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The Transformative Power 
of Servant Leadership in 
Modern Business 
BY VINCE MANCUSO

Discover how servant leadership is reshaping 
today’s business world. This article explores 
the core principles behind this transformative 
approach, shares real-world examples from 
top companies, and reveals why prioritizing the 
growth and well-being of your team can unlock 
extraordinary results. 
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1. Listening

Effective servant leaders 
give their full attention to 
team members, notice 
nonverbal cues, avoid 
interruptions, and provide 
constructive feedback. 
By actively listening, they 
demonstrate respect and 
gather valuable insights 
that inform better decision-
making.

2. Empathy

Understanding others’ 
perspectives and approaching	
situations with an open mind 
allows servant leaders to connect with team members on a deeper 
level. They recognize that supporting employees’ personal well-
being contributes directly to professional success.

3. Healing

Servant leaders acknowledge the universal desire for personal 
wholeness and actively support others in achieving it. They 
prioritize conflict resolution and ensure their teams have the 
knowledge, support, and resources needed to perform effectively.

4. Awareness

Self-awareness enables servant leaders to understand how their 
emotions and behaviors affect those around them. This awareness 
extends to recognizing team members’ individual strengths and 
weaknesses, allowing leaders to support appropriate growth 
opportunities.

5. Persuasion

Rather than relying on positional authority, servant leaders guide 
through persuasion, building consensus through explanation and 
gentle guidance toward optimal decisions.

6. Conceptualization

The ability to envision solutions to problems that don’t currently 
exist allows servant leaders to effectively communicate larger 
goals and explain their importance, helping teams understand 
their roles in achieving long-term objectives.

7. Foresight

Learning from past experiences to evaluate present decisions 
productively is a critical skill for servant leaders. They identify 
current situations, understand the consequences of decisions, and 
help their teams do the same.

T
he ancient Chinese philosopher Laozi perhaps 
best captured the essence of servant leadership 
when he wrote: “A leader is best when people 
barely know he exists; when his work is done, his 
aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves.”

In today’s complex business environment, the 
principles of servant leadership offer a powerful 
framework for building resilient, innovative, and 

high-performing organizations. By prioritizing the growth and 
well-being of team members, servant leaders create environments 
where individuals can thrive and collectively achieve remarkable 
results.

As you navigate the challenges of leadership, consider how 
adopting a servant leadership mindset might transform your 
approach and impact. The most successful organizations of 
tomorrow will likely be those led by individuals who understand 
that true leadership begins with service.  While we have witnessed 
numerous leadership philosophies come and go, servant 
leadership stands as an enduring approach that continues to gain 
relevance in today’s rapidly evolving organization.

The Essence of Servant Leadership

Servant leadership fundamentally inverts the traditional leadership 
pyramid. Rather than commanding from the top, servant leaders 
position themselves at the foundation, supporting and elevating 
their teams. This philosophy asks leaders to shift their focus from 
directing to listening, from commanding to facilitating, and from 
self-interest to collective growth.

The concept was introduced in 1970 by Robert K. Greenleaf in 
his seminal essay, “The Servant as Leader.” As an AT&T executive 
who spearheaded the company’s first management development 
programs, Greenleaf observed that the most effective leaders 
prioritized serving others above themselves. He defined a servant-
leader as someone who focuses “primarily on the growth and 
well-being of people and the communities to which they belong—
sharing power, putting the needs of others first, and helping people 
develop and perform as highly as possible.”

This approach represents a profound departure from traditional 
command-and-control leadership models. As Carol Walker 
noted in the Harvard Business Review, “Removing self-interest 
and personal glory from your motivation on the job is the single 
most important thing you can do to inspire trust.” Walker further 
suggests that leaders should stop thinking that employees 
work for them and instead recognize that “they work for the 
organization and for themselves.” The leader’s role is to facilitate 
this relationship, asking: “What will it take for this employee to be 
successful, and what does the organization need to provide to hold 
up its end of the bargain?”

Core Principles of Servant Leadership

Servant leadership is built upon several foundational principles 
that guide how leaders interact with their teams and organizations:
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Nadella’s leadership style focuses on understanding customers’ 
and employees’ needs, fostering a growth mindset, and promoting 
collaboration. He believes empathy drives innovation and 
collaboration, which has been evident in Microsoft’s renewed 
success and cultural transformation.

Indra Nooyi’s Stewardship at PepsiCo

During her tenure as CEO of PepsiCo, Indra Nooyi demonstrated 
transformative leadership through her emphasis on stewardship 
and sustainability. Her “Performance with Purpose” initiative 
aligned business goals with broader societal objectives, investing in 
sustainable agriculture, water conservation, and healthier product 
options.

Nooyi’s approach to talent management reflected her 
commitment to servant leadership principles. She implemented 
progressive policies such as comprehensive parental leave, flexible 
working arrangements, and leadership development programs, 
ensuring PepsiCo was not just a workplace, but a nurturing ground 
for future leaders.

The Impact of Servant Leadership on Organizations

Research consistently demonstrates that servant leadership 
delivers tangible benefits to organizations:

	 Enhanced Employee Engagement: Companies led by servant 
leaders are ten times more likely to achieve high employee 
engagement and retention .

	 Improved Financial Performance: A study from the University 
at Buffalo School of Management found that a one-point 
rise in servant leadership scores resulted in $11.3 million in 
additional revenue for companies.

	 Better Decision-Making: “Other-oriented” employees make 
more well-thought-out and smarter decisions, contributing to 
organizational success.

	 Increased Innovation: By fostering psychological safety 
and empowering team members, servant leaders create 
environments where creativity and innovation flourish.

Implementing Servant Leadership in Your Organization

Transitioning to a servant leadership model requires intentional 
effort and practice. Here are practical steps to implement this 
approach:

1. Lead by Example

Demonstrate servant leadership principles through your actions. 
Model the values and behaviors you wish to see in your team, 
showing that leadership involves serving others and fostering a 
supportive work environment.

2. Hold Regular One-on-One Meetings

Connect with each team member through regular one-on-
one meetings. These private conversations provide space for 
employees to discuss concerns and goals, showing that you care 

8. Stewardship

Servant leaders acknowledge their responsibilities and how they 
affect the organization. They protect the trust placed in them and 
lead by example, demonstrating the values and behaviors they 
wish to see in others.

9. Commitment to People’s Growth

Beyond professional development, servant leaders are committed 
to helping team members grow as individuals and future leaders. 
They provide opportunities for advancement and strengthen teams 
by supporting and uplifting them.

10. Building Community

Encouraging collaboration and engagement within organizations, 
servant leaders value everyone’s opinions and motivate team 
members to share their thoughts and contribute regularly.

Case Studies in Servant Leadership

Lynsi Snyder and the In-N-Out Burger Way

Lynsi Snyder, the president of In-N-Out Burger, has consistently 
been praised for her servant leadership approach. She has been 
named one of the most trustworthy leaders in the country by 
the Values Institute and has received high ratings on Glassdoor, 
including being ranked as the top restaurant CEO and the highest-
rated female CEO. Her leadership style prioritizes the welfare of 
her employees and customers, embodying the core principles of 
servant leadership.

Under Snyder’s guidance, In-N-Out Burger has flourished while 
maintaining its family-owned status and commitment to quality. 
She has expanded the company from fewer than 250 stores 
to over 400 locations across eight states as of 2024. Snyder’s 
approach to leadership is deeply rooted in a common pillar 
found in various faiths, which she credits as the foundation for 
the company’s success. She emphasizes treating others as one 
would want to be treated, a simple yet powerful principle that has 
become integral to In-N-Out’s corporate culture.

Snyder’s commitment to servant leadership extends beyond the 
company’s operations. In 2016, she and her husband launched 
the Slave 2 Nothing Foundation, which has granted over $6.3 
million to organizations combating drug addiction and human 
trafficking. This initiative demonstrates Snyder’s dedication to 
using her position to serve and improve communities, further 
exemplifying the principles of servant leadership. Her approach 
has not only led to business success but also created a positive 
impact on society, making her a notable example of effective 
servant leadership in the corporate world.

Satya Nadella’s Microsoft Revival

Since becoming CEO of Microsoft in 2014, Satya Nadella has 
exemplified servant leadership by emphasizing empathy in his 
approach. Under his guidance, Microsoft transformed from a struggling 
tech giant to one of the world’s most valuable companies.
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be merely a “nice-to-have” skill set, but an essential approach for 
impactful, lasting leadership. Leaders who adopt these principles 
will be well-positioned to inspire loyalty, drive innovation, and 
achieve long-term success.   
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about their individual development.

3. Practice Active Listening

Focus fully on the speaker without judgment to genuinely 
consider their input and thoughtfully respond. Set aside your own 
agenda and listen to understand others’ thoughts, concerns, and 
suggestions.

4. Empower Your Team

Encourage by providing the 
tools needed to succeed. 
Don’t simply do things 
for them; instead, enable 
them to develop their 
own capabilities and take 
ownership of their work.

5. Foster Collaboration

Promote teamwork by 
encouraging collaboration 
on projects and recognizing 
collective achievements. 
Create a culture where 
team members support 
each other’s growth and 
success.

6. Communicate Vision 
and Purpose

Clearly articulate the 
organization’s vision and 
mission, ensuring everyone 
understands how their role 
contributes to overall goals. 
This creates a sense of 
shared purpose and motivation among team members.

7. Take Chances on People

As demonstrated by Richard Murphy, the legendary NYC-area 
servant leader and former Commissioner for Youth Services, taking 
chances on people can unlock tremendous potential. Murphy’s 
approach to leadership included building and supporting other 
leaders and scaling ideas rather than just programs.

The Future of Servant Leadership

As we move further into 2025, servant leadership is becoming 
increasingly essential for effective leadership. The demands on 
leaders continue to grow with rapid technological advancements, 
increased organizational volatility, greater emphasis on mental 
health, and diverse, multigenerational workforces.

In this evolving landscape, servant leadership will no longer 
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