24, p. 546. Cop-
yright 2013 by the Leadership Quarterly. Reprinted with permission. 

Figure 2 established the model for servant leadership which starts with a call 
to serve with a desire to lead which reveals six relevant and important characte-
ristics. Solid leader-follower relationships and conviction produces which makes 
possible empowerment and the ability to empower, OCB, and perseverance at 
the individual and organizational level. Adapted from “Servant Leadership: A 
Review and Synthesis,” by D. van Dierendonck, 2011, Journal of Management, 
37(4), p. 1233. Copyright 2011 by Journal of Management. Reprinted with per-
mission.  

 

 
Figure 1. A framework for the servant identity. 
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Figure 2. A conceptual model of servant leadership. 
 

The purpose of Figure 1 and Figure 2 was to show the identity of the servant 
leader (Sun, 2013) and the concept of the servant leadership theory (van Di-
erendonck, 2011), which embodies the core of the servant leader the presence of 
which is to be investigated in the servant leader pastor participants of this re-
search project to be presented in this proposal. Each figure displays two of the 
most important elements of the servant leader and the servant leadership theory: 
the identity of the servant leader (Boone & Makhani, 2012; Sun, 2013) and the 
concept of the servant leadership (Sendjaya, 2015; van Dierendonck, 2011). 
Sendjaya (2015) noted that the concept of the servant leader expands and builds 
upon the concept of the transformational leader in its focus on followers’ needs 
and its emphasis on community and corporate social responsibility (Sendjaya, 
2015). Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the charts of the traditional concept and ser-
vant leader identity which can be used as a guide, or standard for servant lea-
dership, when mapping the emergent themes from the IPA interviews (Wagstaff 
& Williams, 2014). 

2.2. Followership 

Very few people ever grow up thinking about how they can be a good follower 
(Alvesson & Blom, 2015). Being a good follower is understudied as compared to 
being a leader as few people desired followership as a life goal (Crippen, 2012). 
Without followers, there would be no leaders (Zou et al., 2015). Leadership has 
many definitions, but the general idea is that a leader was an individual who in-
fluenced others to accomplish a purpose, mission, or goal (Hoption, 2014; Leroy 
et al., 2015).  

While the transformational leader along with the servant leader promotes 
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positive self-identity, the effective administration of servant leadership also 
promotes positive group identification (p. 517). Ultimately, the role of follower 
completed leadership as some had stated that a leader was only a leader when 
there were voluntary followers (Kessler & Kretzschmar, 2015). The overall effec-
tiveness of the leader and methods was defined by the production and efficiency 
of the followers individually and as a team (Rahn, Jawahar, Scrimpshire, & 
Stone, 2016). 

2.3. Christian Ecumenical Organization and Ecclesiastical Polity 

The determination for identifying Christian Church pastors who are servant 
leaders concerns the individual clergy’s attitude toward an effective management 
plan within his or his church, particularly dealing with worshippers both new 
and seasoned (Boggs & Fields, 2010). Individual attitudes notwithstanding the 
church polity, or government, had an additional influence on the overseer’s abil-
ity to effectively provide support to congregants (Wollschleger, 2013) or provide 
empowerment through servant leadership. Polity is the identification of the form 
of church government and the established protocols and policies informing the 
church’s ministry in terms of preaching, sacramental procedures, and the scope 
of the pastor’s influence (Avis, 2016).  

Within the major mainline denominations of the Christian community, there 
are three separate forms of church government and organization, otherwise 
known as Ecclesiastical polity (Avis, 2016). Each type of polity represents a dif-
ferent structure, kind of guidance, and covers different denominations 
(Wollschleger, 2013). The three types of polities are the episcopal polity, the 
Presbyterian polity, and the congregational polity (Avis, 2016).  

The episcopal polity has the most structured, top-down approach to managing 
church government in which a Bishop oversees all of the operations of the local 
church (Wollschleger, 2013). This polity has been used by the Catholic Church 
and the Episcopal Church (Avis, 2016). This is a definite top-down approach to 
guiding and leading parishioners (Pfang, 2015). The Presbyterian polity, howev-
er, established a different government from the Episcopal organization with a 
board of elders, or presbyters, responsible for the oversight of the local church 
(Mutch, 2012). The primary difference between this polity and Episcopal polity 
is the group of elders, which are elected lay members. The congregational polity 
recognizes the authority of the congregants of the local church (Avis, 2016; 
Wollschleger, 2013). Thus, the authority of the pastor is derived from the local 
congregation who had the power to vote on the pastor or to remove him, which 
mirrors a democratic form of government (Wollschleger, 2013).  

3. Research Method and Findings: Serve First? 

The IPA method was used to explore the servant leaders’ experiences providing 
empowerment to new followers in churches. Additionally, the participants were 
queried as to their individual experiences as new followers when dealing with 
their leaders. The questions asked of participants in this research sought to 
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gather data on the societal interchange relationship of leader and followers (Zou 
et al., 2015) about the faith organizations. Specifically, the participants were 
asked open-ended questions about their experiences as new followers and ac-
tions they deemed necessary to advance the purpose of work, to foster profi-
ciency, and who they felt about having a choice in initiating or regulating actions 
and influencing outcomes, with the intent of providing insight into the practice 
of empowerment (Arogundade & Arogundade, 2015). These experiences all 
contribute to the servant leader empowerment of new followers (Leroy et al., 
2015). The participants came from churches in the northern United States of the 
Christian faith that exhibited the components of a servant leader in church set-
tings which were evaluated in terms of leader-follower equality, how pastors fo-
cus on followers, and whether the church has trustees (Greenleaf, 1977). If the 
problem of clarity addressed in this research about the initial first steps of the 
servant leadership theory is not settled and clarified for all management situa-
tions (Parris & Peachey, 2013b), then the proper treatment of new followers 
(Hoption, 2014) using servant leadership may be diminished. This is particularly 
true with regard to the theoretical understanding of servant leader empower-
ment (Greasley & Bocârnea, 2014; Sun, 2013; van Dierendonck, 2011) in all set-
tings (Schneider & George, 2011; Van Winkle et al., 2014).  

The use of servant leadership by pastors of Christian churches to empower 
their new followers is a new design similar to servant leader empowerment in 
small businesses (Van Winkle et al., 2014), volunteer service organizations 
(Schneider & George, 2011), and large organizations but not the church or pas-
tors (Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Watt, 2014). Pastors are trained in many aspects 
of the church management and may hold a sensitive and permanent position 
where they are aware knowledge about past actions is in their domain, and 
where they may have experiences that would be beneficial to share (Watt, 2014).  

An investigation of the process of servant leadership through providing in-
struction to develop empowerment was assessed along with six characteristics 
implicit in the theory and actions of servant leadership: empowerment, humble-
ness, genuineness, relational approval, guidance, and social responsibility (van 
Dierendonck, 2011). These elements were evaluated in the qualitative interviews 
of the experiences of NPO servant leaders’ empowerment of followers. In partic-
ular, an investigation was performed to assess the experiences of servant leaders 
with regard to their (a) enablement of followers to have impact in the church, 
(b) promotion of social responsibility, (c) commitment to the growth of the 
people in their purview, (d) delivery of administrative protocols, and (e) under-
standing of the feelings of the parishioners or followers (Spears, 2010; van Di-
erendonck & Nuijten, 2011; van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2015; Van Winkle et 
al., 2014).  

The specific problem under investigation involves the determination of the 
experiences of servant leaders in how they engage in followership relations with 
new followers (Alvesson & Blom, 2015) in the NPOs of faith organizations. It 
was not clear how servant leaders in NPOs cultivate relationships with new fol-
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lowers and empower these new followers to develop a caring community while 
concomitantly meeting the organizational needs of their churches (Parris & 
Peachey, 2013b; Schneider & George, 2011). This research project examined the 
activities and actions of pastors in their role as managers of nonprofit organiza-
tions, specifically churches and how these pastors use servant leadership to en-
gage their new followers. This research study investigated the leadership me-
thods applied by servant leader pastors for new followers and whether the pas-
tor-participants established the leader-member servant leader exchange ap-
proach to the new follower by serving them first, as prescribed by servant lea-
dership theory (Parris & Peachey, 2013a; Sun, 2013; van Dierendonck, 2011) or 
taught the new follower first then served them once the new follower was estab-
lished. The serve-first or teach-first approach for new followers was studied 
through IPA interviews and analysis of pastors in assessing the meaning they 
apply to their experience as servant leaders as well as their experiences when 
they were new followers.  

3.1. Demographics 

The individual participants had a broad array of life experiences as well as their 
variations in the kinds of churches they represent. In relation to previous em-
ployment, four of the six participants were or are currently serving in the United 
States military. The participants in this study were given non-gender specific 
names of Chris, Jordan, Lynn, Pat, Riley and Terry with descriptions using al-
ternating pronouns (Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Profile of the participants. 

Chris. Chris is originally from a state on the east coast. As a child, he attended a different type of church than the one he is ordained in at 
present. He remembers attending a camp as a young person that provided strong guidance and spiritual influence, particularly naming 
one counselor as quite influential.  

Jordan. Jordan is originally from a state from the south. He is the son of a pastor and is affectionately known as a “preacher’s kid” or 
“PK.” Jordan said while there were “issues with his parents and they occasionally argued,” Jordan, however, “never fell away from the 
church.” He is married with two children and met his spouse, who is a “PK” too, while in high school. 

Lynn. Lynn’s background is that he was the son of college professors and began his upbringing in a different church than he would 
eventually serve in as a minister. He was from a West Coast State originally and generally sought to follow in his parent’s footsteps in 
education. His parents were pioneers in higher education for the area. Lynn came to this Northwestern State after college to look for 
work.  

Pat. Pat originally hails from a mid-western State. He was not raised in a church-going family because of a situation that occurred 
between his father and the local pastor when he was young. Consequently, he was not raised in the church. When he was around 16, he 
started to go to church primarily influenced by romantic interest. However, after several visits, he was convinced that the leadership and 
serving in the church was a direction for him. 

Riley. Riley is actively serving in the United States military. He is originally from a mid-western State and was a pastor for many years in 
that state. His influence within church started when he was a young teenager, but he did not know how to proceed with his calling. He 
was invited by a minister from a different group of churches to go to a special conference with a well-known religious speaker. A 
counselor at that conference provided Riley with the information he needed to act effectively on the calling he received many years 
earlier.  

Terry. Terry is originally from a state in the deep south. He served in the military for a considerable length of time which brought him 
and his spouse to the Northwestern State of this study of this study. His experience with the church began with an encounter with a 
Chaplain at a hospital. Terry and his spouse just lost a baby, and that Chaplain was there to comfort both of them. His appreciation of 
that chaplain led him and his spouse to attend chapel services and six months later decided to become serious in his faith.  

Note: The use of the male pronoun should not be interpreted as gender identification of participant. 
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All of the participants were familiar with the Servant Leadership theory. An 
investigation of the process of servant leadership was assessed along with six 
characteristics of the theory and the actions of a servant leader, which are em-
powerment, humbleness, genuineness, relational approval, guidance, and social 
responsibility (van Dierendonck, 2011). These factors were evaluated in the qua-
litative interviews of the experiences of the participants. This study focused on 
an investigation into the experiences of servant leaders toward their (a) enable-
ment of followers to impact the church, (b) promotion of social responsibility, 
(c) commitment to the growth of people, (d) delivery of administration, and (e) 
understanding of the feelings of the parishioner or follower (Spears, 2010; van 
Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011; van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2015; Van Winkle 
et al., 2014) was performed. Liden contends that serving others first involves in-
stilling self-confidence in followers (Liden et al., 2008), while Sendjaya states that 
leadership is more “caught” than “taught” (Sendjaya, 2015). All of the partici-
pants were new followers and are now leaders in the church. The first research 
question related to the participants when they were a new follower.  

The evaluation of the participants provided data in determining whether 
their experiences with implementing servant leadership with new followers in-
cluded instilling self-confidence through example or, instead, teaching basic 
principles first then setting the example by role modeling leadership behavior. 
Many of them learned about servant leadership in their higher education stu-
dies. Most, however, never learned about the application of servant leadership 
until they started working in a leadership position within the NPO of their 
churches. In all interviews, the participants emphasized the element of pro-
viding direction, in some form, of servant leadership when interacting with 
new followers.  

Participants were of a church or belief system that shares characteristics from 
multiple church organizations. A limitation with the participants was the diffi-
culty of pastors who often counseled and interviewed people to be interviewed 
themselves. The participants were all determined to be servant leaders because 
their knowledge of servant leadership, their humility, and based off of Green-
leaf’s components of a servant leader church which were the leader’s ideas and 
constitution toward leader-follower equality, a pastor known to be focused on 
followers, and whether the church had trustees (Greenleaf, 1977).  

The demographic information from the participants in this study demon-
strated a broad array of experience, a variation of churches and polities, and age 
which showed an overall depth of perspective. The participants from this study 
were pastors, former chaplains, current chaplains and former pastors who 
agreed to take part in the interview portion of this study. All five of the Master’s 
degrees referred to in Table 2 were a Master of Divinity degree. In relation to the 
application of their degree, two individuals were public school teachers before 
heeding the call to ministry. The information in Table 2 shows the variety of 
demographic background information from the participants learned from the 
interviews. 
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Table 2. Demographic information from participants. 

Church represented Polity Age Marital status Ethnicity Education level 

Baptist (n = 1) 

Disciples of Christ (n = 1) 

Episcopalian (n = 1) 

Lutheran (n = 1) 

Non-Denominational (n = 1) 

Presbyterian (n = 1) 

Combineda (n = 1) 

Congregational (n = 3) 

Episcopal (n = 1) 

Presbyterian (n = 1) 

 

 

45 - 66 (M = 58)b 

 

 

 

 

 

Married (n = 5) 

Single (n = 1) 

 

 

 

 

Caucasian (n = 5) 

Otherc (n = 1) 

 

 

 

 

Bachelor’s (n = 1) 

Master’s (n = 5) 

 

 

 

 

Note: a The “Combined” polity is a mixture of Congregational and Presbyterian polity. b The “M” equals Mean of the represented age range. c Specific 
identification of ethnicity may identify the participant. 

3.2. Themes 

The themes as developed using IPA are central to the understanding of how the 
subject matter can be interpreted and developed into properly evaluating the 
findings (Cope, 2011). All of the participants spoke of servant leadership as the 
preeminent process for the church and referred to other similar theories, such as 
Shepherd Leadership (Resane, 2014), as derivatives of servant leadership. The 
characteristics of servant leadership which were uncovered were empowering 
and developing people, humility, authenticity, interpersonal acceptance, provid-
ing direction, and stewardship (van Dierendonck, 2011) as seen in Figure 2. 
Additionally, the individual characteristics of moral cognitive development and 
cognitive complexity were included as important to the core servant leadership 
characteristics because the focus on psychological needs and moral development 
of followers is significantly heightened for servant leadership as compared to 
transformational leadership (van Dierendonck et al., 2014). Servant identity 
attributes of calling to serve, humility, empathy and agape love, as seen in Figure 
1 (Sun, 2013), were also included as factors for the themes evaluated from the 
participants. This study suggested that a new follower in a church should be 
taught first which presents the human side of the story (Jacob & Furgerson, 
2012) of management in many fields.  

The themes developed in this study were from two research questions which 
are listed again in this section. The first issue was about the participants’ memo-
ry of the actions taken when they were new followers. The results reflect the 
phenomenological exploration of the following research questions for research 
question one.  

Q1. How do servant leader Pastors in churches of the Christian faith in the 
Northern United States make meaning of their own experiences as new followers 
in relation to the rapport-building they received?  

As servant leadership was discussed in terms of new followers, the clergy first 
discussed their treatment when they were new disciples from research question 
one. Each of the participants revealed, often emotionally, a connection to the 
agape love of God as important to their way of life and life choice. Servant lea-
dership literature has shown this type of love as a foundation to servant identity 
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(van Dierendonck, & Patterson, 2015). This connection propelled them to reflect 
on their calling to serve as a core aspect of their position in the clergy and their 
individual persona. The calling to serve was fundamental to the beginning ele-
ments of the connection to followers using servant leadership (Noland & Ri-
chards, 2015; Sun, 2013) and not just for religious leaders.  

The evaluation of the answers for the first research question of how do servant 
leader pastors in churches of the Christian faith in the Northern United States 
make meaning of their own experiences as new followers in relation to the rap-
port-building they received showed that all of the participants replied with an-
swers related to the issue that they were provided direction. In their experience, 
all of them spoke of someone or several people who talked to them, demon-
strated a new kind of love to them, and welcomed them into their group. The 
way in which they were provided direction differentiated to some degree; how-
ever, the guidance and direction were the next step after entry into the place of a 
new follower.  

The superordinate theme for the first research question of the pastors’ expe-
riences from their servant leaders as new followers themselves revealed a com-
mitment to the growth of people (Spears, 2010; van Dierendonck, 2011) as the 
superordinate theme. The sub-themes as mentioned by the participants were 
reading and study, ability to ask questions, steering and guidance.  

Q2. How do servant leader pastors in churches of the Christian faith in the 
Northern United States make meaning of their experiences of establishing rela-
tionships with new followers as a leader toward the objective of building com-
munity, inspiration, and empowerment of their new followers? 

The second research question was in reference to the servant leader pastors 
and how they effectively used servant leadership methods for their new follow-
ers. The superordinate themes were empowering and developing people and 
providing direction. The subthemes for the superordinate theme of empowering 
and developing people were from the participants and were unity, the need to be 
seen and esteem, teamwork, and providing a place to serve. The subthemes for 
the superordinate theme of providing direction were to always be available to 
help, teaching, and set the example. Participants responded to research question 
two about how they as servant leaders dealt with their new followers and the re-
search interpreted in relation to the literature.  

3.3. Evaluation of Findings 

This IPA study was designed to examine how leaders in a NPO conduct servant 
leadership with new followers and how those same individuals were treated 
when they were new followers. The leaders who were chosen were pastors, the 
nonprofit organization was the Christian church, and the specific design of the 
church they represented in addition to the church they started in as a new fol-
lower was factored in the selection process to match the standards of a servant 
leadership in a church as set forth by Greenleaf (Grandy, 2013).  

Each sub-theme was accompanied by the literature support of the sub-theme 
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and how the finding was evaluated with the extant research and literature on 
that topic. A key quote from a participant specifically confirming the sub-theme 
was included to bring together the sub-theme with the literature support within 
this specific research project. There were several quotes from different partici-
pants that could have been used as each superordinate theme and sub-theme 
required a supermajority, and often unanimity, of participant comments related 
to a sub-theme for this researcher to include that sub-theme within the analysis. 
The analysis of the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s answers 
yielded additional information about the structure of the interview and the clear 
understanding that new followers were handled differently.  

The questions for this study were open-ended questions chosen to represent a 
solid cross-level representation of servant leadership from scholars and from the 
primary servant leadership manual for the participants, the Bible. The initial 
questions posed were to answer basic demographic questions to evaluate back-
ground in relation to basic servant leader structure of their church. The next 
group of questions were established for research question one about their expe-
riences of receiving servant leadership when they became a Christian. The data 
were enlightening as elements from Liden about receiving help to grow and suc-
ceed (Liden et al., 2008) were balance with becoming part of a faith community 
(van Dierendonck, 2011). The final third of questions challenged the partici-
pants to reveal their specific experiences of dealing with their new followers 
from specific passages from their primary servant leadership manual, the Bible. 
The participant’s individual answers to interpretation questions revealed their 
actions toward their new followers through a coding of the themes of this IPA 
Study (Smith et al., 2009).  

After going through the extensive answers and experiences shared from each 
interview, a method of clustering and labeling thematic experiences was con-
ducted (Moustakas, 1994). The element of the IPA method which differs from 
other qualitative methods is that the researcher focuses on personal meaning in a 
certain background for people who share an experience (Smith et al., 2009). So 
when the initial questions beyond the demographic questions for research ques-
tion one focused on the participant’s experiences receiving servant leadership at 
the point of becoming a Christian, which was a shared experience from six Pas-
tors or former Pastors from six different types of churches.  

The process of IPA and collecting data in this study consisted of finding six 
participants who held the desired position of the subject of this study. Further-
more, the initial goal was to determine through background checks of the par-
ticipant’s particular office and an overall interpretation from the interviews to 
determine if the subject was a servant leader. If a participant either did not qual-
ify from the initial checks or from the initial interview questions, another par-
ticipant would have been sought out to complete the sis required participants. 
The data analysis consisted of listening and reading, from the transcripts, for 
certain key words, analyze those words to discover themes which, when com-
bined with other themes, formed the superordinate themes. Figure three briefly 



D. N. Ammons, T. C. McLaughlin 
 

53 

shows this process with key quotes from participants.  
Table 3 below lists the complete structure of the results of research question 

one and research question two. Research question one posed the question to the 
participants about the servant leader techniques used by their leader towards 
them when they were new followers. The results of this research question pro-
duced the superordinate theme of Commitment to the Growth of People. Re-
search question two asked the interviewees to reply with their techniques used 
with their new followers. This research question prompted two superordinate 
themes of Empowering and Developing People and Providing Direction.  

4. Implications for Future Research 

One main assertion of the servant leadership theory developed by Greenleaf 
(1977) was a servant leader is a leader who serves or tends first (Parris & Pea-
chey, 2013a; Sendjaya, 2015; van Dierendonck, 2011). The problem was that past 
studies may not have been clear how servant leaders in NPOs cultivate relation-
ships with new followers and empower new followers to develop a caring com-
munity while meeting the NPO’s needs (Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Schneider, & 
George, 2011). This may have exposed a potential insufficient generalizability of 
this fundamental assertion of servant leadership for all management settings  

 
Table 3. Superordinate and sub-themes, literature support and key quotes. 

Superordinate 
theme 

Sub-themes 
Literature support  

of theme 
Key quote from a participant 

Commitment to 
the growth of 
people (RQ1) 

1. Reading and study Individual growtha 
Lynn: His teaching was very academic. He gave me a huge book 
and said “here read this”. 

2. Ability to ask questions Specialized growthb 
Pat: I asked him questions and he would try to answer my 
questions. I didn’t know enough to ask good questions. 

3. Steering and guidance Spiritual growthb 
Chris: I would give credit to the … the camp by giving me 
guidance. Steering me into balance. 

Empowering and 
developing people 

(RQ2) 

1. Unity and teamwork Inclusion and learningc 
Jordan: I do think that I can work with a variety of people. I value 
unity and sticking together. 

2. Need to be seen and 
esteem 

Grow and progressd 
Lynn: You have to be seen. To be a good leader, you have to be seen 
by your people where they are. But they need to see you because 
then they know you care. 

3.Providing a place to serve Purposee 
Terry: I always try to help a new Christian and finding a place to 
serve. I use serving as a discipleship tool. 

Providing 
direction (RQ2) 

1. Always be available to 
help 

Account-abilityf 
Pat: The fact is, is that He is saying here “Tend my Lambs” because 
there are a lot of young believers. Feeding is teaching. 

2.Teaching Expectationg 
Riley: I always thought I was an encourager but the results were 
that I was a teacher. 

3. Set the example New approachesb 

Pat: I think Servant Leadership is being able to set the example. 
When it comes to giving, we should set the example in giving, 
when it comes to working with people, you set the example. A 
leader needs to set the example. 

Note: Literature Support References are as follows: a (Watt, 2014); b (van Dierendonck, 2011); c (Sun, 2013); d (Spears, 2010); e (van Dierendonck & Pat-
terson, 2015); f (de Sousa & van Dierendonck, 2014); g (Resane, 2014). 
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with new followers.  
This study investigated the specific problem, which was the determination of 

experiences of servant leaders to develop followership relations in new followers 
(Alvesson & Blom, 2015) in the NPO of faith organizations. Followership was an 
active role of the individuals being led in an organization who approach their 
tasks and relationships with a sense of ownership and autonomy for more orga-
nizational objective inspiration (Hoption, 2014; Leroy, Anseel, Gardner, & Sels, 
2015). Many researchers have found that leaders using servant leadership prin-
ciples empower and inspire followers (Greenleaf, 1977; Parris & Peachey, 2013a; 
Spears, 2010; van Dierendonck, 2011). However, the experiences of servant 
leaders to establish relationships with new followers (Hunter et al., 2013) in or-
der to be empowered in the NPO of the church has not been evaluated (Carter & 
Baghurst, 2014; Parris & Peachey, 2013b; Van Winkle et al., 2014).  

The research results clearly showed that there could be a connection between 
the function of servant leadership in the NPO of the church with new followers 
though teaching first then serving. These experiences, which were described 
through the qualitative interviews from six different servant leader pastors with 
many years of experience, were clearly interrelated with the issues related to be-
havior when teaching new followers and so aligned with the research (Resane, 
2014). Other comments from the participants about love, encouragement, and 
authenticity coming early were important to consider, but these actions clearly 
came before any decisions were made to become a follower.  

The interrelated responses were particularly significant because these pastors 
led six different church groups governed by three different polities. The applica-
tion to businesses was that each polity represented a different approach to leader-
ship which applies to business management. The Episcopal polity represented the 
top-down hierarchical approach; the Presbyterian polity represented a flatter yet 
hierarchical approach to management and the Congregational polity represented 
a flat leadership approach (Wollschleger, 2013). Therefore, there is some poten-
tial to apply comments from the NPO servant leader clergy to their secular 
counterparts.  

4.1. Implications 

Theory. This section describes the implications of this study interpreted by the 
researcher. The greater meaning of the results of this study to the servant lea-
dership theory was the introduction to the possibility that a servant leader may 
not always serve first. The new follower relationship in a specific type of organi-
zation where the new followers experience little to no screening opened a pros-
pect of teaching before serving. The research was conducted through the overall 
application of two research questions related to the practices, interactions, and 
approaches of participants. This was in relation to how the theory applies to 
servant leaders in the NPO of churches who establish a bond with new followers 
as leaders and how fellowship was instituted when that same leader was a new 
follower (Zou et al., 2015). The procedures of the IPA study were used through 
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the development of semi-structured questions with a double hermeneutic inter-
pretation of participant meaning of experiences along with researcher’s inter-
pretation of participant expression of meaning (Cope, 2011).  

Practice. Within this study of the discovery of servant leaders in NPOs when 
dealing with new followers, the leading application of the results of this research 
is in the conception that the primary adage of the servant leadership theory as 
stated by Greenleaf (1977) that a servant leader is a servant first (Greasley & 
Bocârnea, 2014; Liden et al., 2008; van Dierendonck, 2011) may not apply to all 
management settings. The greater meaning of this study as related to practice 
was that a new follower might have to be taught and trained to the level where 
they can be served. The IPA study of servant leadership with new followers in 
the NPO of the church revealed that the first step for a servant leader with new 
followers was to teach the new follower the basics of the faith to get them to the 
point where they could be served. The new follower within a church was unique 
as compared to other organizations’ new followers because there was no screen-
ing (Resane, 2014). Little to no screening was not exclusive to new followers in 
the church as voluntary service organizations and some businesses in a hiring 
need could provide little to no screening before incorporating new followers 
(Van Winkle et al., 2014; Zou et al., 2015). The focus of the study was on the 
church as a NPO and the pastor as a servant leader manager over that organiza-
tion (Wollschleger, 2013).  

There were illuminating statements from the founder of the Christian church, 
Jesus, investigated as a philosopher as opposed to a religious leader. Scholars 
highly regard the teachings of Jesus to his disciples as prime examples of servant 
leadership (Parris & Peachey, 2013a). During a conversation between Jesus and 
his disciple, Peter, in the book of John, Jesus detailed three mandates to Peter 
which were for Peter to “feed my lambs, tend my sheep, and feed my sheep” 
(John 21: 15-17, New King James Version). Every participant in this study inter-
preted lambs as new followers. Additionally, each servant leader in this study in-
terpreted the word “feed” as teach and the word “tend” as serve or take care of. 
In reference to this portion of the scripture, Resane (2014) added that the ser-
vant leader, in the example of the term lambs, should teach basic information of 
the faith first. Then, when the follower progresses in knowledge enough to be-
come sheep or a follower capable of exhibiting a base knowledge, the servant 
leader should take care of the sheep before teaching or feeding the sheep 
(Resane, 2014). The application to these monumental statements was to deter-
mine to experience level of the follower.  

4.2. Future Research 

For future research of this subject, a longitudinal qualitative case study may 
prove to be a strong possibility as the researchers can follow new followers in the 
NPO of the church over the extended period of one year (Parris & Peachey, 
2013b) to understand their experiences as strengthened or not strengthened by 
servant leadership. In this study, the researchers can attempt to analyze the ex-
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periences of the new follower when they were new followers and the effects of 
how servant leadership was applied toward them. 

The Servant Leader Survey (SLS) quantitative study (van Dierendonck & 
Nuijten, 2011), which was developed based off of Liden’s multidimensional 
measure of servant leadership (Liden et al., 2008), can be another productive 
survey or surveys to follow-up this research investigation. A series of particular 
servant leadership questions developed by van Dierendonck & Nuijten (2011) 
could be applied to a large number of new followers who have very little to no 
pre-screening across NPOs like the church and some voluntary service organiza-
tions. Likewise, some new followers in for-profit businesses in specific large hir-
ing situations for certain jobs where job screening was minimal can be ques-
tioned.  

4.3. Conclusion 

The results and recommendations of this research study were presented as a sig-
nificant yet possible minor change to servant leadership interactions when cov-
ering relations with new followers. Based preliminarily on this research study it 
could possibly be stated that a servant may teach first, instead of serve first, with 
new followers in specific situations. While this study focused on new followers in 
the church, it is conceivable that any NPO or for-profit organization where little 
to no screening occurs for the followers may be affected by the results of this re-
search as related to the implementation of servant leadership. The suggestion of 
a small modification to servant leadership with new followers to teach first then 
serve, as potentially demonstrated from this research, may have provided a con-
ceivable opening to clarify the servant leadership theory further in different and 
unique settings.  
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