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ABSTRACT 

 

Leadership and its impact on business performance is a popular research topic among researchers more than 50 years ago. 

However, lack of leadership studies in social enterprise focuses on cooperative organization. Cooperative enterprise is a unique 

business entity, but important as a mechanism for developing social and economic growth. The mission of this enterprise is 

working together to achieve better economic and well being of their members and stakeholders. They are known as social 

enterprise as their role creates positive impact not only to society, as well for the country. The functions of leader as a key 

person in the cooperative are important to serve the best for its members and the stakeholder benefits. However, specific 

empirical research findings on best cooperative leadership practice are infrequently found. Accordingly, this paper reviewed 

and analyzed empirical literature of similarities between servant leadership elements (example: definition, characteristics, 

values, behavior) and cooperative (definition, principles, values) to synchronize both them.        
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Cooperative organization is one form of social enterprise and considered as a mechanism for country economic and social 

development (Prabhu, 1999; CIRIEC, 2000). The cooperative model is utilized for all kinds of social and economic enterprise 

(Rural Business-Cooperative Service, 2001). According to (Skurnik, 2002) cooperative enterprise started more than 150 years 

ago and can be one of the oldest forms of enterprise. It also agreed by scholars the importance of cooperative as a mechanism for 

social and economic growth for many countries worldwide (Mohamad, Othman, & Mohamed, 2013; Basin & Agency, 2012; Tan 

& Selvarani, 2008; Gibson, 2005; Gandhi and Marsh, 2003; Levin, 2002; Somavia, 2002 and Gertler, 2001). However, the issues 

in cooperative such as board of members manipulated, weak leadership, poor supervision, mismanagement, financial scandals 

and failure of democracy have been revealed by scholars (Banishree Das et al., 2006, Nkhoma, A. A., & Conforte, D., 2011; 

Lees and Volkers, 1996 and Lees 1995) and these findings argued that the failure of cooperative management caused by their 

leader. As a special purpose of organization, cooperative need effective board of members to lead the cooperative and their 

members. Reflected in the issues, it is suggested to encourage effectiveness and talented board of directors in managing 

cooperative (Kenkel and Park, 2011). In addition, (M., Karthikeyen, 2013) encouraged a study to scale up and mainstream 

cooperative leadership because they can improve social impact. But, what is the effective leadership approach to be practiced for 

cooperative? And what are the leadership characteristics that suit to cooperative organization? Yet, until now there are 

insufficient empirical findings on what is the best leadership practice for cooperatives. Hence, this is strong reasons for this 

literature to be carried out to find the similarity between servant leadership and cooperative organization for future research of 

best leadership practice for social enterprise. 

 

 

SERVANT LEADERSHIP VS COOPERATIVE: LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYSIS 

 

The idea and origin of the theory of Servant Leadership began in 1970 by Robert Greenleaf. His publication title “The Servant as 

Leader” become famous and most cited among servant leadership scholars. This theory highlights leader behavior which places 

the needs of followers before personal interests. The questions advocates to this leadership philosophy, is do others around the 

servant-leader become wiser, freer, more autonomous, healthier, and better able themselves to become servants? And Will the 

least privileged of the society be benefited or at least not further deprived? (Gonzaga University & Robert K. Greenleaf Center, 

2005, p. 7). The statements of the questions argued about the ability and the sincerity of the leader, and at the end concern to the 

impact on society. How about cooperative enterprise mission? International Cooperative Alliance (ICA, 1995) defined 

cooperative as an autonomous association of person united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social and cultural 

needs and aspiration through a jointly-owned and democratically controlled enterprise together with the seven values of 

voluntary and open membership, democratic member control, member economic participation, autonomy and interdependence, 

educational, training and information, co-operation among cooperatives and concern for community. The aim of cooperative 

organization establishment is to serve more than just their member-owners and to have a positive impact on their community, 

economy, environment, and broader cooperative community (Daman Prakash, 2003 and Kamsi, R., 2008). A cooperative is a 

business entity based on democracy which all members are participating in decisions that direct the policy and governance of the 

business. The top down (basic cooperative structure) in cooperative (Illustration 1) empower members to appoint the board of 
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cooperative members as a key person to govern their cooperative direction (Rural Business-Cooperative Service, 2001). The 

board carries the duty once they have been elected by the members in the Annual General Meeting. The responsibilities of the 

board of directors include ensuring adherence to the Cooperative Act, Articles of Incorporation and By-laws, articulating the 

cooperative‟s mission, purpose and other policies, establishing and ensuring adherence to appropriate financial procedures, 

selecting and supervising management, approving the cooperative budget and monitoring operations, developing and monitoring 

long-term strategic plans, recruiting and orienting new board members, recommending by-law amendments or new by-laws to 

the membership, ensuring implementation of member and public communications plans, managing and protecting the assets of 

the co-operative, participating in board training/education sessions and accepting or rejecting new membership applications 

(Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Co-operative, 2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 1: Basic Cooperative Management Structure adapted from Rural Business-Cooperative Service, (2001) 

 

The questions of the servant leadership philosophy by Greenleaf closely related to cooperative objectives which need leader to 

serve rather than controlled the organization. Similarly, the functions of leader in cooperative is to lead the organization on 

behalf of key stakeholder group – able to formulate the goals through group activity, providing a vision, inspiring, guiding, and 

listen to both members and the management to achieve the cooperative objectives (Puri, 1979; Parnel, 1995). Spears (1995) 

another most cited scholar in servant leadership continued Greenleaf‟s study by expressed 10 characteristics of servant leadership 

- listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of 

people and community building. In addition, the servant leader leads and serves with an altruistic approach, empowers followers, 

act with humility, exhibits love, leads to service, trusting and is visionary for the followers as highlighted by (Patterson, 2003). 

These criteria also parallel to cooperative values because this type of organization is established to serve and concern for the 

people (members and stakeholders) to improve their life. The people in this organization are guided by cooperative principles. In 

spite of that, the leader must empowered the members to help cooperative to grow, proper guiding the members and provide the 

cooperative pathway through mission and vision for benefit of all (Puri, 1979; Parnel, 1995 and Allemand & Raimbault, 2013).  

 

Since servant leadership theory introduced by Greenleaf in 1970, the ideas and definitions embarking until this time. Many 

scholars in more 15 years ago analyzed the definitions, characteristics and values of this leadership comparing to others 

leadership styles. They argued that servant leadership is a unique ideology by putting other person‟s interest as first priority. 

Person with servant leadership characteristics are concern to followers well-being, always help through emotional healing, 

encourage positive environment, but sacrifies their own interest (Greenleaf, 1977; Vanourek, 1987; Lubin, 2001; Jennings, 2002; 

Kezar, 2002; Sartain, 2003; Spears, 2004; Joseph & Winston, 2005 and Brewer, 2010) with the values of being ethical and 

morally act, love, caring and persuasive, developing others, visionary, wisdom, stewardship, develop community, openness, 

humility and altruism (Greenleaf, 1970; Spears, 1998; Farling et al., 1999; Laub, 1999; Page & Wong, 2000; Russell & Stone, 

2002; Patterson, 2003; Blanchard & Hodges, 2003; Dennis & Bocarnea, 2005; Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Covey, 2006; 

Sendjaya, Sarros & Santora, 2008; Reed, Vidaver-Cohen & Colwell, 2011; van Dierendonck & Nuijten, 2011 and Mahembe & 

Engelbrecht, 2013). From the definition, elements of servant leadership extracted congruence in the aspects of cooperative 

values, aims and objectives such as voluntary joint to meet common economic, social and cultural needs by democratically 

controlled by members (USDA, 1967; Otito O. & Ogionwo W., 1994; ICA 1995; CIRIEC, 2000; Daman Prakash, 2003; Antonio 

Thomas, 2004 and Kamsi R., 2008) supported with the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, solidarity, 

openness, caring for others, concern for community and sharing the benefits (Fauquet, Georges, 1965; ICA, 1995; USA 

Cooperative Information, 1995 and Das, 2006).  

 

Moreover, International Labor Office Geneva (2005) in their Leadership Training Manual for Women Leader of Cooperative 

categorized two orientation for cooperative leaders characteristics so called attitudinal (personal integrity, determination, 

courage, self responsibility, understanding people, self confidence, humility, and openness) and skill (thinking and planning 

ahead, making things happen, calculated risks taking, decision making, initiative taking, creative and experimental, 

conceptualizing, listening, team playing, monitoring and evaluating). It is supported also in article by Robert Cropp (2005) that 

cooperative leaders must have the criteria of integrity, able to resist pressure, able to work with people, must have knowledge, 

progressive, loyal, constructive and energetic. These cooperative leader traits are interrelated with servant leadership 
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characteristics analyzed by scholars. Selected literature about definition and overview of servant leadership and cooperative 

summarized in the table 1, 2 and 3.  

 

Table 1: The definition of servant leadership and cooperative 

THE DEFINITION 

  SERVANT LEADERSHIP COOPERATIVE 

Greenleaf 

(1977) 

Servant-leaders are servants first, 

who place the needs of others above 

their own self interest and seek to 

produce more. 

USDA 

(1960) 

A cooperative is a voluntary contractual 

organization of persons having a mutual 

ownership interest in providing themselves 

needed service(s) on a non-profit basis. It is 

usually organized as a legal entity to accomplish 

an economic objective through joint 

participation of its members. In a cooperative 

the investment and operational risks, benefits 

gained, or losses incurred are shared equitably 

by its members in proportion to their use of the 

cooperative's services. A cooperative is 

democratically controlled by its members on the 

basis of their status as member-users and not as 

investors in the capital structure of the 

cooperative. 

Vanourek 

(1987) 

Effective servant leaders place the 

needs and well-being of their 

followers above their own desires 

and abandon all selfishness. 

Otito O & 

Ogionwo W,  

(1994) 

Cooperative societies are group made of 

individuals whose inter-related task and 

specialties enable the total aggregate to achieve 

set goals, perform complimentary, reciprocal 

functions 

Lubin 

(2001) 

The servant leader helps create an 

opportunity to influence others‟ 

emotional and spiritual healing 

process that supports the healing of 

past hurts. 

ICA 

(1995) 

An autonomous association of persons united 

voluntarily to meet their common economic, 

social and cultural needs and aspirations 

through a jointly-owned and democratically-

controlled enterprise. 

Jennings 

(2002) 

Servant leaders employ stewardship 

to focus on a strong commitment to 

serve the needs of others and 

emphasize use of openness and 

persuasion rather than control. 

CIRIEC  

(2000) 

Cooperative are part of the social economy 

(with mutual and voluntary organizations or 

non-profit) which forms a prominent part of 

developed economies. 

Kezar 

(2002) 

Helping people feel comfortable 

and creating an open environment 

where everyone has a voice, works 

cooperatively, collectively and uses 

truth telling skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

Daman 

Prakash 

(2003) 

The cooperative is autonomous – it is as 

independent of government and private firms as 

possible 

It is an association of persons. Cooperatives are 

free to define „persons‟ in any legal way they 

choose – individual and or legal persons 

Sartain 

(2003) 

Servant leader has a natural 

inclination to serve the needs of 

others in a meaningful way 

Members of a cooperative „meet their common 

economic, social and cultural needs‟. Indeed, in 

the future helping to provide a better way of life 

– cultural, intellectual and spiritual – may 

become one of the most important ways in 

which the cooperatives can benefit their 

members and contribute to their communities 

Spears (2004) Is a way of life that has the 

potential for generating positive 

change throughout the culture. Is a 

way of life that has the potential for 

generating positive change 

throughout the culture. 

The cooperative is a „jointly-owned and 

democratically-controlled enterprise‟. Within 

the cooperative control is distributed among 

members on a democratic basis. The dual 

characteristics of ownership and democratic 

control are particularly important in 

differentiating cooperatives from other kinds of 

organizations 

Joseph & 

Winston 

(2005) 

Place followers„ interests above 

one„s own 

Antonio 

Thomas 

(2004) 

Co-operatives have mutualized institutional 

purpose for their members or share/stakeholders 

who are the statutory but not exclusive 

beneficiaries of goods and services produced. 

The main aim of co-operatives is not much to 

achieve the highest return on capital investment 

as to satisfy a common pre-existing requirement 

or need, in order to give members or 

share/stakeholders a greater advantage or saving 
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than would otherwise have been possible 

separately 

Brewer 

(2010) 

Is a unique style of leadership 

ideology which flows against the 

grain of self-interest human 

behavior 

Kamsi, R., 

(2008) 

The cooperative are formed and owned by a 

group of individuals for the purpose of 

improving their standard of living and enjoying 

the services provided 

 

Table 2: The principles, criteria and values of servant leadership and cooperative 

SERVANT LEADERSHIP 

Greenleaf  

(1996) 

Honest, love, responsibility 

Spears  

(1998) 

Listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, 

stewardship, commitment to the growth of people and building community 

Farling et al. 

(1999) 

Vision, influence, credibility, trust, service  

Laub  

(1999) 

Valuing people, developing people, displaying authenticity, offering leadership, 

building communities, sharing leadership 

Page & Wong 

(2000) 

Integrity, humility, servanthood, caring for others, developing for others, empowering 

others, visioning, goal setting, leading, team building, shared decision making 

Russell & Stone 

(2002) 

Vision, homesty, integrity, trust, service, modeling, pioneering, appreciation of others, 

empowerment  

Patterson  

(2003) 

Agapao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment, service 

Blanchard & Hodges (2003) Selflessness, integrity, honesty, fearlessness, humility, values-driven behavior, faith in 

unconditional love, openness to feedback, a sense of community, self-acceptance, act 

as visionary role – (doing the right thing), comprising and  an implementation role – 

(doing things right) 

Dennis & Bocarnea 

(2005) 

empowerment, love, humility, trust, and vision 

Barbuto & Wheeler 

(2006) 

Altruistic calling, emotional healing, persuasive mapping, wisdom, organizational 

stewardship  

Covey  

(2006) 

Humility, reverence, openness, ability to teach, respectfulness, caring 

Liden et al. 

(2008) 

Emotional healing, creating value for community, conceptual skills, empowering, 

helping subordinates grow and succeed, putting subordinates first, behaving ethically 

Sendjaya, Sarros & Santora  

(2008) 

Voluntary subordination, authentic self, covenantal relationship, responsible morality, 

transforming influence 

Reed, Vidaver-Cohen, & 

Colwell  

(2011) 

Interpersonal Support, building community, altruism, egalitarianism, moral Integrity 

van Dierendonck & Nuijten 

(2011) 

Empowerment, accountability, standing back, humility, authenticity, courage, 

stewardship 

 

Mahembe & Engelbrecht 

(2013) 

Altruistic calling,emotional healing, wisdom, persuasive mapping, organisational 

stewardship 

COOPERATIVE 

Fauquet, Georges (1965) To make men-men with a sense of responsibility and fellowship, seeking to enjoy full 

life, both individual and social 

 

 

 

ICA  

(1995) 

 

Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, 

equality, equity and solidarity. 

In the tradition of their founders, cooperative members believe in the ethical values of 

honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others. 

Cooperative is based on seven (7) principles: 

Voluntary and open membership, democratic member control, member economic 

participation, autonomy and interdependence, educational, training and information, 

co-operation among cooperatives, concern for community 

USA, 

Cooperative Information  

(1995) 

 

Cooperatives have unique management implications of business ownership and 

control. Maintaining or improving good member-patron relations involves providing 

good, honest service and helpful information about the cooperative and the products it 

handles. 

International Labour Office, 

(2005) 

Attitude: personal integrity, determination, courage, self responsibility, understanding 

people, self confidence, humility and openness. 

Skills: thinking and planning ahead, making things happen, calculated risk taking, 

decision making, initiative taking, creative and experimental, conceptualizing, 

listening and questioning, team playing, monitoring and evaluating. 
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To analyze the similarities, the contextual factors in (Barbuto, 2006) servant leadership study being used as indicator to fit 

servant leadership and cooperative (table 3).    

 

  Table 3: The congruence elements between servant leadership and cooperative 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

From literature and reviewing, servant leadership criteria congruence with cooperative organization principles and values. It is 

focused to give more effort in their servicing, encourage others, building community and share decision making (Greenleaf 

Centre for Servant-Leadership, 2013).  Cooperative and their boards can make significant difference through servant leadership 

concept to enhance better understanding of all of their constituencies: members, employees, management and the greater 

community. It can be concluded that servant leadership concept has significant congruence to cooperative nature. The criteria of 

honesty, openness, social responsibility and care for others are values which may be found in all kinds of organizations, but they 

are particularly cogent and undeniable within cooperative enterprise (ICA, 1995). In this respect, it can be a great fit for 

cooperative leader with a responsibility to serve the members to adopt servant leadership principles and criteria. In conclusion, 

following to servant leadership approach via servicing, the term „serve‟ can be practiced by cooperative leaders to serve the 

members, members serve among members (team), team serve the communities and communities serve the world. This is how 

cooperative as social organization helps people to develop for their socioeconomic and cultural improvement and contribution to 

the nation through special enterprise – cooperative. 
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