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Abstract 

Despite the advances of humanistic concepts in business research and practice, and the paradig-

matic shift from economicism to humanism, existing leadership theory is insufficiently suited to 

provide solutions for a new humanistic economy as it adheres to an evidently non-humanistic 

logic. Therefore, this study first provides an overview of humanistic advances in business, as it 

aims at building a comprehensive leadership theory that is grounded in humanism. Our notion 

and definition of humanistic leadership is then contrasted against conventional leadership theo-

ries to illustrate how they are concerned with the human person and how they oppose fundamen-

tal humanistic leadership principles. Through abductively researching an in-depth case study of a 

firm with a humanistic organizational culture, we gather an understanding of how humanistic 

leadership works. By applying a summarizing qualitative content analysis, we identify the themes, 

dimensions and peculiarities of humanistic leadership. Finally, we provide a graphical model of 

humanistic leadership, which interconnects these themes and illustrates how humanistic leaders 

exercise self-leadership, how they approach and interact with employees, how they arrange the 

organizational environment, and that they are ultimately aiming for enabling employees’ self-

leadership and fostering human evolvement. Hence, this study contributes to the research fields 

of humanism in business and leadership and offers vast possibilities for future research to further 

investigate how leaders can lead in a humanistic manner.  
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1. Introduction 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will firstly, introduce the reader to the background of this study to expound the setting that 

underlies our research. Secondly, we will explicate, why this thesis is highly academically relevant and conse-

quently, the relevance for practitioners and organizations will be outlined. Thereafter, the problem that this 

study attempts to solve will be presented, together with a clarification of the existing research gap. As a 

result, we will clearly state the objective and the purpose of our inquiry. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

We are living in a world full of complexity, volatility and dynamism and we are facing un-

precedented global challenges: climate change, financial crises, species extinction, overpop-

ulation, terrorism. Unfortunately, it appears that instead of solving these common chal-

lenges, our economic system amplifies them, aiming for endless growth, profit and power. 

Thus, we agree with Dierksmeier (2016), who concludes that “many of the multiple crises 

human kind faces at the dawn of the 21st century share a common denominator: an eco-

nomic system with only marginal regard for human values and virtues” (p. 9).  

With this thesis, we aim at contributing to a paradigmatic change, to present a model for 

leadership in a new economic system and to help building more humane organizations. 

After five years of management education, we recognize that the human person must stand 

at the center of our economic system, as a being that deserves dignity and evolvement, and 

as a steward, who protects and fosters our violated world and our estranged societies. With 

this thesis, we will essay to help in reorienting management research around the human 

person, facilitating a shift towards a humanistic economic system. 

1.1 Background 

‘The business of business is business’ - this common saying, often traced back to Milton 

Friedman (1970), expresses the conventional and dominant present status ascribed to to-

day’s economy, meaning that economic considerations are always of primary concern, leav-

ing other matters, such as social, environmental or ethical interests only a secondary role 

(Melé, 2009). This perspective is called economicism and, although it has been criticized 

heavily, it is still the prevalent paradigm in today’s business world (Melé, 2013). As eco-

nomicism has been identified as a root cause of global challenges (Dierksmeier, 2016; Tala-

vera, 2014; Melé & Sanchez-Runde, 2011), business research must find alternative solutions 

for creating a sustainable and healthy economic system. 
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Indeed, the growing interest and the increasing body of literature on ethics and corporate 

social responsibility appear to be first signs of a changing mindset. Nevertheless, far too 

often, these newer concepts are simply being applied to the old paradigm, leading to a mere 

compromise between profit and morality, still supporting economistic ideology. Mean-

while, in the ongoing support of economicism “the human being has been devaluated and 

has turned into a simple object of the market” (Talavera, 2014, p. 340). Thus, a discourse 

on how to leave the economistic paradigm and how to enter a new economic system must, 

in our opinion, start with rediscovering the human person that is central to this self-created 

abstract system, that Maak and Pless (2009) name appropriately enough “theatre of illu-

sion” (p. 370). Hence, in line with Dierksmeier (2015), we demand “to reorient business 

theory away from a fictional model of man and towards the real human being” and believe 

that “through centering education on human dignity that the dignity of management educa-

tion can be restored” (p. 41). If we are to reorient business towards the real human being, 

we must adhere to a philosophy that recognizes and cherishes the human person: human-

ism. Indeed, the topics of humanism in business and humanistic management are being 

increasingly researched in order to find a better cornerstone for a future economic system 

(Acevedo, 2012). Pirson and Lawrence (2010) see the humanistic view of the economy on 

the rise but realize that there is still massive work to be done to reconstitute economistic 

systems. 

The current global challenges are also symptoms of prevailing leadership theory and prac-

tice that has far too long adhered to economistic principles and by that, supported the cur-

rent abstract and exploitative system. In fact, Lawrence and Pirson (2015) examine the cur-

rently dominant leadership theories as not being helpful in supporting such reconstitution 

of the economic system, since these concepts are still interpreting human action within the 

limiting scope of economic theory. Hence, when initiating a paradigmatic shift in our 

economy, one cannot rely on existing management and leadership practices and theories, 

but must be open for new perspectives that are more holistic and humanistic. Interestingly, 

although different authors have demanded a new responsible leadership years ago (e.g. 

Maak & Pless, 2009), no substantial humanistic contribution to the field of leadership has 

been published. Yet, as humanism promises a cure for the ailing economic system (Aceve-

do, 2012), leadership research must re-emerge around humanistic principles to build a lead-

ership concept that fosters human-centrism and paves the way for a new understanding of 

business. Hence, the call for a humanistic leadership framework, out of the confines of 
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economistic understanding, is real, urgent and eminent. This thesis, therefore, aims to an-

swer that call by introducing a framework for humanistic leadership. 

1.2 Academic Relevance 

To stress the need for and the meaningfulness of this study, we will outline the academic 

relevance briefly.  

Firstly, this study is contributing to the growing research field of humanism in business that 

is relatively young and still in its infancy. Yet, the foundation of the ‘Humanistic Manage-

ment Journal’ with its first issue published in 2016 as well as the publication of the collect-

ed editions ‘Humanism in Business’ in 2009 and ‘Humanistic Management in Practice’ in 

2011 illustrate the increasing academic examination of humanism applied to business re-

search, and prove that the topic of this study is highly current.  

Moreover, the growing research field of ‘humanistic management’ is in need for contribu-

tions that study leadership in the humanistic realm. So far, there is only a blurred and inad-

equate understanding of ‘humanistic leadership’, as researchers propose conventional lead-

ership concepts, such as transformational and servant leadership, as humanistic (Acevedo, 

2012; Pirson & Lawrence, 2010), albeit they contain obvious non-humanistic characteris-

tics, as will be argued for in the frame of reference. Other authors use the term ‘humanistic 

leadership’ without providing a clear and meaningful conception of the construct (Davila & 

Elvira, 2012; Rodriguez-Lluesma, Davila & Elvira, 2014). Hence, there is an apparent need 

for defining humanistic leadership and for building a framework that is truly humanistic in 

its nature. 

As mentioned before, there is an obvious demand for a leadership theory that lies outside 

the context of economicism and adheres to humanistic principles. Yet, so far, no substan-

tial attempt of introducing a framework for ‘humanistic leadership’ has been undertaken. If 

we are to embark on a quest for a humanistic business theory, an underlying leadership 

concept is essential. The convergence of the research fields of ‘humanism in business’ and 

‘leadership’ is overdue, which is astonishing, knowing the urgency of the topic and the 

popularity of leadership research.  

Furthermore, the introduction of a humanistic leadership framework is academically rele-

vant, as it opens up new spheres in leadership research and is inherently distinct from con-
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ventional and current leadership concepts, as will be demonstrated in the frame of refer-

ence. 

Lastly, so far, there is almost only conceptual research on humanism in business (e.g. 

Acevedo, 2012; Aktouf & Holford, 2009; Melé, 2016, 2015, 2013, 2003; Lawrence & Pir-

son, 2015; Dierksmeier, 2016, 2015). While we appreciate these contributions as essential 

attempts in framing the academic discourse, we detect a need for empirical research. Thus, 

this study will be one of the first empirical inquiries and will help in bridging the gaps be-

tween theory and practice. The move out of the ‘ivory tower’ is necessary to find potentials 

and challenges in applying humanism to business, and especially, to leadership. Clearly, 

such inquiry must be qualitative, as to build new theory that bases on the observed reality 

and to contribute to a new paradigm that distances itself from the current mindset of eco-

nomic theory, where “a self-imposed restriction to quantitative analysis predominates” 

(Dierksmeier, 2016). 

Hence, all in all, this thesis is highly relevant for the academic discourse, as it contributes to 

a growing research field, as it fills an obvious research gap and as it addresses a widely-

expressed demand for a humanistic leadership framework. 

1.3 Practical Relevance 

After expounding this study’s academic relevance, its pertinence for practitioners will be 

explained. On the one hand, this study shall guide and support organizations that are al-

ready on the edge of a new paradigm; that have recognized the need for exiting an econo-

mistic mindset and that place high value on human flourishing. The findings of this thesis 

will provide valuable insights into how to interpret and design leadership within a human-

istic context. Thus, with this paper at hand, those responsible in humanistic organizations 

will be able to take the necessary measures to create an environment, in which humanistic 

leadership can be realized fully.  

On the other hand, this study shall provide reflective insights for organizations that are still 

holding on to an economistic ideology. This thesis will present contrastive knowledge, chal-

lenge established beliefs and demonstrate the virtues of a humanistic orientation. Hence, 

we might be able to contribute to a reorientation of those firms and, with our insights, of-

fer support in initiating holistic organizational change. 
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Clearly, this thesis will furthermore present to managers and leaders a novel mindset that is 

distinct from conventional leadership and management literature as it sets new touchstones 

for a truly successful leadership. The reorientation towards the human being contrasts typi-

cal quantitative insights and the simplistic and economistic message of many established 

how-to-guides. Hence, managers and leaders will receive alternative impulses that may help 

in guiding personal development and professional education. This might also help business 

leaders in regaining the trust of the wider public that, according to Maak and Pless (2009), 

has been lost after numerous corporate scandals. Possibly, acting with humanistic motives 

assures public legitimacy and societal approval of organizational endeavors. 

Finally, employees will benefit from this study, as readers will comprehend the employee as 

a human person; initiating a fair and respectful discourse on topics such as employee moti-

vation and engagement, performance measurement and control, or the role of employees in 

leadership practice. Furthermore, employees reading this paper will be able to critically re-

flect their employment standards and their managers’ behavior. Thus, employees will be 

enabled to initiate a sophisticated discourse on leadership and humanism within their or-

ganization, initiating a shift of the established organizational mindset. Moreover, employees 

will learn about humanistic concepts and principles that will allow them to choose an em-

ployer more carefully, in the interest of their own humanity and evolvement motivation. 

1.4 Problem Statement and Research Gap Analysis 

After outlining the background as well as the academic and practical relevance of the study, 

the underlying problem that this thesis is aiming to solve should already be obvious. Thus, 

the following problem statement concludes the apparent challenge we are facing: 

Despite the advances of humanistic concepts in business research and practice and the paradigmatic shift 

from economicism to humanism, existing leadership theory is insufficiently suited to provide solutions for a 

new humanistic economy as it adheres to an evidently non-humanistic and therefore non-current logic. 

Hence, based on the presented background, there appears to be a clear and evident re-

search gap. While we are observing a paradigmatic economic shift, with humanism gaining 

broader acceptance and legitimacy in business research and practice (Acevedo, 2012; Pirson 

& Lawrence, 2010), none of the existing leadership theories provide a satisfactory human-

istic framework for leadership. Yet, without such a humanistic leadership concept, manag-

ers will have to cling to leadership theories that provide adequate solutions in an econo-



 

 
6 

mistic context but are merely pseudo-humanistic, as they do not integrate integral human-

istic principles. Indeed, leadership research is at risk losing validity and credibility in a con-

text that corresponds no longer with conventional leadership logics and therefore presents 

a stumbling block of outdated beliefs in a business world in which human beings are finally 

gaining the central role they deserve.  

Thus, the research gap needs to be filled by providing a framework of leadership that can 

guide organizations and managers towards a human-centered mindset and that stands on 

strong and irrevocable humanistic pillars. Furthermore, the current emphasis on concepts 

such as ‘person-organization fit’, the organization as a ‘community of persons’ as well as 

values-based management (Melé, 2009) calls for a leadership concept that is humanistic and 

holistic in manner, providing a point of orientation for further moves towards a humanistic 

understanding of economy and of organizations. Interestingly, the term ‘humanistic leader-

ship’ is already in use (e.g. in Davila & Elvira, 2012; Rodriguez-Lluesma et al., 2014); yet, 

instead of providing a sensible concept of humanistic leadership, the term is being reduced 

to a very basic meaning. This research gap has far too long been ignored, which is astonish-

ing, regarding the ancient heritage of humanism, the advances of humanistic psychology in 

the 1960s and 70s (e.g. Buhler, 1971) and the rediscovery of humanism in business research 

within the last two decades (e.g. Dierksmeier, 2015). For us, it seems that humanism and 

leadership are two topics that attract each other and that are inextricably linked. A frame-

work for humanistic leadership will solve the presented problem and facilitate the shift 

towards a human-centered business world. Nevertheless, we will not provide a business 

case for humanistic leadership, as such an attempt would hurt the underlying orientation of 

humanism to focus on human flourishing as an end in itself. 

1.5 Purpose of the Study 

Consequently, the purpose of this study derives from the problem statement and the re-

search gap analysis and is summarized in the following statement: 

The purpose of this study is to introduce a framework for humanistic leadership that describes how human-

istic leadership works. 

Hence, the purpose entails to build a theory of humanistic leadership that can guide further 

inquiries in the fields of leadership research and the studies of humanism in business. 

Therefore, the study’s purpose already implies that the empirical research will be qualita-
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tive, as we must observe the reality of human persons involved in a leadership context, 

discern patterns, and deduce categories and themes that describe humanistic leadership.  

The introduction to this study provided a solid background that emphasized the im-

portance and relevance of this thesis and expounded the problem and purpose of this the-

sis. The next chapter will yield a theoretical background to humanistic leadership. On the 

one hand, academic peer-reviewed literature on humanism as well as humanistic manage-

ment and leadership will be analyzed, and on the other hand, conventional leadership theo-

ries will be construed through a humanistic lens and critically reflected upon.  
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2. Frame of Reference 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The following chapter will outline the frame of reference underlying this study by presenting and evaluating 

the current state of knowledge concerning humanism in business and leadership. Thus, the chapter will first 

introduce the reader to humanism and state the conception of the human being taken in this study. Then, 

antecedents as well as the current situation of humanism in business will be discussed by evaluating essential 

contributions to the research field. Consequently, a humanistic view of the firm will be expounded and the 

state of research on humanistic management as well as humanistic leadership will be elucidated. These in-

sights will provide a solid framework for subsequently, analyzing current leadership theories through a hu-

manistic lens. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Humanism 

As this study aims at introducing a framework for leadership that bases on humanism, the 

philosophy of humanism and the stance of humanism taken in this study must first be par-

ticularized. Thereafter, a conception of the human being will be derived that will be repre-

senting our concept of humans and which will guide us as point of orientation throughout 

this study.  

2.1.1 Introduction to Humanism 

The term ‘humanism’ is not distinctly definable due to different cultural interpretations and 

various underlying philosophical standpoints. Indeed, Giustiniani (1985) concludes: “the 

meaning of ‘humanism’ has so many shades that to analyze all of them is hardly feasible” 

(p. 167).  

The etymology as well as history of humanism is out of the scope of this paper. For the 

purpose of this study, humanism as a literary study and classical education is not consid-

ered relevant. Thus, the main focus will be laid upon philosophical humanism. Neverthe-

less, again, there are multiple contrasting understandings of humanism with different con-

ceptions of man and different objectives, such as theistic and secular humanism. However, 

they converge in their “common concern for humanity” (Melé, 2009, p. 127). Clearly 

though, this convergence still is ambiguous and indeterminate and we agree with Acevedo 

(2012) that “in order to be meaningful, humanism must be specified” (p. 198). Indeed, Me-

lé (2016) attempted to provide an extension to the term ‘humanism’ by defining common-
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alities and complementarities between the different philosophical standpoints. He thus 

formulates seven propositions for humanism that prove helpful in delimiting the term: 

1. Wholeness: Humanism realizes the whole human person and does not lessen him 

or her to a few characteristics. 

2. Comprehensive Knowledge: Humanism strives for a comprehensive knowledge of 

human persons and recognizes their particularity and uniqueness. 

3. Human Dignity: Humanism appreciates and fosters the dignity of all human per-

sons and the unconditioned rights coming along with it. 

4. Development: Humanism understands that human persons are in continuous de-

velopment and aims at human flourishment. 

5. Common Good: Humanism fosters both individual liberty and relationality, and 

appreciates “free initiative, dialogue, participation, cooperation and oneness in so-

cial life” (p. 43). In addition, humanism aims at a harmonious coexistence and the 

pursuit of the common good. 

6. Stewardship-Sustainability: Humanism honors the merit and interconnection of all 

living creatures as well as for nature and it demands from humans to act as stew-

ards and to cherish the peace and congruence between humanity and the natural 

environment. 

7. Spirituality: Humanism fosters human self-transcendence and meaning-finding, and 

is therefore appreciative of religion and spirituality.  

Obviously, these seven propositions support a clearer understanding of humanism and 

specify the term. Hence, in the context of this study, the term humanism is understood in 

accordance with the meaning provided by Melé (2016) with his seven propositions.  

Additionally, to draw a more holistic image of the humanistic paradigm and to complement 

the insights of humanistic philosophy, contributions and concepts from the field of hu-

manistic psychology should be incorporated. In her seminal contribution, Charlotte Buhler 

(1971) expounds that humanistic psychology represents “a third force besides behaviorism 

and psychoanalysis” (p. 378) and that in contrast to these schools, aims at understanding 
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the person as a whole. The parallels with humanistic philosophy and its aim for wholeness 

and comprehensive knowledge become obvious here. Again, in the center of attention 

stands the irreducible human person, who needs to be understood, rather than explained. 

Humanistic psychology furthermore stresses the human end goal of self-actualization, self-

transcendence and fulfillment of personal meaning (Buhler, 1971) more so than does hu-

manistic philosophy. Hence, concepts of humanistic psychology support and complement 

the views of humanistic philosophers. However, while humanistic philosophy found a 

presence in today’s academic discussion, the major contributions of humanistic psychology 

by prominent authors such as Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, Kurt Goldstein and said 

Charlotte Buhler date back more than 45 years. The arguably most prominently established 

concept of humanistic psychology is Maslow’s (1970) ‘hierarchy of needs’ that depicts hu-

man needs in hierarchical order: from physiological to self-actualization and transcendence 

needs. Clearly, this uppermost need is also represented in Melé’s (2016) seven extensions to 

humanism, showing the high level of interconnection between humanistic psychology and 

philosophy, and thus, finding consideration in this paper. 

The introduction to humanism proved valuable in delimiting the humanistic stance of this 

study. Still, our conception of the human being must be particularized to generate a solid 

ground for the generation of a framework for humanistic leadership. 

2.1.2 Conception of the Human Being in the Study 

Similar to ‘humanism’, the term ‘human’ is equivocal and must be specified to allow for 

scientific rigor. The first of Melé’s (2016) propositions demanded the recognition of the 

whole person. This specific formulation provides the hint that Melé advocates a personal-

istic standpoint; the understanding of the human being as ‘person’, not as ‘subject’ or ‘indi-

vidual’. The distinction between these different meanings of ‘human being’ is essential to 

specify our conception of the human being throughout this study. Personalism “emphasiz-

es the significance, uniqueness and inviolability of the person, as well as the person’s essen-

tially relational or communitarian dimension” (Williams & Bengtsson, 2016). It stands in 

contrast to nonpersonalistic humanism, which sees human beings as subjects and individu-

als, and abstracts the human (Acevedo, 2012). However, in line with authors such as Mari-

tain (1943/2001), Melé (2016) and Acevedo (2012), we do not understand humans as ab-

stract beings, but as real and existent persons. Furthermore, we agree with Acevedo (2012), 

who points out that neither the nonpersonalistic view of humans as subjects, nor the un-
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derstanding of humans as individuals provides a holistic picture of the human being. 

Hence, as this paper aims at defining a leadership framework that accounts for the whole 

human person, we will advocate a personalistic humanism. Thus, in the context of this 

study, personalistic humanism, or as Jacques Maritain (1936) called it ‘integral humanism’ 

(as cited by Acevedo, 2012), will be the underlying perspective for our efforts. Consequent-

ly, Maritain (1936) views human persons as being defined through the following four fea-

tures (as cited by Acevedo, 2012): 

1. Subjectivity: Humans introspect and are reflective beings. 

2. Relationality: Humans search for community and relations. 

3. Individuality: Humans are unique and diverse, they have deficiencies. 

4. Personality: Humans are perfectible and spiritual persons with interiority. 

Furthermore, one must complement Maritain’s view with another assumption of personal-

istic humanism, which is highlighted by Pirson and Lawrence (2010), who state that social 

interaction is characterized by people approaching others as means but also as ends in 

themselves. This understanding of humans as ends in themselves is fundamental to an in-

tegral and personalistic humanistic leadership, as will be outlined later in this chapter. Fur-

thermore, the human person’s perfectibility shall be emphasized, as numerous publications 

stress the fulfillment of human’s intrinsic aspiration towards self-elevation (Aktouf & Hol-

ford, 2009). This ‘elevation’ is in accordance with Maslow’s concept of ‘self-actualization’ 

as well as ultimate human need of ‘transcendence’ (Maslow, 1972). Hence, humanistic lead-

ership should recognize human perfectibility and aim at the realization of human ‘virtuali-

ties’.  

Thus, all in all, this paper takes a conception of the human being as subjective, relational, indi-

vidual and personal being; a dignified and self-determined person striving for transcendence, community, self-

consciousness and meaning. 

In our opinion, this definition advocates an integral personalistic humanistic standpoint 

and goes further than other conceptions of human beings, such as the one represented in 

the Renewed Darwinian Theory, which acknowledges four drives in humans: the drive to 

acquire, to defend, to bond, and to comprehend (Pirson & Lawrence, 2010). Apparently, 
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essential attributes such as individuality and perfectibility are not adequately depicted in 

such theory.  

2.2 Humanism in Business 

Humanism in business is a growing field of research with an increasing amount of publica-

tions, as for example in the ‘Humanistic Management Journal’, founded in 2016. Further-

more, the publication of the collected editions ‘Humanism in Business’ in 2009 and ‘Hu-

manistic Management in Practice’ in 2011 illustrate the growing interest in the topic. Hu-

manism represents an alternative to economicism, which is being increasingly criticized 

(Melé, 2013). The implication of economicism “is that profits - or maximising shareholder 

value - are the supreme end of the company and any other consideration, including human-

ism, has to be subordinated to this goal” (Melé, 2013, p. 53). Such understanding leaves the 

human being in an economic context as amoral ‘homo oeconomicus’ who is short term 

profit-oriented and acts in an opportunistic and egocentric manner (Pirson & Lawrence, 

2010). Clearly, such conception of human beings stands in stark contrast to our above out-

lined understanding of human persons. Dierksmeier (2016) concludes therefore that to-

day’s economy with its disregard for human values indeed is the source for many current 

crises. Thus, the call for a humanistic economic system, in light of our global challenges, 

appears more urgent than ever before. Hence, humanism in business presents a paradigm 

shift to which this study shall contribute. 

The idea to integrate humanistic principles in an economic context is not new, but it has 

never been so openly and broadly advocated. According to Pirson and Lawrence (2010), 

“the humanistic view of the economy is gaining strength, but a lot of groundwork to re-

structure economistic institutions remains to be done” (p. 563). Melé (2009) too, observes a 

slow change in business and management towards a more humanistic mindset. During the 

20th century, Mary Parker Follett, Chester I. Barnard, Elton Mayo, Abraham Maslow, 

Douglas McGregor, Frederick Herzberg and Chris Argyris demanded and researched the 

integration of humanism and business (Melé, 2013), to name just some of the most promi-

nent authors to do so. Nevertheless, a humanistic view of the economic system has never 

been broadly accepted and instead, neoclassical economics with a focus on maximizing 

utility has defined the current image of business (Dierksmeier, 2016). Humanism draws an 

alternative image of business, as will be expounded next. 
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2.2.1 Humanistic View of the Firm and the Employee 

If humanism is applied to the economic context, the conception of the firm and the em-

ployees change drastically. One needs to rethink “economic transactions fundamentally as 

human relations ... [to] arrive at the postulate that business must throughout serve the goals 

of humanity, not vice versa” (Dierksmeier, 2016, p. 25). Hence, Dierksmeier (2016) claims 

that instead of being ascribed objectified and passive roles, humans must regain the status 

of active persons within the economic system. The abstraction of neoclassical economics is 

objected, as a humanistic conception entails that “a functioning economy is not driven by 

impersonal, blind economic forces but rather rests on the personal freedom of each and 

depends on the responsibility of all. Business is, after all, conducted by people, with people, 

for people” (Dierksmeier 2016, p. 28). By humanizing business, the firm can therefore not 

be understood as an abstract and detached entity. Far more, the business must be under-

stood as a ‘community of persons’ that reflects the human wholeness, and not as a mere set 

of contracts or concurrent interests (Melé, 2015). The view of the firm as a ‘community of 

persons’ represents a personalistic humanistic philosophy and is in line with the under-

standing of the firm as a citizen. In the words of Melé (2015): “Being a ‘community of per-

sons’ emphasizes both individuals and the whole and makes explicit the uniqueness, con-

science, free will, dignity, and openness to self-realization and human flourishing of each 

one who form the community” (p. 99). With this conception in mind, the manager’s chal-

lenge becomes more one of a community builder (Melé, 2015) than of a controller and 

steerer. According to Pirson and Lawrence (2010), the culture of a humanistic organization 

is organic, the goal is financial, social and environmental sustainability, the governance is 

stakeholder-oriented and the manager acts as a steward. Thus, humanistic firms, or ‘com-

munity of persons’, stand in contrast to mechanistic, transactional and short-term oriented 

businesses, and present an alternative economic view that appears highly relevant in today’s 

business environment and in the light of today’s global challenges. 

If one analyzes a firm through a ‘humanistic lens’, moreover, the understanding of the role 

and value of employees change. Already in 1943, Maritain declared that in a humanistic 

economy, the employee “stands before his employer in a relationship of justice and as an 

adult person, not as a child or a servant” (Maritain, 1943, as cited by Acevedo, 2012, p. 

213). Hence, in a ‘community of persons’, employees are considered and treated as whole 

persons. The human person thus, becomes the center of attention within the economic 

system and the firm. Again, it must be emphasized that employees, in such a context, rep-
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resent an end in themselves and that outcomes are therefore not the uppermost vindication 

for fostering human persons at the workplace (Acevedo, 2012). Thus, a humanistic busi-

ness and leadership should not work outcome-oriented but human-centered. 

Both the conception of a firm as ‘community of persons’ as well as the employee as adult 

and mature human person have far-reaching implications for the introduction of a human-

istic leadership framework. Consequently, humanistic leadership should aim at building 

constructive and fostering communities for employees to flourish and actualize themselves. 

Leadership, thus, will be evaluated based on the quality of the created working environ-

ment and the humanity of the community, not based on quantitative performance and out-

put indicators. As focus in a community shifts from the leader to the whole association of 

persons, a humanistic leadership framework should account greatly for the subjectivity, 

relationality, individuality, and personality of all actors involved.  

2.2.2 Humanistic Management 

Even though this inquiry aims at developing a humanistic leadership concept, it is never-

theless crucial to understand humanistic management. An inquiry into humanistic man-

agement fosters the understanding of how an organization functions in a humanistic way 

and hence, offers a foundation for comprehending how to lead an organization in an ap-

propriate humanistic manner. 

Our literature review revealed that there are different attempts towards defining humanistic 

management. While a comprehensive and generally valid definition is missing, different 

authors complement each other's understanding of the construct. Acevedo (2012) claims 

that humanistic management is a concept that recognizes human subjects as human per-

sons. She emphasizes that humanistic management must consequently be affirmative of 

human dignity, personal virtues and the common good. The principle of dignity is also 

mirrored in Spitzeck’s (2011) contribution to the field, when he emphasizes that humanistic 

management provides a clear direction to management, which is the fostering of uncondi-

tional human dignity. In his earlier work, Melé (2003) pursues a similar approach to hu-

manistic management and claims that humanistic management is “a management that em-

phasizes the human condition and is oriented to the development of human virtue, in all its 

forms, to its fullest extent” (p. 79). Therefore, besides fostering human dignity, humanistic 

management is concerned with supporting human flourishing and evolvement. 
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This stands in stark contrast to current management practices, because from Aktouf and 

Holford’s (2009) point of view: "all employees, are ... expected to confound their own idea 

of the self with that of the organization that employs them. Yet all of this is doomed to 

failure since … values cannot be manipulated or fabricated” (p.104). This thought illus-

trates that humanistic management must be considerate of the individual as a self-

determined and self-conscious human person. In line with that, Dierksmeier (2016) de-

mands that the role of humans throughout the economic systems must be changed from 

merely passive objects to active subjects. Therefore, business should have the ultimate goal 

to improve every human’s condition in the interest of the person’s unconditional dignity. 

The author defines human dignity from a modern perspective, as the protection of the 

ability of human beings to define their own ends. Additionally, he emphasizes that to pro-

tect human dignity, employees must be at least involved in all the decisions that concern 

them. For humanistic management, this would mean to extensively integrate individuals 

into decision-making processes and to give employees the possibility to couple their work 

for the organization with personal goals. 

Therefore, we argue in line with Acevedo (2012), who concludes that true humanistic man-

agement is personalistic, which means that it recognizes the individual employee as a per-

son and not as an economic object, and that it aims at transforming individuals into actual 

humans within the organizations. Thus, employees should be able to participate in all activ-

ities, which would enrich them in their nature and history. It consequently appears sensible 

that humanistic management bases upon Melé’s (2009) ‘personalist principle’, which entails 

that whenever a person is the object of an activity, it is crucial not to treat the person as a 

means to an end, but to allow for the fact that the person has distinct personal ends as well. 

Melé (2016) reawakens this thought in his more current article and explains that humanistic 

management must therefore not only achieve results through people but for people. Ak-

touf and Holford (2009) believe that this can be accomplished when organizations do not 

force themselves and their ideologies onto humans, but instead let them participate and 

flourish within the firm. The authors go even further and explain that if the individuals of 

an organization are not allowed to participate in any decision-making, they will not be able 

to find meaning in their lives. Thus, the authors conclude, “workers must no longer be 

viewed as a cost to reduce, but rather as an ally to convince” (p.116). 
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To illustrate how these principles of humanistic management are applied in practice, Melé 

(2016) gives concrete examples of how an organization that follows humanistic manage-

ment methods should look like. Firstly, according to him, the organization must have hu-

manistic values incorporated in its organizational DNA. Moreover, the firm should not 

only pursue economical or technical goals, but also consider the human, social and envi-

ronmental consequences of pursuing them. Furthermore, humanistic management requires 

transparency, truthfulness, and the communication of humanistic values not only through 

words, but first and foremost by acting as humanistic role models. Finally, the author states 

that decision-making must at all times favor humanistic values and should be given primacy 

over economic values. 

In contrast to the presented insights, Spitzeck (2011) attempts to define humanistic man-

agement by presenting an integrative model that aims at building a connection between 

humanistic management and economic outcome of the firm. He concludes that “human-

istic management presents a challenge for leaders ... who need to reconcile moral as well as 

financial logic in their decision-making” (p. 59). Although we appreciate Spitzeck’s attempt 

at arguing for a shift towards humanism in business, we must highlight again that human-

ism ultimately is not outcome-oriented and that, arguably, the worth of human flourishing 

is not quantifiable and the direct effects of humanized employees, structures and organiza-

tional cultures on economic performance of the firm cannot be determined certainly. Thus, 

we argue in line with Kant (1788/2004), who already in the late 18th century proclaimed 

that something that has an end in itself, does not have a price, but an intrinsic value, which 

is dignity. Clearly then, building a business case for humanism limps, as one cannot put a 

price tag on human dignity. 

Rodriguez-Lluesma et al. (2014) take another direction in defining humanistic management 

and move the discussion onto a global level. For them, humanistic management needs to 

aim at creating a respectful climate on a global and local level to preserve both sameness 

and difference. Their definition of humanistic management is thus strongly linked to cos-

mopolitanism, which means that it must “allow for the coexistence of several modernities 

each with its own set of standards” (p. 83). This definition clearly differs from the ones that 

were presented before, as it is more related to a globalized context. Moreover, it is not as 

deeply linked to a philosophical approach of humanism as the other definitions. However, 

it shows again that humanistic management must see the individuals as persons with re-
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spect to their commonalities and differences, as taught by personalistic humanism (Aceve-

do, 2012). In addition, Rodriguez-Lluesma et al. (2014) see humanistic managers as global 

citizens of the world. Nevertheless, from our point of view, being a global citizen and ac-

counting for human personality does not reflect the immense and complex scope of hu-

manistic management but only accounts for a small fracture of it.  

The different definitions and the scope of humanistic management have now been dis-

cussed. Since there are several definitions that combine different standpoints, humanistic 

management remains a blurred concept. As stated by Melé (2013), humanistic management 

is still in its infancy and needs strong refinements in order to seriously challenge econo-

mistic management practices. Clearly, humanistic management is rooted in completely dif-

ferent values than neoclassical economic views and the wide application of humanistic 

management would lead to an economic paradigm shift. To summarize the previous para-

graphs, it can be concluded that humanistic management means to organize and manage the 

firm in a way that accounts for human development, human dignity and the respect for personal human 

ends, and that sees human flourishing as an end in itself, put ahead of economic return. 

In a humanistic paradigm, as seen above, the view of the employee, of the firm and of 

management changes drastically. The same must be true for leadership, as a human-

centered organization would call for a humanistic conception of leadership. Even more so 

stands leadership at the center of this development, as it is concerned with the guidance of 

employees, a most critical subject in this paradigmatic shift. Hence, the following section 

will summarize the state of ‘humanistic leadership’ as a research field. 

2.2.3 Humanistic Leadership 

First of all, it must be emphasized that even though some academic literature on human-

istic management exists, it is still a relatively unexplored topic. The following paragraphs 

will nevertheless, analyze what is already known about humanistic leadership and will then 

provide a more in-depth definition of humanistic leadership based on all literature that has 

been reviewed in this chapter.  

To understand the basic concept of humanistic leadership, Aktouf and Holford’s (2009) 

following demand proves valuable. The authors claim that, we must create a theory that 

enables the human person “to find both by himself and for himself the reasons to make it 

his own what we ourselves would like him to do, all the while being a full partner in what is 
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projected, planned, and intended” (p.113). This entails that a humanistic leadership theory 

should account for the human person’s self-determination in the search for meaning at 

work. Thus, concepts such as ‘top-down vision’ appear inadequate for humanistic leader-

ship, as it must not impose purpose extrinsically, meaning that leaders shall not force their 

or the company’s purpose on employees, but let them find meaning themselves and couple 

that personal meaning with the organizational purpose. Moreover, the quote by Aktouf and 

Holford (2009) illustrates that in a humanistic leadership concept, the leader must not be 

heroized or be detached, but rather must employees be elevated to the status of equal and 

adult allies. 

In line with that, Melé (2016) criticizes current leadership styles and states that humanistic 

leadership moves away from the boss – subordinate model, in which power is applied over 

individuals and in which they are not treated as adults. In fact, Melé (2016) ascribes a much 

more complex role to the humanistic leader and makes clear that humanistic leadership 

must foster a relationship and dialogue between leader and follower, which sees eye to eye. 

In addition, he demands that the leader must show concern for the needs and personal 

growth of the individual, but at the same time, be aware of the requirements of the entire 

community.  

In that regard, Peus and Frey (2009) provide eight principles that are, in their eyes, neces-

sary for leading an organization in a humanistic manner. First, they emphasize that employ-

ees must be able to find meaning and vision at work. Additionally, organizational members 

are entitled to transparency through information and communication, which also means 

that leaders must engage in a constant dialogue with employees. On top of that, humanistic 

leadership should foster participation and autonomy among all team members. The authors 

also state that a necessary principle for humanistic leadership is justice. Furthermore, Peus 

and Frey (2009) mention constructive feedback, jointly developed goals and personal 

growth as critical foundations of a humanistic leadership style. Finally, they state that a hu-

manistic leader should function as a role model. Clearly, these eight principles help in draw-

ing a clearer picture of what humanistic leadership actually entails. 

In contrast to the previous authors, Maak and Pless (2009) do not go as deep into the phi-

losophy of humanistic leadership and instead simply predicate that humanistic leaders must 

take the role of a global citizen. Moreover, they emphasize that leaders must act as agents 

for the world benefit. Even though Maak and Pless (2009) have a strong argument and are 
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right in their propositions, we see it as constraining to delimit humanistic leadership to a 

cosmopolitan stakeholder approach. The literature that has been reviewed, shows that 

there is much more to humanistic leadership and that a proper definition must account for 

its inherent complexity. The following paragraph will hence provide a definition of human-

istic leadership, based on the insights from the frame of reference. 

Derived from the literature that has been reviewed, we define humanistic leadership as a 

form of leadership that understands organizational members as human persons; that accounts for, re-

spects and appreciates their subjectivity, relationality, individuality, and personality; that acts in respect of 

these persons’ self-determination and human dignity; and that aims at building a constructive community of 

persons and at human flourishing (meaning the well-being, self-actualization and self-transcendence of or-

ganizational members) as an end in itself. 

All in all, it must be concluded that the literature on humanism in business is limited and 

mostly conceptual. Hence, our frame of reference builds upon a rather infant knowledge 

level with low empirical evidence. In addition, we tried to present a holistic picture of the 

history of psychological and philosophical humanism, but clearly could not cover the ex-

tensive roots and complexity of humanism. When critically reviewing the frame of refer-

ence, it can also be observed that Domènec Melé is a very prominent author, as he made 

essential contributions to the field that are important to acknowledge. Nevertheless, the 

adhesion to his works possibly affects our viewpoints and thus, our frame of reference. 

2.3 Current Leadership Theories: Critically reviewed through a Humanistic Lens 

After reviewing the academic discourse on humanism in business and humanistic manage-

ment as well as defining a framework for humanistic leadership, the concept of humanistic 

leadership must now be distinguished from existing leadership theories to establish its dis-

tinctiveness, necessity and meaningfulness. Therefore, we will critically review existing 

leadership concepts through a humanistic lens, meaning that the theories will be evaluated 

based on the presented understanding of humanistic principles and perspectives. Hence, 

strengths and shortcomings of seven different leadership approaches will be explained 

briefly to understand, whether these concepts sufficiently recognize humanistic fundamen-

tals. These seven leadership theories were chosen as points of comparison due to their 

prominence and prevalence, their contrasting perspective or their topicality. Conventional 

leadership concepts that are older than transformational leadership and characterized by 

strong leader-centrism or leader-deification, such as Great Man Theory or Trait Theory, 
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were not considered relevant as they are obviously not humanistic in the sense of this 

study.  

2.3.1 Transformational Leadership 

According to Bass (1990), leaders are transformational, when they “broaden and elevate the 

interests of their employees, when they generate awareness and acceptance of the purposes 

and mission of the group, and when they stir their employees to look beyond their own 

self-interest for the good of the group” (p. 21). Bass (1990) defines four dimensions that 

encompass transformational leadership: charisma, which was later changed into idealized 

influence (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999), inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and 

individualized consideration. Although Pirson and Lawrence (2010) describe transforma-

tional leadership as a suitable leadership for the framework of a humanistic organization, 

we must object firmly. Transformational leadership does neither accord with the human-

istic leadership definition we have provided nor with the conception of the human being 

and the humanistic view of the firm, due to the following reasons: The implication that 

leaders are defined by charisma is non-humanistic as such assumption leads to the deifica-

tion of the leader and the reification of the followers (Aktouf & Holford, 2009), neglecting 

human equality principles, ignoring the adulthood and personality of followers and heroiz-

ing and detaching the leader. Furthermore, the presumption of the transformational leader 

providing a vision (Bass, 1990) is incongruous with the humanistic principle of self-

determined meaning finding (Aktouf & Holford, 2009). The dimension of inspirational 

motivation, together with idealized influence, does not contain any ethical aspects, allowing 

for manipulative and self-interested leader behavior. Additionally, transformational leader-

ship is outcome-oriented and sees the human being as a means to economic profit and 

higher organizational performance (Bass, 1990). Lastly, employees are considered as passive 

followers that need ‘stimuli’ from the leader to be motivated, to think critically and to de-

velop capabilities; they are expected to follow the leader-hero and require steering (Bass, 

1990). While individualized consideration and intellectual stimulation appear more human-

istic, the transformational leadership concept in its very core is not humanistic as it is ex-

tremely leader-focused, heroizes the leader, bases on the concept that the leader exercises 

power over followers, is outcome-oriented and understands employees as mere followers 

and not as human persons. Even Bass and Steidlmeier’s (1999) introduction of authentic 

transformational leadership that bases on ethical considerations still sees employees as fol-
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lowers who need “moral uplifting” (p. 211) and who are supposed to turn the leader’s vi-

sion, unquestioned, into reality. 

2.3.2 Authentic Leadership 

Based on the perception of Avolio and Gardner (2005), authenticity refers to the capability 

of oneself to be aware of one’s own inner thoughts, feelings and emotions, which means to 

truly know oneself. Consequently, individuals that have that ability can act in accordance 

and are thus authentic. The authors distinguish authentic leadership by ascribing its focus 

to the self-awareness of leaders and followers. Moreover, they state that authentic leaders 

have a positive moral orientation and are capable of self-regulation, which helps them to 

align their values with their actions. Authentic leadership has obvious connections to hu-

manistic leadership, as both leadership styles underline the importance of being true to 

oneself. In line with that, Aktouf and Holford (2009) claim that values cannot be imposed 

on employees and persons must be able to determine meaning for themselves in the work-

place. However, authentic leadership contemplated through a humanistic lens, still has 

flaws. Authentic leadership clearly places the authenticity of the leader in the center of the 

stage, whereas the followers’ authenticity is a mere result of the leader's behavior. In addi-

tion, authentic leadership fails to account for the personal development of the followers or 

their well-being. Among others, authentic leadership is one of the leadership styles, which 

solely focus on the leader. Humanistic leadership strongly distinguishes itself from this per-

spective and is concerned with leaders and followers equally. 

2.3.3 Servant Leadership 

Servant leadership, in contrast to many other leadership concepts, puts service instead of 

power at the core of its leadership conception. Sendjaya and Sarros (2002) contrast servant 

leadership with transformational leadership and explain that the primary intent of servant 

leaders is to “serve others first, not lead others first” and that they possess a self-concept of 

“servant and steward, not leader or owner” (p. 59). Russell and Stone (2002) explain that 

servant leaders establish visions and must act as role-models in personifying these visions. 

Still, observed through a humanistic lens, it is ‘their’ vision that followers need to adhere to, 

albeit the underlying service-orientation of the leader. According to Russell and Stone 

(2002), servant leaders are characterized furthermore by honesty, integrity, trust, apprecia-

tion of others and empowerment, among other attributes. Interestingly, Acevedo (2012) 

understands servant leadership as consistent with personalistic humanism. However, she 
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contradicts herself as she quotes Maritain (1943/2001), who explained that employees 

should not be regarded as children or servants. Consequently, one needs to critically reflect, 

whether the assumption that employees must not be treated as servants but leaders can be, 

is in line with humanistic principles. We rather agree with Aktouf and Holford (2009), who 

argue that employees are equal partners and should be seen eye-to-eye. Yet, servant leader-

ship lessens the leading person to a mere servant. Again, similar to charismatic leadership, 

although reversed, leaders are heroized as they are sacrificing their status for the group, 

similar to martyrs. In line with that, servant leadership potentially fosters a paternalistic 

relationship between servant and employee, as the servant leader takes the role of a parent 

that serves the employee as a child. Obviously, servant leadership therefore cannot be hu-

manistic in our conception, as leader and employee are not on an equal level and there is 

still a clear hierarchy between them, although reversed. 

2.3.4 Ethical Leadership 

Brown, Treviño and Harrison (2005) define ethical leadership as “the demonstration of 

normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, 

and the promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, rein-

forcement, and decision-making’’ (p.120). From the author's perspective, a normatively 

appropriate conduct could mean to act honestly, trustworthily or fairly, which turns the 

leader into a legitimate and believable role model. Additionally, Brown et al. (2005) refer to 

two-way communication, since leaders should not only speak to their followers about eth-

ics, but rather discuss it with them and act on it. Moreover, ethical leaders need to reinforce 

ethical standards through appropriate guidelines or rules and punish individuals, if they do 

not obey in accordance. Brown and Treviño (2006) describe ethical leaders as fair, caring 

and moral. On top of that, ethical leaders are equated with moral managers, which means 

that they make a proactive effort to influence followers’ ethical and unethical behavior. 

From our humanistic perspective, ethical leadership is missing critical aspects that are nec-

essary to establish a relationship between leader and follower that sees eye-to-eye. The 

similarity between ethical and humanistic leadership is that it refers to a trustworthy, honest 

and fair relationship between leader and follower. On the other hand, the definition of eth-

ical leadership implies punishment for those who do not comply. Punishment is a notion 

that is highly critical from a perspective of humanistic leadership, as the leader judges right 

and wrong conduct from a moral high ground. Additionally, as already mentioned, ethical 

leaders should influence their followers in a way that they act morally as well. However, 
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humanistic leadership attempts to forgo directive influence, as leader and follower need to 

develop their goals and behavioral guidelines together. Lastly, ethical leadership, in contrast 

to humanistic leadership, acts on the presumption of the leader being a moral role-model 

and thus assumes that employees have inferior morality and are in need for ethical guid-

ance. 

2.3.5 Followership 

In contrast to the majority of leadership concepts, followership theory puts its focus on the 

led employees. Followers, according to Baker (2007), must be understood as active, partici-

pative and effective employees, not as the passive and dull subordinates they are portrayed 

as in conventional leadership concepts. Thus, followership theory concludes that followers 

and leaders must be understood as roles and not as people with distinctive characteristics, 

that they share a common purpose, that their relationship must be the focus of study, and 

that followers are active. Furthermore, and similar to humanism, followership research 

aims at understanding follower identities and how these selves interact with the identities of 

leaders (Collinson, 2006). The author also explains that leaders must engage in truly under-

standing follower identities and not be preoccupied with themselves. Obviously, the dualis-

tic perspective of followership research on followers and leaders is essential, sensible and 

contributes to a humanistic leadership orientation. Nevertheless, we find two points of 

criticism when evaluating followership theory through a humanistic lens. First, the sheer 

wording ‘follower’ appears insufficient in describing the role of a human person. ‘Follow-

ing’ implies acting in accordance with someone’s commands or regulations, imitating 

someone’s behavior or simply, being second after the leader. All these descriptions do not 

correspond with the humanistic view of the employee as a self-determined person, who 

does not need to imitate or to obey but has distinct personal ends and is capable of self-

leadership. Secondly, followership research so far is not concerned with humanistic insight, 

although humanism could support the followership discourse by providing a holistic pic-

ture of the employee as a human person and would help in emphasizing the employee’s 

self-determination. Thus, humanism could elevate the ‘follower’ and allow for a discussion 

that would focus on how to shape an equal, respectful and fair relationship between man-

ager and employee. All in all, we appreciate the insight of followership theory to focus on 

employees and not solely on leaders. However, followership concepts are missing human-

istic insights and full recognition of the human person as well as an orientation towards 

community-building and fostering human flourishing. 
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2.3.6 Distributed and Shared Leadership 

Although the terms ‘distributed leadership’ and ‘shared leadership’ are not being inter-

changeably used in leadership literature, their underlying theoretical concepts share a com-

mon perspective: leadership does not have to be performed by an individual but by a group 

of people who collectively fulfill the diverse leadership functions (Gronn, 2002; Carson, 

Tesluk & Marrone, 2007). Thus, both theories stand in contrast to conventional individual 

leader-oriented approaches to leadership and move the attention towards the collective 

leadership capability of the group as well as the group members’ interactions, relationships 

and collaboration. Clearly, the move away from leader-centrism towards a group focus has 

a humanistic notion, as all group members are included in leadership, respecting their per-

sonal competencies and strengths. Furthermore, the importance of the group is in line with 

the humanistic literature’s emphasis on the community, which is also characterized by in-

terdependence, collaboration and coordination. Nevertheless, both distributed and shared 

leadership, in contrast to humanistic leadership, do not recognize the humanity of the indi-

vidual group member. While focus lays upon human relationality, thus the human being as 

a ‘zoon politikon’, the human subjectivity, personality and individuality are not being ad-

dressed properly. Therefore, both concepts cannot be considered truly humanistic. Fur-

thermore, Carson et al. (2007) show great concern for the performance outcome of shared 

leadership. Hence, it appears that sharing leadership is not being conceived as a means to-

wards fostering the human persons and the community, but as a means towards increasing 

economic performance metrics.  

2.3.7 Self-Leadership 

In 1986, Charles C. Manz facilitated a discussion about self-leadership and self-control sys-

tems. According to the author, control is, on the one hand, applied over employees by the 

organization, and on the other hand, every human person possesses his or her own self-

control systems. Consequently, those self-control systems function as a checkpoint for 

performance and behavior. In the eyes of Manz (1986), self-control systems are very pow-

erful and he states that “the impact of organizational control mechanisms is determined by 

the way they influence, in intended as well as unintended ways, the self-control systems 

within organization members” (p. 586). Furthermore, Manz (1986) distinguishes self-

management and self-leadership. Self-management is a set of strategies that support indi-

viduals at structuring their daily work life. Moreover, Manz (1986) emphasizes that self-

management is also important for self-leadership, as it is also concerned with leading the 
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inner self-influence or -control system, which helps employees to become intrinsically mo-

tivated and to perform. Nevertheless, the author also determines that self-leadership might 

not be feasible for everyone, while Neck and Houghton (2006) conclude that self-

leadership still remains conceptual. Based on these descriptions, it can be determined that 

self-leadership and humanistic leadership are clearly distinct, due to self-leadership’s sole 

concern for the individual capability of leading oneself but not others. Yet, both concepts 

share a great concern for the individual person’s competence to act in a self-determined 

and autonomous manner. Thus, self-leadership appears as a complementary aspect of hu-

manistic leadership, which is characterized by its dual focus on the individual as well as the 

community. Hence, humanistic leadership aims at fostering self-leadership among organiza-

tional members, making the concept of self-leadership an integral fragment of the human-

istic leadership concept. Nevertheless, as already stated, humanistic leadership’s focus goes 

further than the concern for oneself and entails that there is one, or there are multiple re-

sponsible persons, who create an environment that allows for self-leadership and human 

evolvement. 

2.3.8 Conclusions 

First, we must critically acknowledge that only the most prominent articles on the leader-

ship concepts were included in the review and we can therefore not draw a holistic picture 

of each and every theory. In addition, the selected leadership concepts clearly do not repre-

sent the whole research field of leadership. Nevertheless, after reviewing these seven lead-

ership concepts, it becomes obvious that humanistic leadership research represents a dis-

tinct, necessary and meaningful leadership perspective, as will be argued for below. It com-

plements and furthers the current theoretical state of knowledge by introducing humanism 

to leadership research, which will benefit from a greater understanding of the human per-

son, an extended concern for developing, supporting and empowering employees, and a 

clearer picture of the human relationships in a leadership context. 

Humanistic leadership is distinct from existing leadership concepts as it is not economic 

outcome-oriented. Its primary goal is fostering human flourishing and the focus of its prac-

tice is the evolvement of the human person and his or her potentials. Thus, economic prof-

it and other performance metrics are not goals per se. Rather, so we believe, does human 

flourishing lead to improved performance indicators. Yet, would the leader only foster hu-

man evolvement at work to reach better performance metrics, his or her intention would 
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not be humanistic, but profit-oriented. Hence, economic outcomes are not of primary con-

cern for humanistic leadership research, they are probably rather an indirect consequence 

of leading in a humanistic manner. Therefore, economic capital is regarded as a means to-

wards fostering humans, not vice versa. Leaders, in our understanding, cannot be regarded 

as humanistic, if they motivate a person in order to reach a leader-set goal, even if they 

foster and support this person extensively. Au contraire, leaders are humanistic, if they 

offer employees the space and opportunity to follow self-determined goals that have per-

sonal meaning to employees and that not have been extrinsically established. Thus, human-

istic leadership neglects extrinsic motivation measures, as these are understood as externally 

imposed and as hindering true evolvement of the self-determined, self-conscious, adult and 

responsible human person. Although Melé (2013) claims that “dealing with people in a 

more humane way can contribute, in certain circumstances, to increased performance” (p. 

54), research on outcomes of humanistic leadership endangers the noble core of the con-

cept and might lead to practical implementation of the theory for the sake of profit maxi-

mization, hurting the intrinsic principles of humanism.  

Humanistic leadership is necessary to enlighten leadership research on how to build a fruit-

ful adult-adult partnership between manager and employees. In contrast to other leadership 

concepts, humanistic leadership does not elevate or lessen any person in the leadership 

relationship but strives for a constructive community of persons. Thus, rules, norms and 

values are not being defined by the leader but should emerge in an open and ongoing dis-

course among all community-members. This opens a new space for academic inquiry into 

how leaders can support employees in self-determined development, dialogical goal-setting 

and communal value- and norm-finding.  

Consequently, we believe that humanistic leadership is meaningful, as it neglects leader-

centrism and leader-deification and puts focus on each employee and his or her potentials. 

By putting the human at the center of leadership research, the study can make a much 

more meaningful contribution to leadership in practice, and help organizations in realizing 

human potentials and increasing social capital, in building trust, integrity and harmony, and 

in offering a working environment that is truly meaningful for employees.  

2.4 Research Question 

The frame of reference established a clear picture of what is already known and not yet 

known about humanistic leadership, while the critical review of the most prominent leader-
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ship styles built a strong case for the introduction of a humanistic leadership concept. Nev-

ertheless, the most important question, which is our research question, remains unclear:  

How does humanistic leadership work and how do its constituents merge in a framework? 

The previous definition of humanistic leadership explained what humanistic leadership is, 

but did not provide an explanation of how it works. Thus, we will study the phenomenon of 

humanistic leadership in practice to understand how and by what principles humanistic 

leaders think, introspect, behave, act, interact, influence, and most importantly, lead. Con-

sequently, we will attempt to identify the themes, categories and dimensions that describe 

and explain humanistic leadership and will compose these constituents into a sound 

framework that will comprehensively describe how humanistic leadership works and there-

fore, fulfill the research purpose and answer the research question.  
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3. Method and Implementation 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will expound the methodological choices that were made in the generation of this study. The 

scientific and theoretical approach as well as the research design will be elucidated. Furthermore, it will be 

explained how data acquisition and analysis is being approached. Then, the selected case will be presented 

and its significance for the research purpose will be emphasized. Lastly, underlying ethical considerations 

will be outlined and the trustworthiness of this study will be underpinned. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Methodological Choices 

In the preparation and conduct of this study, we made deliberate choices that guided our 

approach of inquiring into the topic of humanistic leadership. These choices included an 

aware choice of an underlying ontology and a consequent choice of a consistent epistemol-

ogy, methodology as well as coherent methods and techniques.  

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

Firstly, the underlying ontological stance of this study will be elucidated. Our perspective at 

the nature of reality is relativistic, meaning that all humans, as the subjective and individual 

persons they are, have an own viewpoint at facts and truth (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & 

Jackson, 2015). Thus, what is truth and what is not, depends on the perspective of the indi-

vidual person, meaning that also facts are not univocal, absolute and universal, but depend-

ent upon the standpoint of the observer (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). That, in line with the 

researched topic, is a humanistic understanding of reality, as we acknowledge and appreci-

ate the individual person’s unique perception and consideration. Hence, we argue that an 

inquiry into humanism in business should be grounded in relativism as it is an inherently 

humanistic ontology, accounting for the observer as an adult, reflective and self-determined 

human person with an individual perception of reality. We therefore refuse a more realist 

position, as that would entail that there is one single truth that all observers would need to 

agree upon (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), neglecting the unique individual and contextual 

factors impacting every observer’s reality. A nominalist position that claims that there is no 

truth (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015), would be more well suited for a humanistic research 

design, yet, it would disregard the belief that for the persons under study, their perspective 

on reality indeed is their ‘truth’. Thus, taking a nominalist stance would limit the serious 

consideration and thorough comprehension of their descriptions and perceptions of the 
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studied phenomenon. However, by taking a relativistic standpoint, we can recognize the 

individual perspectives and draw a multi-faceted and holistic image of humanistic leader-

ship that acknowledges different truths and depicts reality for all persons under study. 

Consequently, by advocating a relativist position, we must also adhere to a consistent epis-

temology. Hence, the epistemological stance of this study is social constructionist, as we 

acknowledge the individual truths of all observers and therefore agree that reality indeed is 

socially constructed by people (Charmaz, 2014; Klenke, 2008). At the center of a human-

istic perspective stands the idea that we must understand the whole human person (Buhler, 

1971), meaning that we must learn to understand how human persons make sense of the 

world and how they create meaning for themselves. With a social constructionist episte-

mology, we are enabled to inquire into the individual and subjective perceptions and con-

siderations and into the relational interactions between human persons. 

As we are aiming at building a framework for humanistic leadership, we must be open to 

different viewpoints to gain a holistic and complex understanding of the topic, and we 

must gather rich information to induce our concepts and ideas. As indicated by Easterby-

Smith et al. (2015), social constructionism is valuable in generating new theories, making it 

a proper epistemology for the creation of a humanistic leadership concept. Again, by inves-

tigating humanism in business, we see it as our duty to commit ourselves to a social con-

structionist epistemology, which is humanistic, as it recognizes and respects that humans 

are indeed subjective, individual, relational and personal beings, coinciding with this study’s 

conception of the human person addressed in the frame of reference. Hence, we also see 

ourselves as important constituents of this study, which is why we refer to ourselves as ‘we’ 

and not as the abstract and detached ‘authors’. We acknowledge our impact on the research 

field, the participants and the results as well as our contribution to the progress of this 

study. Thus, we understand ourselves as engaged researchers, which, according to 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2015), offers advantages in researching complex systems as engage-

ment helps in creating closeness with the research field. At the same time, we recognize the 

weaknesses of a social constructionist approach, which is based on subjective opinions, 

complicates the data analysis and interpretation and might lead to challenges in conciliating 

incompatible information (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 
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3.1.2 Research Approach: Methodology 

Based on the relativist ontology and the social constructionist epistemology, this study will 

be of qualitative nature. As we are inquiring into a complex topic that is characterized by 

human interaction and as we are aiming at understanding the individual perspectives of our 

research participants, this study must be qualitative (Klenke, 2008). Indeed, a quantitative 

approach would be rationalized and economistic (Dierksmeier, 2016), as it would adhere to 

a more positivistic ontology and abstract the persons, relationships and organization under 

study. In line with Klenke (2008), we find that qualitative leadership studies can provide a 

higher richness of detail as they offer “more opportunities to explore leadership phenome-

na in significant depth” (p. 5). In fact, we believe that researchers inquiring into humanism 

in business should enter the field qualitatively, as qualitative research can account for the 

human being as a person with an individual perspective and subjective truth. We therefore 

agree with Aktouf and Holford (2009), who claim that taking a humanistic research per-

spective entails attempting to understand the viewpoint of employees through qualitative 

inquiry. 

As the purpose of this study is to construct a framework for humanistic leadership, we are 

aiming at building theory, which could be achieved through a grounded theory approach. 

Yet, we are not approaching the research field without prior examination of existing theo-

ries and previous research, and are therefore not following a grounded theory approach, 

which, according to Glaser (1978), implies that the researcher studies a phenomenon with-

out presuppositions and derives theory solely from empirical data. On the contrary, we 

believe that the theoretical knowledge we have gained so far will prove valuable in under-

standing and making sense of our empirical data. In fact, our frame of reference already 

culminated in a preliminary definition of humanistic leadership. Clearly, we do not yet 

know how humanistic leadership works specifically and how it is actually constituted, but 

we know, how it should ‘look like’. This gives us the opportunity to detect and discover 

humanistic leadership in practice and to study its peculiarities, its character and its effects 

thoroughly. Thus, in our methodology, we will induce a theory but simultaneously engage 

with existing scholarship to create a relevant and inclusive framework for humanistic lead-

ership that is novel, but still anchored in previous research. Therefore, this study will take 

an abductive approach and aim at finding the best explanation for the observation, with 

current theory in mind (Charmaz, 2014).  
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We agree with Timmermans and Tavory (2012), who criticize grounded theory’s disregard 

of existing scholarship and conclude that “the best qualitative research is steeped in various 

literatures and aims to contribute to these literatures” (p. 181). Furthermore, we believe 

that applying an explicit and proven methodology in the analysis of our empirical data will 

prove more valuable by being more considerate and less subjective than the rather loose 

analytical approach of grounded theory, which “risks pursuing only preconceived ideas” 

(Timmermans & Tavory, 2012, p. 181). Indeed, an abductive analysis appears superior for 

our purposes, as it offers an elaborate methodological process and simultaneously, is re-

gardful of existing scholarship (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). In our opinion, the contri-

bution of this study will be most valuable, if it is grounded in the insights of previous re-

search and is obtained through a comprehensible, transparent and transferable analytical 

process. 

Hence, as we are already literate on leadership theories as well as on humanism in business, 

the study should be exploratory and aim at the discovery of surprising insights and ideas 

that are not yet reflected in leadership theory as well as in our preliminary definition for 

humanistic leadership. Thus, an abductive research process also entails not being con-

strained by the need of adhering to scholarship but rather to learn about novel factors and 

their interconnectedness (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The search for surprises is one of the 

defining characters of an abductive approach (Charmaz, 2014; Khachab, 2013; Timmer-

mans & Tavory, 2012). Therefore, this study aims at theory generation by oscillating be-

tween insightful empirical findings and existing theory. The research process of this study 

will be “going ‘back and forth’ from one type of research activity to another and between 

empirical observations and theory” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 555), as we will attempt to 

‘match’ theory and reality optimally to come to relevant conclusions (Yin, 2014). 

A case study represents an ideal study context to research humanistic leadership in practice 

and to induce, in consideration of current theory, a logically coherent concept of human-

istic leadership. Klenke (2008) explains that case studies are a sensible way to inquire into 

leadership phenomena in their practical environment. Indeed, in-depth case studies are the 

best way to understand “the interaction between a phenomenon and its context” (Dubois 

& Gadde, 2002, p. 554), and have therefore become a valuable method across different 

scientific disciplines (Yin, 2014). While Easton (1998) criticizes that case studies often re-

sult in “simply rich descriptions of events from which the readers are expected to come to 
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their own conclusions” (p. 379), Weick (1979) concludes that the consultation of theory 

can prevent such problem. In line with that, Klenke (2008) claims that a constant compari-

son between theory and empirical data is essential in order to be open to newly emerging 

constructs that might lead to a modification of initial assumptions. As a solution, Dubois 

and Gadde (2002) have developed a research process framework that allows for an abduc-

tive approach towards case studies and that will be applied in this study, too. The so-called 

‘systematic combining’ allows for a nonlinear research process and accounts for the inter-

weaving of different research activities. It starts off with a preconception, which, in our 

case is the preliminary definition of humanistic leadership that is continuously developed in 

light of the empirical discoveries. As the concept of humanistic leadership evolves, it guides 

the search for empirical data that supports the current framework or that provides novel 

insights. Thus, systematic combining provides a sensible framework for relevant theory 

generation and development, as it will help in matching theory and practice and in directing 

and redirecting the data collection process in a purposeful way (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

The following model illustrates the systematic combining process: 

 

Figure 1: The Systematic Combining Process (Dubois & Gadde, 2002) 
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3.1.3 Research Design: Methods and Techniques 

The following paragraphs will elucidate the methods and techniques we have chosen to 

employ in the data acquisition and analysis process. These methods will be in line with the 

ontology, epistemology and methodology explained above. Hence, they will help in illumi-

nating and discovering the various truths and perspectives of the research participants. Fur-

thermore, both data collection and analysis will accord with the abductive systematic com-

bining process that was previously outlined, meaning that they will partly take place simul-

taneously to support the continuous evolvement of a theoretically and empirically ground-

ed framework for humanistic leadership. 

3.1.3.1 Approach to Data Acquisition 

In our data collection process, we are aiming at acquiring verbal data through semi-

structured interviews. As expounded by Flick (2014), collecting verbal data through inter-

views is helpful in understanding individual experiences and perspectives and in explicating 

implicit knowledge. The author emphasizes that semi-structured interviews leave space for 

the interviewee’s narrative and are flexible, which is essential in order to account for unex-

pected and new insights. Hence, semi-structured interviews illuminate subjective theories 

(Flick, 2014) and represent a valuable method for the abductive research methodology. As 

the frame of reference already provided a theoretical understanding of humanistic leader-

ship, semi-structured interviews are ideal to address these theoretical constructs and simul-

taneously, discover new and surprising nuances, contradictions and insights in the empirical 

data by allowing for sufficient space for the interviewee’s narrative. Furthermore, the inter-

view guide of semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 1) is flexible and adaptable (Flick, 

2014). This is crucial, as an abductive approach entails an adjustable research technique that 

can be adapted according to newly emerging findings. Indeed, case studies in general must 

be approached flexibly to follow unanticipated leads and allow for redirection without los-

ing sight of the original research purpose (Yin, 2014). Hence, semi-structured interviews 

are a sensible method for abduction, as they support both constitutes of systematic com-

bining: (1) Matching between theory and practice is facilitated by being enabled to inquire 

into theoretical constructs directly and by giving the interviewee the space to provide an 

own explanation and reflection of these constructs. Hence, theory-driven questions will 

help in examining our presuppositions about humanistic leadership, while open questions 

will foster discovery of new elements. Furthermore, and presented by Flick (2014) as a 

third type of question, confrontational questions will make it possible to critically reassess 
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the interviewee’s narrative. (2) Directing and redirecting of the data acquisition is facilitated 

by an adjustable interview guide that can be altered in consideration of new theoretical or 

empirical findings.  

Even though semi-structured interviews are an appropriate method, we are aware of possi-

ble shortcomings. On the one hand, our questions could appear too directive and thus in-

hibit a completely free narration. On the other hand, the rather flexible approach might 

hinder comparability of answers and weaken the overall reliability. 

The sampling of interviewees within the case company, which will be introduced later in 

this chapter, adheres to some essential principles that mostly aim at establishing maximal 

variation (Flick, 2014). Firstly, we aim at gathering insights from different teams to receive 

a more holistic and rich picture. Thus, in our data collection process, we acquire infor-

mation from four different teams; two of them are internal departments and the two other 

ones are larger multi-project teams that work mostly at the customers’ sites. Secondly, to 

further increase the significance and diversity of the data, we interview both employees and 

team leaders. In total, seven interviews were conducted with employees and five interviews 

were conducted with managers. Thirdly, to receive an integral image of the case’s complexi-

ty, we interview both CEOs (counted above as managers), who founded the company and 

coined it distinctively with their humanistic ideologies. Hence, according to Welman, Kru-

ger and Mitchell (2005) as well as Flick (2014), the sampling was on the one hand, partly 

purposive as we set the abovementioned sampling criteria, and on the other hand, partly 

self-selective, as employees volunteered for being interviewed after our research intentions 

had been publicized within the company. We agree with Welman et al. (2005), who state 

that self-selected participants have reflected the research topic themselves and can offer 

more fruitful contributions. All in all, the sample thus, is intrinsically diverse as interviewees 

stem from various teams and organizational levels and differ in age, gender and tenure. We 

believe that this sampling procedure therefore allowed us to gather different perspectives 

and understand the case and its context in detail, contributing to our social constructionist 

stance. Moreover, especially the interviews with employees show our concern for the view-

points of those who are experiencing leadership. These interviews were crucial to be ena-

bled to construct a holistic framework of humanistic leadership that focuses on the human 

person, and to evade the conventional narrow-minded focus on leaders that we criticized in 

our frame of reference. Nevertheless, our sampling procedure also leads to certain disad-
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vantages. For instance, people who want to discuss with us voluntarily, possibly have a 

rather positive mindset towards the company and its culture. Therefore, we might miss 

insights from people, who might have a rather critical viewpoint on humanistic leadership 

and the case company.  

All interviews were conducted at the company’s headquarters in private and quiet rooms to 

guarantee physical and psychological comfort, as demanded by King and Horrocks (2010). 

Yet, the interview location might simultaneously inhibit free expression, as employees 

might feel constrained within the employer’s rooms. The setting was informal and relaxing 

(e.g. through use of first names, through selection of rooms by interviewees and through 

the availability of beverages and couches) to allow for a safe atmosphere. The interviews 

lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, according to the interviewees’ wish of expression and 

the level of elaboration. All interviews were audio-recorded in consent with the partici-

pants, and additional notes for follow-ups, further inquiries or for emerging ideas were 

taken. After the interviews, we discussed our subjective impressions of the interview quali-

ty, the depth of answers and the nonverbal behavior of the participants to enhance the 

interview process constantly. In line with King and Horrocks’ (2010) interview quality cri-

teria, we avoided leading, over-complex and multiple questions as well as judgmental re-

sponses to ensure a constructive, safe and elaborative interview atmosphere. 

Furthermore, and to allow for triangulation, we complemented the semi-structured inter-

views from within the case with expert interviews. Experts are external and independent 

from the case, allowing for more detached insights. As they possess great capacities, com-

petencies and experience, their knowledge was very valuable in building a strong theory 

that gains independence from the case. Triangulation with expert interviews therefore 

proves helpful in claiming a more general applicability of the humanistic leadership frame-

work. These expert interviews were also semi-structured to support the abductive systemat-

ic combining process described previously, but were more directive and delimited to the 

expertise of interest. Therefore, interviewing experts fulfilled three aims formulated by 

Flick (2014): The expert interviews were helpful for (1) exploring new constructs and for 

gaining orientation, (2) for acquiring contextual complementary information to understand 

upcoming topics from the case and to grasp the nuances of emerging constructs, and (3) 

for developing a solid theory on humanistic leadership by reconstructing expert knowledge 

and reassessing the empirical data from the case. 
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To further increase the significance and expressiveness of the gathered data, we also con-

ducted observations. These observations took place during several formal and informal 

meetings at the case company. In all these meetings, employees as well as managers with 

leadership roles attended, allowing for an observation of the discourses and interactions. 

According to Flick’s (2014) descriptions, the observations were always non-participant, 

unsystematic and overt in natural settings and situations that were not constructed for the 

purpose of the study. Again, the gathered observation data fosters triangulation and acts as 

complementary information to the participant and expert interviews. At the beginning, 

these observations were rather descriptive to gain orientation within the research field and 

then became more focused and selective as we narrowed down our perspectives on rele-

vant processes and situations that provided information on leadership. We both took notes 

on situations or elements that we found relevant and compared our notes afterwards, to 

enrich our information base and possibly redirect our research strategy. Hence, the obser-

vations also served for reassessing empirical interview data and theoretical constructs as 

well as for discovering new themes and ideas that could then be examined more closely in 

interviews as well as researched in existing scholarship. We also believe that the observa-

tions allowed an even deeper immersion in the case and helped to thoroughly understand 

the underlying complexity, which might have been more difficult with interviews as they 

“mostly remain one-off encounters” (Flick, 2014, p. 317). 

All in all, the chosen methods for primary data collection complement each other sensibly 

and allow for the methodological flexibility and qualitative profoundness needed to con-

duct abductive systematic combining. The advantages of the different methods create valu-

able synergies, while limitations of single methods are compensated by the virtues of other 

methods. The focus on one case fosters the depth of the study, the semi-structured inter-

views allow for theory-driven direction as well as for discovery-driven flexibility, the obser-

vations enable profound immersion within the case and the expert interviews help in main-

taining an external and overarching perspective. 

The primary data acquired through these methods is further triangulated with secondary 

data that appears valuable towards answering the research question and towards under-

standing humanistic leadership and the case more thoroughly. These secondary data in-

clude confidential case company documents, such as a strategy dossier that outlines guiding 

principles and organizational values as well as results from an employee survey that con-
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tained valuable quantitative information on the employee’s opinion about the working en-

vironment’s quality in fostering integrity, respect, fairness, community, authenticity and 

self-actualization. Additionally, we obtained an extensive culture-audit that described the 

company’s values, fundamentals, beliefs and orientation in a very detailed manner and for 

instance, explained the organization’s image of humanity and the human person, and how 

it attempts to serve these ideals. Thus, these secondary data represented an important 

complementary knowledge source that was especially helpful in the beginning to gain ori-

entation within the case and to be enabled to lead purpose-oriented interviews that did not 

have to be conducted without proper case knowledge, fostering more meaningful and deep 

answers. Therefore, the examination of secondary data further strengthens the methodo-

logical triangulation we are aiming for. 

3.1.3.2 Approach to Data Analysis 

After expounding the methods applied for data acquisition, the approach to data analysis 

will be explained. Firstly, it is important to clarify that we will solely analyze the verbal data 

gained through participant and expert interviews. The obtained data from observations 

nevertheless plays an important role in reassessing and complementing the verbal data in 

the sense that, when analyzing verbal information, our impressions and notes from the 

observations will be interwoven to generate a more holistic picture. If the observation-

based data contradicts the verbal data, we will call attention to these disparities and not 

blindly follow the hints of the verbal information, but rather engage in critical reflection to 

allow for a fair and thoughtful analytical process. The same procedure is applied for the 

secondary data, which will also act as complementary and corrective information. Secondly, 

it must be stated that we are interested in the content of the verbal data more than in its 

context. We will therefore not conduct a conversation analysis or apply objective herme-

neutics. In fact, in line with our epistemological stance, we are aiming at understanding 

how the interviewees construct meaning, and we are interested in their individual and sub-

jective perspectives. We believe that to build an intersubjective construct for humanistic 

leadership, we must attempt to see leadership and its surrounding topics from the perspec-

tive of the participants to understand how it is constructed and how it matters to and af-

fects the interviewees. Therefore, a qualitative content analysis will be applied. In contrast, 

through quantification of the content, a rationalization of the data would be evoked that 

would stand in stark contrast to our sincere interest in the human person and in his or her 

subjective perspective. Consequently, in the data analysis process, the empirical data will be 
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coded and categorized systematically to derive a framework for humanistic leadership that 

bases upon the emerging categories. 

A qualitative content analysis offers the advantage of a schematic procedure that is less 

ambiguous than other data analysis techniques (Flick, 2014). Based on clear rules, the ex-

tensive raw data can be reduced systematically and condensed into categories that represent 

the base material (Mayring, 2015). For the purpose of theory generation, a qualitative con-

tent analysis therefore appears highly valuable and applicable. Yet, as we are aiming at theo-

ry generation and not theory development, we will approach the material without prede-

fined categories but rather interpret the text to derive categories. Clearly, these categories 

might be informed by existing scholarship, as we are literate on underlying theoretical con-

structs, but we will not attempt to fit the material into alien categories. Rather, we are truly 

searching for surprises and approach the material as a journey of discovery, with existing 

theory as a vague map for orientation but our minds kept open and prepared for new 

paths, emerging shortcuts, connecting bridges and treasure chests of surprises. As the jour-

ney proceeds, we will reassess the map and edit it with more precise descriptions to eventu-

ally draw a more holistic and detailed picture that will guide future researchers. 

Mayring (2015) differentiates various types of qualitative content analyses: summary, expli-

cation and structuration. As we are aiming at building a framework for humanistic leader-

ship that is grounded in the empirical material, and therefore need to abstract the base data, 

we will conduct a summarizing content analysis with an inductive category building. Yet, as 

we have endorsed an abductive approach throughout this study, we will induce categories 

from the empirical material and then compare these categories with theoretical constructs 

to allow for abduction. Furthermore, the induced categories will also be re-assessed in con-

sideration of secondary and observational data to fulfill our self-imposed requirements for 

triangulation. Hence, the original summarizing content analysis procedure proposed by 

Mayring (2015) will be altered minimally to realize abduction. Instead of re-assessing the 

preliminary summarizing category system solely based on the starting material, it will also 

be evaluated based on theory, observations and secondary data. This additional step is in-

tended to further enrich the categories and formulate them more carefully and reflected, as 

well as to upgrade their relevance by being brought into a wider research discourse. All in 

all, with this abductive summarizing content analysis we aim to draw a more holistic picture 

of humanistic leadership that is strongly grounded in empirical data as well as reflective 



 

 
39 

towards current knowledge in the research fields of humanistic management and human-

ism in business. In fact, by designing an abductive category building procedure, the typical 

weaknesses of purely deductive or inductive procedures are evaded. Neither will we “ob-

scure the view of the contents” (Flick, 2014, p. 435) by clinging stubbornly to theory-driven 

categories that the material needs to fit in, nor are we being shallow or inflexible by disre-

garding existing scholarship. An abductive analytical process therefore realizes the qualita-

tive content analysis’ strength of a systematic and rule-driven approach (Mayring, 2014) and 

mitigates its weaknesses of procedural inflexibility, theory-driven tunnel vision and content 

superficiality, stated by Flick (2014). 

The following figure illustrates the procedure that will be applied in the analytical part of 

this study. It bases upon the procedural model proposed by Mayring (2015) and is edited 

slightly by separating between preparative (orange) and executive (green) steps of the con-

tent analysis as well as by editing the seventh step of the execution with an abductive reflec-

tion. We termed the first part of the analysis ‘preparation’ as it contains the first analytical 

procedures that foster orientation over the material and culminate in the choice of an ap-

propriate content analysis technique. As outlined before, and for the argued reasons, we 

will conduct a qualitative summarizing content analysis. Hence, the subsequent seven exec-

utive steps illustrate the continuous reduction and abstraction of the base material that will 

culminate in an inductive category system that is abductively reassessed and then brought 

into a framework that describes humanistic leadership. The edited summarizing content 

analysis therefore is a valuable technique for abduction, as “abduction begins but does not 

end with induction … [and as it allows to] arrive at the most plausible theoretical interpre-

tation of the observed data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 341). 
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Figure 2: The Procedure of Qualitative Content Analysis, adapted from Mayring, 2015 
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3.2 Case Selection 

The following paragraphs will elucidate the selection of the organization that serves as a 

case for investigating into humanistic leadership. For the empirical part of this study, we 

were in need of a case that allowed us to research humanistic leadership in practice. Hence, 

the choice of a company with a humanistic character was crucial to assure that we were 

indeed able to inquire into leadership that is characterized by humanism. Obviously, only 

few organizations are practicing leadership that can be described as humanistic. Thus, doz-

ens of companies that were awarded employer prizes were screened in search for an organ-

ization that openly stated to be truly human-centered. Additionally, all available material 

that could be found to draw a clearer image of these organizations, such as employer rat-

ings, value statements, employee comments etc., was scrutinized to guarantee the selection 

of a suitable case.   

One firm, in its employer description, claimed to put the human person at the center of its 

activities and its purpose. We contacted the company and arranged a telephone interview, 

which was then followed by a personal interview with one CEO and the Director of Re-

cruiting. These meetings were complemented by several visits that took place before the 

beginning of the empirical research. Additionally, we screened internal employee surveys as 

well as a thorough culture-audit that provided further information on the leadership under-

standing and practice within the firm. Through the insights that we could gain through the 

interviews, meetings, visits, reports and discussions with employees, we found that this 

organization indeed presented a very suitable case for researching humanistic leadership. 

Thus, the case selection was purposive (Welman et al., 2005), as the company represents an 

organization with humanistic orientation, making it a suitable sample for the study and 

allowing for a deep analysis (Flick, 2014). 

The following examples are just some of the points that illustrate how the humanistic ori-

entation of the organization was affirmed. In the meeting with the CEO, he explained to us 

that the company was originally founded to create an organization that practiced humanism 

and that allowed for employees to be human persons. The Recruiting Director expounded 

that extrinsic motivation was used rarely and that the focus of leadership was on creating 

constructive contexts for employees to evolve. Other sources within the company affirmed 

that leadership was not authoritarian and directive but supportive, facilitative and participa-

tive. Additionally, self-determination and self-leadership were said to be enabled and sup-
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ported by managers, and employees affirmed that they were always regarded as whole hu-

man persons with own free will and as individual and relational adults. Employees claimed 

to be free to choose their path of development within the firm and described the company 

as a constructive and healthy community. 

These first insights assured that we were conducting research in an organization that has 

strong humanistic tendencies and also practices leadership with a humanistic notion. Addi-

tionally, to our knowledge, no existing leadership theory properly described the leadership 

environment and behavior that we found in the organization, hinting at the possibility that 

the case would indeed help in constructing a novel leadership concept. Our empirical find-

ings will prove that the selected case company indeed has a strong humanistic character 

and culture and matches the theory-founded definition of humanistic leadership. 

The case of choice is an IT consultancy firm with around 250 employees, headquartered in 

Bavaria, Germany. It was founded in 1989 by the two current CEOs, has an annual turno-

ver of 22 million Euros, offers more than 55 upgrade training courses for its employees 

and allows for over 6 days of developmental trainings annually per employee. The firm is 

experiencing steady growth, has been awarded ‘Great Place to Work’ for seven years in a 

row and belongs to the Top 100 of German employers. 

The selected case is significant for the research question, as it allows us to inquire into how 

humanistic leadership works and which factors and dimensions constitute it. Thus, the case 

will help in building a framework for humanistic leadership and is essential for fulfilling our 

research purpose by illustrating ‘how humanistic leadership works’. Hence, the case pre-

sents a very instructive example of the topic of humanistic leadership and permits drawing 

general conclusions about the constitution of a humanistic leadership framework. The fo-

cus on one case allows us to research the case’s peculiarities and complexities in-depth, and 

fosters an intensive and thorough investigation that will account for multiple perspectives 

and a reflective research process. Thus, we believe that the selection of one case increases 

our research design’s authenticity as we could develop a profound understanding of the 

researched phenomenon, one imperative factor for guaranteeing the validity of our con-

structionist research method (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1993). Naturally, the selection of 

only one case might decrease the results’ potential for generalization, but case studies per se 

“cannot build on statistical inference” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 559). Interestingly, as 

explained by Easton (1998), the study of multiple cases might result in tradeoffs and in 
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generating “more breadth, but less depth” (p. 382). Therefore, we find that, especially due 

to the infancy of the researched topic, one thoroughly studied case will generate more valu-

able, reflective and holistic insight into how humanistic leadership works, how those re-

sponsible can apply it, how organizational members perceive it, and into what its virtues 

and challenges are, than a rather shallow investigation of multiple case studies. We agree 

with Dubois and Gadde (2002), who state that the opinion of multiple cases yielding better 

explanations than single case studies is outdated and invalid. The authors conclude that 

when researchers aim at understanding complex interactions and constructs “the natural 

choice would be to go deeper into one case instead of increasing the number of cases” (p. 

558). As the topic of humanistic leadership is a complex structure, the focus on one case 

therefore is sensible. Again, the selection of multiple cases furthermore would have proven 

to be arduous, as only a very low number of organizations adhere to a strong humanistic 

ideology. Therefore, in line with Yin (2014), we argue that the rationale for our single case 

design is the extremeness of the case. According to that rationale, it is sensible to conduct a 

single case study if the phenomenon under study is specific and rare; which, in our opinion 

is true for humanistic leadership. A second rationale, that also applies to our study, is the 

revelatory character of the selected case (Yin, 2014). We believe that we are in a very special 

position, as we have received access to a situation that is not easily accessible for other re-

searchers, due to its perceived rareness. 

Nevertheless, to further and finally debilitate the possible critique of a monofocal research 

process, and as outlined before, we complement the empirical insights from the case with 

expert interviews to triangulate the data. 

Expert 1: The first expert interviewed is a leadership consultant and coach with over 20 

years of experience and an own consultancy firm. He trains and educates managers to 

adopt a more human-centered leadership style, and to understand leadership as facilitating 

and supporting human evolvement. In his work, Expert 1 focuses on the employee as a 

self-determined person with vast potentials, which makes him a valuable interviewee with 

fruitful contributions. 

Expert 2: The second expert is a dean and tenured professor for social, work, organization-

al and economic psychology at a German university. Among topics as work satisfaction, 

motivation, organizational communication and prosocial behavior in organizations, one of 

his central research areas is the psychological effects of humanistic leadership. Together 
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with colleagues, he has published a chapter on humanistic leadership in theory and practice, 

which makes him a distinguished and excellent expert for the purpose of this study.  

These experts will provide additional insights that might strengthen or object the findings 

within the case and can therefore function as a corrective that enhances the intersubjectivi-

ty of the research process. With intersubjectivity, we refer to the shared understanding be-

tween us, the research participants and the experts, which we will attempt to establish. By 

employing expert interviews, we therefore hope to reduce the significance and implication 

of research gaps. Clearly, and as pointed out by Anderson (2008), understanding cannot be 

shared entirely with others, but being aware of and appreciating intersubjectivity will help 

in understanding implicit conjectures and beliefs. By integrating experts, who are external 

to the case, into the research process, we seek for enriching ideas and nuances to further 

support the significance and intersubjectivity of the study results. We believe that the selec-

tion of a practical and an academic expert will create complementary insights and create 

valuable synergies through gaining a dual expert perspective. 

3.3 Research Ethics 

The following paragraph will outline ethical considerations and how we assured the morali-

ty and integrity of our research at all times. As outlined by Yin (2014), case studies require 

special sensitivity and care to protect the humans that are under study. In line with the au-

thor’s recommendations, we therefore gained informed consent of all research participants 

by informing them on the nature of our inquiry as well as the participants’ roles in it, and 

by emphasizing that participation is completely voluntary. We further avoided any decep-

tion by transparently and openly stating nothing but the truth about the research process, 

design and aim. By anonymizing all participants and by avoiding sharing any personal in-

formation or empirical data with third parties, we can assure the privacy of participants and 

the confidentiality and non-traceability of all communication between the participants and 

us. For us, it was especially important to protect all participants from any negative conse-

quences that could arise due to conflictive or derogatory statements about superiors, as a 

majority of participants was employees and therefore asked to reveal details about their 

employment and their satisfaction with and perception of leadership. Hence, we acted in 

line with the basic ethical considerations outlined by Willig (2008), as we ensured informed 

consent, avoided deception, offered the right to withdraw, debriefed participants extensive-

ly and maintained complete confidentiality. Therefore, in line with King and Horrocks’ 
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(2010) demands, we can assure our respect for the participating persons, the beneficence of 

our research, and the justice and fairness of our study, as we attempted to keep the burden 

for the participants minimal, while reporting back to the organization about our results 

after the study’s end, creating a win-win-situation. 

3.4 Trustworthiness of the Study 

In order to guarantee the quality, rigor and thoroughness of our research, we adhere to 

Guba’s (1981) definition of trustworthiness in naturalistic inquiries and attempt to ade-

quately satisfy his demands for credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 

Trustworthiness is essential as it reinterprets the quality parameters of quantitative studies 

and allows for a rigorous assessment of qualitative research (Given & Saumure, 2008). 

Credibility refers to truth value (Guba, 1981), which “is usually obtained from the discov-

ery of human experiences as they are lived and perceived by informants” (Krefting, 1991, 

p. 215). Thus, in our research, we must attempt to understand and represent the multiple 

and subjective truths of the participants in an adequate and sufficient way. We believe that 

our research is credible, as we have applied several strategies that, according to Krefting 

(1991) establish credibility, such as a prolonged and varied field experience with dozens of 

hours spent at the organization’s headquarters, including observations, participations in 

events and of course, interview sessions. In line with Krefting’s (1991) recommendations, 

we furthermore triangulate our methods carefully to foster a credible and reflective re-

search process. 

According to Guba (1981), transferability is concerned with the applicability and generali-

zability of our inquiry, meaning that situational variations become irrelevant. Clearly, our 

case is dependent on contextual and situational variables. Nevertheless, through thick and 

dense description of the context (Krefting, 1991) and interpreting it (Pratt, 2009), we ex-

plain the peculiarities of our case to the reader to allow for comprehensibility. As outlined 

by Krefting (1991), generalization is not truly relevant to qualitative research, as it rather 

aims at describing a particular situation or phenomenon and inquires into a naturalistic 

setting. We are therefore searching for enlightening and unique insight. Still, the extensive 

descriptive data offered in the explanation of the case selection as well as in the analysis 

and results section shall help in establishing a relevant and valid framework for humanistic 

leadership that will need to be generalized, adjusted and confirmed in future inquiries. 
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The third criterion, dependability, describes the stability and trackable variability of a natu-

ralistic inquiry (Guba, 1981; Krefting 1991). Thus, according to the strategies outlined by 

both authors, our study is dependable, as we aim to find explainable sources for the vari-

ance within the case, extensively describe and triangulate our methods, repeatedly observe 

similar events at the case company, independently code the empirical material and jointly 

assess and adjust the codes reflectively. We furthermore contribute to the dependability of 

this study by expounding our data analysis process transparently to allow for replication. 

Lastly, confirmability is concerned with assuring that our interpretation of the participants’ 

perspectives is grounded in their perceptions (Jensen, 2008). According to Jensen’s (2008) 

and Krefting’s (2009) criteria, our study is confirmable, as it applies transparent and strict 

methodological techniques that are clearly aiming towards fulfilling the research purpose 

and are not dependent upon any researcher bias. Moreover, the triangulation of methods 

and the reflective work in a team with a dual-perspective further enhance our neutrality 

(Krefting, 2009).  
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4. Analysis and Results 

______________________________________________________________________ 

After describing the method and its implementation, the next section will cover the description of the analyti-

cal procedure and empirical findings as well as the interpretation of these findings in light of the current 

academic discourse. This interpretation will then culminate in a framework for humanistic leadership that 

illustrates the logic of the findings in a graphical model. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4.1 Analytical Procedure 

To allow for transparency and comprehensibility, it is essential to clarify how we arrive at 

our empirical findings. As outlined in the section ‘Approach to Data Analysis’, we conduct-

ed a summarizing qualitative content analysis that consists of a preparation and an execu-

tion phase.  

4.1.1 Preparation and Execution of the Qualitative Summarizing Content  

Analysis 

The full description of the preparation phase can be found in the appendices (see Appen-

dix 2) as it would be out of the scope of this inquiry and does not add major value towards 

understanding the empirical findings. Thus, in the appendices, there is a detailed descrip-

tion for the first six steps of the qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015), also contain-

ing differentiated sub-questions that will be answered in Appendix 6, enriching the conclu-

sions of this study. 

After preparing the analysis, the steps of the execution phase were conducted. As outlined 

in the method section, the analysis was partly parallel to the data collection process to ena-

ble a systematic combining procedure. The execution phase consists of seven steps (Mayr-

ing, 2015), which will shortly be described in their application, as this will further the un-

derstanding of how we arrived at our findings. All rules listed in the following description 

can be found in the appendices (see Appendix 3). So can be an excerpt of the tables that 

illustrate the first as well as the second round (see Appendix 4 & 5) of the content analysis: 

• Step 1 - Definition of the analytical units: The coding unit describes the shortest 

material constituent that may be analyzed. The coding unit for this thesis is a single 

word, as we believe that already a single word can transmit a clear opinion or judg-

ment. Secondly, the context unit describes the longest material constituent, which 
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may fall under a category. The context unit for this thesis integrates all paragraphs 

that can clearly be traced back to one specific question impulse. Thirdly, the analyt-

ical unit determines, which parts of the text are being analyzed in which order. The 

interview transcripts will be analyzed in chronological order to allow for the ongo-

ing systematic combining process, as well as the discovery of surprising themes and 

their integration into following interviews. 

• Step 2 - Paraphrasing the content-transporting passages: In this step, we ap-

plied the Z1-rules for paraphrasing. We cancelled all text constituents with no or 

low content transportation, translated the content transporting text passages on a 

uniform language level and formulated the paraphrases in a grammatical short 

form. In total, we arrived at 558 paraphrases. 

• Step 3 - Definition of the intended abstraction level and generalization of the 

paraphrases on this abstraction level: By applying the Z2-rules, we generalized 

the items of these paraphrases to the defined level of abstraction in a way that the 

new items implicitly reflected the old ones and kept the paraphrases that were 

above the defined level of abstraction. 

• Step 4 - First reduction by selection and deletion of paraphrases with the 

same meaning: Consequently, we applied the Z3-rules and discarded meaningless 

and unsubstantial paraphrases, while keeping paraphrases that could still be consid-

ered as highly relevant. It became obvious here that with every new interview, the 

number of reductions increased, helping us to determine a proper level of satura-

tion that we eventually noticed after twelve interviews with managers and employ-

ees. In total, we analyzed fourteen interviews, as we applied the same analytical 

procedure to the two expert interviews. 

• Step 5 - Second reduction by bundling, construction and integration of para-

phrases on the intended abstraction level: In a next step, we applied the Z4-

rules by summarizing similar paraphrases into bundles and integrating paraphrases 

with several statements regarding one item into a construct. 

• Step 6 - Assembly of the new statements as a category system: The bundles 

and constructs could then be assembled into a category system. In total, we identi-

fied 32 categories. 
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• Step 7 - Re-examination of the summarizing category system against the 

base material and against theory, secondary data and observation data: To 

assess whether these categories truly reflected the base material, we re-examined 

them against the interview transcripts and determined that all 558 paraphrases 

merge in the 32 categories. Furthermore, we also revised the categories in light of 

theory, secondary data and observation data, resulting in minor changes in the 

wording of the categories. While we ascertained that the categories were also re-

flecting academic concepts as well as insights from secondary data and observa-

tions, we were not yet satisfied with the level of abstraction and aimed at a further 

bundling of these constructs. 

• Second round of the summarizing content analysis: Therefore, as recommend-

ed by Mayring (2015), we further elevated the level of abstraction by generalizing, 

bundling and integrating the 32 categories. This second round of the content analy-

sis resulted in eleven categories that appeared abstract and overseeable enough to 

serve as constitutes for a framework of humanistic leadership. 

To critically summarize our approach, we must acknowledge that the resulting constructs 

of the summarizing content analysis do not represent the frequency of their occurrence in 

the empirical base material. Thus, while some frequently described factors are not empha-

sized specifically, less popular themes might gain visibility and universality, although they 

do not represent the insights of all interview participants. Moreover, such a highly system-

atic approach does not allow for high flexibility, spontaneity and emphasis on particular 

themes. Consequently, the chosen analysis process, while fostering systematicity, might 

inhibit creativity.  

4.2 Empirical Findings and Interpretation 

After arriving at a category system through the systematic approach of summarizing the 

base material, the categories will now be presented and interpreted. The following table 

illustrates the final category system in the left column (C’X) and the underlying categories 

from the first round of the summarizing qualitative content analysis in the right column 

(CX). The categories will then be described and afterwards interpreted in order of their 

numbering. Clearly, although reflected critically and carefully, these categories are results of 

our subjective interpretation of the empirical findings. 
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Table 1: Overview over the Categories from the First and the Second Round  

of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 

C’1: Reflective Self-Leadership 

In the interviews with managers and experts, it became obvious that humanistic leaders 

need to be capable of leading themselves and of critically reflecting their cognition, emo-

tions and behavior. The necessity of self-leadership is reflected in the following quote of a 

middle manager: “For leaders, self-leadership is the fundamental prerequisite, before even 

starting to think about leading employees” (I.4, 173). All interviewed managers appeared 
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self-aware and self-critical (“I am aware of my role and my strengths and I am thinking 

about what I am doing well and what I am doing wrong”, I.10, 616). Indeed, we learned 

that the managers, in a continuous learning process, attempted to improve their capability 

of introspection by becoming aware of their cognitive and affective states and by essaying 

to gain a higher level of self-control (I. 5, 129). 

Interestingly, the category is clearly situated on an intrapersonal level, meaning that reflec-

tive self-leadership is a process intrinsic to the humanistic leader. Yet, it strongly affects the 

interpersonal level of leadership as it builds the foundation for building a constructive and 

healthy relationship with employees. According to one expert, the capability of knowing 

and controlling the own psychological scripts is essential to be enabled to gain distance 

from automatic response processes. Thus, self-control helps in avoiding over-emotional 

reactions as well as contemptuous remarks towards the employees, and in approaching 

employees in a calm and non-judgmental manner, giving way for a constructive and effec-

tive interaction. It furthermore is a crucial capability to holistically reflect and analyze situa-

tions and interactions, as self-reflective leaders are not acting intuitively, but rather think 

analytically and with reason (I. 13, 316).  

Thus, the empirical findings suggest that reflective self-leadership is an integral constituent 

of humanistic leadership. In the interviews, we find what Neck and Houghton (2006) call 

‘behavior-focused strategies’, with managers heightening their self-awareness, self-

observation and self-control. While the authors focus the concept of self-leadership on 

employees’ performance enhancement, especially for tasks with low intrinsic motivational 

potential (see also Manz, 1986), our findings suggest that self-leadership is an essential in-

trapersonal process of leaders, helping them to improve their ‘leadership performance’, not 

only in regards to monotonous tasks, but especially in the interaction with employees. In 

contrast to Neck and Houghton (2006), the empirical insights on self-leadership from this 

case were less concerned with natural reward strategies and constructive thought pattern 

strategies, but more with gaining cognitive and affective self-awareness and control as well 

as developing systemic and reflective thought patterns. We termed the category ‘Reflective 

Self-Leadership’ as the concept of self-reflection is more prominent than in the original 

theoretical construct (Manz, 1986), and as leaders’ self-leadership is reflective towards em-

ployees, making the intrapersonal process of self-leadership an important factor for con-

structive interaction and for fostering employees’ self-leadership. Thus, reflective self-
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leadership is humanistic, as it fosters a dignified and appreciative treatment of others, while 

supporting the awareness of one’s own and the respect for others’ subjectivity, relationality, 

individuality and personality. 

C’2: Adhering to Humanistic Ethics 

The interviewed managers were all characterized by an ethical orientation and by a great 

concern for humanistic values. It was extremely important to them to treat all stakeholders 

in an equally appreciative, honest and fair manner, and to “show the same appreciation, 

respect and devotion to all persons, independent of their status. ... If I would not do that, 

my friendliness would be utilitarian and … not be characterized by a sincere interest in the 

human person” (I. 5, 109). Indeed, the sincere interest in the human person was a promi-

nent theme throughout the interviews. All managers agreed that leaders must be truly inter-

ested in the employees as human persons and all team members felt understood and appre-

ciated as human persons (I.2, 100). That also entails taking their ideas, opinions and critique 

seriously into concern and to separate between the role as an employee and the human 

person “by having a sincere interest in the human and not only in the work resource” (I. 9, 

507). In their leadership roles, all managers adhered to a value framework of trust, honesty, 

responsibility, fairness as well as appreciation, and they dismissed any kind of power abuse. 

Thus, the adhesion to humanistic ethics characterizes all humanistic leaders’ mindsets and 

provides a moral anchor as a solid foundation and point of orientation for performing the 

leadership role in an ethical fashion. This understanding of ethics as an integral fragment of 

leadership is slightly different from what Brown and Trevino (2006) and Brown et al. 

(2005) term ethical leadership. In the eyes of these authors, the leader’s ethical behavior is 

primarily aiming at influencing and guiding employees to act in a morally correct way and 

to enhance outcomes, such as increased job satisfaction or reduced counterproductive be-

havior. Thus, the motive of ethical leadership is outcome-oriented and utilitarian. In con-

trast, the ethical foundation of humanistic leadership is rather an intrinsic guidance to the 

leader than a ‘leadership tool’; it is an essential part of the leader’s self-perception and is 

being continuously questioned and enhanced through self-leadership. In their qualitative 

investigation of perceived executive leadership, Trevino, Brown and Hartman (2003) found 

that ethical leaders were ascribed with two roles: the moral person, who is characterized by 

fairness, ethical behavior and principled decision-making, and the moral manager, who 

takes a proactive role in influencing employees’ ethical and unethical behavior through 
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promoting ethics openly, role-modeling intentionally and using reward-system to imple-

ment ethical standards. Our findings suggest that humanistic leaders are moral persons but 

do not act as a moral managers, as they do not seek authoritarian influence over the organi-

zational members but rather behave ethically correct in all interactions, because they be-

lieve and know that this is the only way to adhere to the high self-set moral principles. 

Whether employees take an example in ethical leaders is of their free choice and not an 

explicit aim of humanistic leadership. Rather, the findings suggest that an appreciative and 

humanistic working context fosters ethical conduct of all parties. Thus, the task for the 

humanistic leader is the establishment of an ethical working context (see C’9), but not the 

preaching and enforcing of ethics. 

While the first two categories are intrapersonal and describe the self-reflective and self-

controlling attitude as well as the moral anchoring of humanistic leaders, the third and 

fourth category focus on how humanistic leaders access the dialog with stakeholders and 

how they approach other human persons. Thus, the following two categories are situated 

on an interpersonal level. Clearly though, they are grounded in reflective self-leadership and 

adhesion to humanistic ethics. 

C’3: Cognitive and Affective Perspective-Taking 

Humanistic leaders need to be capable of cognitive and affective perspective-taking. The 

interviewed managers explained the importance of perspective-taking for the motivation 

and development of employees: “I can only foster intrinsic motivation (...) by giving free 

space, when time is missing, by giving training opportunities, when knowledge is missing, 

by giving praise, when self-esteem is missing. Thus, I need to understand what the employ-

ee needs” (I.4, 526). Hence, leaders need sensitivity for affective and cognitive states and a 

diagnostic ability (see I.13) to understand the strengths, needs, passions and challenges of 

employees, to appreciate them and to act on them accordingly (see e.g. I.4, 315). Human-

istic leaders aim at “perceiving the needs, values and qualities [of employees] and appreciat-

ing them” (I.9, 511).  

Therefore, humanistic leadership entails a psychological understanding of the self and the 

others. That is in line with Melé’s (2016) definition of humanism, which entails that hu-

manism aims at recognizing the whole person and seeking comprehensive knowledge of 

the person. It therefore appears logical that leaders should have a psychological interest and 

ability for affective and cognitive perspective-taking. What might come closest to the no-
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tion of affective perspective-taking in leadership is the concept of emotional leadership, 

which bases upon emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence, as per the definition of 

Mayer and Salovey (1997), is comprised of four abilities, of which humanistic leaders use 

the first three: (1) the ability to perceive one’s own emotions; (2) the ability to perceive oth-

ers’ emotions; (3) the ability to manage one’s own emotions; and (4) the ability to manage 

others’ emotions. The concept of emotional leadership, although largely discussed in non-

peer-reviewed publications (e.g. Goleman, 1998; Caruso & Salovey, 2004; Goleman, Boyat-

zis & McKee, 2013), builds upon the use of emotional intelligence for leadership purposes, 

ergo, for influencing others. While humanistic leaders clearly possess emotional intelli-

gence, they use it firstly, for understanding and leading themselves and secondly, for under-

standing others. Yet, they do not instrumentalize their emotional intelligence towards steer-

ing the emotions of employees. Rather, they appreciate and reflect upon them, and then 

engage in a joint solution-finding process for how to overcome negative emotions, and 

how to foster positive ones. Moreover, humanistic leadership is not only concerned with 

affective, but also with cognitive perspective-taking. Therefore, humanistic leaders also 

have a deep understanding of mental processes; they can relate to employees’ judgment, 

knowledge, reasoning and memory through combining their psychological knowledge with 

intensive conversations and sincere interest. In addition, when Melé (2016) defined human-

ism, he stated that comprehensive knowledge of the human being is a necessary criterion to 

be truly humanistic. Thus, leaders should gain access to employees by trying to comprehen-

sively understand them, by perceiving their emotions and cognitions and by putting them-

selves in their situations. This psychological access can be best gained by frequent apprecia-

tive interaction (see C’4). 

C’4: Appreciative Interaction 

In the interviews, it became evident that managers were very conscious about their com-

munication and interaction. Based upon leaders’ sincere interest in the human person, em-

ployees reported that managers were frequently communicating face-to-face both formally 

and informally (e.g. I.4, 549; I.12, 284), actively listening (e.g. I.3, 331; I.4, 140), respecting 

and appreciating employees’ opinions and ideas (e.g. I.3, 110), and supporting them 

through advice (e.g. I.7, 276; I.4, 176). The leader’s role therefore is being a dialog partner 

(e.g. I.2, 68; I.7, 131) and an advisor (e.g. I.4, 285; I.12, 244), rather than a commander. 

Hence, humanistic leaders use stimulating questions and personal advice and access a con-

versation with having the best interest of the employee in mind. The advice of a humanistic 
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leader is genuine, as it is not enforced (I.7; 242). Therefore, the leader’s task is to establish a 

constructive, open and honest discourse on eye-level, to be available and approachable, to 

show sincere interest in the human person and his or her opinion and ideas. During the 

interviews, the leadership-style was sometimes referred to as ‘question-based leading’ (I.2, 

253; I.6, 253), implying that leaders stimulate a mental reflection process. Thus, humanistic 

leaders respect the technical expertise of employees (see C’6 and C’7) and rather enable 

employees’ self-leadership (see C’10) by providing insights, advice and stimulative ques-

tions (I. 6, 455).  

As humanistic leaders are rather dialog partners than conventional commanders, they can 

build trust, foster transparency and support employees’ self-determination. By giving advice 

rather than permissions or orders, they enhance employees’ self-responsibility and autono-

my; yet, in cases of overextension through autonomy, leaders support and protect organiza-

tional members (see C’5). Interestingly, although leaders spend around 90 percent of their 

working time communicating (Remland, 1981), the conventional leadership theories do not 

provide a clear conception of how leadership communication should be characterized. 

When conventional leadership concepts address communication, it is not characterized by 

a humanistic interaction. For example, transformational leadership theory implies that lead-

er communication should be inspirational and intellectually stimulating (Bass, 1990; Bass & 

Steidlmeier, 1999), still, it does not aim at building relationships at eye-level but rather re-

gards employees as followers, who are in need of intellectual stimulation and a guiding vi-

sion from the leader (see Frame of Reference). Clearly, this study cannot provide a full pic-

ture of how humanistic leadership communication is constituted. Nevertheless, our find-

ings suggest that stimulative questions, unenforced advice, active listening and appreciative 

interaction in general, build the base for communicating in a humanistic manner. That is in 

line with findings of de Vries, Bakker-Pieper and Oostenveld (2010), who suggest that 

“human-oriented leadership is strongly associated with the communication style support-

iveness, and to a lesser extent with leader’s expressiveness and (a lack of) leader’s verbal 

aggressiveness” (p. 367). In contrast to transformational leadership, the humanistic leader 

takes part in a constructive discourse and a joint solution-finding process, learning from the 

employee and sharing own ideas, without seeing the employee in an inferior position and 

without enforcing the own opinion and vision onto the dialog partner.  
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While the third and fourth category explained how humanistic leaders approach employees 

and access conversations, the following three categories are rather action-oriented and de-

scribe what humanistic leaders specifically do. 

C’5: Providing Protection 

Interestingly, according to the interviews, an important task of humanistic leaders is to 

provide protection against overextension, overexertion, exploitation and self-exploitation. 

When treating employees as human persons, they gain autonomy and self-responsibility. 

Yet, freedom and autonomous decision-making come along with responsibility, which can 

be overcharging. One middle-manager explained that it took employees more than two 

years to adapt to a system of self-responsibility (I.1, 53). Hence, while fostering employees’ 

self-leadership (see C’10), leaders must also provide safety, as one top-manager notes: “I 

cannot simply establish self-leadership by saying: Just do it! Because sometimes those deci-

sions are heavy and concerning a lot of money. Sometimes I need to offer the employee to 

co-carry these decisions or even to overtake them, if he does not want to make them by 

himself” (I.10, 564). Through offering support, leaders can protect employees against 

strong overextension without neglecting the principle of self-responsibility. Another facet 

of protection concerns overexertion and self-exploitation. Humanistic leaders carry the 

responsibility for the employees’ psychological and physical health, which is why they must 

allow for or even enforce regeneration and foster a healthy work-life-balance. Interestingly, 

the notion of self-exploitation was present throughout the case. Apparently, the studied 

top-managers “have more work in decelerating employees to not work too hard, than in 

setting a brake on managers, who put too much pressure on employees” (I.4, 430). There-

fore, humanistic leaders, through cognitive and affective perspective-taking and through 

their psychological understanding must detect cases of self-exploitation and overexertion 

and, untypically for the humanistic leader, enforce regeneration and balance to protect em-

ployees’ health (I.13, 372; I.2, 142; I.4, 428). A further aspect of providing protection is 

taking responsibility for employees in ‘emergency situations’. Although employees act self-

responsibly, if severe mistakes with substantially negative consequences happen, the leader 

takes full responsibility for the team towards external stakeholders (I.4, 307; I.10, 327). 

Thus, humanistic leaders provide a ‘safety net’ in case of emergencies. 

The notion of protection is rather novel to the leadership discourse. Indeed, providing pro-

tection enables employees’ self-leadership through fostering psychological safety, employ-
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ees’ physical and psychological health and self-responsibility. As conventional leadership 

theories do not put focus on fostering employees’ self-leadership, they also do not discuss 

the topic of protection. Indeed, most leadership theories assume that employees need to be 

motivated extrinsically, thus, they are not even taking into consideration the possibility of 

self-exploitation through high intrinsic motivation. In contrast, humanistic leadership fos-

ters intrinsic motivation (e.g. I.2, 74; I.4, 482; I.7, 299) and self-responsibility (I.1, 29; I.4, 

176) and therefore risks self-exploitation and overexertion. In this case, the humanistic 

leader acts as a protector, aiming at securing the health of employees. Yet, protecting em-

ployees does not mean not challenging them. Humanistic leadership rather builds upon 

facilitating self-leadership, which comes along with responsibility and pressure. If leaders, 

through perspective-taking and appreciative interaction, recognize that this pressure on 

employees reaches levels that cause distress and overextension, they offer support and take 

protecting measures. That is in the best interest of the employee and a sign of leaders’ care 

for the human person’s health and balance. In light of increasing numbers of psychological 

health problems caused by work, for example in Germany (DAK, 2015), protecting em-

ployees against overexertion and exploitation should, in our opinion, become more central 

to the leadership discourse. 

C’6: Individualized Support 

The sixth category ‘Individualized Support’ represents the most prominent topic through-

out the interviews. Leadership support was individualized, as leaders identified and re-

sponded to individual needs and challenges (I.4, 270; I.8, 455: “Everyone needs different 

leadership and has different needs. For me, it is important to get free space.”). The manag-

ers respected the individual situations, in which employees found themselves (I.6, 192), 

supported individual meaning finding (I.9, 19), respected and supported individual devel-

opment speeds (I.4, 509), and enabled the realization of employees’ individual potentials 

(I.1, 403). Through careful observation, perspective-taking (C’3) and appreciative interac-

tion (C’4), the managers built relationships on eye-level with employees (I.8, 58; I.11, 250: 

“There are no barriers between hierarchy levels.”), facilitating an open, honest and employ-

ee-driven discourse (e.g. I. 14, 158) and enabling the managers to individualize their sup-

port. The interviewed managers and employees described the leadership role as being an 

advisor, mentor and coach, who supports and enables employees’ self-leadership. The lead-

er’s support is furthermore characterized by a focus on employees’ individual strengths, 
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developing strong competencies further (e.g. I.4, 315), and on fostering employees’ self-

reflection through stimulative questions (see C’4). 

The individualization of support through leaders is a crucial aspect of humanistic leader-

ship. It recognizes the humanistic need for wholeness and comprehensive knowledge of 

the human person (Melé, 2016). Clearly, leaders who strive towards fostering the human 

person’s self-determination in appreciation of subjectivity and individuality, must, to some 

degree, individualize their leadership. As personalistic humanism claims that humans are 

unique and diverse (Acevedo, 2012), we believe that they are entitled to a leader, who ap-

preciates their uniqueness and individuality. Indeed, Melé (2016) recognizes that humanistic 

leaders are concerned with the needs and the personal growth of the individual person. 

Interestingly, the transformational leadership concept promotes a similar notion, called 

‘individualized consideration’ (Bass, 1990). Yet, we did not take over that term, as what we 

observed in the case was more than just a consideration of the individual. It was rather an 

appreciation of the whole human person. Additionally, Bass’s (1990) idea of individualized 

treatment could easily lead to disadvantaging some employees while truly caring for others. 

The humanistic leadership concept recognizes this problem and answers with the category 

‘Adhering to Humanistic Ethics’ and the sub-categories of ‘Equal Treatment’ and ‘Com-

munity-Building’, which entail that humanistic leaders indeed individualize their support, 

but still equally appreciate all organizational members and foster a communal spirit (see C’4 

and C’8). 

C’7: Offering Genuine Inspiration 

From the case study, we learn that inspiration through leadership must be genuine and 

optional to be considered humanistic. One expert explained that “we humans want to be 

influenced, we are looking for people or ideologies that influence us” (I.13, 265), but also 

clarified that leaders must be authentic to be considered inspirational by employees (I.13, 

96). The interviews with employees and managers illustrated that authenticity indeed is an 

important factor for role-modeling. Nevertheless, one top-manager concludes: “You don’t 

have to be a role model in every minute, in every dimension. ... That wouldn’t be authentic 

anymore. ... I have to attempt to be a role model, that is the aspiration. But I do not have 

to live up to this to 100 per cent” (I.10, 580). Thus, role-modeling should be authentic, 

implying that leaders can be genuine and human. Naturally, they are not able and cannot be 

expected to always be a role-model in every aspect. What we furthermore learn from the 
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case, is that role-modeling in humanistic leadership is dispersed. The interviewees explained 

that employees are free to choose their individual role-models, not necessarily managers, 

for different dimensions. Hence, employees can “follow people that inspire them and from 

whom they want to learn something and ask them to teach them” (I. 5, 16). Moreover, the 

case showed that instead of creating, preaching and enforcing the purpose of the organiza-

tion and the meaning of work onto employees, humanistic leaders identify employees’ indi-

vidual purpose, offer organizational purpose, and attempt to couple them. Hence, one top-

manager explains: “You cannot and you don’t have to inspire everyone with your vision. It 

is essential to leave employees the choice whether they want to be inspired by it. Other-

wise, it becomes totalitarian” (I. 10, 525).  

There are two key points resulting from this category: (1) Role-modeling becomes dis-

persed as humanistic leaders do not have a totalitarian claim to inspiring, coaching, advising 

and mentoring others. And as role-modeling is being dispersed, employees take over lead-

ership tasks in the areas of their expertise, while followership becomes self-determined. 

That creates an organization, in which everyone, through showing competence, can attract, 

then coach and support other employees, as humanistic leaders understand that they are 

not the most competent and inspirational persons in all areas. With our empirical findings, 

we can contribute to the ongoing discussion on authentic leadership, as we detect several 

components of authentic leadership, as defined by Avolio and Gardner (2005), in the case. 

That is especially true for leader-self-awareness, leader-self-regulation and positive moral 

perspective. The findings further suggest that Illies, Morgensohn and Nahrgang’s (2005) 

propositions about authentic leadership are true. Indeed, it seems that authentic leadership 

supports employees’ identification with the firm and fosters employees’ authenticity and 

self-determination. Furthermore, our study finds a possible solution to Nyberg and 

Sveningsson’s (2014) paradox of authentic leadership, which entails that leaders “must re-

strain their claimed authenticity in order to be perceived as good leaders” (p.437). The em-

pirical findings suggest that humanistic leaders do not have conflicting identity claims as 

they are aware and content with their human imperfection. They aspire to be role models 

but not for the price of being untrue to themselves. Rather, they foster and accept a role-

modeling dispersion, which is in the best interest of the employees and the leaders. Addi-

tionally, this category is in line with shared and distributed leadership theory’s underlying 

notion of moving away from an individual leader and dispersing leadership across the or-

ganization (Carson et al., 2007; Gronn, 2002). 
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(2) Humanistic leaders identify employees’ individual meanings, initiate a wide discussion 

on the organizational meaning and then make a meaning offer. The term ‘offer’ already 

implies that it is optional for employees to accept, decline or stay neutral towards it. Yet, 

one expert explains that often, organizational and individual meaning can be coupled to a 

certain degree (I.14, 165). Interestingly, the method of purpose coupling finds an answer to 

Aktouf and Holford’s demand that we already articulated in the frame of reference, namely 

that  

we must replace our behavioral sciences by a theory of man that allows the human 

subject to find both by himself and for himself the reasons to make it his own what 

we ourselves would like him to do, all the while being a full partner in what is pro-

jected, planned, and intended. (2009, p.113) 

As humanistic leaders support employees in their self-reflection (see C’6/C12), they can 

identify their meaning and play a crucial part in defining a communal purpose, in which the 

individual meaning is represented and can thus, be coupled with the organizational one. 

That is in line with Melé’s (2016) understanding that humanism recognizes humans’ search 

for life-meaning. To a certain degree, the empirical findings support what Raelin (2006) 

terms ‘meaning-making’ - a collective process of finding and expressing an already existent 

vision. Yet, humanistic leadership goes further than that, as personal meaning plays a more 

substantial role in the process of meaning coupling. Therefore, the organizational meaning 

can also be equivocal as employees find different aspects of the organizational purpose 

important for their own identity. In any way, our study stands in stark contrast to top-down 

vision articulation and alignment, as for example advocated by Collins and Porras (1996). 

At the same time, the case neither depicts a bottom-up meaning-articulation. Rather, in a 

reciprocal process, leaders and followers attempt coupling organizational and individual 

meaning without aiming for total alignment, thus respecting the human person’s self-

determination (Aktouf & Holford, 2009) and according with Melé’s (2009b) ‘personalist 

principle’, which entails allowing for the fact that individual persons have distinct personal 

ends as well. 

C’8: Community-Building 

The eight category ‘Community-Building’ and the ninth category ‘Humanistic Environmen-

tal Design’ are distinct from previous categories, as they describe leaders’ systemic under-
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takings. That implies that humanistic leaders, apart from intra- and interpersonal processes, 

also work on the organizational context, the company’s culture and the community.  

In the interviews, it became evident that leaders attempt to build a balanced community. 

The term ‘balanced community’ refers to various statements indicating that “a community 

should make offers, but not be possessive and not force anyone to join others in the even-

ing for an afterwork-beer” (I. 4, 472). Nevertheless, by initiating communal discourses (I. 4, 

355; I. 6, 149; I. 12, 533), fostering a positive climate (I. 12, 10) and showing a communal 

orientation (I. 2, 212), managers from the case built a strong non-possessive community, 

grounded in communal values (I. 5, 403). Additionally, the second aspect of this category is 

the facilitation of knowledge transfer. The managers from the case connected employees 

and their knowledge (I. 1, 143; I. 9, 739), supported informal experience exchanges (I. 1, 

176; I. 4, 334), fostered co-creative processes (I. 1, 299), established institutionalized regular 

exchange meetings (I. 7, 277; I. 8, 87) and attempted to find synergies among the diverse 

competencies of employees (I. 10, 24). Thus, leaders took the role of intermediaries, facili-

tators and liaisons (I. 1, 91; I. 9, 232; I. 9, 361). Hence, community-building is also support-

ed by facilitating knowledge transfer, as leaders aimed at fostering communal learning (I. 

13, 218). Yet, employees clearly had a proactive role in that process and took responsibility 

for informal and formal knowledge exchange meetings (I. 2, 144). 

The notion of community-building is rather new to the leadership discourse. Through our 

study, we found an excellent case that confirmed Melé’s (2015) idea of a ‘community of 

persons’, which “emphasizes both individuals and the whole and makes explicit the 

uniqueness, conscience, free will, dignity, and openness to self-realization and human flour-

ishing of each one who form the community” (p. 99). Indeed, humanistic leaders in the 

case provided individualized support (see C’6) and simultaneously built a constructive 

community, in which all members could find their individual meanings through the process 

of meaning coupling (see C’7). Thus, balancing the needs of the individual persons and the 

prosperity of the community becomes a crucial challenge for the humanistic leader. The 

idea of leaders working ‘on the system’ and fostering community is also advocated in the 

concept of systemic leadership. Collier and Esteban (2000) claim that “systemic leadership 

is good leadership in the ethical sense; it creates community, encourages autonomy and 

creativity and intends the common good in its purposes and practices” (p. 213). Hence, 

humanistic leadership coincides with systemic leadership in certain aspects, as humanistic 
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leaders attempt to build a community and have a systemic orientation, as will be further 

outlined in C’9. Yet, the two concepts differ, as humanistic leadership, apart from a system-

ic orientation, is grounded in intra- and interpersonal processes. 

C’9: Humanistic Environmental Design 

As mentioned in the description of the previous category, humanistic leadership is partly 

systemic, entailing that humanistic leaders design and shape an organizational context and a 

working environment that fosters humanism in business. Indeed, throughout the inter-

views, the aspect of managers shaping the framework conditions was very noticeable. 

When interviewing employees, it first seemed that they were unable to speak about leader-

ship in their organization, as leadership was, from their perspective, practically inexistent. 

When asked whether they ever felt led, directed or delegated, they univocally answered ‘No’ 

(e.g. I. 2, 171; I. 7, 299). One top-manager agreed as he said that “leadership happens rather 

subliminally here, it doesn’t show. There are no explicit leadership situations, like being 

called into the manager’s office ... like in those movies. That does not happen here, I don’t 

even have an office” (I. 10, 417). Yet, all employees agreed that managers were shaping the 

environment around them, which enabled them to realize self-determination. The under-

standing of systemic design for humanism is even reflected in the company’s purpose, as 

one top-manager claims that it is the purpose of the firm “to provide an environment, in 

which every participant has the chance to evolve professionally and privately, as he or she 

wishes” (I. 5, 186), and another manager concludes that what is left of the leadership role 

“is to design a framework of conditions and to help people grow” (I. 9, 391). In line with 

that, the empirical findings suggest that the managers have shaped and designed a work 

environment that fosters self-responsibility (I. 1, 32) and self-leadership (I. 4, 181), failure 

tolerance (I. 9, 303) and creativity (I. 5, 307), well-being (I. 1, 409), freedom (I. 2, 88) and 

autonomy (I. 9, 308), flexibility (I. 7, 378), community (I. 7, 429), and the realization of 

persons’ potentials (I. 10, 633). 

Hence, what we can observe in the case is a somewhat ‘indirect leadership’, as employees 

are not being led directly, but are rather supported and empowered through leaders shaping 

their working context. Therefore, humanistic leaders are systemic designers, substituting 

the conventional ‘command and control’ with shaping and offering a facilitative and foster-

ing environment. That is in line with Collier and Esteban’s (2000) understanding of system-

ic leadership as they explain: “People will not flourish unless they are freed to realise their 
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potential, and are supported and affirmed by those around them in a stimulating and chal-

lenging work environment“ (p. 213). As we did not find evidence of systemic leadership 

work in any conventional leadership theory nor in the existing literature on humanistic 

management and leadership, we conclude that the designing of a humanistic environment 

is a previously undetected, yet crucial aspect of humanistic leadership. Indeed, contextual 

design offers a great lever for leaders to establish a humanistic development platform for 

employees and thus, to realize their aims of enabling self-leadership (see C’10) and foster-

ing human evolvement (see C’11). It is only through a fostering environment that human-

istic leaders are enabled to lead as they do: indirectly, supportive, consultative. Hence, hu-

manistic leaders take structural, procedural, cultural and communal measures to gradually 

establish an environment that adheres to the highest humanistic principles and enables 

employees’ self-determination. This is in line with a modern understanding of leadership, as 

one expert explains: “today, the leadership task is more about how to create framework 

conditions that fit the human person, so that he or she can realize his or her potential” (I. 

14, 32). 

C’10: Enabling Self-Leadership 

While categories C’5 to C’9 described leadership actions and arrangements, categories C’10 

and C’11 outline the aims and ambitions of humanistic leaders, strived for through the pre-

viously defined categories. 

The topic of self-leadership was already discussed in C’1, yet, the interviews made clear that 

self-leadership is crucial for leaders as well as employees. It was stated multiple times that 

leaders ultimately aimed for enabling employees’ self-leadership. One top-manager ex-

plained that “it is the goal to support and enable the employee and clear all barriers that 

stand in the way of him being able to realize an effective self-leadership” (I. 5, 332). Lead-

ers did so by shifting decision-power (C1), encouraging self-responsibility (C2), enabling 

self-determination (C20), and applying participative leadership (C22). Very early in the re-

search phase, it became evident that in the case company, decision-power was not distrib-

uted conventionally. The firm’s managers had realized that employees possessed far greater 

competences and knowledge on projects and customers than they themselves (I. 1, 75). 

Thus, they shifted decision-power by the criterion of closeness. The employees close to the 

decision, thus involved in and affected by it, were now responsible for making that decision 

autonomously (I. 1, 15). Clearly, that measure was not easy to implement, as employees 
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needed time to socialize with the new decision structure. During this time, leaders refused 

to make decisions that were employees’ decisions to make (I. 1, 249) and merely supported 

the decision process through stimulative questions and unenforceable advice (I. 4, 176). 

Managers furthermore encouraged self-responsibility and enabled self-determination by 

providing tools and methods for autonomous decision-making (I. 6, 390), intervening only 

in struggling situations (I. 11, 273), deciding authoritatively only in deadlock situations (I. 4, 

334), offering individual job crafting (I. 3, 37) as well as enabling employees to head their 

own topics and found their own departments (I. 4, 239). Simultaneously, the firm’s manag-

ers led in a participative manner, meaning that they fostered employee participation in the 

strategy (I. 3, 324) and leadership discourse (I. 4, 357), let employees take over management 

tasks (I. 3, 17), supported employees in co-creating the organizational structures (I. 4, 87), 

jointly defined a communal value framework (I. 7, 414), and engaged in collaborative goal-

setting (I. 6, 532).  

With the abovementioned measurements, humanistic leadership aims stronger for employ-

ees’ self-leadership than any other conventional leadership style. Humanistic leadership 

furthermore bridges the previous gap between leadership and self-leadership concepts, as it 

understands self-leadership both as the prerequisite (the leader leading him-/herself) and 

the aim of leadership (the leader enabling employees’ self-leadership). The findings suggest 

that leaders’ refusal to make decisions that can be made by employees, while being ap-

proachable for advice, is one important method for enabling self-leadership. Furthermore, 

in the case, we found empirical evidence that hinted at the support of job crafting as an-

other crucial means toward employees’ self-leadership. Hence, humanistic leaders support 

employees independently designing their jobs “by changing cognitive, task and/or relation-

al boundaries to shape interactions and relationships with others at work” (Wrzesniewski & 

Dutton, 2001, p. 179). Nevertheless, the interviewed managers did not only support job 

crafting but also enabled employees to head their own topics, inspire other employees and 

establish a topic-focused department or team. Hence, in the sense of Wrzesnieski and Dut-

ton’s (2001) concept, we rather observed ‘organization crafting’ than mere ‘job crafting’, as 

employees actively and autonomously developed the organization and co-determined the 

strategy through focusing on and promoting certain topics of their interest and passion. 

Moreover, the shifting and dispersion of decision-power is integral to humanistic leader-

ship, as humanistic leaders are aware of employees’ competence advance. Instead of con-

taining power, humanistic leaders are self-reflective and aware enough to let decisions be 
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made by those who are affected and concerned with them. Hence, humanistic leadership 

also entails a structural change towards a more agile, responsive and employee-driven or-

ganizational form. Indeed, the case company could not be described as a bureaucratic or 

hierarchical organization, but rather as a dynamic organization, meaning that “employees at 

all levels engage in proactive, adaptive, and generative behaviors, bolstered by a supportive 

mindset ... in a supportive organizational infrastructure” (Dyer & Shafer, 2003, p. 3). As 

humanistic leadership designs a supportive infrastructure and enables employees to work 

proactively and adaptively as well as autonomously and self-responsibly, it also fosters the 

establishment of organizational agility, experimentation and internal complexity. These 

qualities become competitive key success factors in times of volatility, uncertainty, com-

plexity and ambiguity (‘VUCA’) (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). Hence, enabling self-

leadership is not only sensible from a humanistic perspective, but arguably, also from an 

economic perspective. 

C’11: Fostering Human Evolvement 

The second aim of humanistic leadership is fostering human evolvement. One top-manager 

explained that “it is the ambition to develop an environment in which people can develop 

and realize their potential, for example through having the freedom of heading own topics” 

(I. 10, 633). That ambition coincides with one expert’s understanding of leaders, who 

“must be experts for human persons ... and must lead in order to actualize the whole crea-

tive potential, the whole energy of humans” (I. 13, 30). Managers from the case fostered 

human evolvement by understanding human flourishing as an end in itself (I. 1, 403; I. 2, 

203; I. 5, 186), identifying individual development needs (I. 4, 270) and clearing barriers (I. 

5, 333), encouraging personal growth (I. 6, 496) as well as supporting their development 

into leadership roles (I. 4, 95). Furthermore, managers fostered, what we call, ‘passion-

driven exploration’. Hence, they focused on employees’ passions and interests (I. 1, 337; 

I.6, 475; I.9, 163), supported experimentation and enabled exploration (I. 1, 308; I.4, 233) 

as well as promoted failure tolerance and forgiveness (I. 2, 140; I. 4, 313; I. 7, 361). 

From this last category, we learn that human evolvement is closely linked with enabling 

self-leadership and is seen by humanistic leaders as an end in itself. Thus, this category 

builds upon the notion of humanistic leadership fostering human perfectibility and eleva-

tion, outlined by Aktouf and Holford (2009) as well as Maslow’s (1972) concept of self-

actualization. Fostering human evolvement is intrinsically humanistic, as it is in line with 
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Melé’s (2016) definition of humanism, that sees the human person in ongoing development 

and aspires the person to flourish as a human. Moreover, from a personalistic point of 

view, as for example advocated by Acevedo (2012), fostering human evolvement would be 

an integral part of affirming employees as human persons. In contrast to transformational 

leadership, leaders do not steer employees towards a higher morality or motivation and 

towards working for a common goal (Bass, 1990; Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999), but rather 

support employees in finding their individual meaning and supporting their growth, e. g. 

through environmental design and advice. 

4.3 A Framework for Humanistic Leadership 

As the purpose of this study is to introduce a framework for humanistic leadership, the 

empirical findings are now presented in a more interconnective and graphical manner. 

Thus, the eleven categories are being brought into connection and ordered by different 

criteria. Firstly, the categories are ordered by ‘where they are taking place’. As outlined be-

fore, some categories are happening on an intrapersonal level, others on an interpersonal 

level, on a rather systemic level or on a goal-level (dotted frames in the model). Secondly, 

the categories are sorted by ‘how they are used’, meaning that they are being applied with 

different purposes. Some are linked with leaders’ attitude and anchoring, others with lead-

er’s access and approach, or actions and arrangements, or ambitions and aims (colored 

frames in the model). Hence, the analysis of the empirical findings culminates in the fol-

lowing model of humanistic leadership: 
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Figure 3: A Framework for Humanistic Leadership, based upon the Empirical Findings 

The model represents the results from the systematic combining process and therefore 

illustrates a merged outcome of theory, the empirical world and the case, as proposed by 

Dubois and Gadde (2002). It will now be shortly explained from left to right.  

• Anchoring & Attitude: The empirical findings suggest that humanistic leadership 

is grounded in reflective self-leadership and an intrapersonal adhesion to human-

istic ethics. Humanistic leaders anchor their behavior in their self-reflection, self-

awareness, self-control and in their ethical orientation. Their attitude is philanthrop-

ic, self-critical and strongly humanistic. Hence, the dimension ‘Anchoring & Atti-

tude’ is intrapersonal and builds a solid foundation for humanistic leadership. 

• Access & Approach: Based on the intrapersonal self-leadership and ethical an-

choring, humanistic leaders approach and access employees and the organizational 

community in a peculiar manner. They use their psychological interest and abilities 

as well as their self-leadership experiences to take the cognitive and affective per-

spectives of organizational members. Hence, their interpersonal interaction is based 

upon the approach of perspective-taking. They then gain access to employees and 

to other stakeholders through appreciative interaction, implying that they approach 

all stakeholders as human persons and in respect of their self-determination and 

dignity. 
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• Actions & Arrangements: Underpinned by the two aforementioned dimensions, 

humanistic leaders act in a distinct manner in the interpersonal interaction with 

employees. They provide protection, enable employees through individualized sup-

port and offer genuine inspiration. Besides these ‘actions’, humanistic leaders ar-

range the organizational context systemically. Hence, they build a balanced com-

munity, and shape and design the working environment in a humanistic fashion. 

Both, interpersonal actions and systemic arrangements describe how humanistic 

leaders intend to reach their ambitions and aims. 

• Ambitions & Aims: Humanistic leaders act with clear goals in mind: They want to 

enable employees’ self-leadership and foster human evolvement. Ultimately, they 

are aiming for employees leading themselves, in accordance with the humanistic 

principle of self-determination, and for employees realizing their potential and ac-

tualizing their passions. These ambitions and aims can be reached through the ap-

plication of the three prior dimensions. 

Hence, the characterizing categories of humanistic leadership can be ordered into a four-

dimensional model that provides a clear overview of (1) how humanistic leadership is con-

stituted, (2) how the constitutes of humanistic leadership interact, (3) what the different 

dimensions and contexts of humanistic leadership are and how they build on each other, 

and (4) ‘where’ they take place (intrapersonally, interpersonally, systemically or on a goal-

level). It is essential to understand the model not as linear and chronologically-procedural, 

as the different dimensions are not taking place after each other but rather simultaneously. 

The arrows in the model therefore suggest that the categories build on each other and that 

preceding dimensions are important cornerstones for succeeding dimensions. Yet, catego-

ries can also be served and applied without having perfected all underlying categories. For 

instance, leaders are able to individualize their support to a certain degree, without having 

perfected their intrapersonal dimensions of self-leadership and adhesion to humanistic eth-

ics. Still, our findings suggest that only through the application of all underlying categories, 

humanistic leaders can reach their aims to a full degree. This is due to the high level of in-

terconnection between the categories.  

Furthermore, the framework shows high interconnection with our preliminary definition of 

humanistic leadership, as the model explains how humanistic leaders account for, respect 

and appreciate employee’s subjectivity, relationality, individuality, and personality; and how 



 

 
69 

they act in respect of these persons’ self-determination and human dignity. The framework 

also describes how humanistic leadership aims at building a constructive community of 

persons and at human flourishing, respectively human evolvement, as an end in itself. 

Thus, the framework’s accordance with the literature-based definition illustrates our mod-

el’s contribution to the current discourse on humanism in business (for further details, see 

Appendix 6).  
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5. Conclusions 

______________________________________________________________________ 

After presenting the empirical findings and interpreting them, the following section serves as a concluding 

part, which aims at answering the research question to illustrate how the purpose of the study was served. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Based on the empirical findings, which were acquired through semi-structured interviews 

with employees, managers and experts as well as observations and secondary data, and ana-

lyzed through a summarizing qualitative content analysis, the initial research question can 

be answered. As a reminder, the research question is the following: “How does humanistic 

leadership work and how do its constituents merge in a framework?” 

First, we will briefly conclude how humanistic leadership works: Humanistic leadership 

works firstly, on an intrapersonal level, which entails that humanistic leaders apply reflec-

tive self-leadership and adhere to humanistic ethics. Based on these intrapersonal qualities, 

humanistic leadership operates secondly, on an interpersonal level, as humanistic leaders 

access and approach employees through cognitive and affective perspective-taking and 

through appreciative interaction. Thirdly, they act and interact by providing protection, 

individualizing their support and by role-modeling genuinely. In addition, they lead system-

ically by building a constructive and balanced community and by designing the organiza-

tional context in a humanistic manner. Fourthly, humanistic leadership aims for enabling 

employees’ self-leadership and fostering human evolvement as an end in itself. Therefore, 

humanistic leadership works on an intrapersonal, an interpersonal and a systemic level, as 

well as aims at enabling self-leadership and fostering human evolvement on a goal-level, 

and is realized through the application of the eleven identified categories. 

After describing how humanistic leadership works, it will now be briefly described how its 

constituents merge in a framework. The empirical findings suggest that the framework for 

humanistic leadership is constituted by eleven categories that are being realized on different 

levels. As outlined before, the constituents can take place on an intrapersonal, interperson-

al, systemic or goal-oriented level. At the same time, they are being applied for different 

purposes. While the intrapersonal constituents describe the humanistic leader’s anchoring 

in ethics and attitude towards self-leadership, the interpersonal fragments explain firstly, 

how humanistic leaders access interactions and approach stakeholders, and secondly, how 
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humanistic leaders act towards stakeholders. Furthermore, the systemic components ex-

pound how they arrange the organizational environment in a humanistic manner. Lastly, 

the two goal-level constituents describe the ambitions and aims that drive humanistic lead-

ership and provide the motives for humanistic leaders. 

Hence, the research question has been answered and the research purpose has been sub-

stantially served by the introduction of a comprehensive and interconnected model of hu-

manistic leadership, which makes valuable contributions to leadership theory and practice, 

as shall be outlined in the discussion. For further insight into how this study answers the 

research question and the differentiated sub-questions, which were generated in the prepa-

ration of the summarizing qualitative content analysis, see Appendix 6.  
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6. Discussion 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Besides providing a framework for humanistic leadership, this study contributes to the leadership discourse 

by introducing rather novel topics. These topics shall be outlined shortly in this section. Furthermore, we will 

discuss implications for future research as well as for practitioners. Finally, we will critically reflect upon our 

work and point out limitations and strengths of this study. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

As outlined before, our study fulfilled the research purpose and answered the research 

question comprehensively. Yet, there are additional findings that must be presented shortly 

to emphasize this study’s contribution to a wider discourse and to illustrate this study’s 

significance for the research fields of humanism in business, humanistic management, and 

leadership. 

By introducing the concept of reflective self-leadership, we expand the theory of self-

leadership, advocated by Manz (1986) and Neck and Houghton (2006), towards being an 

integral process of and a sensible foundation for a humanistic leadership concept. Fur-

thermore, by claiming adhesion to humanistic ethics as a base for leadership, we provide 

the concept of ethical leadership (Brown et al., 2005; Brown & Trevino, 2006) with insights 

from humanism and underpin the importance of ethics for leadership. However, we pro-

pose that ethical leadership should find its foundation in humanism and should move away 

from promoting the leader as ethical preacher and ‘followers’ as having a lesser morality.  

As we emphasize the importance of cognitive and affective perspective-taking, we extend 

the research on emotional intelligence and emotional leadership (e.g. Goleman, 1998; Caru-

so & Salovey, 2004; Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee, 2013) by highlighting the importance of 

understanding employees’ cognition and not only their affection, and by neglecting the 

conventional notion of managers’ emotional control over employees. We furthermore be-

lieve that our construct of ‘appreciative interaction’ contributes to the studies of leadership 

communication and business ethics by recentering leader-employee interaction around the 

principle of appreciation.  

Moreover, we introduce the provision of protection as a leadership task, which appears 

entirely new to leadership theory, yet, appears essential in order to enable employees’ self-
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leadership and to build a context of ‘psychological safety’ (Edmondson, 1999) for employ-

ees.  

This study furthermore contributes to transformational leadership theory, by elevating the 

constructs of ‘individualized consideration’ and ‘inspirational motivation’ (Bass, 1990) to a 

more service-oriented leadership understanding and a more sincere interest in and appreci-

ation of the individual as well as his or her self-directed development. Additionally, our 

construct of ‘genuine inspiration offering’ makes valuable contributions to the research of 

role-modeling and authentic leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Illies et al., 2005) and 

simultaneously, illustrates a novel way of inspiration, achieved by coupling individual and 

organizational meaning.  

With community-building, which is a rather new concept in leadership, we illustrate that 

leaders are not only expected to be concerned with individuals, teams and the organization, 

but also with fostering a balanced and constructive community, therefore adding to the 

studies of organizational culture and leadership, and supporting Melé’s (2015) understand-

ing of the leader as a community-builder. We furthermore bring the concept of systemic 

leadership, as described by Collier and Esteban (2000), to the center of the leadership dis-

course by showing how essential it is for leaders to shape and design the organizational 

context surrounding the employees in a humanistic, fostering, safe and positive fashion, 

and therefore, to rather lead ‘indirectly’.  

By defining the enabling of employees’ self-leadership as a key goal of leadership, we offer 

leadership theory and practice a new purpose that is distinct from conventional under-

standings of the purpose of leadership, as it seeks empowerment of employees, dispersion 

of power and distribution of leadership across the organization, similarly to distributed and 

shared leadership (Gronn, 2002; Carson et al., 2007). In line with that, our proposition of 

putting the fostering of human evolvement at the center of attention, also represents a ra-

ther new purpose of leadership that is entirely human-centered, as it transforms the tradi-

tionally authoritative leadership role into a supportive, consultative, indirect, individualized, 

reflective and appreciative role, aiming for human flourishing as an end in itself. 

Furthermore, what can be learned from contrasting humanistic leadership with existing 

leadership concepts, is that accurate terminology is essential in conveying underlying think-

ing patterns and value systems. Thus, for future research of (humanistic) leadership we 
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propose detachment from the terms ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ as both have intrinsic implica-

tions that are not in line with a humanistic orientation. As argued several times throughout 

the study, human persons must not be lessened to mere followers, in need of guidance, in 

search for role-models and inspiration, and only defined around their role of following 

someone’s rules and commands. The term ‘leader’, too, has non-humanistic implications 

and, historically conditioned, a rather ambiguous connotation. A leader usually conveys a 

vision and guides employees towards fulfilling that vision. Yet, in humanistic leadership, 

visions and goals are not dictated and not externally imposed, but created in a constructive 

dialogue with employees. While terminological changes might appear marginal, they allow 

for freeing the leadership discourse from its focus on strong leaders and employees as fol-

lowers, thus fostering a more open, rational and constructive discussion that respects all 

persons involved in an organizational context and does not ‘hide’ these people’s humanity 

behind ambiguous, denunciatory or glamorizing terms. We therefore also agree with 

Acevedo (2012), who demands the alignment of organizational language with personalistic 

humanism to affirm employees as human beings and not as ‘assets’ or ‘resources’.  

6.1 For Future Research 

This paper has built a foundation for humanistic leadership. Yet, the concept is obviously 

still in its early infancy and in need for extensive future research. Firstly, the development 

of humanistic leadership theory is dependent upon further empirical research. Few re-

searchers have studied humanism in business in the real world. We therefore propose to 

follow Amann and Khan’s (2011) and our approach in studying companies with humanistic 

organizational cultures to learn from empirical findings about the true character of human-

istic leadership. Empirical research is vital in order to spawn further studies, to stimulate 

quantitative validation of the humanistic leadership theory and to contribute to the practi-

cal implementation of humanistic methods. Such research would also foster our under-

standing of whether the framework for humanistic leadership is applicable across diverse 

organizations. 

Future research on humanistic leadership should furthermore inquire whether the concept 

can only be applied in economically successful companies. In the interviews, we experi-

enced several occasions in which employees pointed out the possibility of humanistic lead-

ership being only implementable through an underlying financial prosperity. On the other 

hand, top-managers and managers were convinced that the application of humanistic lead-
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ership caused the economic stability and company growth (e.g. I. 5, 234). Interestingly, one 

of the experts pointed out that humanistic leaders, through optimizing employees’ cogni-

tion and affection, can enhance their motivation, which eases the way towards economic 

prosperity (I. 13, 73). Although we do not think that the motive for implementing human-

istic leadership should be financial, we understand that researchers and practitioners will 

demand a business case for humanistic leadership to find an economic and rational reason 

for applying our concept. Thus, future research should attempt to make the business case 

for humanistic leadership, but not put its focus on quantitative economic outcome studies. 

Furthermore, researchers could study to what extent company growth impacts humanism 

in business. Some comments in the interviews hinted at the potentially negative influence 

of company growth and increased professionalization on the humanistic character of or-

ganizational cultures (I. 3, 134; I. 12, 381). We moreover suggest to further research the 

interconnection between leaders’ self-leadership capabilities and their leadership perfor-

mance. Our empirical findings clearly showed that self-leadership should be the foundation 

of leadership (e.g. I. 4, 173). Yet, in existing research, the relationship between self-

leadership and leadership capability has not been studied sufficiently. Another topic that 

needs further research is the coupling of organizational and individual meaning. We believe 

that the coupling-process identified in the case and supported by the experts (e.g. I. 14, 

105), can offer novel insights into the theory of motivation and inspiration. 

6.2 Practical Implications 

Our study surely contributes to the practice of leadership and humanism in business. By 

introducing a framework for humanistic leadership, we provide managers in search for a 

more human-centered leadership concept with a guiding model that, albeit its abstraction, 

still has practical relevance, as it is grounded in empirical findings. We therefore recom-

mend for practitioners to carefully analyze our framework and take into consideration the 

underlying sub-categories, as these are less abstract and rather practical. 

Practitioners in search for a novel concept of motivation will be interested in the construct 

of genuine inspiration offering, as it combines the principles of authenticity and self-

determination, which, according to our empirical findings, fosters employees’ intrinsic mo-

tivation. We furthermore contribute to leadership practice by promoting self-leadership, 

humanistic ethical orientation and psychological ability as foundational capabilities for 
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leaders. Leadership development, management education and the selection of future lead-

ers should be grounded in these leadership qualities.  

The notion of ‘humanistic environmental design’ is crucial for practitioners to recognize 

the potential benefits of leading ‘indirectly’ through systemic design. Hence, managers, who 

seek to reach organizational agility, employee engagement and employees’ self-leadership 

should concentrate their efforts on designing a fostering organizational context instead of 

steering employees directively.  

Moreover, our findings contribute to the measurement of leadership quality. Instead of 

controlling leadership quality against financial outcomes, a holistic assessment of leadership 

quality should aim at measuring in how far leaders enable employees’ self-leadership and 

foster human evolvement within the organization.  

Lastly, the empirical findings suggest that the dispersion of decision-power, leadership, 

coaching and role-modeling is an integral process to foster humanistic leadership in prac-

tice. That is in line with contributions from distributed and shared leadership theory 

(Gronn, 2002; Carson et al., 2007). 

6.3 Critical Reflection and Research Limitations 

Even though our study provided new and innovative thoughts for leadership derived by a 

thorough case study and a systematic analysis, we have to address its limitations.  

First of all, our study was of qualitative nature, which makes generalizability difficult. Sev-

eral researchers have already addressed this issue and stated that the findings of a qualita-

tive study rarely allow for making statements about the entire community that is faced by 

the specific problem (e.g. Easterby-Smith, 2015). In qualitative studies, the sample size is 

rather small and thus, the possibilities of applying the findings to other cases or to abso-

lutize the findings are limited. Nevertheless, as already stated earlier, the aim of this study 

was to provide new and unique insights to the leadership discourse. Our findings do reflect 

to some degree what other researchers have detected already. Thus, we are convinced that 

our findings can be validated and extended in future studies.  

In addition to that, our study was only conducted with a single case study. Strong argu-

ments already made clear, why our case was appropriate and we also gave reasons for the 

advantages of a single case study. However, the drawbacks of such a research design should 



 

 
77 

not be neglected. The case company is located in a very specific and dynamic context. First 

of all, the firm currently faces strong steady growth and thus, has substantial financial as-

sets. We can therefore assume that this profitable position allows the organization to pro-

vide the employees with monetary assets for trainings, seminars or social events. In addi-

tion to that, the company is working based on projects, which allows for higher flexibility 

than in conventional organizations. In line with this, the company’s financial stability makes 

it possible to allow employees free choice of projects. All in all, we can ascertain that this 

specific context promotes flexible work designs, self-leadership and vast development 

budgets. Thus, implementing humanistic leadership in this specific context might be easier 

than in traditional industrial companies, in organizations with tight budgets or in the con-

text of a decreasing market. 

Further limitations of the study derive from the fact that the interviews were recorded. As 

outlined by Flick (2014), recording and storing interviews on tape might make the partici-

pants feel uncomfortable. They might hold back crucial information, as they are exposed 

and subject to identification. Although all participants gave us their consent for recording 

the interviews, we cannot delimit the possibility that some interview partners might have 

been reluctant to share crucial information with us. Furthermore, the interviews were con-

ducted in German, while the analysis had to be conducted in English to allow for compre-

hensibility. We therefore had to translate all crucial content-transporting passages of the 

interviews, which means that the translation is subject to our viewpoint on the events. Ad-

ditionally, we can assume that there is a loss in the richness of the content due to the trans-

lation.  

Last but not least, our study takes a strong westernized assumption on the topic of (hu-

manistic) leadership. Its global applicability is therefore strongly limited, as we know from 

researchers such as Davila and Elvira (2012) or Rowley and Ulrich (2012) that leadership 

strongly differs across the globe. A humanistic model of leadership could thus take diverg-

ing forms in different cultures and regions. 

Despite the listed limitations, we are confident that our study helps in paving the way to-

wards a more humanistic economy and a recentering of leadership theory and practice 

around the human person. Eventually, so we believe, will the striving towards uncondition-

al global human flourishment provide humanity and businesses with greater virtue and 

fulfillment than the degradation of human persons to utility maximizers. Yet, while we are 
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far from a truly humanistic social, political and economic system, researchers and practi-

tioners with a profound understanding of human potentials can and will lead the way into a 

more sustainable, equitable and responsible state of humanity.  
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8. Appendices 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The following section presents the appendices, which enrich and underpin our study. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix 1: Topic Guides 

Topic Guide for Interviews with Employees and Managers 

First of all, we introduced ourselves and presented the topic. We referred to the confidenti-

ality and anonymity of our research and obtained the interviewees’ informed consent for 

conducting the interviews. 

1. General Questions: 

a. Can you present yourself and your role in the organization? 

b. What do you like about your job? 

c. What do you like about your work place? 

2. Leadership-related questions: 

a. Can you recall specific situations or experiences, where you perceived leader-

ship and can you describe these?/How do you lead? (in case of managers) 

b. Compared to other leadership experiences you had, what is different at your 

organization? 

c. What is the understanding of leadership at this organization from your perspec-

tive? 

3. “Human”-related questions: 

a. What does it mean for you to be human? 

b. How do you retrieve your understanding of ‘being human’ here at the compa-

ny? How can you be human at work? 

c. In how far can you be yourself at work? 

d. In your opinion, how should leadership ‘look like’ to support you in being hu-

man? 

e. How could the leadership at this company be more human-centered? 

4. Theory-driven questions: 

a. In how far can you work in a self-determined and self-leading way? 

b. How is your leader or manager supporting you in working autonomously? 

c. In how far do you feel as being part of a community here? 

d. How can this community be characterized? What are its values? 

e. How do leaders support or break the feeling of community? 

f. In how far do you have the possibility to develop your capabilities on a person-

al and professional level within the company? 

g. How, and in how far can you evolve and assert your talents? 

h. How do leaders and colleagues support you in your personal and professional 

development? 
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Topic Guide for Interviews with CEOs 

The questions for the two CEOs differ from those to the employees, as we were interested 

in the background of the company and in their leadership understanding and practice. 

1. Could you please tell us about the foundation of the company and its later stages when 

it started to grow faster? 

2. Which values were crucial in the foundation and development of the company? 

3. How do you lead the company and employees? 

4. Since you promote human-centrism, how does leadership that places the human in the 

center, look like? 

5. Which leadership style do you promote and should be applied throughout the organiza-

tion? Why? 

6. Do you see this company as a community? If yes, how do you support this community? 

If no, why not? 

7. Leadership is not explicitly recognized by many employees, why? 

8. How are you designing the working context inside this company? 

9. Do you apply self-leadership? And how do you teach your employees to apply it? Are 

there any risks to self-leadership? If yes, what can leaders do about it? 

10. How are ethics and social responsibility incorporated in the company? 

11. In how far does a vision play a role in your leadership? 

12. Do you see yourself as a role model? If yes, how do you act as a role model? If no, why 

not? 

13. What does it mean for you to be human? How do you support your employees in being 

human? 

Topic Guide for Interview with Expert 1 

1. You have published a chapter on humanistic leadership; why do you believe that it 

is time for humanistic leadership? 

2. What is humanistic leadership in your opinion? 

3. In your publication, you stress the need for leaders’ psychological skills; how can 

leaders realize affective and cognitive perspective-taking? 

4. How can humanistic leaders set goals for or with employees? 

5. How can humanistic leaders take role-model roles without being perceived as unau-

thentic? 

6. In how far must leaders be sincerely interested in employees? 

7. What role does the knowledge of group psychology play for humanistic leaders? 

8. How do humanistic leaders criticize employees? 

9. How can leaders connect the sense-finding of employees, themselves and the or-

ganization? 

10. How can humanistic leaders support employees’ autonomy sensibly and protect 

against overextension? 

11. In how far does the humanistic leader’s use of power respect the self-determination 

of employees? 
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12. What role does leaders’ self-leadership play in your perception of humanistic lead-

ership? 

13. How would you name the role of humanistic leaders? 

Topic Guide for Interview with Expert 2 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of conventional leadership concepts? 
2. What is different in newer leadership theories? In how far do you understand them 

as humanistic? 
3. What is humanistic leadership in your opinion? 

4. In your work, you stress the importance of ‘environmental design’; can you explain 
exactly what is meant by that and why you believe that it is an integral part of lead-
ership? 

5. How can leaders identify and foster the personal meaning of employees? 
6. In how far does a vision play a role in your conception of humanistic leadership? 
7. In your opinion; how do humanistic leaders communicate with employees? 
8. How can leaders support a sensible development of employees? 
9. From your practical experience; how do employees react to the offer of self-

leadership? 
10. In how far do and can humanistic leaders support employees in their self-

leadership? 
11. How can humanistic leaders support the establishment of the company as a com-

munity of persons? 
12. How would you name the role of humanistic leaders? 

Appendix 2: Preparation of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 

The following section describes the first six steps of Mayring’s (2015) general content anal-

ysis procedure, which we named ‘preparation’. 

1. Definition of the base material 

The material which was generated through the semi-structured interview technique com-

prises 190 pages of interview transcripts. 

2. Analysis of the genesis situation 

see Case Selection and Research Design 

3. Formal characteristics of the material 

see Approach to Data Acquisition 

4. Direction of the analysis 

The analysis takes the direction of exploring the emotional, cognitive and action-oriented 

backgrounds of the interviewees and additionally aims at understanding their socio-cultural 
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background. The exploration of the emotional background helps in understanding how 

humanistic leadership impacts the affective states of organizational members, while the 

discovery of cognitive backgrounds helps in understanding the sense-making process, the 

experiences and the expectations of research participants. Furthermore, the action-oriented 

background supports our understanding of behavioral peculiarities of humanistic leader-

ship. Thus, the focus of the analysis lies on comprehending the complexities and constitu-

ents of humanistic leadership.  

5. Theoretical differentiation of the research question 

According to Mayring (2015), the research question must be differentiated on a theoretical 

base to allow for a systematic and focused approach in the analysis process. Hence, we 

differentiated the original research question into five sub-questions. These sub-questions 

are grounded in the definition of humanistic leadership that we presented in the frame of 

reference and which bases upon the current academic knowledge on humanistic leadership. 

As a reminder, the research question is the following: 

“How does humanistic leadership work and how do its constituents merge in a framework?” 

As outlined before, based on our definition, we approximately know what humanistic lead-

ership is. To come from this definition toward a framework for humanistic leadership, we 

must differentiate the research question in reflection of the definition. Thus, the differenti-

ated sub-questions that guide our analytical perspective are the following: 

• Sub-Question 1:  

o How does humanistic leadership acknowledge organizational members as human persons? 

• Sub-Question 2: 

o How does humanistic leadership account for, respect and appreciate the organizational mem-
bers’ subjectivity, relationality, individuality and personality? 

• Sub-Question 3: 

o How does humanistic leadership act in respect of the organizational members’ self-
determination and human dignity? 

• Sub-Question 4:  

o How does humanistic leadership build a constructive community of persons? 

• Sub-Question 5: 

o How does humanistic leadership support human flourishing as an end in itself? 
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Answering these questions will help in answering the research question and fulfilling the 

purpose of this study as they aim at understanding how the construct of humanistic leader-

ship works and operates in practice. 

6. Definition of the analytical technique and procedure 

see Approach to Data Analysis 

Appendix 3: Execution of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 

The following list presents the first five steps of the execution phase of Mayring’s (2015) 

qualitative summarizing content analysis, including the Z-rules, which provide a normative 

guideline for the continuous reduction of the base material into categories. 

1. Definition of the analytical units 

Coding unit: Describes the shortest material constituent that may be analyzed. The coding 

unit for this thesis is a single word, as we believe that already a single word can transmit a 

clear opinion or judgment.  

Context unit: Describes the longest material constituent, which may fall under a category. 

The context unit for this thesis integrates all paragraphs that can clearly be traced back to 

one specific question impulse.  

Analytical unit: The analytical unit determines, which parts of the text are being analyzed in 

which order. The interview transcripts will be analyzed in chronological order to allow for 

the ongoing systematic combining process, as well as the discovery of surprising themes 

and their integration into following interviews.  

2. Paraphrasing the content-transporting passages (Z1 - rules) 

Z1 - rules:  

• Cancellation of all text constituents with no or low content transportation  

• Translation of the content transporting text passages on a uniform language level  

• Transformation of content transporting text passages into a grammatical short 

form  
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3. Definition of the intended abstraction level and generalization of the para-
phrases on this abstraction level (Z2 - rules) 

Z2 - rules: 

• Generalize the items of the paraphrases to the defined level of abstraction in a way 

that the new items implicitly reflect the old ones 

• Generalize the predicates in the same way 

• Keep the paraphrases that lie above the defined level of abstraction 

• Use theory if needed 

4. First reduction by selection and deletion of paraphrases with the same meaning 
(Z3-rules) 

Z3-rules:  

• Discard meaningless paraphrases within the evaluation unit 

• Discard paraphrases that can be considered unsubstantial on the new abstraction 

level  

• Select paraphrases that can still be considered as highly relevant 

• Use theory if needed 

5. Second reduction by bundling, construction, integration of paraphrases on the 
intended (Z4-rules) 

Z4-rules:  

• Summarize paraphrases with similar items and statement to one paraphrase (bun-

dling) 

• Summarize paraphrases with several statement to one item (construc-

tion/integration)  

• Summarize paraphrases with similar items and different statements to one para-

phrase 

• Use theory if needed  
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Appendix 4: First Round of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 

The following excerpts from the first and the second interview illustrate, how we identified 

content-transporting passages and paraphrased them. Hence, the excerpt shall help in un-

derstanding the second executive step of our summarizing qualitative content analysis and 

foster replicability and comprehensiveness. 

Interview Excerpts Paraphrases 

Interview 1: Middle Manager 
 
We make a lot of agile software development and therefore, 
it is important to have a leadership model, in which the 
power lies with the team, and the team shall decide and not 
the project leader. And therefore, we had the idea that self-
responsibility is something really essential, so the employees 
should be able to decide, what they want. Hence, we started 
to give as much as possible to the employee and in parallel, 
create organizational structures that enable this shift. And 
we all found that this development was super cool but then 
it worked worse than we thought, because the employees 
had difficulties in making decisions, even small ones. Thus, 
a first step was to shift the power over the development 
budget completely to the employees. And some fly to Cali-
fornia for a cool conference, while others visit inhouse 
trainings and do not use all the money at once. The employ-
ees needed at minimum two years until they didn’t come to 
me anymore for getting an ‘Okay’. So, they always came and 
said: “Hey, I would like to do this and that, and this is so 
important because of this and that” and then they asked: 
“May I do that?” So, I said: “Of course, you have the re-
sponsibility, you can do whatever you want.” 

 
 
 
Decision power lies within teams 
 
Employees should be enabled to decide what 
concerns them 
 
 
Designing of structures that support self-
responsibility 
Employees experience problems in self- 
responsible decision-making 
Budget decisions are moved towards employ-
ees 
 
Employees need time to adapt to autonomous 
working environment 
 
 
 
Leader clarifies to employees to do whatever 
they want, they have the  
responsibility 

Interview 2: Employee 
 
You can advance by setting your own goals and trying to 
achieve them. So, you don’t have to prove yourself, or suc-
cess is not being rewarded with a promotion, thus, I need to 
look for myself, what will be my reward for what I do. And 
I find that very good because you don’t measure yourself by 
what others do but you are self-responsible for your felicity. 
And I set goals by myself by looking what I am interested 
in, what is fun and what will bring me further as a person 
and professionally. So, I am looking that I do things like 
organizing a trip for the department, because that is fun and 
when others are happy about that…that’s even better. And 
for trainings, I can spend the company money, thus, I have 
my own budget and I am completely self-responsible for 
how I spend that money. 

 
 
Employees are expected to set their own goals 
and try to achieve them 
 
 
Employees follow self-set goals and are not 
being motivated by the promise of promotion 
 
 
 
 
 
Employees can select their own trainings and 
have a budget at their free disposal 

Table 2: Exemplary Interview Excerpts illustrating the Paraphrasing Process 

To keep the volume of this study at an overseeable level, the following section presents an 

excerpt of the first round of the qualitative summarizing content analysis. The full table, 

which contains 558 paraphrases is available at request. The following table accounts for all 
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identified content-transporting passages in each interview, the paraphrases of these passag-

es, the generalization of these paraphrases as well as the cancellation of repeating generali-

zations. This procedure results in a reduction, which can be seen in the right column, 

where all preliminary categories are listed, including their constituting generalizations. 

Hence, the table shows how we got from the raw material to the preliminary categories. 

In
te

rv
ie

w
 

L
in

e
 

N
u

m
b

e
r 

Paraphrase Generalization Reduction 

1 15 1 Decisions are made by the 
closest participants 

Decision power by closeness C1: Shifting Decision Power 

• Decision power by close-
ness 

• Competence advantage 
through closeness 

• Support employees’ deci-
sion-making 

• Decision-power shift 
towards employees 

• Decision-making refusal 

• Decision power to indi-
vidual 

• Enforcement of employee 
decisions if the decision is 
reversible 

• Avoidance of taking deci-
sions that could be made 
by employees 

• Decision-making in dead-
lock situations 

• Dispersion of the decision 
privilege 

• Avoidance of making 
decisions that are employ-
ees’ decisions to make 

• Foster Collaborative 
decision-making 

• To cede responsibility 
 
C2: Encouraging Self-
Responsibility 

• Empowering self-
responsibility 

• Leader not controller but 
promoter of self-
responsibility 

• Enablement of employees 
heading own topics 

• Empowerment of teams 

• Fostering autonomy 

• Provision of responsibility 
to act on own critique 

• Intervention when em-
ployees struggle 
 

1 16 2 Competence advantage of 
close employees over leader 

Competence advantage 
through closeness 

1 27 3 Decision power lies within 
teams 

Decision power to teams 

1 29 4 Employees should be ena-
bled to decide what con-
cerns them 

Empowering self-responsibility 

1 32 5 Designing of structures that 
support self-responsibility 

Shaping and designing of the 
work environment for self-
responsibility 

1 36 6 Employees experience 
problems in self-responsible 
decision-making 

Support employees’ decision-
making 

1 37 7 Budget decisions are moved 
towards employees 

Decision-power shift towards 
employees 

1 41 8 Employees need time to 
adapt to autonomous work-
ing environment 

Support of Socialization pro-
cess 

1 45 9 Leader clarifies to employ-
ees to do whatever they 
want, they have the respon-
sibility 

Decision-power shift towards 
employees 

1 48 10 Employees seek for leader’s 
confirmation and permis-
sion 

Support employees’ decision-
making 

1 49 11 Employees experience 
problems with acting self-
responsibly 

Support through advice and 
joint decision-making 

1 52 12 Employees need time to 
accept autonomous deci-
sion making 

Support of socialization pro-
cess 

1 53 13 Employees are overextend-
ed by big decisions 

Protection against overexten-
sion 

1 53 14 Leader self-reflects upon 
changes in the decision 
structures 

Self-reflection 

1 58 15 Employees should search 
for coaches and mentors 
themselves 

Free choice of mentors and 
coaches 

1 63 16 Everyone can advise, de-
velop and coach an em-
ployee 

Dispersion of coaching, con-
sulting and mentoring 

1 75 17 Employees have more 
knowledge on projects than 
leader and should make 

Decision power shift to em-
ployees because of compe-
tence advantage of employees 
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disposition decisions them-
selves 

C3: Advising 

• Support through advice 
and joint decision-making 

• Leader as Advisor, not 
decision-maker 

• Question-based leading 

• Giving advice without 
demanding enforcement 

• Leadership as consultancy 
work 
 

C4: Shaping of Work Envi-
ronment 

• Indirect leadership 

• Shaping and designing of 
the work environment for 
self-responsibility 

• Shaping and designing of 
the work environment for 
creative leeway 

• Shaping and designing of 
the work environment for 
Well-Being 

• Design and offer a free-
dom-based working con-
text 

• Design of a work envi-
ronment that support self-
leadership 

• Shaping of an open, posi-
tive and passionate work-
ing environment 

• Leadership as environ-
mental design  

• Promotion of a culture 
based on self-
responsibility and freedom 

• Shaping and designing of a 
communal working envi-
ronment 

• Shaping and designing of a 
flexible work environment 

• Fostering a culture of 
understanding 

• Designing a work envi-
ronment without barriers 
between leaders and em-
ployees 

• Creating a meaningful 
work environment 

• Gamification of monoto-
nous tasks 

• Avoidance of meaningless 
work 

• Shaping and designing of a 
work environment that al-
lows autonomy 

• Shaping and designing of a 
working environment that 
fosters autonomy and self-
leadership 

• Shaping and designing of a 
working context that ena-

1 91 18 Leader plays the role of an 
intermediary in the disposi-
tion process 

Leader as intermediary and 
facilitator 

1 94 19 Leader takes a supporting 
role instead of a directive 
one 

Leadership as support function 

1 102 20 The task of employee 
coaching has been dis-
persed 

Dispersion of coaching, con-
sulting and mentoring 

1 104 21 Employees should search 
for coaches and mentors 
themselves 

Free choice of mentors and 
coaches 

1 105 22 Employees can offer coach-
ing to others 

Dispersion of coaching, con-
sulting and mentoring 

1 116 23 Self-selected coaches do not 
have the same power as the 
leader 

Power gap between leader and 
coaches 

1 122 24 Leader takes responsibility 
for team towards external 
stakeholders 

Responsibility for employees 
towards external stakeholders 

1 132 25 Leader supports the 
strengths of employees 
through Shaping and de-
signing of the work envi-
ronment 

Strengths-focus 

Shaping and designing of the 
work environment 

1 135 26 As the number of employ-
ees increases the leader 
cannot coach them all 
intensively and must dis-
perse the coaching function 

Higher number of employees 
requires dispersed coaching 

1 143 27 Knowledge coordination 
becomes difficult as the 
leader is not the central 
knowledge container and 
transmitter anymore 

Connecting people and their 
knowledge 

1 176 28 Employees can select expe-
rienced colleagues for an 
experience discourse 

Support of informal experi-
ence exchange 

1 180 29 Personnel responsibility and 
coaching are separated to 
support an honest discourse 
between coach and mentee 

Partial separation of personnel 
responsibility and coaching 

1 194 30 Experienced employees 
need fewer coaching  

Individualized caoching 

1 215 31 Leader initiates a redesign 
of the underlying structural 
framework 

Shaping and designing of the 
work environment 

1 222 32 Leader demands that em-
ployees critically reflect 
upon the organizational 
design and processes 

Demand for self-reflection and 
critical questioning 

1 249 33 Leader refuses to make 
decisions to teach employ-
ees self-responsibility 

Decision-making refusal 

1 255 34 Leader takes the role of an 
advisor, not a decision-
maker 

Leader as Advisor, not deci-
sion-maker 

1 280 35 Leader does not control 
budgets and bills but pro-
motes self-responsibility 

Leader not controller but 
promoter of self-responsibility 

1 287 36 Some employees experience 
difficulties with freedom 
and need guidance 

Individualized Consideration 

1 299 37 Leader supports a process Fostering of co-creative pro-
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in which employees ex-
change opinions and create 
new processes, structures 
and concepts 

cesses bles realization of poten-
tials 

• Establishment of a safe 
environment 

• Leader as context designer 
 

C5: Protecting 

• Protection against overex-
tension 

• Protection against self-
exploitation 

• Avoidance/Protection of 
overexertion 

• Enforcement of regenera-
tion phases 

• Protection against overex-
ertion through exploitation 
and self-exploitation 

• Allowance of regeneration 

• Foster work-life balance 
 

C6: Self-reflecting 

• Self-reflection (leader) 

• Self-Control 

• Self-Awareness 
 
C7: Mentoring and Coaching 

• Free choice of mentors 
and coaches 

• Dispersion of coaching, 
consulting and mentoring 

• Power gap between leader 
and coaches 

• Higher number of em-
ployees requires dispersed 
coaching 

• Partial separation of per-
sonnel responsibility and 
coaching 

• Individualized coaching 

• Leader as mentor 
 

C8: Engaged Supporting 

• Leadership as support 
function 

• Provision of support and 
service to enable employ-
ees 

• Provision of help if need-
ed 

• Personal support 

• Leader as service provider 

• Acting on needs by 
providing methods, space, 
support, affection 

• Support of Socialization 
process 

• Realization of attachment 
and growth 
 

C9: Responsibility Taking 

• Responsibility for employ-
ees towards external 

1 308 38 Allow for trial and error 
and support experimenta-
tion 

Support of experimentation 

1 319 39 If employees do not feel 
well in a system the leader 
would initiate a change 
towards a system that is 
better for employees 

Employee-interest before self-
interest 

1 337 40 Leader attempts to give 
employees the subjects for 
which they are passionate 

Focus on employees’ passion 
and interests 

1 354 41 Leader aims at offering 
employees a working envi-
ronment with creative 
leeway  

Shaping and designing of the 
work environment for creative 
leeway 

1 365 42 Leader emphasizes the 
importance of appreciation 
and respect 

Appreciation and respect 

1 370 43 Leader considers the indi-
vidual strengths and weak-
nesses 

Individualized consideration 

1 371 44 Leader acts as a role-model 
in promoting appreciation 

Role-modeling 

1 372 45 Leader offers an environ-
ment that gives open spaces 

Offer freedom 

1 378 46 Leader respects and appre-
ciates the individual needs, 
wishes and situation 

Individualized Support  

Appreciation 

1 386 47 Appreciation of the indi-
vidual person and respect 
for their wants and needs 

Individualized consideration 

Respect and Appreciation 

1 394 48 The leader emphasizes the 
importance of employees 
being enabled to do what 
they are passionate about 

Support for following personal 
passions 

1 403 49 Leader agrees that it is 
essential to foster individual 
evolvement 

Support realization of individ-
ual potentials 

Fostering human evolvement 

1 409 50 Offices can be opened to 
accommodate employees 
wishes for travelling less 

Shaping and designing of the 
work environment for Well-
Being 

1 414 51 Employee-focus is more 
important than customer-
focus 

Employee-focus before cus-
tomer-focus 

1 430 52 Being a community is 
important but it must not 
be overexerted into a family 
or a sect  

Support a balanced/healthy 
community 

1 454 53 It is a risk of a strong 
community that employees 
overwork 

Support a balanced/healthy 
community 

1 469 54 The leader acts authentically  Authenticity 

1 483 55 A constructive discourse is 
essential, even in difficult 
situations 

Constructive discourse 

1 504 56 The leader is by far not the Dispersion of role-modeling 
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only role-model but any 
experienced employee can 
be a role-model 

stakeholders 

• Taking responsibility for 
employees 

• Focusing on Strengths 

• Strengths-focus 

• Allocation of work con-
tent fitting the individual’s 
strengths and talents 
 

C11: Facilitating Knowledge 
Transfer 

• Connecting people and 
their knowledge 

• Support of informal expe-
rience exchange 

• Fostering of co-creative 
processes 

• Support for knowledge-
transfer 

• Fostering social interac-
tions 

• Initiation of discourse and 
experience exchange 

• Establishment of regular 
exchange formats 

• Leader as intermediary and 
facilitator 

• Usage of diversity of 
competencies 

• Leader as a liaison be-
tween departments 
 

C12: Stimulating Employees’ 
Self-reflection 

• Demand for self-reflection 
and critical questioning 

• Implicit Stimulation of 
self-reflection 

• Stimulation of Self-
reflection through ques-
tions 

• Intellectual Stimulation 
 

C13: Individualized Support 

• Individualized Considera-
tion 

• Avoid streamlining 

• Support realization of 
individual potentials 

• Responsiveness to indi-
vidual needs and challeng-
es 

• Identification of individual 
development needs 

• Enablement through 
provision of individualized 
development 

• Individualization of lead-
ership within a guarding 
rail/a value framework 

• Respect and support for 
individual development 
speeds 

1 529 57 Leader wants to foster the 
individual passions 

Support for following personal 
passions 

2 25 58 New employees need to 
adapt to a more open work-
ing environment and un-
learn their hierarchical 
understandings 

Support of socialization pro-
cess 

2 35 59 Leader gives employees the 
decision power over the 
department seminars 

Decision-power shift to em-
ployees 

2 47 60 Employees with different 
experience levels have 
different needs for leader-
ship support 

Individualized support 

2 64 61 Employees have the oppor-
tunities to co-design the 
organization 

Foster employees’ scope for 
design  

2 72 62 Employees are expected to 
set their own goals and try 
to achieve them 

Support employees in fulfilling 
self-set goals 

2 74 63 Employees follow self-set 
goals and are not being 
motivated by the promise 
of promotion 

Foster intrinsic motivation 
through self-set goals 

2 85 64 Employees can select their 
own trainings and have a 
budget at their free disposal 

Enable self-directed individual 
development 

2 88 65 Employees are completely 
free in selecting develop-
ment programs 

Design and offer a freedom-
based working context 

Support self-determined de-
velopment 

2 100 66 Leader is interested in 
employees’ emotional and 
cognitive states as well as 
individual needs 

Sincere interest in the human 
person 

2 102 67 Leader asks employees 
whether they want to par-
ticipate in different meet-
ings 

Call attention to development 
opportunities 

2 109 68 Employees need exchange 
with a dialog partner 

Leader as dialog partner 

2 120 69 Employees have different 
needs and wishes, which the 
leader should respect and 
adhere to 

Individualized Consideration 

2 140 70 Mistakes are normal and are 
not being punished 

Failure Tolerance 

2 142 71 Leaders protect employees 
from overwork and demand 
regeneration time 

Protection against self-
exploitation 

2 144 72 Employees can do whatever 
they are passionate about 
and take responsibility for 
topics that are important to 
them 

Foster personal development 
by offering open spaces 

2 144 63 Employees take responsibil-
ity for informal and formal 
exchange formats 

Foster employee driven organ-
izational design 

2 158 74 Employees are interested in 
the other human persons 
and treat each other fair and 
respectfully 

Employees see each other as 
human persons, not only as 
colleagues 

2 165 75 Employees can be them- Acceptance and appreciation 
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selves and feel secure as 
they are accepted as they 
are 

of the full selves of employees • Recognition of individual 
needs and peculiarities 

• Individualized Support 

• Respect for the individual 
situation 

• Support of individual 
meaning finding 

• Support individual ap-
proaches towards the aspi-
ration of human evolve-
ment 

• Recognition of individual 
needs 

• Fostering authenticity 

• Solutions for individual 
and company interests 

• Avoidance of growth-
compulsion 

• Careful Observation 
 

C14: Fostering passion-
driven exploration 

• Support of experimenta-
tion 

• Focus on employees’ 
passion and interests 

• Support and enable explo-
ration 

• Strive for personal interest 
and passion 

• Enablement of bottom-up 
strategy process through 
matching employee pas-
sions and customer needs 

• Foster employee engage-
ment 

• Failure Tolerance 

• Celebration of failure to 
create a working environ-
ment that supports self-
leadership 

• Forgiveness 
 
C15: Acting by Value Orien-
tation 

• Trust 

• Equal treatment of all 
stakeholders and employ-
ees 

• Honesty 

• Honesty towards all stake-
holders 

• Humanistic Orientation 

• Acting towards humanistic 
purpose 

• Centering business on 
human persons 

• Recognition of all stake-
holders as human persons 

• Employee-interest before 
self-interest 

• Employee-focus before 

2 171 76 Employees do not feel led Indirect leadership 

2 173 77 Employees need to be self-
reflective to successfully 
lead themselves 

Implicit Stimulation of self-
reflection 

2 204 78 There is no fingerpointing Failure tolerance 

2 207 79 Employees support each 
other 

Communal support 

2 212 80 The communal spirit is 
actively fostered by leaders 

Foster communal spirit 

2 253 81 Employees perceive leader-
ship as rather leaned back 
and focused on conversa-
tion and asking questions 

Question-based leading 

Indirect leading 

2 255 82 Leaders ask employees to 
self-reflect upon own de-
velopment 

Stimulation of Self-reflection 
through questions 

2 269 83 Employees can found new 
departments if they can 
provide a sensible business 
plan 

Allowance of employee-driven 
organizational development 

2 303 84 Employees perceive that 
human flourishing is more 
important than economic 
growth 

Human flourishing as an end 
in itself 

2 309 85 Employees receive constant 
feedback on their perfor-
mance 

Foster a feedback-culture 

3 15 86 Employees have the chance 
to get a say about what 
products to offer 

Foster employee participation 
in strategy discourse 

3 16 87 Employees decide on and 
design the yearly seminar 
break 

Invite employees to take over 
management tasks 

3 17 88 Employees are engaged and 
take over responsibility for 
organizational management 
tasks and organization of 
events 

Allowance of employee-driven 
organizational development 

3 31 89 Employees are being asked 
how they are, what they 
want to do, what ideas they 
have and what they would 
like to change in the com-
pany 

Question-based leading 

Sincere interest in human 
persons 

Collecting and realizing em-
ployee insights 

3 37 90 Employees have a say about 
which project they would 
like to work in 

Offer individual job design / 
job crafting 

3 42 91 Companies tries to respect 
interests of employees as 
much as possible because 
they know that the employ-
ees will be more motivated 

Awareness of interests and 
needs of employees 

Offer individual job design / 
job crafting 

3 50 92 If changes are necessary 
within the company em-
ployees are asked whether 

Decision power to individual  
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or not they would like to 
change 

Question-based leading customer-focus 

• Confidentiality 

• Avoidance of self-
projection onto employees
  

 
C16: Genuine Role-modeling 

• Role-modeling 

• Dispersion of role-
modeling 

• Genuine role-modeling 

• Inspiration through au-
thenticity 

 
C17: Providing Freedom 

• Offer freedom 

• Avoidance of control 

• Promotion of Freedom 
based on collective value 
system 

• Provision of freedom for 
self-determination 

• Reduction of command 
and control role 

 
C18: Conscious Communica-
tion 

• Constructive discourse 

• Call attention to develop-
ment opportunities 

• Leader as dialog partner 

• Foster a feedback-culture 

• Open communication 

• Constant reminding about 
the decision power of the 
individual 

• Frequent communication 

• Respect employees’ opin-
ions 

• Active Listening 

• Foster transparency 

• Public installation of 
responsible employees 

• Time-taking for praise and 
for listening 

• Initiation of open dis-
course on leadership 

• Avoidance of deprecating 
Answers 

• Establishment of a trans-
parent communication 
network 

• Moderation of change and 
growth 

• Allow for unofficial com-
munication 

• Living and narrating val-
ues/Storytelling 

• Conscious communication 

• Conveyance of security 

• Initiation of community 

3 53 93 It was a decision that I 
could make by myself 

Decision power to individual  

3 57 94 We are allowed to do our 
own research & develop-
ment projects 

Offer space and opportunity 
for self-directed development 

3 59 95 Employees can choose their 
own professional develop-
ment 

Support self-determined de-
velopment 

3 64 96 I can make my own deci-
sions 

Decision power to individual  

3 65 97 Contact between employees 
and leaders is amicable and 
appreciative 

Foster a work environment 
that is characterized by appre-
ciation  

3 73 98 Leaders are always available 
for personal questions and 
support  

Availability of leader for sup-
port and questions 

Leader as support function  

3 77 99 Leader is challenging deci-
sions of employees to foster 
their critical-thinking and 
self-reflection  

Intellectual Stimulation 

3 98 100 Company only takes pro-
jects if they think they have 
the capabilities and can find 
employees that are interest-
ed in the project 

Respect for the human being 

3 119 101 We have strong feedback-
culture and give as much 
feedback as possible  

Foster a feedback-culture 

3 125 102 We always communicate 
friendly and respectfully 
that also means that I can 
address problems freely  

Foster a work environment 
that is characterized by respect  

Open communication  

3 139 103 We do not have only offi-
cial leaders but also our 
own mentors 

Partial separation of personnel 
responsibility and coaching 

3 146 104 We are often reminded at 
different occasions that we 
can make our own deci-
sions and that we can sup-
port this company by creat-
ing own events or the like, 
if we are interested  

Foster employee participation 
in organizational development 

Constant reminding about the 
decision power of the individ-
ual 

3 149 105 Everyone can decide on 
their own at what events 
they would like to partici-
pate 

Decision power to the individ-
ual 

3 151 106 We don’t have to ask for 
permission if we want to 
start our own research 
project 

Decision power to the individ-
ual 

3 153 107 Constant communication 
helps to realize that we 
really can make our own 
decisions 

Frequent communication  

3 180 108 Our own ideas are often 
appreciated and respected  

Appreciation  

3 185 109 Inquiries are a central part 
of our communication with 
each other  

Question-based leading 
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3 187 110 It is fully accepted to say no Avoid streamlining discourse 

• Provision of ideas and 
insight 

• Illustration of arguments 

• Clarification of available 
resources 

 
C19: Community Building 

• Support a bal-
anced/healthy community 

• Employees see each other 
as human persons, not on-
ly as colleagues 

• Foster communal spirit 

• Acceptance of each oth-
er’s’ flaws 

• Communal orientation 

• Foster communities 

• Foster community-feeling 
through appreciation of 
human persons and having 
a humanistic mindset 

• Avoidance of incentivized 
community-building 

• Diversity with mutual 
values 

• Initiation of community 
discourse 

• Celebrating success 

• Emphasizing team wins 

• Foster a positive climate 
 

C20: Enabling self-
determination 

• Foster intrinsic motivation 
through self-set goals 

• Enable self-directed indi-
vidual development 

• Support self-determined 
development 

• Offer space and oppor-
tunity for self-directed de-
velopment 

• Foster intrinsic motivation 
through supporting self-
determination and self-
responsibility 

• Foster employee driven 
organizational design 

• Foster employees’ scope 
for design 

• Offer individual job design 
/ job crafting 

• Leadership as clearing 
barriers 

• Fostering human evolve-
ment 

• Foster personal develop-
ment by offering open 
spaces 

 
C21: Fostering human 
evolvement 

Respect employees’ opinions 

3 202 111 I can communicate my 
dreams, hopes and wishes 
and the leader does every-
thing he can to fulfill them 
in our working context  

Respect for the human being 

3 210 112 It is supported and allowed 
to fulfill one’s own dreams 
and wishes 

Respect for the human being  

3 215 113 It is accepted and you are 
not judged if you have a 
bad mood once in a while  

Acceptance of each other’s’ 
flaws 

3 220 114 Self-actualization is strongly 
supported by all organiza-
tional members 

Support of self-actualization 
 

3 225 115 Knowledge-transfer is 
allowed and encouraged 

Support for knowledge-
transfer 

3 226 116 Social interactions are 
encouraged 

Fostering social interactions 

Fostering a healthy/balanced 
community 

3 257 117 People that have similar 
interests can work on re-
search & development 
project across departments 

Fostering a healthy/balanced 
community 

3 310 118 Leadership happens for me 
through role-modeling 

Role-modeling 

3 316 119 Everyone involved in a 
decision is part of the 
decision-making processes  

Decision-power to teams and 
individuals 

3 324 120 Everyone can participate at 
events where decisions are 
made that have an effect on 
the entire organization  

Foster employee participation 
in strategy-discourse 

3 327 121 The people that do not 
actively participate in deci-
sion-making processes still 
have to be informed about 
the decisions, for example 
why they were made and 
what consequences this has 

Frequent communication 

3 331 122 All leaders are willing to 
listen to what you have to 
say and always appreciate 
your contribution 

Active Listening 

Appreciation 

3 348 123 I can get almost all the 
necessary information 
about the company and its 
plans 

Foster transparency  

3 349 124 Regular meetings help us to 
stay informed 

Communication  

Foster transparency 

3 350 125 We are invited to discuss 
the renewal of the salary 
model that we currently 
have 

Foster employee participation  

Foster transparency 

Communication 

4 87 126 Employees can follow their 
topics of interest and initi-
ate the creation of new 
teams and departments 

Design and offer a freedom-
based working context 

Support self-determined de-
velopment 

Let employees co-create the 
organization and strategy 
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4 95 127 Vice department heads are 
recruited internally, based 
on their development 

Support employees’ develop-
ment into leadership roles 

• Human flourishing as an 
end in itself 

• Support realization of 
individual potentials 

• Support of self-
actualization 

• Support employees’ devel-
opment into leadership 
roles 

• Identification of individual 
development needs 

• Encouragement for per-
sonal growth 

• Support personal devel-
opment 
 

C22: Participative Leadership 

• Foster employee participa-
tion in strategy discourse 

• Invite employees to take 
over management tasks 

• Foster employee participa-
tion in organizational de-
velopment 

• Let employees co-create 
the organization and strat-
egy 

• Enablement of bottom-up 
strategy through: Support 
of self-directed develop-
ment, careful observation, 
focus on employees’ pas-
sion and interests 

• Initiation of collective 
involvement 

• Support employee en-
gagement and ideas 

• Foster employee engage-
ment instead of delegation 

• Participative goal defini-
tion 

• Support of self-determined 
work design 

• Participative leadership 

• Collective shaping of 
leadership style 

• Collaborative goal-setting 

• Joint definition of a value 
framework 

• Connecting People 
 
C23: Respect and Apprecia-
tion 

• Collecting and realizing 
employee insights 

• Attention to critique and 
Use of critique 

• Taking employees’ opin-
ions seriously 

• Respect for individual 
decisions 

• Respect, Appreciation and 
Relationships on eye level 

4 110 128 The base of the leadership 
development program is 
self-leadership 

Self-leadership as core of 
leadership 

4 133 129 Employees are exploring 
and researching a lot 

Support and enable explora-
tion  

4 153 130 An important aspect in the 
leadership development 
program is to understand 
how to provide employees 
with the necessary support 

Provision of support and 
service to enable employees 

4 173 131 Self-leadership is a prereq-
uisite for leadership 

Self-leadership as prerequisite 
for leadership 

4 176 132 Leaders are coaching 
through advice and dis-
course to strengthen em-
ployees’ self-responsibility 
and self-leadership capabili-
ties 

Coaching through open dis-
course and advice to support 
self-leadership 

4 181 134 Employees can only lead 
themselves if the working 
environment allows for it 

Design of a work environment 
that support self-leadership 

4 184 135 To create such environ-
ment, mistakes are not 
being punished but cele-
brated 

Celebration of failure to create 
a working environment that 
supports self-leadership 

4 186 136 Employees are provided 
with a tool that helps them 
in assessing whether they 
can make the decision 
themselves 

Provision of tools and meth-
ods for employees’ autonomy 

Enforcement of employee 
decisions if the decision is 
reversible 

4 191 137 Employees are being bro-
ken of the habit to hedge 
behind their leaders 

Avoidance of taking decisions 
that could be made by employ-
ees 

4 202 138 Critique and improvement 
wishes are an important 
accelerator for the company 

Attention to critique and Use 
of critique 

4 205 139 Employees that criticize are 
given the option to change 
it 

Provision of responsibility to 
act on own critique 

4 206 140 Leaders listen actively to 
employees 

Active Listening 

4 207 141 Leaders do not answer with 
a “But…”, but reflect on 
the employees’ opinion  

Avoidance of deprecating 
Answers 

Taking employees’ opinions 
seriously 

4 209-
216 

142 Leaders take the time to 
devote themselves to em-
ployees and ask them about 
their emotional state, their 
needs and wishes to find 
solutions together 

Devotion to employees 

Question-based leading 

Joint solution-finding 

4 220 143 Leaders must see when an 
employee is not satisfied 
with a topic or cannot bring 
in his or her full potential 
and then provide an alterna-
tive topic 

Assessment of person-topic-fit 

Allocation of work content 
fitting the individual’s 
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strengths and talents towards all stakeholders 

• Building relationships on 
eye-level 

• Appreciation and respect 

• Respect for the human 
being 

• Foster a work environ-
ment that is characterized 
by respect 

• Respect for human dignity 

• Foster a work environ-
ment that is characterized 
by appreciation 

• Acceptance and apprecia-
tion of the full selves of 
employees 
 

C24: Availability & Ap-
proachability 

• Availability of leader for 
support and questions 

• Approachability of top 
management 

• Leader as contact person 
 
C25: Self-leadership 

• Self-leadership as core of 
leadership 

• Self-leadership as prereq-
uisite for leadership 

• Self-Leadership, especially 
self-protection against 
stress and self-appraisal 

• Calmness, Emotional 
Equilibrium 

• Emotional awareness and 
control 

• Cognitive and Affective 
Self-Control 

• Development of System 2 
Thinking 

 
C26: Supporting Self-
Leadership 

• Joint solution-finding 

• Coaching through open 
discourse and advice to 
support self-leadership 

• Design of a work envi-
ronment that support self-
leadership 

• Offering methods and 
spaces for facilitating self-
leadership 

• Leadership as support for 
self-leadership 

• Provision of methods and 
tools for autonomous de-
cision-making 

• Support for following 
personal passions 

• Support employees in 
fulfilling self-set goals 

Diagnose of employees’ cogni-
tive and affective state 

4 228 144 The tool helps in assessing 
whether a decision is re-
versible, if not, it must be 
escalated to a manager 

Enforcement of employee 
decisions if the decision is 
reversible 

4 233 145 Exploration and experimen-
tation are explicitly wanted 

Support of exploration and 
experimentation 

4 234 146 Leaders do not sign any-
thing if they know that 
employees could decide 
something themselves 

Avoidance of taking decisions 
that could be made by employ-
ees 

Responsibility shift to employ-
ees 

4 239 147 Part of a leader’s role is to 
enable and support employ-
ees to head own topics and 
projects 

Enablement of employees 
heading own topics 

4 241 148 It is difficult to treat people 
equally as some are very 
forthcoming and entrepre-
neurial while others do not 
strive for creating an own 
department or heading a 
project 

Individualized Consideration 
 

Appreciation of individual 
differences 

4 261 149 Some employees do not feel 
well about taking decisions 
themselves as they are used 
to other systems 

Responsiveness to individual 
needs and challenges 

4 270 150 Leaders avoid overPr and 
support by helping the 
employee develop the 
necessary skills and 
knowledge 

Avoidance of overexertion 

Identification of individual 
development needs 

Enablement through provision 
of individualized development 

4 276 151 Employees that take over a 
certain responsibility are 
being communicated as 
new contact person for that 
topic 

Public installation of responsi-
ble employees 

4 285 152 Employees can ask for 
managers’ advice and opin-
ion 

Leader as Advisor 

4 287 153 Employees can neglect the 
managers’ opinion without 
any repercussions Managers 
are simply providing ideas 
or insights or orientation 

Respect for employees’ opin-
ion 

Provision of ideas and insight 

Provision of orientation 

4 301 154 Employees can always ask 
for help when they experi-
ence difficulties 

Provision of help if needed 

4 305 155 Leaders must understand 
whether person and topic 

Assessment of person-topic-fit 
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fit • Support of individual 
meaning finding through 
supporting passions 

• Support of self-reflection 

• Leader as supporter in 
mental reflection processes 

• Support individual deci-
sion-making through ques-
tion-based leading and ad-
vice 

• Provision of tools and 
methods for employees’ 
autonomy 

• Provision of orientation 
 
C27: Psychological Interest 
and Abilities 

• Understanding of human 
psychology, of human 
cognition, emotion and 
behavior 

• Psychological interest and 
Qualification 

• Motivation through under-
standing 

• Awareness of social pro-
cesses 

• Sincere interest in cogni-
tive and affective world 

• Recognition of human 
potential 

• Group psychology 
knowledge 

• Reinforcement of employ-
ees’ self-concepts 

• Sensitivity for cognitive 
states 

• Diagnostic ability 

• Leader as an expert in 
human nature 

• Separation of person and 
role 

• Separation between private 
and professional meaning 

• Separation of person and 
issue 

• Awareness of interests and 
needs of employees 

• Situative awareness 

• Avoidance of anger and 
rage 

 
C28: Inspiration and Attrac-
tion 

• Self-selected followership 

• Attraction through compe-
tence 

• Charisma through Human-
istic Mindset and Behavior 

• Inspiration through au-
thenticity 

• Leadership role trough 

4 306 156 Leaders should attempt to 
provide employees with 
topics that fit their individ-
ual strengths 

Allocation of work content 
fitting the individual’s 
strengths and talents 

4 307 157 Leader takes responsibility 
if something does not work 
out 

Taking responsibility for em-
ployees 

4 313 158 Failure is not seen as a loss 
but as something that 
simply can happen 

Failure Tolerance 

4 315 159 Leaders should understand 
and focus on employees’ 
strengths 

Strengths-Focus 

4 323 160 Leader observes employees 
carefully to understand their 
talents and strengths 

Careful Observation 

4 327 161 After a certain time period, 
the leader asks employees 
whether they are still fine 
with their topics and pro-
jects 

Question-based leading 

Identification of individual 
needs and wishes 

Active listening 

4 334 162 Employees and manager 
discuss on their topics and 
decide, who takes responsi-
bility for what. In case of 
two employees wanting the 
same, the leader decides 
who can try it out first. 

Initiation of discourse and 
experience exchange 

Joint solution-finding 

Decision-making in deadlock 
situations 

4 342 163 Leader needs to take time 
to praise, to listen to em-
ployees or to explain some-
thing 

Time-taking for praise and for 
listening 

4 355 164 Everyone in the organiza-
tion participates in a dis-
course on leadership 

Initiation of open discourse on 
leadership 

4 357 165 Leadership is not being 
imposed but adapted 
through discourse 

Collective shaping of leader-
ship style 

4 360 166 Managers can realize differ-
ent leadership styles as long 
as they base on common 
values 

Individualization of leadership 
within a guarding rail/a value 
framework 

4 364 167 Everyone has a say in how 
leadership should work 

Collective shaping of leader-
ship style 

4 376 168 Managers can experiment 
with their leadership style as 
long as they respect the 
underlying organizational 
principles 

Individualization of leadership 
within a guarding rail/a value 
framework 

4 382 169 Employees are trusted to 
report their working hours 
honestly, there is no control 
system in place. 

Trust 

Avoidance of control  

4 394 170 Employees are given vast 
freedom, yet that freedom 
depends on collective 
values 

Promotion of Freedom based 
on collective value system 
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4 409 171 Manager is self-aware and 
critically reflects upon own 
workload, pressure and his 
dealings with self-imposed 
demands 

Self-Reflection leadership skills, not hier-
archies 

 
C29: Ethical Foundation 

• Ethical foundation 

• Avoidance of utilitarianism 

• Establishment of collec-
tive ethical guarding rails 

• Social responsibility 

• Adhesion to humanistic 
principles for guidance 

• Adhesion to a value 
framework 

• No power abuse by leader-
ship 

 
C30: Perspective-taking 

• Cognitive perspective-
taking 

• Affective perspective-
taking 

• Diagnose of employees’ 
cognitive and affective 
state 

• To put oneself in the 
situation of the employees 

• Cognitive and affective 
perspective-taking 

• Empathy 

• Deep understanding of 
employees 

• Understanding of individ-
ual personalities and back-
grounds 

• Assessment of person-
topic-fit 

 
C31: Humanistic Mindset 

• Positive attitude 

• Enlightened self-interest 

• Humanistic mindset 

• Continuous learning 

• Open mindset 

• Sustainability orientation 

• Leader as philanthropist 

• Willingness to get involved 
with persons 

• Balanced Growth Orienta-
tion 

• Strive for excellence 

• Strive for humanistic 
perfection 

• Sincere interest in the 
human person 

• Devotion to employees 

• Sincere interest in peoples’ 
opinions 

 
C32: Purpose Offering and 
Coupling 

• Offering Purpose 

Self-Contol 

4 422 172 Manager avoids answering 
with “But…” but rather 
stimulates further thinking  

Avoidance of deprecating 
answers 

4 428 173 If there are times of pres-
sure, the manager does not 
demand extra work but still 
enforces regeneration times 

Prevention of overexertion 

Enforcement of regeneration 
phases 

Protection against self-
exploitation 

4 435 174 All employees can take a 
break to regenerate and 
refocus 

Allowance of regeneration 

4 439 175 The manager suffers from 
stress as he internalizes the 
pressure that lies upon the 
team 

Self-Leadership, especially self-
protection against stress and 
self-appraisal 

4 457 176 The manager evaluates the 
company as being a com-
munity but emphasizes that 
it is not a family, the com-
munity can make offers, 
which can be declined, it 
must not be too possessive 

Establishing of a balanced 
community  

4 482 177 The manager emphasizes 
that extrinsic motivation 
methods are not part of a 
good leadership 

Focus on intrinsic motivation 

4 483 178 In contrast, it is good lead-
ership if a manager can 
show different alternatives 
for development and rec-
ognizes if someone is over-
exerted with a topic or 
project. Then, good leader-
ship entails supporting the 
individual development 
speed and preferences 

Provision of orientation 

Individualized Appreciation 

Respect for individual devel-
opment speeds 

4 509 179 Manager avoids pushing 
employees’ development 
aggressively and respects 
individual development 
speeds 

Respect for individual devel-
opment speeds 

4 507 180 It is important to empathize 
with employees and under-
stand whether they feel well 

Affective perspective-taking 
 

4 512 181 It is the task of managers to 
identify the needs of em-
ployees and to act on them 

Recognition of individual 
needs and peculiarities 

Acting on needs by providing 
methods, space, support, 
affection 
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4 515 182 Manager uses so called 
“detour conversations” to 
provide possible alternative 
routes for development 

Provision of orientation • Offer Purpose and Mean-
ing 

• Avoidance of meaning 
enforcement and totalitari-
an ambition 

• Articulation of meaning 

• Purpose Coupling 

• Identification of commu-
nal organizational purpose 

• Recognition of individual 
purposes 
 

Illustration of alternatives 

4 537 183 With the freedom comes 
responsibility and with 
responsibility comes pres-
sure  

Protection against overexten-
sion  

4 549 184 Manager always stays up-to-
date on employees through 
frequent communication 

frequent communication and 
discourse 

Table 3: First Round of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis (Excerpt) 

Appendix 5: Second Round of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 

The following table illustrates how the preliminary categories (CX) were reduced, thus 

bundled and constructed into the final categories (C’X). Hence, 32 preliminary categories 

merged into eleven final categories. 

Category Reduction 

C1 Shifting decision-power 

Decision power by closeness 

Competence advantage through closeness 

Support employees’ decision-making 

Decision-power shift towards employees 

Decision-making refusal 

Decision power to individual 

Enforcement of employee decisions if the decision is 

reversible 

Avoidance of taking decisions that could be made by 

employees 

Decision-making in deadlock situations 

Dispersion of the decision privilege 

Avoidance of making decisions that are employees’ deci-

sions to make 

Foster Collaborative decision-making 

To cede responsibility 

C’1: Reflective Self-Leadership 

• C25: Self-Leadership 

• C6: Self-Reflecting 

 

C’2: Adhering to Humanistic Ethics 

• C29: Ethical Foundation 

• C15: Acting by Value Orientation 

• C31: Humanistic Mindset 

 

C’3: Cognitive and Affective Perspective-

Taking 

• C27: Psychological Interest and Abilities 

• C30: Perspective-Taking 

 

C’4: Appreciative Interaction 

• C18: Conscious Communication 

• C23: Respect and Appreciation 

• C24: Availability and Approachability 

 

C’5: Providing Protection 

• C5: Protecting 

C2 Encouraging Self-Responsibility 

Empowering self-responsibility 

Leader not controller but promoter of self-responsibility 

Enablement of employees heading own topics 

Empowerment of teams 

Fostering autonomy 
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Provision of responsibility to act on own critique 

Intervention when employees struggle 

• C9: Responsibility-Taking 

 

C’6: Individualized Support 

• C3: Advising 

• C7: Mentoring and Coaching 

• C12: Stimulating Employees’ Self-

Reflection 

• C13: Individualized Support 

• C8: Engaged Supporting 

• C26: Supporting Self-Leadership 

• C10: Focusing on Strengths 

 

C’7: Offering Genuine Inspiration 

• C32: Purpose Offering and Coupling 

• C28: Inspiration and Attraction 

• C16: Genuine Role-modeling 

 

C’8: Community-Building 

• C19: Community-Building 

• C11: Facilitating Knowledge Transfer 

 

C’9: Humanistic Environmental Design 

• C4: Shaping of Work Environment 

• C17: Providing Freedom 

 

C’10: Enabling Self-Leadership 

• C2: Encouraging Self-Responsibility 

• C20: Enabling Self-Determination 

• C1: Shifting Decision-Power 

• C22: Participative Leadership 

 

C’11: Fostering Human Evolvement 

• C21: Fostering Human Evolvement 

• C14: Fostering Passion-Driven Explora-

tion 

C3 Advising 

Support through advice and joint decision-making 

Leader as Advisor, not decision-maker 

Question-based leading 

Giving advice without demanding enforcement 

Leadership as consultancy work 

C4 Shaping of Work Environment 

Indirect leadership 

Shaping and designing of the work environment for self-

responsibility 

Shaping and designing of the work environment for 

creative leeway 

Shaping and designing of the work environment for Well-

Being 

Design and offer a freedom-based working context 

Design of a work environment that support self-

leadership 

Shaping of an open, positive and passionate working 

environment 

Leadership as environmental design  

Promotion of a culture based on self-responsibility and 

freedom 

Shaping and designing of a communal working environ-

ment 

Shaping and designing of a flexible work environment 

Fostering a culture of understanding 

Designing a work environment without barriers between 

leaders and employees 

Creating a meaningful work environment 

Gamification of monotonous tasks 

Avoidance of meaningless work 

Shaping and designing of a work environment that allows 

autonomy 

Shaping and designing of a working environment that 

fosters autonomy and self-leadership 

Shaping and designing of a working context that enables 

realization of potentials 

Establishment of a safe environment 

Leader as context designer 

C5 Protecting 
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Protection against overextension 

Protection against self-exploitation 

Avoidance/Protection of overexertion 

Enforcement of regeneration phases 

Protection against overexertion through exploitation and 

self-exploitation 

Allowance of regeneration 

Foster work-life balance 

C6 Self-reflecting 

Self-reflection (leader) 

Self-Control 

Self-Awareness 

C7 Mentoring and Coaching 

Free choice of mentors and coaches 

Dispersion of coaching, consulting and mentoring 

Power gap between leader and coaches 

Higher number of employees requires dispersed coaching 

Partial separation of personnel responsibility and coach-

ing 

Individualized coaching 

Leader as mentor 

C8 Engaged Supporting 

Leadership as support function 

Provision of support and service to enable employees 

Provision of help if needed 

Personal support 

Leader as service provider 

Acting on needs by providing methods, space, support, 

affection 

Support of Socialization process 

Realization of attachment and growth 

C9 Responsibility Taking 

Responsibility for employees towards external stakehold-

ers 

Taking responsibility for employees 

C10 Focusing on Strengths 

Strengths-focus 

Allocation of work content fitting the individual’s 

strengths and talents 

C11 Facilitating Knowledge Transfer 
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Connecting people and their knowledge 

Support of informal experience exchange 

Fostering of co-creative processes 

Support for knowledge-transfer 

Fostering social interactions 

Initiation of discourse and experience exchange 

Establishment of regular exchange formats 

Leader as intermediary and facilitator 

Usage of diversity of competencies 

Leader as a liaison between departments 

C12 Stimulating Employees’ Self-reflection 

Demand for self-reflection and critical questioning 

Implicit Stimulation of self-reflection 

Stimulation of Self-reflection through questions 

Intellectual Stimulation 

C13 Individualized Support 

Individualized Consideration 

Avoid streamlining 

Support realization of individual potentials 

Responsiveness to individual needs and challenges 

Identification of individual development needs 

Enablement through provision of individualized devel-

opment 

Individualization of leadership within a guarding rail/a 

value framework 

Respect and support for individual development speeds 

Recognition of individual needs and peculiarities 

Individualized Support 

Respect for the individual situation 

Support of individual meaning finding 

Support individual approaches towards the aspiration of 

human evolvement 

Recognition of individual needs 

Fostering authenticity 

Solutions for individual and company interests 

Avoidance of growth-compulsion 

Careful Observation 

C14 Fostering passion-driven exploration 

Support of experimentation 
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Focus on employees’ passion and interests 

Support and enable exploration 

Strive for personal interest and passion 

Enablement of bottom-up strategy process through 

matching employee passions and customer needs 

Foster employee engagement 

Failure Tolerance 

Celebration of failure to create a working environment 

that supports self-leadership 

Forgiveness 

C15 Acting by Value Orientation 

Trust 

Equal treatment of all stakeholders and employees 

Honesty 

Honesty towards all stakeholders 

Humanistic Orientation 

Acting towards humanistic purpose 

Centering business on human persons 

Recognition of all stakeholders as human persons 

Employee-interest before self-interest 

Employee-focus before customer-focus 

Confidentiality 

Avoidance of self-projection onto employees  

C16 Genuine Role-modeling 

Role-modeling 

Dispersion of role-modeling 

Genuine role-modeling 

Inspiration through authenticity 

C17 Providing Freedom 

Offer freedom 

Avoidance of control 

Promotion of Freedom based on collective value system 

Provision of freedom for self-determination 

Reduction of command and control role 

C18 Conscious Communication 

Constructive discourse 

Call attention to development opportunities 

Leader as dialog partner 

Foster a feedback-culture 



 

 
109 

Open communication 

Constant reminding about the decision power of the 

individual 

Frequent communication 

Respect employees’ opinions 

Active Listening 

Foster transparency 

Public installation of responsible employees 

Time-taking for praise and for listening 

Initiation of open discourse on leadership 

Avoidance of deprecating Answers 

Establishment of a transparent communication network 

Moderation of change and growth 

Allow for unofficial communication 

Living and narrating values/Storytelling 

Conscious communication 

Conveyance of security 

Initiation of community discourse 

Provision of ideas and insight 

Illustration of arguments 

Clarification of available resources 

C19 Community Building 

Support a balanced/healthy community 

Employees see each other as human persons, not only as 

colleagues 

Foster communal spirit 

Acceptance of each other’s’ flaws 

Communal orientation 

Foster communities 

Foster community-feeling through appreciation of human 

persons and having a humanistic mindset 

Avoidance of incentivized community-building 

Diversity with mutual values 

Initiation of community discourse 

Celebrating success 

Emphasizing team wins 

Foster a positive climate 

C20 Enabling self-determination 

Foster intrinsic motivation through self-set goals 
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Enable self-directed individual development 

Support self-determined development 

Offer space and opportunity for self-directed develop-

ment 

Foster intrinsic motivation through supporting self-

determination and self-responsibility 

Foster employee driven organizational design 

Foster employees’ scope for design 

Offer individual job design / job crafting 

Leadership as clearing barriers 

C21 Fostering human evolvement 

Foster personal development by offering open spaces 

Fostering human evolvement 

Human flourishing as an end in itself 

Support realization of individual potentials 

Support of self-actualization 

Support employees’ development into leadership roles 

Identification of individual development needs 

Encouragement for personal growth 

Support personal development 

C22 Participative Leadership 

Foster employee participation in strategy discourse 

Invite employees to take over management tasks 

Foster employee participation in organizational develop-

ment 

Let employees co-create the organization and strategy 

Enablement of bottom-up strategy through: Support of 

self-directed development, careful observation, focus on 

employees’ passion and interests 

Initiation of collective involvement 

Support employee engagement and ideas 

Foster employee engagement instead of delegation 

Participative goal definition 

Support of self-determined work design 

Participative leadership 

Collective shaping of leadership style 

Collaborative goal-setting 

Joint definition of a value framework 

Connecting People 

C23 Respect and Appreciation 
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Collecting and realizing employee insights 

Attention to critique and Use of critique 

Taking employees’ opinions seriously 

Respect for individual decisions 

Respect, Appreciation and Relationships on eye level 

towards all stakeholders 

Building relationships on eye-level 

Appreciation and respect 

Respect for the human being 

Foster a work environment that is characterized by re-

spect 

Respect for human dignity 

Foster a work environment that is characterized by ap-

preciation 

Acceptance and appreciation of the full selves of employ-

ees 

C24 Availability & Approachability 

Availability of leader for support and questions 

Approachability of top management 

Leader as contact person 

C25 Self-leadership 

Self-leadership as core of leadership 

Self-leadership as prerequisite for leadership 

Self-Leadership, especially self-protection against stress 

and self-appraisal 

Calmness, Emotional Equilibrium 

Emotional awareness and control 

Cognitive and Affective Self-Control 

Development of System 2 Thinking 

C26 Supporting Self-Leadership 

Joint solution-finding 

Coaching through open discourse and advice to support 

self-leadership 

Design of a work environment that support self-

leadership 

Offering methods and spaces for facilitating self-

leadership 

Leadership as support for self-leadership 

Provision of methods and tools for autonomous deci-

sion-making 

Support for following personal passions 
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Support employees in fulfilling self-set goals 

Support of individual meaning finding through support-

ing passions 

Support of self-reflection 

Leader as supporter in mental reflection processes 

Support individual decision-making through question-

based leading and advice 

Provision of tools and methods for employees’ autonomy 

Provision of orientation 

C27 Psychological Interest and Abilities 

Understanding of human psychology, of human cogni-

tion, emotion and behavior 

Psychological interest and Qualification 

Motivation through understanding 

Awareness of social processes 

Sincere interest in cognitive and affective world 

Recognition of human potential 

Group psychology knowledge 

Reinforcement of employees’ self-concepts 

Sensitivity for cognitive states 

Diagnostic ability 

Leader as an expert in human nature 

Separation of person and role 

Separation between private and professional meaning 

Separation of person and issue 

Awareness of interests and needs of employees 

Situative awareness 

Avoidance of anger and rage 

C28 Inspiration and Attraction 

Self-selected followership 

Attraction through competence 

Charisma through Humanistic Mindset and Behavior 

Inspiration through authenticity 

Leadership role trough leadership skills, not hierarchies 

C29 Ethical Foundation 

Ethical foundation 

Avoidance of utilitarianism 

Establishment of collective ethical guarding rails 

Social responsibility 
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Adhesion to humanistic principles for guidance 

Adhesion to a value framework 

No power abuse by leadership 

C30 Perspective-taking 

Cognitive perspective-taking 

Affective perspective-taking 

Diagnose of employees’ cognitive and affective state 

To put oneself in the situation of the employees 

Cognitive and affective perspective-taking 

Empathy 

Deep understanding of employees 

Understanding of individual personalities and back-

grounds 

Assessment of person-topic-fit 

C31 Humanistic Mindset 

Positive attitude 

Enlightened self-interest 

Humanistic mindset 

Continuous learning 

Open mindset 

Sustainability orientation 

Leader as philanthropist 

Willingness to get involved with persons 

Balanced Growth Orientation 

Strive for excellence 

Strive for humanistic perfection 

Sincere interest in the human person 

Devotion to employees 

Sincere interest in peoples’ opinions 

C32 Purpose Offering and Coupling 

Offering Purpose 

Offer Purpose and Meaning 

Avoidance of meaning enforcement and totalitarian 

ambition 

Articulation of meaning 

Purpose Coupling 

Identification of communal organizational purpose 

Recognition of individual purposes 

Table 4: Second Round of the Qualitative Summarizing Content Analysis 
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Appendix 6: Answers to the differentiated Sub-Questions 

In the frame of reference, we provided a definition of humanistic leadership that explains 

what humanistic leadership is. Before entering the analysis, we used this definition as a 

foundation for formulating sub-questions (see Appendix 2) that guided the analysis process 

and aimed at exploring how humanistic leadership works in practice. These differentiated 

questions shall be answered now, as the answers underpin the conclusions of our study.  

• Sub-Question 1: How does humanistic leadership acknowledge organizational members as human 

persons? 

o Humanistic leadership acknowledges organizational members as human per-

sons by having a sincere interest in the human person and by striving for com-

prehensively understanding and appreciating the whole person. Humanistic 

leaders acknowledge employees’ individuality, subjectivity, relationality and per-

sonality, individualize their support, are able to see the human person behind 

the role and address that person’s individual needs and strengths. 

• Sub-Question 2: How does humanistic leadership account for, respect and appreciate the organiza-

tional members’ subjectivity, relationality, individuality and personality? 

o Humanistic leadership accounts for, respects and appreciates the organizational 

members’ ... 

▪ … subjectivity, by being interested in employees’ opinions, by being 

open-minded and learning-oriented, and by taking their perspectives. 

▪ … relationality, by connecting people and their knowledge, by working 

as an intermediary and as a liaison and by building a balanced, construc-

tive and fostering community. 

▪ … individuality, by individualizing support tailored to the needs of the 

individual persons, based upon an understanding and appreciation of 

individual situations and challenges, but also individual potentials and 

strengths. 

▪ … personality, by supporting employees’ self-reflection processes, de-

termining their individual meaning, offering organizational meaning and 
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attempting to couple individual and organizational meaning in a joint 

process with employees. 

• Sub-Question 3: How does humanistic leadership act in respect of the organizational members’ self-

determination and human dignity? 

o Humanistic leaders support employees in gaining self-responsibility, autonomy 

and enable them to self-direct their development as well as to design their jobs 

and co-create the organizational structures. Furthermore, through the adhesion 

to humanistic ethics and appreciative interaction, humanistic leaders can act in 

the respect of employees’ human dignity. 

• Sub-Question 4: How does humanistic leadership build a constructive community of persons? 

o Humanistic leadership builds a constructive community of persons by fostering 

a healthy balance between employees’ detachment of and absorption by the 

community, by initiating communal discourses on organizational topics, by 

avoiding to elevate the community into a sect, and by jointly defining commu-

nal values as well as by facilitating knowledge transfer and the connection of 

employees. 

• Sub-Question 5: How does humanistic leadership support human flourishing as an end in itself? 

o Humanistic leaders support human flourishing as an end in itself, by applying 

the eleven categories outlined before. All of them together foster human flour-

ishing in the firm, making human evolvement the priority over profits, thus, 

understanding financial capital as a means towards enhancing human flourish-

ing. Humanistic leaders do so, because they are convinced that human flourish-

ing ultimately supports economic sustainability. 


