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ABSTRACT

Servant leadership, the subject of this study, captured my attention because of its recent
popularity within the popular press and business consultant circles. While servant
leadership has become one of the most appealing leadership philosophies in those
communities, this has not been the case in other communities (e.g. executives and
leadership scholars). For the latter, the idea of servant leadership seems to be too narrow,
impractical, and idealistic. Another issue of concern is that there is only little empirical
support has been published in peer-reviewed journals, which most of them appear to be
lacked of well-designed research methodology to explore and study the complexity of

servant leadership.

This study explores the organizational phenomenon of servant leadership and utilizes a
psychoanalytic frame of thinking and the substance of informal leadership and
relationships in search of a richer explanation and better understanding of servant
leadership. Psychoanalytically informed interviews of a small group of workers who
operate in a New Zealand branch of a multinational cleaning service provider elicited
quality stories which provided access to delve more deeply into the dynamics of servant
leadership as it is enacted and experienced by the leader and subordinates in their
informal work system. Psychoanalytic concepts (e.g. idealization, identification,
transference, projection, ego-ideal) and Gabriel’s (2000) poetic tropes (e.g. attribution of
motive, attribution of causal connections, attribution of fixed qualities, and attribution of
providential significance) are employed as the main interpretive frame to analyze the
collected stories and narratives — viewed as manifest materials of unconscious

organizational processes.

Servant leadership is found not to be an idealistic form of leadership, but rather a by-
product of the leader and subordinates’ mutual idealization aimed to protect and maintain
their narcissistic identities. In their idealization, subordinates see the leader as the

symbolic mother, who echoes their wishes and desires in a way that provide each of them



a healthy sense of self-esteem that could help them deal with the difficulties and hardship
triggered by male managers — viewed as the symbolic father of the workplace. As a by-
product of subordinates’ idealization of the leader, subordinates establish a symbolic
family-group, wherein relationships and leadership are informal. This informal system
shares many similarities with many features of servant leadership, such as personal and
close relationships, caring, community building, shared decision making and leadership,
and the principle of ‘primus inter pares’ — first among equals (Greenleaf, 2002). The
leader’s idealization of subordinates is also a way to confirm her narcissistic identity that
drives her to engage in serving behaviours where she seeks subordinates’ love and
admiration. Such mutual idealization, as with idealization in other relationships, brings
with it potential benefits, but also potential drawbacks for the leader, subordinates, and
the organization. In dealing with the threat of a subordinate’s betrayal, the servant leader
longs for intervention from a Divine figure as her final resort of defence. The servant
leader’s idealization of subordinates and of a Divine figure, in addition to leader-
subordinate symbolic mother-child relationships within their symbolic family group, may
function as the important elements distinguishing servant leadership from other theories

of leadership.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE. ... e, i

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ... il

AB S T R A T .o e i

TABLE OF CONTENTS. ... %
CHAPTER 1

INErOdUCTION. .. ..o e, 1

A Brief Overview of Servant Leadership........c.ccccoevvveiieieiieinennn. 1

Statement of the Problem...................oooiiiii i 4

Purpose of the Study..............coiiiiiiir e ©

ReSearch QUESHIONS........c..coivieiieiieecrie ettt ere e 7

The Empirical StUdY........ccccoeiieiiee e 7

The Personal Significance of the Research...........c.cccoeeveveiiciieennen, 9
Structure of the ThesIS. ..o 10

CHAPTER 2

Review of the Literature. ..o, 11
INtroduction. ... ..ot 11
Greenleaf’s Idea about Servant Leadership..................cc...o..l . 13
Popular Literature on Servant Leadership............ccccccoevvnenee. 16
The Symbolic Archetypal Figure of the Servant ...... 18
Academic Literature on Servant Leadership............................ 19
Research on Servant Leadership.......................ooon 21
Weaknesses and Limitations of Servant Leadership ......... 22

Idealistic View of Servant Leadership ................ 22



Inadequate Approaches used in the Research Method

The Substances of Informal Relationships and Leadership

offer a Valuable way of Studying Servant Leadership........ 28

Psychoanalytic Approach to Leadership...................oooiiiinniin. 30
Servant Leadership and Psychoanalysis......................... 30

The UNCONSCIOUS. ......ovitiiie e 31

Freud on Leadership...........ooooiiiiiiii, 32
Psychoanalytic Insights into Leadership........cc.ccoevvviverirnnnnne 33
Leaders and NarcissSiSM..........cccceverenenenenenenienenn, 34

Subordinates and Transference..........c.ccooceverenerienne. 37

The Influence of Idealization, Projection, and

Mirroring in Leader-Subordinate Relationships........ 40

Synthesis and Argument for the Study...........ccooveveviniceir e, 45

Chapter SUMMAIY........ccviiiiieiicce e 46
CHAPTER 3

Research Methodology...........ooiiiiiii e 47

The Philosophical Underpinnings of Psychoanalysis Research ...... 47

Psychoanalytic Research into Organization ............................ 51

Research Strategies: Using Stories as Materials for Study................ 57

Identifying Stories ........ovviiiiiiiiiiii e, 59

Using Unstructured Interview Method to Collect Stories.... 61

Research Strategies: Using a Case Study Design ...................... 62

Research Process .......o.oviiiiiiiii i, 63

The Siteof the Study ... 63

ACCESS ..t 65

The PartiCipants ........c..oiiiiirii e 66

The Interview ProcCess .....ouueeeeee e, 66



The Ethical Considerations .........oveeeieieeeeeieeeeianeennnn. 69
The Role of the Researcher ..o 70
Reflexity in the Research Process..........c.cccoeiiieiciinicnene, 72

Using Psychoanalytic Interpretation for the Collected Stories and

ACCOUNES . .utttt ettt et et ettt e e et e e e e e e 75
Chapter SUMMAIY........ccveiieeiece e 77
CHAPTER 4
The Symbolic Mother Leader .............ccoooiiiiiiiiiiieee, 78
Workers’ View of the Organization’s Managers ....................... 78
Workers” View of Susan ..o 84
Susan as the Symbolic Mother ...................coooiiiii. 85
Susan’s Serving Behaviours Fulfil Workers’ Wishes and Desires
........................................................................... 87
Workers’ Idealization of Susan .................cooooeiiint. 93
Chapter SUMmMAry..... ..ot 100
CHAPTER 5
The Symbolic Family Group..........ccooeiiiiiiiieeee e 102
The Group as the Symbolic Family............cccooooiiiiiiiiin 103
The Symbolic Family Group Enact Informal Relationships and
LeAdErSNIP. ... eiiiie e 105
The Symbolic Family Group as a Good Holding Environment........ 107
Members’ Rivalries and Conflicts.........cccovcvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 112

The Devaluation of Managers — Viewed as Bad Symbolic Father....119

Chapter SUMMAIY........cociiiieiiee e 123

CHAPTER 6
The Powerful and Powerless Servant Leader............uueeeeeeeeeeeeeeieieiiiinnnnns 124
Susan’s Desire to be a Powerful Servant Leader............oeeeeeeeeveeennn... 125

The Construction of Susan’s Identity.........ccccoocvvriiiiiiiniiiin e 127

vii



The Production of Susan’s Identity..........cccovvveiiiieiiiinniiie e 129
The Maintenance and Sustenance of Susan’s ldentity...................... 131
Subordinates’ Projection and Transference............cccccceeuene 132
Susan’s Counter-Transference ..............ccoooevieiiininnnnn. 134
A Victory for All ..., 137
Chapter SUMMATY .....o.viiiii e e 141
CHAPTER 7
Implications, Conclusions and Reflections.............cccooveviiieiiccc v 142

Implications of the Findings for Psychoanalytic Approach to

LeadErSNID. .. .ot s 143
The Symbolic MOther...........ccoiiiiiiics 143
Gendered Narcissism and Maternal Transference................. 144

Rationale for Naming the Research a Study of Servant Leadership..145

Symbolic Mother as Servant Leader..........cccccceecvevvveieneennnn. 145
Symbolic Family Group and the Servant Leader................... 146
The Implications of the Findings for Servant Leadership................. 146
Servant Leader as a ‘Flawed’ Individual...................ccoeeee. 146

Subordinates as Active Players in the Servant Leadership

PIOCESS. ..ttt 148

Servant Leader and Subordinate Relationships..................... 149

Empirical Evidence: The Potential to do Good......... 150

Empirical Evidence: The Potential to do Damage.....151

Intervention of Divine AQENCY.......ccccovevvreninennnn 154

CONCIUSTONS. ...t 155

Theoretical ContribUtIoN..........cooviiiieieiee e 155

Practical Contribution............cccovviieivene e 157

Limitations of the Study and Future Research...................... 158

REFERENQCES...... ..ottt e s 160

APPENDIX: INFORMED PARTICIPANT CONSENT.......cccoccvviiiiiiiiiin 183

viii



