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Abstract

Servant leadership, focusing on service, ethics, and organizational interactions, plays a key
role in enhancing performance. This study aims to identify its components in the employees
of Kerman Municipality to improve management and organizational performance. The study
is applied-basis in nature and qualitative in terms of data. The statistical population consists
of 15 academic experts (due to their necessary scientific experience and to enhance the
scientific validity of analyzing leadership components) and Kerman Municipality officials,
selected purposively. Data were collected through library research and semi-structured
interviews, with validity and reliability confirmed by expert opinions and inter-coder
reliability. Data analysis was conducted using theoretical coding based on grounded theory
and MAXxqda software. The results revealed that the components of servant leadership include
service (4.51), humility (4.40), trustworthiness (4.36), altruism (4.36), interaction (4.34),
work-life balance (4.28), foresight (4.39), and ethics (4.37). Based on these components, a
servant leadership model was proposed, and its fit was confirmed using absolute, relative, and
adjusted indices. The results indicate that managers should pay special attention to these
components when planning and evaluating the performance of their subordinates.
Emphasizing these factors could enhance the current situation and improve organizational
performance in Kerman Municipality. Managers, by considering the components of servant
leadership, can develop more effective strategies to improve management and organizational
interactions and, by increasing productivity, employee satisfaction, and public trust,
contribute to achieving the organizational goals of the municipality.
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Detailed abstract

Introduction

In today’s complex and dynamic organizational environment, leadership plays a vital role in
enhancing efficiency, building trust, and improving employee satisfaction. Among the various
leadership approaches, servant leadership has gained significant attention in both academic
and practical contexts. Servant leadership focuses on prioritising service, humility, and ethics
as the foundation of effective leadership. Unlike traditional leadership styles that emphasise
authority and control, servant leadership highlights the importance of listening, supporting,
and empowering followers. Municipal organisations, particularly in developing countries, are
confronted with growing pressures to ensure transparency, strengthen public trust, and deliver
services with maximum efficiency. Rapid urbanisation, limited resources, and rising citizen
expectations make effective leadership approaches more critical than ever. In this challenging
context, servant leadership emerges as a transformative paradigm that shifts the focus from
authority and control to service, humility, and ethical responsibility. By prioritising the needs
of employees and citizens, servant leadership fosters stronger organisational interactions,
encourages collaboration across departments, and promotes an environment grounded in
fairness and accountability. Such an approach not only enhances the internal culture of
municipalities but also contributes to improved service delivery and strengthened community
relationships. Building on this foundation, the present study seeks to identify the key
components of servant leadership among the employees of Kerman Municipality, aiming to
provide a practical framework for improving management strategies, enhancing employee
motivation and satisfaction, and ultimately reinforcing public confidence in municipal
governance.

Literature Review

The concept of servant leadership was first introduced by Robert K. Greenleaf in the 1970s.
He argued that true leaders are those who serve others first, ensuring their needs and growth
are prioritised before pursuing organisational objectives. Over time, servant leadership has
been conceptualised through various components such as humility, service orientation,
trustworthiness, altruism, foresight, and ethical behaviour.

Numerous studies have emphasised that servant leadership improves organisational outcomes
by:

Increasing employee engagement and satisfaction.

Promoting ethical decision-making and accountability.

Strengthening collaboration and communication within teams.

Enhancing trust between employees and managers.

Facilitating sustainable organisational development.
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Research in public administration, particularly in municipalities, suggests that leaders who
adopt servant leadership practices foster stronger community relationships, improve service
delivery, and strengthen public trust in government institutions. However, despite its
importance, empirical research on servant leadership in the context of Iranian municipalities
remains limited. ldentifying specific components within this cultural and organisational
context can fill a crucial gap in the literature and provide actionable recommendations for
local governance.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design with an applied—fundamental purpose. The
qualitative approach was chosen to explore the subjective and context-specific dimensions
of servant leadership within Kerman Municipality.

« Population and Sample: The statistical population consisted of academic experts with
extensive experience in leadership and management studies as well as senior
officials of Kerman Municipality. A purposive sampling method was used to select
15 participants, ensuring representation of individuals with both theoretical
knowledge and practical experience relevant to servant leadership.

« Data Collection: Data were collected using two methods:
1. Library research for conceptual foundations and theoretical frameworks.

2. Semi-structured interviews with experts and municipal officials, designed to
capture in-depth perspectives on servant leadership components.

« Validity and Reliability: The validity of the research instrument was confirmed through
expert review, while reliability was assessed using inter-coder reliability between
two independent coders.

« Data Analysis: The collected data were analysed through grounded theory-based coding
using the software MAXQDA. Open, axial, and selective coding processes were
employed to categorise and refine components of servant leadership. This
methodological approach enabled the development of a conceptual model tailored to
the organisational realities of Kerman Municipality.

Results

The qualitative analysis revealed eight interrelated components of servant leadership among
municipal employees, namely service orientation (4.51), humility (4.40), trustworthiness
(4.36), altruism (4.36), interaction (4.34), work—life balance (4.28), foresight (4.39), and
ethical orientation (4.37). These dimensions collectively reflect the essence of servant
leadership by prioritising the needs of employees and citizens, fostering modesty and
acknowledgement of others’ contributions, strengthening trust through reliability and honesty,
and emphasising altruistic values that enhance both individual and community welfare. They
also highlight the importance of transparent and ethical practices, the cultivation of open
communication and collaboration, the anticipation of future challenges through foresight, and
the recognition of work—life balance as a driver of well-being and performance. Based on
these findings, a comprehensive conceptual model of servant leadership was developed, the
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fit of which was validated through absolute, relative, and adjusted indices, confirming its
robustness and applicability to the organisational context of Kerman Municipality.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the multifaceted nature of servant leadership and its
applicability in municipal organisations, demonstrating that it is not only about serving others
but also about integrating humility, foresight, and ethical responsibility into everyday
management practices. For managers, incorporating servant leadership components into
performance evaluations, training programmes, and leadership development initiatives can
enhance organisational performance and employee satisfaction. For employees, adopting a
servant leadership model fosters greater trust, collaboration, and job satisfaction, which in
turn strengthens organisational commitment and reduces turnover intentions. At the
governance level, municipalities that embrace servant leadership practices are better
positioned to improve service quality, reinforce community trust, and achieve long-term
organisational effectiveness.

The findings also contribute to the theoretical development of servant leadership in non-
Western contexts. While much of the existing literature has focused on private sector
organisations or Western settings, this study demonstrates that servant leadership principles
are equally relevant and impactful in Iranian municipal contexts.

Limitations of the study include the relatively small sample size and reliance on qualitative
methods, which may limit generalisability. Future research could adopt mixed-methods
approaches, larger sample sizes, and longitudinal designs to examine the long-term effects of
servant leadership in public organisations.

In conclusion, this study provides a robust framework for understanding servant leadership in
municipal settings. By emphasising service, humility, ethics, and foresight, leaders in Kerman
Municipality can develop more effective management strategies, enhance employee
satisfaction, and strengthen public trust. Ultimately, servant leadership can serve as a catalyst
for achieving sustainable organisational growth and improving the quality of life in local
communities.
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