
„DRUŠTVENA I TEHNIČKA ISTRAŽIVANJA“ -  godina IX, br. 2. 

 

114 

 

LEADING BY SERVING: EXPLORATION AND USE OF THE 

“LEADER IS SERVANT” METAPHOR 

 

Pregledni znanstveni članak 

Nenad Blaženović 

Emir Muhić 

Sanel Hadžiahmetović Jurida 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper delves into the “Leader is Servant” metaphor within the 

realm of IT leadership, examining how embodying the role of a servant can 

redefine and enhance leadership effectiveness. Utilizing conceptual 

metaphor theory as a foundational framework, we explore how envisioning 

leadership as servitude - viewing the leader as a facilitator, the team as a 

community, and success as shared service - can cultivate a more inclusive, 

empathetic, and responsive organizational culture. Drawing from diverse 

instances in the IT sector, we scrutinize the potential advantages of this 

metaphor, such as fostering a collaborative environment, boosting morale, 

and encouraging ethical and sustainable decision-making. Additionally, we 

consider the metaphor’s limitations and pitfalls, including the risks of 

diminished authority, perceived passivity, and potential exploitation. The 

paper proposes that the “Leader is Servant” metaphor provides a 

compelling, altruistic paradigm for rethinking leadership dynamics, 

particularly in the rapidly evolving field of technology. Future research 

might investigate how this metaphor intersects with various leadership styles 

across different industries or how it can be integrated with other 

metaphorical conceptions of leadership to enhance organizational and 

individual performance. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In the fast-paced and ever-evolving Information Technology (IT) 

industry, the nature and style of leadership can significantly impact 

organizational success and innovation. This paper explores the “Leader is 

Servant” metaphor, derived from the principles of servant leadership, and its 

application within the context of IT leadership. We delve into how this 

approach, which emphasizes serving others, fostering empowerment, and 

ethical conduct, aligns with the needs and dynamics of the IT sector. 

Through a detailed examination of both the benefits and drawbacks of this 

leadership style, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of how servant leadership can shape, influence, and potentially transform IT 

leadership practices. By considering the complex interplay between 

leadership style and organizational effectiveness in the IT industry, we seek 

to offer insights and strategies for current and aspiring IT leaders striving to 

navigate the challenges and opportunities of this critical field. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

 

This paper conducts a qualitative analysis, focusing on the conceptual 

dissection of the “Leader is Servant” metaphor within the IT leadership 

sphere. This method facilitates a thorough, intricate examination of the 

metaphor’s possible applications and effects in directing IT teams, especially 

during times of significant industry challenges. 

This study is informed by a diverse array of sources from the fields of 

leadership and cognitive linguistics. By adopting an interdisciplinary stance, 

we integrate a wide range of viewpoints, tailoring them to address the 

distinct nuances of IT leadership, a realm not wholly encompassed by 

conventional leadership paradigms. 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor is deconstructed into elements like 

guiding, supporting, and empowering. Each aspect is individually examined, 

delving into its significance and practicality in IT leadership. We enrich this 
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exploration with theoretical insights and practical examples, offering a 

holistic view of how this metaphor can be actualized by IT leaders. 

The analysis strives for a critical and thoughtful examination, 

recognizing both the strengths and shortcomings of the “Leader is Servant” 

metaphor. Acknowledging that metaphors are interpretative, not literal 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), the paper also addresses potential 

misinterpretations and oversimplifications from its uncritical use. 

 

3. UNDERSTANDING THE OVERLAP OF IT LEADERSHIP 

AND CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR THEORY 

 

Let us first delve into the nuanced interplay between IT leadership and 

conceptual metaphor theory. IT leadership, extending beyond mere technical 

prowess, encompasses a broader conceptual understanding of guiding and 

influencing others. Greenleaf’s seminal work on servant leadership 

(Greenleaf, 1977) introduces the idea that leadership is fundamentally a 

service-oriented endeavor. This notion aligns with Lakoff and Johnson’s 

conceptual metaphor theory (1980), which posits that our cognitive 

understanding of the world is shaped significantly by the metaphors we 

employ. This theoretical framework is particularly pertinent in the IT sector, 

where rapid change and complexity require leaders to employ innovative and 

adaptive thinking. By exploring the intersection of these two fields, we aim 

to uncover deeper insights into how IT leaders can effectively navigate their 

roles, fostering environments that are not only technologically advanced but 

also human-centric and ethically grounded. 

Information Technology (IT) leadership is distinct in its requisite for a 

dual focus on current technological expertise and future-oriented strategic 

vision. IT leaders must possess an intricate understanding of emerging 

technologies and the acumen to integrate these into the broader business 

strategy effectively. They are tasked with the unique challenge of 

maintaining robust operational systems while driving innovation (Bassellier, 

et al., 2003). The agility to adapt to rapid technological shifts and the ability 

to foresee the implications of new technologies are central to the role 

(Avolio, et al., 2000). 

One of the primary challenges facing IT leaders is the alignment of IT 

initiatives with business goals. This requires not just technical knowledge but 
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a deep understanding of the business landscape and the ability to 

communicate the value and potential of IT investments to non-technical 

stakeholders (Peppard & Ward, 2004). The pace of change in IT is relentless 

and presents a constant challenge to leaders who must balance the need for 

stable, reliable IT infrastructure with the demand for ongoing innovation and 

adaptation (Weill & Ross, 2004). 

IT leaders also grapple with the complexities of team management in a 

field where skills are highly specialized and often siloed. Developing and 

retaining talent, fostering a culture of continuous learning, and managing a 

diverse and often global team are significant challenges (Tarafdar & Gordon, 

2007). Moreover, the ever-present threat of cyber-attacks and the need for 

comprehensive security strategies put IT leaders on the frontline of 

organizational risk management (Baskerville & Myers, 2002). 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), as introduced by Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980), posits that our understanding and cognition are 

fundamentally shaped by metaphors, which allow us to conceptualize one 

idea in terms of another. This theory suggests that metaphors are not just 

linguistic expressions but are deeply embedded in our thought processes, 

influencing how we perceive and interact with the world (Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980). In the realm of cognition, metaphors act as bridges, allowing us to 

understand complex or abstract concepts by relating them to more familiar, 

concrete experiences. 

In leadership, metaphors can be powerful tools, shaping not only how 

leaders perceive and approach their roles but also how they are perceived by 

others. Metaphors like “navigator,” “coach,” or “orchestra conductor” can 

frame a leader’s approach, expectations, and behavior (Morgan, 1997). They 

influence organizational culture and communication, guiding the way leaders 

and followers conceptualize goals, challenges, and the paths to success. 

For example, a leader who sees themselves as a “gardener” might 

focus on nurturing growth, cultivating a healthy environment, and tending to 

the needs of individual team members. In contrast, a leader who adopts a 

“general” metaphor might prioritize strategy, discipline, and decisive action 

(Kets de Vries, 1999). Each metaphor brings with it a set of assumptions, 

behaviors, and interpretations of what leadership is and should be. 

The relevance of CMT to leadership extends to the understanding of 

organizational dynamics and change. Metaphors can shape organizational 
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identity, define what constitutes success, and influence the strategies and 

policies adopted by leaders (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). They can also be 

strategic tools for change management, as new metaphors can lead to new 

ways of thinking and behaving within an organization. 

Furthermore, metaphors are crucial in cross-cultural leadership, where 

different cultural backgrounds might lead to varied interpretations and 

expectations of leadership (Kövacses, 2005). Understanding and navigating 

these metaphorical landscapes is essential for effective communication and 

leadership in diverse settings. 

Metaphors are not merely linguistic flourishes; they are central to how 

IT leaders conceptualize and navigate their complex roles. For instance, the 

“architect” metaphor is prevalent in IT, where leaders are seen as designers 

of systems, laying out blueprints for future development and ensuring the 

integrity of the overall structure (Brown & Duguid, 2000). This metaphor 

emphasizes planning, foresight, and the foundational importance of well-

designed systems. 

Another powerful metaphor is the “ecosystem,” which is increasingly 

used to describe IT environments. Here, leadership is about understanding 

and nurturing a complex, interdependent system of technologies, processes, 

and people. This view highlights the importance of balance, adaptability, and 

sustainable growth of the IT environment (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). 

Metaphors also reflect the evolving nature of IT leadership. The shift 

from “gatekeeper” to “enabler” reflects a broader transition in IT leadership, 

from controlling access to technology to empowering users and business 

units with the tools and information they need to succeed (Henderson & 

Venkatraman, 1999). This reflects a more collaborative, service-oriented 

approach to IT leadership, focusing on partnership, integration, and agility. 

The “navigator” metaphor is particularly apt for the modern IT leader. 

In a landscape marked by rapid technological change and uncertainty, leaders 

must chart a course through uncharted waters, making strategic decisions 

with incomplete information and adjusting to shifting conditions (Earl & 

Feeny, 1994). This metaphor captures the essence of strategic leadership in 

IT, emphasizing vision, adaptability, and the courage to explore new 

horizons. 

The metaphors IT leaders choose to describe their work significantly 

impact their approach to leadership and the perception of IT within the 
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organization. By selecting metaphors that emphasize collaboration, 

innovation, and empowerment, leaders can foster a more positive, proactive 

culture around IT (Orlikowski & Gash, 1994). 

However, leaders must be wary of the constraints that metaphors 

impose. Over-reliance on a particular metaphor can blind leaders to 

alternative perspectives and approaches. Leaders must remain critical and 

flexible, reevaluating their metaphors as the organization and technology 

landscape evolves (Cornelissen, et al., 2008). 

 

4. BENEFITS AND DRAWBACKS OF THE “LEADER IS 

SERVANT” METAPHOR IN IT INDUSTRY  

 

In the ever-evolving landscape of the IT industry, leadership styles 

profoundly impact organizational culture, employee performance, and 

innovation. Among the various leadership models, the “Leader is Servant” 

metaphor has gained significant attention for its ethical orientation and 

people-centered approach. Rooted in the principles of servant leadership, this 

metaphor posits that a leader’s primary role is to serve their team, 

prioritizing the development and well-being of team members to enhance 

overall organizational performance (Greenleaf, 1977) 

This section delves into the practical implications of adopting the 

“Leader is Servant” metaphor in the IT industry, a domain characterized by 

rapid technological advancements, high complexity, and a constant need for 

innovation. We will explore five key benefits of this leadership style, 

including enhanced team collaboration, employee development, and 

innovation, as well as its contributions to adaptability and ethical practices. 

Concurrently, we will examine five potential drawbacks, such as the risk of 

leader burnout, slow decision-making processes, and possible misalignment 

with certain organizational cultures. 

Understanding these benefits and drawbacks is crucial for IT leaders 

and organizations contemplating the adoption of the servant leadership 

model. It provides a nuanced perspective of how this approach can influence 

IT teams and projects, thereby informing better decision-making and 

leadership strategies in the dynamic and demanding field of information 

technology. 
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  BENEFITS 

This section explores the benefits of adopting a servant leadership style 

in the IT industry. These advantages range from fostering a supportive and 

collaborative environment to enhancing innovation and ethical practices. 

Understanding these benefits will provide valuable insights into how servant 

leadership can positively influence team dynamics, drive growth, and adapt 

to the fast-paced nature of the IT sector. 

 

ENHANCED TEAM COLLABORATION AND MORALE 

By embracing the “Leader is Servant” metaphor, IT leaders can 

profoundly impact team dynamics, fostering an environment where 

collaboration and morale are significantly enhanced. Servant leadership, 

characterized by a focus on serving others, creates a supportive atmosphere 

that is conducive to open communication, mutual respect, and collective 

problem-solving. 

Servant leaders prioritize the needs and growth of their team members, 

which naturally leads to a more collaborative environment. By actively 

listening and responding to team concerns, leaders can break down 

communication barriers and foster a sense of trust and openness (Greenleaf, 

1977). This approach is particularly beneficial in IT, where projects often 

require a diverse range of expertise and close teamwork. Studies have shown 

that when leaders are more service-oriented, teams are more likely to share 

knowledge and work together effectively, leading to higher performance (van 

Dierendonck, 2010). 

A key aspect of servant leadership is the emphasis on the personal and 

professional growth of team members. Leaders who invest time in 

understanding and developing their team’s unique skills create a more 

empowered workforce. Employees who feel valued are more engaged and 

committed to their work and their team. Research indicates that when 

employees in technical roles feel empowered, they are more likely to be 

creative and proactive in solving complex problems (Liden, et al., 2008). 

The servant leader’s empathetic and supportive approach can lead to 

increased job satisfaction and morale. Teams led by servant leaders often 

report higher levels of engagement and well-being. This is especially 

important in high-stress IT environments, where burnout can be common. 
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Engaged teams are more resilient, adaptable, and productive, which is 

critical for success in the rapidly evolving tech industry (Eva, et al., 2019). 

Servant leaders work to cultivate a sense of community and shared 

purpose within their teams. By emphasizing collective over individual 

success and recognizing each member’s contributions, leaders can strengthen 

team cohesion (Greenleaf, 1977). A cohesive team is better equipped to 

handle the inherent challenges of IT projects, from tight deadlines to 

technical setbacks. A shared sense of purpose and commitment can lead to 

better collaborative problem-solving and innovation (Spears, 2010). In 

implementing the “Leader is Servant” metaphor within the IT industry, 

leaders can significantly enhance team collaboration and morale. This 

leadership approach promotes a culture of respect, empowerment, and shared 

purpose, leading to more engaged and cohesive teams capable of innovative 

problem-solving and efficient project execution. 

 

IMPROVED EMPLOYEE DEVELOPMENT 

Embracing the “Leader is Servant” metaphor, IT leaders act as 

cultivators of talent, focusing intently on the personal and professional 

growth of their team members. This commitment is crucial in the fast-paced 

IT sector, where continuous learning and adaptability are key to staying 

ahead. By investing in training and mentoring, servant leaders ensure their 

teams are equipped to navigate and thrive amidst the industry’s rapid 

evolution. 

Consider the servant leader as a “gardener,” where each team member 

is a unique plant with different needs, potentials, and growth paths. Just as a 

gardener provides the right soil, water, and sunlight for each plant, the 

servant leader offers tailored guidance, opportunities, and resources to each 

individual. This might involve personalized learning plans, access to courses 

and certifications, or direct mentorship. By nurturing their team in this way, 

leaders ensure that everyone can grow robustly, contributing to a diverse and 

resilient garden of talent (Greenleaf, 1977). 

In the “Leader is Servant” metaphor, the leader can also be seen as a 

master craftsperson who apprentices their team, imparting wisdom and skills 

through a hands-on approach. In the IT industry, this might mean working 

alongside team members on challenging projects, providing real-time 

feedback and guidance, and demonstrating best practices in coding, problem-
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solving, or project management. This approach not only builds skills but also 

deepens the leader’s understanding of each team member’s unique abilities 

and development needs (Spears, 1995). 

Servant leaders act as “architects,” designing a landscape of 

opportunities that encourages exploration and growth. They might create 

pathways for advancement, cross-training experiences, or rotational 

assignments that allow team members to build new skills and take on varied 

roles. Like an architect considers the broader structure while attending to 

individual elements, the servant leader ensures that each opportunity 

contributes to the team’s overall skill set and the organization’s strategic 

needs (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

Adopting the role of a “steward,” the servant leader is committed to 

protecting and promoting the potential of each team member. This might 

involve advocating for their team’s work, securing resources for advanced 

tools and training, or providing support during challenging times. The 

stewardship ensures that team members have what they need to develop and 

succeed, akin to a steward ensuring the resources under their care are utilized 

effectively and sustainably (van Dierendonck, 2010). The “Leader is 

Servant” metaphor encapsulates a leadership approach deeply committed to 

the growth and development of people. In the IT industry, where change is 

the only constant, this commitment translates into a workforce that is 

continually learning, adapting, and innovating. By acting as gardeners, 

master craftspeople, architects, and stewards of their team’s potential, servant 

leaders create an environment where development is continuous, and the 

capacity to meet future challenges is ever-growing. 

 

GREATER INNOVATION AND CREATIVITY 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor, when embraced in the IT industry, 

acts as a catalyst for innovation and creativity. By empowering employees 

and fostering a culture of open communication, servant leaders create an 

environment where new ideas are not just welcomed but are encouraged and 

nurtured. This atmosphere is particularly conducive to the IT sector, where 

innovation is often the key to success and sustainability. 

Servant leaders create a “marketplace” where ideas are exchanged 

freely, much like merchants in a bazaar. In this space, team members feel 

secure and valued, knowing their thoughts and suggestions are heard and 
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respected. For instance, a servant leader might organize regular 

brainstorming sessions or innovation workshops where team members can 

present and discuss their ideas without fear of criticism. This approach not 

only generates a wider range of solutions to complex IT problems but also 

fosters a culture of continuous innovation (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

Just as a scientist experiments in a lab, servant leaders in IT encourage 

a culture of experimentation and creative risk-taking. They understand that 

not all ideas will lead to success but believe that each attempt is a valuable 

learning opportunity. For example, they might implement “hack days” where 

team members can work on passion projects or new technologies, providing 

a safe space to explore and innovate. This environment encourages team 

members to think outside the box and push the boundaries of current 

technology and practices (Senge, 1990). 

Servant leaders act as “gardeners” of creative confidence, tending to 

and nurturing their team’s belief in their creative capabilities. They offer 

constructive feedback, celebrate creative successes, and provide support 

when ideas do not pan out as expected. By validating and appreciating the 

creative efforts of their team, leaders reinforce a positive identity as 

innovators and problem-solvers, crucial in the ever-evolving IT field (Brown, 

2009). 

Like conductors of an orchestra, servant leaders harmonize the diverse 

skills and perspectives within their team to create a synergy that breeds 

innovation. They understand that creativity often sparks from the intersection 

of different ideas and experiences. By promoting collaboration across 

different roles and specialties within the IT team, leaders can facilitate a 

multidisciplinary approach to innovation, leading to more robust and creative 

technological solutions (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997).  

Servant leaders democratize the process of innovation by ensuring that 

every team member has the opportunity to contribute, much like a town hall 

meeting where every voice is heard. They provide the tools, training, and 

time necessary for all team members to engage in creative problem-solving, 

regardless of their position or seniority. This inclusivity not only broadens 

the scope of innovation but also fosters a sense of ownership and 

engagement among the team (von Hippel, 2005). 

Adopting the “Leader is Servant” metaphor in the IT industry can 

significantly enhance innovation and creativity. By creating a supportive 
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environment where ideas are freely shared, encouraging experimentation, 

nurturing creative confidence, fostering collaborative synergy, and 

democratizing the innovation process, servant leaders can drive their teams 

and organizations toward groundbreaking technological advancements and 

solutions. 

 

ENHANCED ADAPTABILITY AND RESILIENCE 

In the IT industry, characterized by rapid technological advancements 

and unpredictable market shifts, adaptability and resilience are not just 

desirable traits but essential ones. Servant leaders, with their focus on the 

well-being and development of their team, are particularly adept at fostering 

these qualities. They create environments where team members are prepared 

to face change head-on, much like a well-rooted tree withstands storms and 

droughts. 

Servant leaders are like “guides” in the wilderness, helping their teams 

navigate through the ever-changing landscape of the IT industry. They 

encourage a mindset of agility and flexibility, where change is expected and 

embraced rather than feared. For instance, they might implement agile 

methodologies in project management, encouraging iterative development, 

and regular reflection on processes and outcomes. This approach ensures that 

the team can quickly adapt to new information, shifting priorities, and 

emerging technologies (Liden, et al., 2008). 

Just as a coach builds resilience in athletes by pushing them to develop 

their skills and confidence, servant leaders build resilience in their teams by 

empowering them to take ownership of their work and make decisions. This 

empowerment fosters a sense of confidence and self-efficacy, which is 

crucial when facing challenges or failures. By trusting their team to navigate 

complex situations and recover from setbacks, leaders ensure that the team 

not only survives but thrives amid change and adversity (Spears, 1995). 

Servant leaders create a “safety net” of support and trust. They 

understand that for teams to take risks and innovate, they need to feel secure 

and supported. By providing a strong support system, offering resources for 

personal and professional development, and being available to help navigate 

challenges, leaders create a resilient team that can withstand and learn from 

failures and setbacks (Greenleaf, 1977). 



„DRUŠTVENA I TEHNIČKA ISTRAŽIVANJA“ -  godina IX, br. 2. 

 

125 

 

In the fast-paced IT world, continuous learning is key to adaptability. 

Servant leaders act as “librarians,” providing access to a wealth of 

knowledge and learning opportunities. They might facilitate training 

sessions, encourage attendance at conferences, or provide time for self-

directed learning and exploration. This commitment to lifelong learning 

ensures that the team remains on the cutting edge of technology and best 

practices, ready to adapt to whatever comes their way (Russel & Stone, 

2002). 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor therefore significantly contributes to 

enhanced adaptability and resilience in IT teams. By fostering agility, 

empowerment, support, continuous learning, and psychological safety, 

servant leaders prepare their teams to navigate the complexities and 

uncertainties of the IT industry successfully. These teams are not just 

equipped to handle change; they are poised to lead it. 

 

STRONG ETHICAL AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

In the realm of IT, where decisions can have far-reaching implications 

for privacy, security, and society, the ethical and social responsibility of 

leaders is under intense scrutiny. The “Leader is Servant” metaphor 

inherently emphasizes ethics and service to the greater good, positioning 

servant leaders to significantly enhance their company’s ethical standing and 

commitment to social responsibility. 

Servant leaders act as “moral compasses” for their teams and 

organizations. They lead by example, demonstrating integrity, transparency, 

and a commitment to doing what is right, even when it is challenging. This 

might involve making tough decisions to protect user data or refusing to 

implement technology that could have negative societal impacts. By setting 

high ethical standards, servant leaders foster a culture of integrity that 

permeates the entire organization, enhancing its reputation and 

trustworthiness (van Dierendonck, 2010) 

Just as a “guardian” protects and nurtures, servant leaders prioritize the 

welfare of not just their team and organization but also the broader 

community and environment. In IT, this could translate into developing 

technology solutions that address social issues, committing to sustainable 

practices, or engaging in community outreach programs. By focusing on the 

bigger picture and the long-term impact of their actions, servant leaders 
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ensure that their organizations contribute positively to society and build a 

legacy of social responsibility (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Servant leaders are like “beacons” of transparency, shedding light on 

their actions and decisions. In an industry riddled with concerns about data 

usage and privacy, being open about policies, procedures, and the measures 

taken to protect user information is vital. By communicating transparently 

and openly engaging with stakeholders about ethical considerations, servant 

leaders build trust not just within their team but also with customers, 

partners, and the public (Spears, 1995). 

Servant leaders empower their team members to make ethical 

decisions. Like “coaches,” they provide the guidance, tools, and support 

necessary for individuals to understand and navigate complex ethical 

landscapes. This might involve regular training on ethical issues, creating 

channels for reporting concerns, and encouraging open discussions about the 

ethical dimensions of their work. By empowering their team in this way, 

leaders ensure that ethical considerations are at the forefront of every 

decision and action (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor significantly contributes to strong 

ethical standards and social responsibility in the IT industry. By acting as 

moral compasses, guardians of society, beacons of transparency, coaches for 

ethical decision-making, and stewards of the future, servant leaders ensure 

that their organizations are not just successful but also ethical and socially 

responsible. This commitment builds trust, enhances reputation, and ensures 

a positive impact on the world. 

 

  DRAWBACKS 

While the “Leader is Servant” metaphor offers numerous benefits in 

fostering a positive, ethical, and innovative IT environment, it is also 

important to recognize and understand its potential drawbacks. In this 

section, we will explore the challenges and limitations that can arise when 

implementing servant leadership in the fast-paced and highly technical IT 

industry. From the risk of leader burnout to potential conflicts with 

organizational culture, understanding these drawbacks is crucial for leaders 

to effectively navigate and mitigate the challenges while harnessing the full 

potential of this leadership style. 
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POTENTIAL FOR OVER-RELIANCE ON THE LEADER 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor, while fostering a supportive and 

nurturing environment, can inadvertently lead to a situation where team 

members become excessively dependent on the leader. This over-reliance 

can be counterproductive, especially in the IT industry, where the ability to 

make swift, independent decisions and take the initiative is vital. 

In the servant leadership model, the leader is often seen as a “fountain” 

from which support and guidance flow. However, when team members 

always look to this fountain for answers, it can create a bottleneck, slowing 

down decision-making processes. In fast-paced IT projects, delays in 

decisions can lead to missed opportunities, slower response times, and 

reduced competitiveness. When team members wait for approval or guidance 

for every small decision, the agility that is crucial in the tech industry is 

compromised (Stone, et al., 2004). 

Servant leaders are often likened to “teachers” who guide and educate 

their teams. While this is generally positive, there is a risk that team 

members might become too accustomed to receiving guidance and stop 

seeking out solutions independently. This over-dependence can hinder the 

development of critical problem-solving skills. In the IT industry, where 

problems can be complex and multifaceted, the ability of team members to 

think on their feet and devise innovative solutions is crucial. Over-reliance 

on the leader can stifle this creativity and growth (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Servant leaders aim to be the “wind beneath the wings” of their team 

members, lifting them and propelling them forward. However, if team 

members become too reliant, they may lose confidence in their abilities to fly 

solo. This dependence can diminish their willingness to take the initiative, a 

quality highly valued in the IT sector where new challenges and technologies 

constantly emerge. Team members who lack confidence in their decision-

making might hesitate to take bold steps or innovate, which can ultimately 

impact the team’s performance and adaptability (Spears, 1995). 

The “Leader is Servant” approach, when overemphasized, can lead to 

an imbalance where the leader’s role is seen more as a supporter rather than a 

visionary or strategist. While support is crucial, leaders in the IT industry 

also need to drive strategy, innovation, and change. If team members become 

too reliant on the leader for daily guidance, the leader’s ability to focus on 

broader strategic issues might be compromised. This imbalance can affect 
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the long-term growth and direction of the team and the organization (Russel 

& Stone, 2002). 

All this said, while the “Leader is Servant” metaphor brings many 

benefits, the potential for creating an over-reliance on the leader is a 

significant drawback that needs careful management. By recognizing and 

addressing this risk, servant leaders in the IT industry can ensure that their 

supportive approach empowers rather than hinders their team’s ability to 

make independent decisions and take initiative. 

 

RISK OF LEADER BURNOUT 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor, while noble and effective in many 

ways, also carries the inherent risk of leader burnout. This drawback is 

particularly pronounced in the high-stakes, high-pressure environment of the 

IT industry. The intensive focus required to serve others, meet individual 

needs, and maintain the team’s well-being can be exhausting, potentially 

leading to burnout that affects not only the leader’s health and effectiveness 

but also the overall team dynamics. 

Servant leaders often act as “sponges,” absorbing the stress and 

concerns of their team. In the fast-paced world of IT, where projects are 

complex and deadlines are tight, the amount of stress can be considerable. 

Continually taking on the team’s stress without adequate relief can lead to 

emotional exhaustion and burnout, diminishing the leader’s ability to provide 

the support and guidance the team needs (Sendjaya, et al., 2008). 

As “pillars” of support, servant leaders may feel the need to be 

constantly available to their team, offering help, advice, and guidance 

whenever needed. This expectation of constant availability, especially in an 

industry that often operates across time zones and tight schedules, can lead to 

long hours and work-life imbalance. The lack of downtime and personal 

space can erode the leader’s energy and enthusiasm, leading to burnout 

(Greenleaf, 1977). 

Servant leaders aim to be “nurturers,” attending to the growth and 

development of each team member. However, in trying to meet everyone’s 

varying needs and expectations, leaders might spread themselves too thin. 

The effort to personalize support for a diverse team, each with unique needs 

and challenges, can be overwhelming and unsustainable, particularly when 

resources are limited (Spears, 1995). 
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In their role as “givers,” servant leaders often prioritize their team’s 

well-being above their own. While this selflessness is admirable, it can lead 

to the neglect of their own physical, emotional, and mental health. Leaders 

who fail to practice self-care might find their energy depleted, their resilience 

diminished, and their effectiveness compromised (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

To prevent burnout, servant leaders need to recognize the importance 

of self-care and set boundaries to maintain a healthy work-life balance. They 

can delegate responsibilities to trusted team members, not only to lighten 

their own load but also to empower others and foster independence. 

Regularly assessing their well-being and seeking support when needed can 

help leaders maintain their health and effectiveness. Additionally, 

organizations can provide resources and support systems to help leaders 

manage stress and prevent burnout. 

 

PERCEPTION OF WEAKNESS 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor, with its emphasis on humility, 

empathy, and support, can sometimes clash with traditional views of 

leadership that prioritize assertiveness, control, and decisiveness. In certain 

corporate cultures, especially those that have historically valued a more 

authoritative approach, adopting a servant leadership style might lead to a 

perception of weakness or indecisiveness. This misperception can undermine 

the leader’s authority and effectiveness, particularly in the complex and fast-

paced environment of IT projects. 

In industries or organizations where the prevailing view of leadership 

is equated with assertiveness and a commanding presence, the servant 

leader’s approach of putting others first and seeking to serve rather than 

command might be misinterpreted as a lack of confidence or authority. This 

perception can be especially pronounced in the IT sector, where leaders are 

often expected to make quick, decisive moves in response to rapidly 

changing technologies and market demands (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Servant leaders are often seen as “healers” or “nurturers,” emphasizing 

empathy, active listening, and emotional intelligence. However, these 

qualities can be misperceived as softness or a lack of assertiveness, 

particularly by those who equate leadership with toughness and dominance. 

This misunderstanding can lead to a lack of respect and cooperation from 
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team members and other stakeholders, hindering the leader’s ability to guide 

and motivate the team effectively (Spears, 1995). 

In a servant leadership model, leaders often work alongside their team 

members, blurring the traditional lines of hierarchy. While this approach 

fosters collaboration and mutual respect, it can also lead to confusion about 

roles and responsibilities, particularly in situations that require clear, 

authoritative decision-making. In fast-moving and often high-stakes IT 

projects, this perceived lack of authority can lead to indecision, conflicts, and 

delays (Russel & Stone, 2002) 

To combat the perception of weakness, servant leaders can 

communicate the rationale and effectiveness of their approach, 

demonstrating how it leads to better outcomes, higher morale, and a more 

committed workforce. They can also balance their nurturing and supportive 

qualities with assertiveness and decisiveness when necessary, showing that 

empathy and strength are not mutually exclusive. Additionally, educating the 

organization about the benefits and principles of servant leadership can help 

shift perceptions and foster a more inclusive understanding of what effective 

leadership looks like (Greenleaf, 1977). 

 

SLOW DECISION MAKING 

While servant leadership is lauded for its inclusive and democratic 

approach, one potential drawback in the IT industry is the tendency toward 

slower decision-making. The servant leader’s commitment to consensus-

building and ensuring every voice is heard can, at times, conflict with the 

need for swift action and quick pivots that are often required in response to 

technological changes and market demands. 

Servant leaders are often likened to “conductors,” aiming to harmonize 

the various sections of their orchestra. However, in the IT world, the time 

taken to achieve this harmony can sometimes be at odds with the tempo of 

the industry. Ensuring that all team members have a say and that decisions 

are reached collectively can be a time-consuming process, potentially leading 

to delays. In situations where rapid response is critical, such as security 

breaches or sudden market shifts, the time taken to build consensus can lead 

to missed opportunities or heightened risks (Spears, 1995). 

Servant leaders strive to be thoughtful and considerate “guides,” 

weighing all options and potential consequences carefully. While this 



„DRUŠTVENA I TEHNIČKA ISTRAŽIVANJA“ -  godina IX, br. 2. 

 

131 

 

thoroughness ensures well-considered decisions, it can also lead to over-

deliberation, especially when faced with complex IT problems that have 

multiple viable solutions. The desire to explore every avenue and seek input 

from all quarters can slow down the decision-making process, leading to 

frustration among team members and stakeholders eager for action 

(Greenleaf, 1977). 

While inclusivity and collective decision-making are strengths of 

servant leadership, finding the right balance between these and the need for 

decisiveness is challenging. In the IT industry, where the landscape can 

change overnight, leaders must be able to shift from a collaborative to a more 

directive approach when necessary. Striking this balance is crucial to ensure 

that the servant leader’s deliberative nature does not become a hindrance to 

the team’s ability to operate effectively in a fast-paced and often 

unpredictable environment (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

To address the challenge of slow decision-making, servant leaders can 

set clear guidelines for when consensus is necessary and when more 

directive decision-making is appropriate. Providing training and tools to 

facilitate faster group decision-making, such as decision-making frameworks 

or software, can also help. Additionally, empowering team members with 

more autonomy and decision-making authority can ensure that not all 

decisions need to go through the leader, thereby speeding up the process 

(Sendjaya, et al., 2008). 

 

MISALIGNMENT WITH ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 

The “Leader is Servant” metaphor, while effective and transformative 

in its right, may not always seamlessly integrate into every organizational 

culture. If the prevailing culture of the organization does not support or 

understand the principles of servant leadership, it can lead to misalignment. 

This disconnect not only undermines the leader’s efforts but can also lead to 

internal conflicts and a decrease in overall effectiveness, a situation of 

particular concern in the fast-moving and culturally diverse field of IT. 

In organizations where traditional, top-down leadership models are the 

norm, introducing a servant leadership style can be like trying to fit a square 

peg in a round hole. The servant leader’s focus on empowerment, 

collaboration, and ethical behavior might starkly contrast with a culture that 

values authority, competition, and rapid results. This disparity can lead to 
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confusion among team members and resistance from other leaders who are 

accustomed to more autocratic styles (Russel & Stone, 2002). 

Organizational cultures that are rigid or resistant to change may view 

the servant leadership approach as an unwelcome disruption. Like 

introducing a new species into an established ecosystem, the servant 

leadership style can upset the existing balance and encounter resistance from 

those who are invested in maintaining the status quo. In the dynamic field of 

IT, where adapting to change is critical, such resistance can hinder progress 

and innovation (Greenleaf, 1977). 

In cultures that equate leadership effectiveness with control and 

assertiveness, the servant leader’s approach of listening, supporting, and 

serving might be misperceived as a lack of leadership. This 

misunderstanding can undermine the leader’s authority and credibility, 

making it difficult to implement strategies, motivate the team, and drive 

change. The perception of ineffectiveness can be particularly detrimental in 

IT, where leadership needs to inspire confidence and decisiveness in the face 

of technical challenges (Spears, 1995). 

To mitigate the risks of cultural misalignment, servant leaders can take 

a proactive approach to understanding and respecting the existing 

organizational culture while gradually demonstrating the value of servant 

leadership principles. They can seek alliances with other leaders and 

influencers within the organization who are open to or supportive of the 

servant leadership approach. Additionally, education and communication 

about the benefits and successes of servant leadership can help shift 

perceptions and gradually foster a more supportive culture (Sendjaya, et al., 

2008). 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

Throughout this exploration of the “Leader is Servant” metaphor in the 

context of IT leadership, we have dissected both its empowering attributes 

and the challenges it presents. This metaphor, drawing from the deep well of 

servant leadership theory, presents a transformative approach to leadership 

that aligns closely with the dynamic and collaborative nature of the IT 

industry. However, its application is not without complexities and requires 

careful consideration to fully harness its potential. 
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The benefits of adopting a servant leadership style in IT are manifold. 

Enhanced team collaboration and morale, commitment to growth and 

development, fostering innovation and creativity, along with promoting 

adaptability and resilience, stand out as key advantages. Importantly, this 

approach also aligns with the ethical and social responsibilities increasingly 

demanded of leaders in the technology sector. These strengths collectively 

contribute to a leadership approach that not only meets but anticipates the 

needs of modern IT environments. 

However, these benefits are accompanied by significant challenges. 

The potential for creating an over-reliance on the leader, the risk of leader 

burnout, the perception of weakness in more traditional or assertive business 

cultures, slower decision-making processes, and the potential misalignment 

with organizational culture represent critical considerations. These 

drawbacks highlight the need for balance and adaptability in the servant 

leadership approach, ensuring it complements rather than conflicts with the 

organizational context and demands of the IT industry. 

In conclusion, while the “Leader is Servant” metaphor offers a 

compelling framework for IT leadership, its successful implementation 

requires a nuanced understanding of both its strengths and limitations. 

Leaders adopting this style must be mindful of the specific challenges of 

their organizational context and prepared to adapt their approach as 

necessary. By doing so, they can leverage the full potential of servant 

leadership to foster teams that are not only technically proficient but also 

ethically grounded, adaptable, and deeply committed to their collective 

mission. As the IT industry continues to evolve at a rapid pace, the principles 

of servant leadership remain relevant and valuable, offering a roadmap for 

developing leaders who are as adept at nurturing their teams as they are at 

navigating the complexities of the digital world. 
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