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Abstract 

 

Is Leading from the Second Chair a New Leadership Theory:  

Examining the Theoretical Underpinnings   

 

By Nicholous M. Deal 

 

 

A burgeoning area of inquiry exists that is concerned with leading from a 

place of subordination in an organizational context. In what is called “second chair 

leadership,” this concept metaphorically expresses this unique leadership 

arrangement. The aim of this research project was two-fold. First, a study was 

conducted using the techniques of a quasi-systematic literature review to provide an 

in-depth overview of what has been written about second chair leadership. The main 

inquiry was to determine how second chair leadership is defined in existing literature. 

In a final sample of eight publications deemed appropriate for inclusion, a 

convergence of meanings was established and key research themes were discovered. 

A second study sought to investigate inherent themes found in second chair 

leadership. Through a thematic analysis that examined the tenets of second chair 

leadership, a synthesis of findings is presented and contrasted with existing leadership 

theories. The main inquiry in a second study was to determine whether second chair 

leadership truly merited a new leadership theory when compared to existing 

theoretical frameworks. It was concluded that second chair leadership is characteristic 

of several existing leadership theories, namely, transformational, servant, ethical, and 

leader-member exchange. This study contributes to the limited examination of second 

chair leadership in that it is the first systematic review that surveys all relevant 

scholarly works. I conclude by discussing the findings of each study and offer several 

suggestions worthy of future research. 

 

 

 

December 1, 2015 
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Chapter 1 – An Overview 

 

 

Introduction 
 

The evolution of leadership inquiry has contributed to a plethora of theory 

building studies, practical development, and frameworks that now exist in an ever-

expanding landscape (Hunt & Dodge, 2001). Leadership is a mature field of research. 

With many theories and models that populate academic and practical discourses, it is 

arguably the most published area of behavioural sciences research to date 

(Schermerhorn, Hunt, & Osborn, 2000). From this, emerging leadership concepts can, 

at times, be revered as accepted theories without proper scrutiny.  

Second chair leadership enters the discussion in leadership literature as it 

contributes to the voluminous collection of theories and concepts, and could quite 

possibly expand our understanding of what it is to lead from a place of subordination. 

At present, a burgeoning area of inquiry is concerned with the complexities of leading 

from a subordinated, albeit senior position within an organizational hierarchy. Known 

in some ecclesiastical circles as ‘second chair leadership,’ this term is a metaphoric 

expression gleaned from the physical arrangement of an orchestra seating 

arrangement. Emphasis is given to ‘first violins’ while ‘second violins,’ although just 

as important in their supporting role, are not as visually prominent. Bonem and 

Patterson (2005) introduce this concept as a subordinated leadership-like theory in 

their popular press book entitled, Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your 

Church Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing Your Dreams. In essence, second chair 

leadership is considered to be a key theoretical framework that describes the 

influential relationship between an executive, his/her senior leader(s), and followers. 
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It is found to be enacted in several settings yet second chair leadership literature is 

predominately emphasized in ecumenical contexts. While it is not strictly contingent 

on traditional power in a positional sense, leading from the second chair seeks to 

achieve improvement throughout the entire organization without the formal authority 

of the leader.  

The general acceptance of many leadership concepts as being theories without 

a closer examination further contributes to the confusion about leadership theory. The 

leadership enterprise – characterized as being enormously lucrative with thousands of 

popular press books, blogs, and practitioner workshops – has contributed to a crisis of 

sorts. We now have several empirically tested leadership theories yet a seeming 

plethora of discourse exists introducing new emergent conceptions of leadership 

‘theories.’ In his recent work, Pfeffer (2015: viii) encourages people “to rethink, to 

reconceptualise, and to reorient their behaviors concerning the important topic of 

leadership.” Kieser (1994) pointed to a growing obsession of fashionable 

management trends within organizations as being problematic, challenging what 

should be a thorough understanding of the picture of organizational leadership. In 

discussing research dissemination antecedents in leadership perspectives, Hunt and 

Dodge (2001) argue that influential social forces lead to this problem in leadership 

research and practice. This notion of an expansive landscape, where conceptions of 

leadership are often untested and void of critique, is the central problem in second 

chair leadership as an assumed theory. What the existing literature does not tell us, in 

the limited work that has been published and is readily available, is whether this 

subordinate-like style of leadership merits a distinct inquiry of study or not.  
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The specific objectives of the two studies captured in this research project are 

two-fold. First, given the unknown nature of this concept, what it means to lead from 

the second chair, I will conduct a quasi-systematic literature review to provide a high-

level overview of the topic. This will provide a timely compilation of what has been 

written thus far on second chair leadership. It also serves to inform a second, in-depth 

study that will synthesize themes found in the literature. This subsequent study will 

dissect the discovered themes by contrasting them with the theoretical underpinnings 

of existing leadership theories. The result will determine whether or not second chair 

leadership is truly distinct from other empirically validated theories, thus, providing 

clarity to the concept found in the populous domain of study.  

 

The Many Aspects of Leadership Theory  

 

Leadership can come from anyone. When we stop equating leadership with 

greatness and public visibility, it becomes easier to see our own opportunities 

for leadership and recognize the leadership of people we interact with every 

day. Leaders come in all shapes and sizes, and may true leaders are working 

behind the scenes. Leadership that has big outcomes often starts small. (Daft, 

2015: 6). 

 

The nature of leadership is complex and often misunderstood. Scholars, 

practitioners, and enthusiasts contend with idea of leadership being an ambiguous 

discipline deserving careful consideration of its development (Mowles, 2013; Rost, 

1993). Leadership is among the most researched topics within the social sciences 

(Avolio, Sosik, Jung, & Berson, 2003; Bass, 1990; Bennis, 2007). Bennis and Nanus 

(1985: 4) echo this sentiment, claiming leadership to be “the most studied and least 

understood topic of any in the social science.” Countless definitions have attempted 

to explain its essence, to an end whereby renowned scholar James MacGregor Burns 
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concluded: “leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena 

on earth” (Burns, 1978: 2). Contributing to ambiguity, the depths of its study – 

leadership – continues to evolve the discipline and concept. 

The classic pictures of leadership often evoke familiar frames of Winston 

Churchill defying the Nazi threat as German forces captured much of Europe. 

Mahatma Gandhi leading the two-hundred-mile march protesting the Salt Act. Steve 

Jobs returning to Apple to transform the technology industry. Martin Luther King Jr. 

standing before the Lincoln Memorial challenging the American people to accept 

racial equality. The inspirational figure of Sheryl Sandberg encouraging young girls 

and women to challenge patriarchal power in corporate North America.   

In forwarding a framework for understanding organizational behaviour, 

Schneider (1987) argues that building an organization with a legacy of success is 

predicated on the people who exist in it, those of whom include followers (i.e. 

employees, subordinates, and volunteers) as well as leaders. While leadership theories 

are vast in number they all seek to define, explain, and organize the varying 

complexities of leadership and its consequences (Bass & Bass, 2008).  

For as much as leadership is glorified to be a personification of influence and 

change, this merely explains one side of a multifaceted concept. It is important to 

recognize the evolving concept of leadership and how it has indeed changed over the 

last several decades. Boneau and Thompson (2013) posited that leadership paradigms 

often reflect a greater societal context such that theories have evolved as norms, 

attitudes, and convictions of the larger world change over time. The developments of 

leadership perspectives is reflected in the dominant leadership theories of present day.  
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Seminal theories of leadership sought to identify physical characteristics 

and/or psychological traits that differentiated leaders from non-leaders and 

distinguishable traits of predicted success (House & Aditya, 1997; Lord, De Vader, & 

Alliger, 1986). Critiques of the trait theories paradigm led scholars to consider how 

leaders’ behaviours predicted effectiveness (Jenkins, 1947; Mann, 1959; Stogdill, 

1948). Research on initiation of structure and consideration progressed toward the 

behavioural paradigm of leadership inquiry, informing successive leadership theories 

such as Fielder’s (1967) contingency theory, the renowned path-goal theory (House, 

1971), Blake and Moulton’s (1985) leadership grid, and Bass’s (1985) 

transformational and transactional leadership model. Transformational leadership 

remains the most significant relational theories of leadership today.  

 

Research Design 

 

 The central purpose of this research project was to extend the understanding 

of second chair leadership by determining whether this notion of subordinated 

leadership is, in fact, a new leadership theory, an existing framework presented in an 

emergent lens, or a combination of prominent leadership theories. Numerous 

publications found in the popular press informally discuss the influence of a second 

chair leader. In their seminal work on the topic, authors Mike Bonem and Roger 

Patterson (2005) write in Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church 

Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing Your Dreams, that this unique type of leadership 

is a balancing act whereby one can lead effectively while serving the leader and, by 

proxy, the collective organization. There is a deafening absence, however, of 

significant scholarly inquiry validating the merits of this emerging leadership theory.  
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The research project designed herein aims to determine whether second chair 

leadership is distinctly an emergent framework or the combination of existing, 

empirically validated leadership theories. In order to achieve the study purpose and 

aims, a two-step process was followed. Specifically, the techniques of a systematic 

review were first employed to examine the literature on second chair leadership in 

scholarly, practitioner, and popular press domains. Using content analysis methods, 

results were then extrapolated to compare and contrast themes of the second chair 

leadership framework to existing leadership theories. As will be discussed in greater 

detail in the methodological approach chapter, the chosen research method was 

appropriate in synthesizing leadership theories in a social science context.  

 

Objectives and Research Questions 

 

The objectives of the two studies in the research project were to: 1) use 

techniques of a quasi-systematic review to examine the existing literature on second 

chair leadership, 2) develop a complete understanding of the theoretical 

underpinnings (if any) and conceptual framework of second chair leadership, 3) 

compare and contrast the second chair leadership framework to existing leadership 

theories to determine if second chair leadership is a truly new theoretical development 

or a simple fusion of existing theories. The major research questions are:  

1. How is second chair leadership defined in the existing literature? 

2. Do the merits of second chair leadership constitute a distinctly new leadership 

theory?  

3. Are there any key differences between second chair leadership and the current 

theoretical frameworks of leadership?  
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The potential contributions from the research are several. There is clearly no 

scarcity of available leadership theories and emerging frameworks; much about the 

topic remains to be understood (Barker, 1997; Burns, 1978; Meindl, Ehrlich, & 

Dukerich, 1985). One of the primary goals of leadership research is to make informed 

judgements about the utility and validity of its theories in a social science context 

(Parry, 1998). The analysis and outcomes of the research study have the potential to 

contribute to academic and practitioner research as the proposed theory, second chair 

leadership, persists in popular press without rigorous evaluative support.  

This study could have particular implications for ecclesiastical circles, 

consultants, and practitioners as they grapple with making sense of being second 

chair and leading from a subordinated position. Collins (2001) posited success of 

leading an organization to be predicated on the emphasis of first building a strong and 

broad base of leadership. For stakeholders, espousing second chair leadership as a 

valid paradigm, and determining the underpinnings of its theoretical construct will 

validate the appropriateness of its existence in practice. As previously discussed, 

second chair leadership is, at present, considered a key theoretical framework to 

describe the unique position and relationship in ecumenical contexts. Thus, this study 

endeavours to dissect and examine the number of leadership frameworks to determine 

the validity of its theoretical claim. 

 

Organization of this Research Project 

 

In summary, this research project addresses two apparent gaps in the 

literature. First and foremost, it provides a close examination of the understanding of 

second chair leadership. To a greater effect, it also explores the contrasting elements 
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of existing leadership theories and frameworks that have been empirically tested and 

accepted by the academy. As a result, the synthesis of key factors in established 

frameworks permit an objective evaluation of second chair theoretical validity.  

 Now having completed this overview of the research, in Chapter 2, I will 

proceed with a discussion of the relevant literature. In Chapter 3, I will provide the 

research methodology of this research project, its approach, and context. I will then 

present the findings of the two studies in Chapters 4 and 5. Lastly, in Chapter 6, I will 

provide a conclusion that highlights a discussion on the results of each study, research 

contributions, limitations, future research, and closing remarks featuring a brief self-

reflection piece.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In reviewing the breadth of research on leadership, I have organized this chapter to 

review the key leadership theories that resonate with second chair leadership. I will 

first present the literature on leadership research in a historical context that follows a 

developmental progression of leadership thought. Then I will proceed to review the 

associated leadership theories. Lastly, I will endeavour to dissect the second chair 

leadership model and proceed to discuss my rationale for its selection within this 

research project. 

 

The Landscape of Leadership Research 

 

As the topic of scholarly debate for centuries and the subject of systematic 

theoretical and empirical research for much of the past 100 years, leadership 

has a long tradition in the social sciences. Not surprisingly, with such an 

extensive history, the leadership literature has demonstrated ebbs and flows of 

prevailing wisdom. Although many ideas of the past have fallen from popular 

favor, the evolution of leadership perspectives is both reflected in and critical 

to the understanding of the dominant leadership theories of present day. 

(Barling, Christie, & Hoption, 2010: 183-184). 

 

An Evolution of Conceptions 

With an evolutionary perspective beginning in the early “great man” theory of 

leadership, psychologist William James (1880) associated societal changes and world 

events to be the result of great men whose vision changed the direction of society. 

Carlyle (1869) argued that the criteria for successful leaders is holistically based on 

the possession of certain personality and character traits. This individualistic 

perspective was the result of early empirical psychology that sought the extension of 

traits into nascent leadership contexts (Vroom & Jago, 2007). Mid-twentieth century 
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scholars gave pause to the study of trait leadership. Stogdill (1948) reviewed 124 

studies, and proposed leadership to be more situational than that based on traits of 

greatness:  

The persistence of individual patterns of human behaviour in the face of 

constant situational change appears to be a primary obstacle encountered not 

only in the practice of leadership, but in the selection and placement of 

leaders. It is not especially difficult to find persons who are leaders. It is quite 

another matter to place these persons in different situations where they will be 

able to function as leaders. It becomes clear than an adequate analysis of 

leadership involves not only a study of leaders, but also of situations. The 

evidence suggests that leadership is a relation that exists between persons in a 

social situation, and the persons who are leaders in one situation may not 

necessarily be leaders in other situations. (Stogdill, 1948: 65).  

 

 Rather than dissecting the nuances of personality traits and characteristics of 

leaders, diverse research programs focusing on behavioural approaches engaged by 

effective leadership began to captivate social scientists. Beginning with initial studies 

on leadership behaviours, researchers from the University of Iowa posited the 

existence of a dichotomy of leadership style – being either autocratic or democratic 

(Lewin, 1939; Lewin & Lippett, 1938; Lewin, Lippett, & White, 1939). Further work 

by Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1958) argued that leadership behaviour could be 

situated on a continuum reflecting varying degrees of employee/follower participation 

depending on organizational circumstance. Early research of leadership, being 

reflected in behaviour, is also attributed to Hemphill and Coons (1957) in the Ohio 

State Studies. In developing the Leader Behavior Description Questionnaire (LBDQ), 

researchers found two wide-ranging categories of a leader’s behaviour: consideration 

(the extent to which a leader cares about his/her subordinates) and initiating structure 

(the extent to which a leader is task oriented and directs work of subordinates toward 

goal achievement). The University of Michigan Studies compared the behavior of 
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effective and ineffective managers. Two types of leadership behaviour were 

discovered: employee-centered (a leadership behaviour that emphasizes the human 

needs of others), and job-centered (a leadership behaviour which directs activities 

toward efficiency, emphasizing goals and work facilitation). Lastly, in what is 

colloquially known as the Leadership Grid, Blake and Mouton (1985) formed a two-

dimensional model that classified major leadership styles from the earlier works of 

the Ohio and Michigan Studies.  

 Situational leadership theory, or more commonly known in literature as the 

“contingency approach,” extended understanding of the leadership grid by 

emphasizing the characteristics of followers whereby the determination of effective 

leader behavior is dependent on elements of situation (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969). 

Fiedler’s (1967) contingency model found that leader effectiveness can be, depending 

on the situation, categorized as being either task-motivated (motivated by task 

accomplishment) or relationship-motivated (concern for others). Path-goal theory 

posits that a leader’s goal is to align followers with those of the organization (House, 

1971). This is achieved through motivation exercises that clarify the behaviours 

necessary for task accomplishment, and subsequent rewards. As presented in a 

qualitative summary of the empirical research, Schriesheim and Neider (1996) found 

the most consistent results of situational leadership can be observed in the theory’s 

relationship between clarifying behaviour and follower satisfaction. Kerr and 

Jermier’s (1978) substitutes for leadership theory suggest that situational variables 

can substitute the need for leadership. Past research indicates this theoretical 
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framework lacks adequate evidence, and thus, is rarely discussed in the literature 

(Dionne, Yammarino, Atwater, & James, 2002).  

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership is considered to be among the most critically 

examined and empirically scrutinized theories of leadership (Bono & Judge, 2004). 

Burns (1978) is credited with conceptualizing the origins of this theory, stemming 

from his life’s work as a political scientist, historian, and former presidential adviser. 

This theory emphasized the differentiation of exchange leadership, whereby 

transformational and transactional frameworks would be situated on a dichotomous 

model. Transactional leadership involves the use of reward power as an inducement 

of follower compliance whereas transformational leadership involves the appeal to, 

and heightening of, followers’ consciousness through higher order values and morals 

(Burns, 1978).  

Bass (1985) extended the work of Burns through the introduction of a 

psychological aspect through the identification of four behavioural sub factor 

components (Bass & Riggo, 2006). Idealized influence, the first of these behavioural 

factors, centres on leaders’ behaviour that creates a futuristic vision, cements a 

collective sense of the mission, and serves as an ideal role model for followers to 

example (Bass & Avolio, 1994). The second factor, inspirational motivation, 

describes the ability of leaders to motive their followers to achieve more than what is 

believed possible through passionate communication (Hater & Bass, 1988). The third 

facet, intellectual stimulation, describes the leaders’ encouragement for followers to 

engage in independent and critical thought processes, questioning their preconceived 
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biases and assumptions, and approach problem solving with creativity (Bass, 1985; 

Deluga, 1988). Lastly, the fourth dimension of individual consideration characterizes 

the leader who emphasize employees’ personal needs for achievement and 

development of their potential. Said leaders strive to build an environment that 

supports wellbeing, emotional dimensions, and work potential (Bass & Avolio, 1994).  

Ethical Leadership 

Effective leadership and the question of ethics provides a nexus of the 

emerging leadership paradigm primarily concerned with a normative perspective 

(Ciulla, 2014). Researchers have long associated personal trait themes like integrity 

with perceptions of leadership effectiveness. For example, perceived leadership 

effectiveness and ethical traits of honesty, integrity, and trustworthiness have been 

found to be empirically linked (Den Hartog, House, Hanges, Ruiz-Quintanilla, & 

Dorfman, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Posner & Schmidt, 1992). In further 

examination of the leadership and ethics intersection, Treviño, Hartman, and Brown 

(2000) surveyed senior executives and ethics/compliance officers to ascertain a 

connection between personal characteristics and ethical leadership. It was found that 

“moral managers” explicitly position ethics as a central component of their leadership 

agenda by communicating an ethics and values message, role modeling ethical 

behaviour, and leveraging a reward system based on positive ethical outcomes 

(Treviño, Hartman, & Brown, 2000). A follow-up study further validated these results 

and concluded that such explicit behaviour from ethical leaders gets followers’ 

attention by standing out from other organizational messages (Treviño, Brown, & 

Hartman, 2003). Brown, Treviño, and Harrison (2005: 120) proposed that “leaders 
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become attractive, credible, and legitimate as ethical role models in part by engaging 

in ongoing behaviors that are evaluated by followers as normatively appropriate, and 

that suggest altruistic (rather than selfish) motivation.”  

Servant Leadership 

Shifts in research literature preoccupied with transformational leadership 

themes have resulted in a relational exchange characterized within the servant 

leadership context (Smith, Montagno & Kuzmenko, 2004; Avolio, Walumbwa, & 

Weber, 2009).  Earlier theoretical works proposed a movement away from 

management theories of agency that had been the traditional argument of 

organizational behaviour, and positioned a governance model that viewed followers 

as individuals with unique qualities of trust, self-actualization, and collectivism 

(Davis, Schoorman & Donaldson, 1997). Such discourses resonate with the 

fundamental constructs of servant leadership (i.e. personal growth and development 

of individuals). 

Research on servant leadership largely hails from Greenleaf’s (1977) 

dissertation. Developed as a theoretical framework, several scholarly contributions 

have informed this emerging leadership approach. While still in its infancy, servant 

leadership research has largely consisted of its definition, the development and 

classification of an array of character traits, and conceptual models. Robert Greenleaf 

(1970), author of the revolutionary essay, The Servant as Leader, originally coined 

the term ‘servant leader’ upon reading Hermann Hesse’s (1956) Journey to the East. 

This literary work chronicled the story of a leader, charged with the task of leading a 

group of men through their travels on a mythical journey. Within the story, the leader 
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assumes both leader and servant-style roles that helps keep the group together during 

their odyssey. Contained within his essay, Greenleaf provides the following rationale 

behind this developing concept of servant leadership: 

The servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling that one 

wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to 

lead. That person is sharply different from one who is leader first, perhaps 

because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to acquire material 

possessions… The leader-first and the servant-first are two extreme types. 

Between them there are shadings and blends that are part of the infinite 

variety of human nature. (Greenleaf, 1977: 7). 

 

Spears (1995) first proposed a list of mutually exclusive character traits that 

servant leaders are apt to exhibit. As a former executive of the Greenleaf Center for 

Servant Leadership, Spears was privy to the original workings of Robert Greenleaf, 

father of the modern servant leadership concept. Laub (1999) sought to define 

specific characteristics through the development of a measurable instrument, all in an 

effort to quantify servant leadership. Laub’s research is credited for establishing 

espoused values as being foundational in the embodiment of servant leadership 

(Smith, Montagno & Kuzmenko, 2004; Van Dierendonck, 2011). Farling, Stone, and 

Winston (1999) base the servant leadership concept on five key characteristics: 

vision, influence, credibility, trust, and service. This is most often associated with 

Spears’s trait model in that it seeks to classify the servant leader in attributive 

categories. Page and Wong (2000) offered a model that categorized servant leadership 

qualities into four key domains: character (integrity, humility, and servant-hood), 

people (empathy, empowering and developing others), task (vision, settings goals, 

and leading), and process (modeling, team building, and democratic decision-

making). Russell and Stone (2002) have further developed the servant leadership 
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concept by blending character traits in a model that supports the preceding qualities 

found in research.  

Leader-Member Exchange 

The emergence of the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory stemmed from 

the departure of an emphasis on situational factors, instead, shifting to the relational 

perspective of leadership (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975; Gerstner & Day, 1997). 

This relational framework is concerned with the specific relationship between a 

leader and each individual follower (Yammarino & Dansereau, 2002; Yukl, 

O’Donnell, & Taber, 2009; O’Donnell, Yukl, & Taber, 2012). It is viewed as an 

exchange to describe a series of two-person interactions that give and receive 

(Dansereau, 1995; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Leader-follower relationships yield 

outcomes that coincide with the measured quality. Schriesheim, Castro, and Cogliser 

(1999) found that high-quality LMX relationships are characterized as being defined 

by mutual support, trust, liking, provision of latitude, attention, and loyalty. Poor-

quality LMX embodies opposite traits: downward influence, role distinctions, social 

distance, contractual obligations, and distrust. Either orientation varies on the 

individualized differences within a dyad (House & Aditya, 1997). Recent extensions 

have examined the gendering of dyadic relationships (Adebayo & Udegbe, 2004) and 

social network theory intersectionality (Graen, 2006; Uhl-Bien, 2006). 

Followership 

Leader-centric studies provide an unbalanced discussion that dissects 

leadership in relational terms. Acting in accordance to their social role, leaders and 

followers, acting together, produce leadership (Hurwitz & Hurwitz, 2009). In spite of 



17 

 

the voluminous works that delve into organizational leadership, little attention has 

been paid to the issue of followership in leadership research, until recently (Baker, 

2007; Bligh, 2011; Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, McGregor, 2010; Kelley, 2008; 

Sy, 2010). According to Dvir and Shamir (2003), followership, as being a 

contribution (or detraction) of the leadership process, is part of an interactive social 

system dynamic. As found in the literature, an apparent divergence of theoretical 

orientation exists. The role-theory approach (Katz & Kahn, 1978) is fixed on position 

and ranks within a hierarchical structure, whereas constructionist approaches see 

followership and leadership as a mutually constructed interaction between people that 

grants influence (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). It is duly noted that the function of 

followership theory is to encourage subordinated follower behaviours in support of a 

leadership context (Hurwitz & Hurwitz, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012). However, 

Shamir (2007) advocated for a balanced approach that values both leaders and 

followers in the process of leadership.  

 

Discourses of Second Chair Leadership in Literature 

 

Surveying the leadership literature in existence reveals a vast expanse of 

competing theories and frameworks, including this concept of second chair 

(subordinated) leadership. In Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church 

Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing Your Dreams, Bonem and Patterson (2005: 2) 

provide a working definition that encapsulates the essence of a second chair leader: 

“[S/he is] a person in a subordinate role whose influence with others adds value 

throughout the organization.” Leading from a place of subordination is unique in that 

it is not predicated on traditional leadership themes of power, authority, and position. 
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Second chair leaders are not necessarily the “number two person.” He/she seeks to 

improve the organization – from the top executive to the most insignificant 

stakeholder – through influence and relationships.  

A second chair leader does not have to fit a particular mold or hold a 

particular title, and this was certainly true for the individuals with whom we 

spoke… They served in small and large churches judicatories, and other 

organizations, and they covered the spectrum of denominations. They were 

men and women. Some saw the second chair as their lifelong calling, while 

others saw it as a step on their way to a first chair role. (Bonem & Patterson, 

2005: xiii).  

 

Bonem and Paterson (2005) dedicate much of their work to developing three 

paradoxes that are said to exist within the second chair role, and are described as 

“tensions” since they are often interpreted to be incompatible and contradictory: (1) 

The subordinate-leader paradox: Traditional mental models of leadership view it as 

being “top-down” oriented with complete freedom and unfettered control. Rigid 

organizational hierarchies, processes, and procedures are characteristic of this 

autocratic style.  

“Effective second chair leaders do not have a zero-sum view of organizational 

responsibility… They are able to lead without being at the top of the 

pyramid… They understand that their authority and effectiveness as a second 

chair stem from a healthy, subordinate relationship with their first chair.” 

(Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 4). 

 

(2) The deep-wide paradox: Executives are often responsible for a broad, 

organization-wide perspective that considers each department and function in 

strategic management. However, a second chair leader, with specific roles, is usually 

responsible for a narrow and deep scope yet requires a broad view to realize 

perspective. (3) Contentment-dreaming: The tension of contentment-dreaming is 

largely situated on both transformational leadership and servant-leader principles. 
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Second chair leaders intentionally seek to shape the organization through intertwining 

components of their individual dreams with the boarder vision (and strategy). This is 

achieved by serving the executive (first chair) and influencing all other stakeholders. 

As well, second chair leaders refuse to compete with the vision and direction of the 

executive (first chair); instead, they maintain a healthy contentment with the present.  

 

Identification of Gaps in the Literature 

 

Second chair leadership, as it has been seminally introduced, values a healthy 

working relationship between the “first” and “second chair.” This relational dyad is 

similar to that proposed by high-level relationship-based leadership theories. Useem 

(2001) forwards an influence strategy in leading organizations (and their key decision 

makers): “Leading up.” This, of course, is also relationally-based. Second chair 

leadership also emphasizes influence as a construct of social power. This claim 

remains untested and neglects a particular contrast with that of the LMX, servant 

leadership, and followership literature.  

The literature concerning transformational leadership emphasizes the closure 

of a gap between an ideal and reality. Transformational leaders desire to achieve 

organizational outcomes through the work of followers. From the lack of a 

conceptualized framework, what we do not yet know is whether second chair leaders 

are situated along a tripartite continuum primarily concerned with some combination 

of achieving outcomes, managing relationships, and/or asserting their own agenda. In 

similar circumstances and by extension, Uh-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, and Carsten (2014), 

in their admonishment to researchers of related relational-based leadership theories, 

argue that future research in this area must feature: strong theory-building 
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(Bacharach, 1989) and, among others, adopt a range of methodological approaches 

(Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012). 

Bonem and Patterson (2005), ecumenical leaders and management 

practitioners, primarily situate the second chair in servant leadership principles. They 

casually position second chair leadership as being thematic of servitude without 

considering the theoretical framework of servant leadership. In their work to refine 

the servant leadership research paradigm, Russell and Stone (2002) consolidated an 

array of attributes by deriving a model with striking similarities to the themes raised 

by second chair leadership. For instance, service is one of the nine functional 

attributes studied according to its “repetitive prominence in [servant] literature” 

(Russell & Stone, 2002: 146). Thus, given that service in leadership introduces a 

“moral imperative” (Nair, 1994: 71) and that research in second chair leadership 

extends an element of servitude in the place of subordinated leadership, this research 

project will address the claim of theoretical design by examining what has been 

discussed in second chair leadership literature.  

 

Summary 

 

Research developments in leadership continue to evolve yet there is much 

more to be discovered. Our understanding of leadership thought has progressed from 

physical features, psychological traits, and expected behaviours that were believed to 

be key determinants in leadership effectiveness, to humanistic considerations found 

within the transformational leadership paradigm. As raised in this chapter, the 

popularity of leadership in the social sciences demonstrates the importance of making 

informed judgements of the existing leadership theories. This inquiry of second chair 
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leadership presents an opportunity to examine the associated literature and determine 

whether or not its underpinnings support a new theory.  

To date, little has been concluded from evaluative work that investigates the 

theoretical framework of leading from the second chair and its linkages to 

established, empirically tested theories of leadership. As such, the work that has 

investigated second chair leadership and this notion of a framework for subordinated 

leadership will be reviewed in Chapter 4 as part of the discussion resulting from the 

systematic review. In the next chapter, I introduce the research process and discuss 

the methodology approach to this project. 
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Chapter 3 – The Research Process 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In this chapter I describe the overall research approach that informs this research 

project. I introduce both research studies to be conducted, discuss the methodology of 

both studies that will be used to determine the originality of second chair leadership 

theory. At the conclusion of this chapter, a brief summary of the research process is 

presented. 

 

Research Approach  

 

 As our understanding of leadership theories and models evolve, and while the 

scholarly contributes further develop the burgeoning domain of leadership research, 

there is “no dearth of available leadership theories” (Barling, Christie, & Hoption, 

2010: 228). Opportunities that seek to expand the inquiry of leadership persist. This 

research project aims to understand the theoretical underpinnings of second chair 

leadership – an area that has emerged in the popular press as a possible new theory.  

 This research project is divided into two purposeful studies. The first study 

will, through the techniques of a systematic review, examine the literature on second 

chair leadership in scholarly, practitioner, and popular press domains. The resulting 

evidence that discusses the theoretically underpinnings and the conceptual framework 

of second chair leadership will then be used in the second study. This subsequent 

study will compare and contrast the second chair leadership framework to existing 

leadership theories, namely, the high-level relationship-based theories as previously 

reviewed in Chapter 2. The objective of both studies will be to determine whether the 
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construct of second chair leadership explains a new theoretical development or 

issimply a fusion of existing theories to discuss leadership from a different 

perspective. 

 

Methodology 

 

 The first study will employ the techniques of a systematic review in an effort 

to capture what has been written on second chair leadership. This method was 

considered appropriate given the constraints of investigating a new theoretical 

framework that has yet to be empirically tested. Klassen, Jahad, and Moher (1998: 

700) defined a systematic literature review as “a review in which there is a 

comprehensive search for relevant studies on a specific topic, and those identified are 

then appraised and synthesized according to a pre-determined explicit method.” Weed 

(2005) argues that the systematic literature review method is objective, replicable, 

comprehensive, and organized in a manner similar to that of empirical research. 

Systematic literature reviews in management studies are utilized to lend an inclusive, 

impartial coverage on a particular topic (Thorpe, Holt, Pittaway, & Macpherson, 

2006). Since the focus of the first study is to provide an understanding of second chair 

leadership, it being a relatively unknown concept in leadership studies, extensive 

searches of relevant databases were deployed to ensure the resulting data captured all 

relevant writing on the topic. Since this quasi-systematic literature review compiles 

the works of second chair leadership, I first examine the popular press and, then, 

extend beyond this initial search to determine if there is any empirical research to 

support second chair leadership as a new theory.  
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Database Search Methods 

The search of published literature will be identified through systematic 

searches of electronic databases hosted by and accessible through the Saint Mary’s 

University library system. Databases included within this research program were: 

ATLA Religion, Canadian Business and Current Affairs (CBCA), EBSCO Academic 

Search Premier, EBSCO Business Source Premier, Emerald Insight, Eric, Google 

Scholar, JSTOR, ProQuest, ProQuest Digital Dissertations & Theses, PsycArticles, 

and PsycINFO. All results were limited to the English language. The search was 

conducted in only those aforementioned databases to preserve the appropriateness of 

results.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Search Criteria 

Criteria of inclusion and exclusion guided the literature search in that 

publications had to be: (a) retrieved within a scholarly database or publicly accessed; 

(b) be written and presented in the English language; (c) use the keywords “second 

chair,” “second chair leader,” “second chair leaders,” and “second chair leadership;” 

(d) bibliographical resources that are identified in the initial search. There was an 

unrestricted range of the publication year and duplicate articles were deleted. Next, 

results of each database search were recorded and then assessed for evidence of any 

external duplicates from the current database that had already been previously 

searched. Finally, additional resources meeting the inclusion and exclusion search 

criteria were found by the close examination of bibliographies in the initial database 

search. 
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Data Analysis 

Analysis of this data utilized Garrard’s (1999) matrix method. After the initial 

literature search, a table was created to summarize the findings according to: (a) 

database; (b) publication/journal; (c) count; (d) level of evidence; (e) reference; (f) 

number of citations (see Table 1). To uncover key themes found within the systematic 

literature review, the following information was compiled and presented according to: 

(a) result theme(s); (b) description; (c) reference(s) (see Table 2). A synthesis of key 

themes identified in the second chair leadership concept became the second study. 

Study 2 sought to contrast themes to ascertain the representativeness of existing 

leadership frameworks (as previously discussed). The findings from this second study 

were summarized and conveniently organized within a matrix table to assist in 

associating key research themes to test the model’s theoretical claim. Within the 

matrix, the following information was compiled from the resources found in the 

quasi-systematic literature review, and presented according to: (a) result theme(s); (b) 

connections with existing leadership theories; (c) reference(s) (see Table 3).  

 

Summary 

 

 To briefly summarize, this research project will feature two studies. Study 1 

uses the techniques of a quasi-systematic literature review to provide a thorough 

understanding of second chair leadership. Systematically reviewing the existing 

literature on this emergent leadership concept is fitting as the methodology is key to 

organizing the framework for the second study. Study 2 focuses on synthesizing the 

key factors of second chair leadership and comparing them to those found within 

established frameworks, all in an concerted effort to evaluate the theoretical 
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legitimacy of this emergent leadership conception. Lastly, the analysis and outcomes 

of this research study have the potential to contribute to academic and practitioner 

research as the theory itself is, at present, largely unverified. In the following two 

chapters, I will present the results of these studies.  
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Chapter 4 – Study 1: Systematic Review of Second Chair Leadership 

 

 

Introduction 

 

While second chair leadership is considered an accepted leadership theory in 

practitioner and ecumenical circles, as previously noted, a scholarly study that 

compiles the “theory’s” literature in a systematic-like review has not been conducted. 

This first study aims to provide a thorough review of the literature on second chair 

leadership. It will use the techniques of a systematic review to appraise and 

synthesize the theoretical constructs of second chair leadership.  

 

Results 

 

 This review serves to highlight the second chair leadership topic as a new 

interest among scholars and enthusiasts. Here, I endeavor to discuss the eight most 

prominent authors on second chair leadership whose work has contributed to an 

understanding of the theory. My analysis of this study yields a consensus of meaning 

in how second chair leadership is defined. It also shows the framework has been 

investigated across several contexts, and is explored using both qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies, resulting in a number of key research themes.  
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Table 1 – Database and Journals Included in Systematic Literature Review 

 

Database Publication/Journal Count Level of 

Evidence 

Reference Number 

of 

Citations 

ATLA 

Religion 

Database 

Congregations 1 
Expert 

Opinion 

(McCullar, 

2009) 
0 

EBSCO 

Academic 

Search 

Premier  

The Journal of 

Applied Christian 

Leadership 

1 
Expert 

Opinion 

(Wiley, 

2009) 
0 

ProQuest 

Digital 

Dissertations 

& Theses 

Southwestern Baptist 

Theological 

Seminary Repository 

(Doctoral 

dissertation) 

1 

Local-

Context 

Evidence 

(Patterson, 

2006) 
0 

PsycINFO 

Asbury Theological 

Seminary Repository 

(Doctoral 

dissertation) 

1 

Local-

Context 

Evidence 

(Griffin, 

2009) 
0 

Google 

Scholar 
Josey-Bass 1 

Practitioner 

Expertise 

& 

Judgment 

(Bonem & 

Patterson, 

2005) 

10 

EBSCO 

Business 

Source 

Premier 

Academy of 

Business Research 

Journal 

1 

Evaluated 

Research 

Evidence 

(D’Angelo 

& Epstein, 

2014). 

0 

Google 

Scholar 

Christian Education 

Journal 
1 

Evaluated 

Research 

Evidence 

(Powell, 

2009) 
3 

ProQuest 

Digital 

Dissertations 

& Theses 

Spalding University 

College of Education 

Repository (Doctoral 

dissertation)  

1 

Evaluated 

Research 

Evidence 

(Chai, 

2010) 
1 

 

How Second Chair Leadership is Defined 

 

 The roots of second chair leadership are founded within an ecumenical 

context. In describing the need for developing subordinate leaders, author Kevin 

Lawson (2000: 4) in How to Thrive in Associate Staff Ministry, concludes that: “The 

growth of this ministry field has been accompanied by a variety of stresses and 
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problems. In general, associate staff positions have been characterized by relatively 

brief tenures and high attrition rates.” Little has been written to emphasize the 

subordinate leader tension of being both leader and follower. In resolving this 

dilemma, authors Michael Bonem and Roger Patterson (2005: 2) write in Leading 

from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church, Fulfilling Your Role, and Realizing 

Your Dreams: 

The good news is this resource has been written just for you! We want you to 

understand that you are not alone... Second chair [leadership is] a 

transforming season in your life. This role challenges your ego, buffers your 

speech, and keeps you anchored in your calling. It is a place of growth and 

development, a place of real contribution, and a place that tests your 

commitment... It is often the most uncomfortable chair in the room… But it 

can be deeply fulfilling.  

 

Second chair leadership is first introduced to readers by Bonem and Patterson 

(2005) in a piece that positions the leadership theory as a subordinate leadership-like 

role within an ecumenical context. That said, throughout their ground breaking work, 

both authors expand second char leadership understanding to an ecumenical 

orientation that captures the growing number of ministry leaders who serve in a 

subordinate role within a local church or judicatory setting. However, much of their 

work also leverages the understanding of what it is to be a ‘number two’ leader in a 

much broader sense, suggesting it is applicable to “nonprofits and for-profits, 

volunteer-based organizations and businesses with paid employees, multilayered 

enterprises and smaller ones. If your organization involves at least a handful; of 

people, it is likely to have one or more second chair leaders” (Bonem & Patterson, 

2005: 7-8). 
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Generally, the authors curiosity of writing about second chair leadership make 

links to Bonem and Patterson’s (2005) work and credit it as being ground breaking. 

After all, Bonem and Patterson’s work conceptualize the theory’s essence; as a result, 

they are the most cited authors on second chair leadership. The majority of authors in 

this study have used Bonem and Patterson’s (2005: 2) definition, or some variation:  

A second chair leader is a person in a subordinate role whose influence with 

others adds value throughout the organization. Think about it: even though 

you are not in the first chair, your actions can change the entire organization 

for the better. Of course, you may struggle with the idea of subordination, or 

think it impossible to have an impact throughout the organization. Each term 

in this definition has multiple shades of meaning, but the second chair leaders 

with whom we spoke consistently demonstrated this picture. 

 

Patterson (2006), following his seminal piece on second chair leadership, also 

authored a Doctor of Ministry thesis entitled A Theological Foundation and 

Workshop for Subordinate Leaders in the Local Church. Patterson’s (2006: 4) 

research examines the picture of subordinate leadership from a theological 

perspective, while positioning second chair leadership as a framework: 

To be a subordinate, is to be one under the leadership and authority of another. 

This has the potential to include any associate staff member, not just an 

associate pastor or executive pastor. This could include lay leaders who 

impact the organization in a substantial way. 

 

Powell (2009) investigated the role of an executive pastor to determine 

correlations between administrative and managerial competency and ministry 

satisfaction. In this study, second chair leadership is embodied in the most senior 

subordinated leadership position (i.e. assistant/associate pastor or executive pastor) 

within large American churches (weekly attendance average of at least 1,000 

members). The executive position of a second chair leader, thus, is described in a 
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number of ways: chief of staff, chief operating officer, helmsman, assistant, executive 

shepherd (Fletcher, 2004; Powell, 2009). 

Wiley (2009: 12), a contributor to Christian leadership writing, contextualizes 

the second chair definition of Bonem and Patterson by providing a description of 

subordinate functional positions within an organizational setting that works for a 

leader:  

She may truly be second chair, i.e., assistant director, vice president, or 

associate pastor. Or he might be a farm hand, custodian, data entry clerk, or, 

an administrative assistant. But whatever the venue, the distinguishing feature 

that makes second chair occupants into second chair leaders is their ability to 

influence others – to lead – in a way that benefits the organization for which 

they work. 

 

Wiley (2009) reflects on his own journey in an ethnographical piece to make sense of 

the “second chair” meaning. He frames his experience as a personal discovery that 

sheds light on the nuances between occupying a position of second chair leadership 

and becoming a second chair leader. The former seeks ways to, at every opportunity 

and without hesitation, implement the vision of his/her first chair leader (i.e. 

superior), whereas the latter takes initiative to “take the lead in appropriate ways and 

under the right circumstances” (Wiley, 2009: 12). 

 In summary, the definitions that attempt to construct a preliminary definition 

of second chair leadership theory confirm the infancy of this leadership paradigm. It 

appears as though scholars and practitioners endeavour to articulate Bonem and 

Patterson’s (2005) conceptualization of second chair leadership by using vastly 

similar frames and language. Thus, a consensus of meanings is observed such that 

they all originate from the seminal work of Bonem and Patterson (2005).  
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The Contexts of Second Chair Leadership Inquiry 

 

 The sample examined in this systematic review is studied across a variety of 

cultural perspectives of contributors and contexts, and spans diverse research foci. 

The contextual analysis of the systematic sample revealed a needful analysis of 

second chair leadership being applied in the following contexts: ecumenical 

organizations (n=5), which consisted of local Christian churches (n=4) and 

denominational governing bodies (n=1); post-secondary education (n=1); and in self-

reflection (n=2). It is important to note the overwhelming religious context, namely 

the Christian faith, which informs second chair leadership. In 8 studies, there are 6 

that are of a religious context, representing 75% of all studies within this sample. 

Baptist theology is the predominate faith of the authors (n=4), followed by 

nondenominational belief (n=1), Adventist (n=1), Presbyterian (n=1), and 

unidentified religious affiliation (n=1).  

 The gender of each author contributing to second chair leadership research, 

generally speaking, was predominately male (n=7), with a lone co-authored piece 

from two female researchers (n=1) who used second chair leadership as a framework. 

Second chair leadership literature is written from a Western perspective, whereas the 

total number of authors in this sample hail from the United States of America (n=7). 

There is, however, one author (n=1) whose country-of-origin is South Korea, a 

departure from the overwhelmingly American emphasis. This figure, the cultural 

perspective of each author, is also characteristic of their ethnicity. As captured in this 

systematic sample, Caucasian (n=7) and East Asian (n=1). 
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The Methodologies of Second Chair Leadership Inquiry 

 

 Contained within this sample, there are a variety of research methodologies 

used to investigate second chair leadership. There is a no one methodology favored in 

second chair leadership research. Thus, this section will review the selection of 

methodologies used by researchers and contributors to the second chair literature 

sampled in this study.  

Qualitative analysis, through the use of the semi-structured interview format, 

is the methodology of choice for two studies. Bonem and Patterson’s (2005) seminal 

work on second chair leadership, their research used qualitative semi-structured 

interviews of 17 associate staff members in faith-based organizations throughout the 

United States. The resulting study produced a validated framework for second chair 

leadership described as three apparent paradoxes (to be discussed in the key research 

themes section and dissected in the following chapter). Griffin (2009) also took 

advantage of a semi-structured interview format, using the snowballing technique for 

participant selection, in his qualitative study that explores the qualities of second 

chair leaders. Griffin’s (2009) study analyzes the interview data from 25 participants 

who self-identify as second chair leaders within an ecumenical context.  

In this systematic review, second chair leadership research was also found to 

feature two thoughtfully written autoethnographic contributions. McCullar (2009) 

describes his unique experience of fulfilling numerous subordinated roles within the 

clergy to highlight the often misunderstood position of being a second chair leader. 

Aside from McCullar’s (2009) self-reflection, he also provides insightful, albeit 

anecdotal, analysis of the tensions associated with this type of leadership. Similarly, 
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Wiley (2009) also provides a reflective piece that highlights personal experience in 

his career that spans both ecumenical and post-secondary education contexts. Both 

ethnographical pieces extensively rely on Bonem and Patterson’s (2005) original 

work to contextualize and make sense of their own personal experiences in fulfilling 

second chair leader roles. 

In Patterson’s (2006) doctoral thesis, the research program is primarily 

concerned with the development of a training manual/study guide. Considering that 

the nature of some Doctor of Ministry theses favour project-based work than the 

authorship of original research, Patterson (2006) takes advantage of the opportunity to 

“make use of this [dissertation] material to write an accompanying resource to 

Leading from the Second Chair: Serving Your Church Fulfilling Your Role, and 

Realizing Your Dreams” (Patterson, 2006: 125). Thus, Patterson (2006) writes 

extensively on the practical application of second chair leadership in principles and 

best practices. There is a pre/post workshop program included in one of several 

appendices. This is not a part of Patterson’s research project, but rather written for 

practitioners to use in training programs. The questionnaire (survey) is employed to 

gauge the feelings of both first chair and second chair leaders. Questions from the 

workshop survey are primarily based on elements within the second chair leadership 

framework espoused by Bonem and Patterson (2005).  

The remaining three studies in this sample are rooted in a quantitatively-based 

approach to second chair leadership research with surveys as the key data collection 

method. Chai (2010) investigates the dimensions of followership in relation to 

ecumenical leaders in the context of the Korean American church; five congregations 
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were selected whose local constituencies exceeded 300 individuals. From this 

population, 684 surveys collected. In his quantitative study, Chai (2010) uses the 

Followership Questionnaire, developed by Kelley (1992), to measure followership 

behaviours and styles. In his quantitative study on the experience of executive 

pastors, the typical hierarchical position of second chair leadership within a religious 

organization, Powell (2009) investigates the incidence of administrative and 

managerial competency within his sample of clergy and, then, measures of ministry 

satisfaction are sampled. With data from 222 respondents, and correlational testing, 

competencies are categorized and an executive pastor profile is derived from a 

synthesis of survey responses. The work of D’Angelo and Epstein (2014) uses second 

chair leadership, as posited by Bonem and Patterson (2005), as a guiding framework 

to study peer mentor relationships within a post-secondary education context. The 

study involves the pre/post survey inquiry of a formal peer mentoring research 

program in an undergraduate business course at Drexel University’s LeBow College 

of Business. Covey’s (1992) four leadership roles – model, align, path-find, and 

empower – were used to aid the 360-degree evaluation in an effort to uncover 

leadership development within mentoring relationships.  

 

Key Research Themes 

 

 This systematic review study has revealed several key research themes that 

will be further discussed and synthesized in the next chapter. It is important to note 

that some of the studies and literature within this sample also contain more than one 

area of focus, blending multiple topics of interest to inform what has been written 

about and on second chair leadership. An overall count and description of each theme 



36 

 

is as follows: (a) subordination – the first paradox in the second chair leadership 

framework that uses themes of position, servitude, and followership (n=6); (b) deep-

wide – the second paradox in the framework that discusses effectiveness as being an 

important orientation in leading an organization strategically (n=6); (c) contentment-

dreaming – the third paradox described in the second chair leadership framework that 

emphasizes leadership influence (n=5); (d) calling – spiritual connect between God 

and servant-led leadership orientation (n=4) ; (e) the relationship between first and 

second chair – the unique bond between first and second chair leaders with subthemes 

of trust, honesty, and peer mentorship (n=5).
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Table 2 – Overview of Key Research Themes 

 

Result themes Description References 

Subordination 

First paradox that 

highlights three 

subthemes: Position, 

servitude, and 

followership 

(Bonem & Patterson, 

2005); (Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); (McCullar, 

2009); (Patterson, 2006); 

(Wiley, 2009). 

Deep-wide  

Second paradox that 

discusses leadership 

effectiveness as being a 

crucial orientation in 

leading an organization 

strategically as second 

chair. 

(Bonem & Patterson, 

2005); (Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); (Powell, 

2009); (McCullar, 2009); 

(Wiley, 2009). 

Contentment-dreaming 

An emphasis on leadership 

influence within the 

organization 

(Bonem & Patterson, 

2005); (Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); (Patterson, 

2006); (Wiley, 2009). 

Calling  

The spiritual connection 

between God and servant-

led leadership of the 

second chair 

(Bonem and Patterson, 

2005); (Griffin, 2009); 

(McCullar, 2009); 

(Patterson, 2006). 

Relationship  

The unique interpersonal 

relationship shared 

between the first and 

second chair that 

highlights subthemes of 

trust, honesty and 

integrity, and principles of 

mentorship. 

(Bonem & Patterson, 

2005); (D’Angelo & 

Epstein, 2014); (Griffin, 

2009); (Patterson, 2006); 

(Wiley, 2009) 

 

Summary 

 

In summary, this first study chronicled the results of a quasi-systematic 

literature review of second chair leadership. In total, eight unique pieces of work were 

identified through the database search process. A definition of the theory was 

produced as a synthesis of findings to answer the first research question. Next, a 

review of the many contexts in which the existing research on second chair leadership 
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was organized. This study also found that there are multiple qualitative and 

quantitative methodologies used by studies of second chair literature. These findings 

provide substantial evidence to satisfy my first research question of the theory’s 

definition and meaning. As this review also demonstrates, there are several key 

research themes that emerge from the literature. In the next chapter, in Study 2, I will 

focus on synthesizing the key themes of second chair leadership as presented in this 

chapter and seek to examine the theory using the tenets of existing, validated 

leadership theories.  
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Chapter 5 – Study 2: Examining Second Chair Leadership:  

A Synthesis of Themes 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter features the second study of this research project; it endeavours to 

respond to the remaining two research questions regarding the theoretical claim of 

second chair leadership by examining the elements of the theory’s key research 

themes and comparing findings with validated leadership theories. I will begin by 

investigating the merits of the three paradoxes of second chair leaders as posited by 

Bonem and Patterson (2005). Then I will deconstruct and synthesize two of the 

remaining themes: the calling of second chair leadership and the relationship between 

the first and second chair. In synthesizing the results, I will seek to delineate key 

differences between the elements of second chair leadership and current theoretical 

frameworks of leadership. This exercise will aid in the final determination of whether 

second chair leadership constitutes a new leadership paradigm. 

 

Results 

 

 In this synthesis study, I begin by organizing the results of the key research 

themes uncovered by the systematic literature review study in the previous chapter. 

To assess the originality of second chair leadership, I examine each key theme. Each 

research theme is dissected into manageable topics that are then synthesized using the 

components of existing theoretical leadership frameworks (as introduced in chapter 

two of this research project). The results of this second study yield a clear and concise 

outcome: second chair leadership is found to use multiple components of existing 

leadership theories to explain an ecumenical framework.  
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Table 3 – Synthesis of Second Chair Leadership with Existing Theories 

 

Result themes Connections with Existing 

Leadership Theories 

References 

Subordination 

1. Subordinated position = 

Effective leadership 

 

2. Submission = Servant 

leadership (influence 

character trait), Service 

= Servant leadership 

(service character trait), 

Thankfulness = Servant 

leadership (appreciation 

of others character trait) 

 

3. Loyal follower = 

Followership (faithful 

work trait of followers) 

(Bonem & 

Patterson, 2005); 

(Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); 

(McCullar, 2009); 

(Patterson, 2006); 

(Wiley, 2009). 

Deep-wide 

1. Strategic 

thinking/orientation = 

Transformational 

leadership (intellectual 

stimulation) 

 

2. Relationship/coalition of 

support building = 

Transformational 

leadership (idealized 

influence)   

 

3. Creating a stimulating 

work environment = 

Transformational 

leadership (intellectual 

stimulation)  

(Bonem & 

Patterson, 2005); 

(Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); 

(Powell, 2009); 

(McCullar, 2009); 

(Wiley, 2009). 

Contentment-

dreaming 

1. “Primary vision 

implementer” = 

Transformational 

leadership (idealized 

influence) 

 

2. Need for spiritual 

growth = Servant 

leadership (spiritual 

growth character trait)  

(Bonem & 

Patterson, 2005); 

(Chai, 2010); 

(Griffin, 2009); 

(Patterson, 2006); 

(Wiley, 2009). 
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Calling 

1. Calling to serve others = 

Servant leadership 

(calling trait); Spiritual 

leadership (making a 

difference and realizing 

meaning in work) 

(Bonem and 

Patterson, 2005); 

(Griffin, 2009); 

(McCullar, 2009); 

(Patterson, 2006). 

Relationship 

1. Mutual trust = Ethical 

leadership (character 

virtue) 

 

2. Honesty and integrity = 

Transformational 

leadership (behavioural 

integrity); Ethical 

leadership (trait in virtue 

ethics); Spiritual 

leadership (component 

of intrinsic rewards 

based on altruistic love) 

 

3. Mentorship = Leader-

Member Exchange (in-

group relations and 

mentoring functions); 

Transformational 

leadership (inspirational 

motivation) 

(Bonem & 

Patterson, 2005); 

(D’Angelo & 

Epstein, 2014); 

(Griffin, 2009); 

(Patterson, 2006); 

(Wiley, 2009) 

 

The First Paradox: Subordination 

 

The subordinate-leader paradox is challenging to successfully balance because 

it is relationally intensive and partially dependent on another person: your first 

chair. It deals with how you as a leader are interfacing with and following the 

lead of your senior leader. Some first chairs are a pleasure to work with, and 

some are not. Some are concerned about the personal lives and careers of their 

subordinates, and others seem detached or self-absorbed. Some give their 

second chairs ample room to lead while others are much more controlling. At 

the end of the day, the second chair can do little to change the first chair. A 

second chair leader’s most valuable tool for promoting change is his or her 

own attitudes and actions. (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 25) 

 

 In unpacking the meaning of leading from the position of second chair, 

Bonem and Patterson (2005: 30) raise subordination as an orientation of positional 

authority: “Subordination is recognizing and accepting that you are not the lead 
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leader. It is acknowledging that you do not have the final authority; nor do you have 

the ultimate responsibility.” Leadership, being thematic of an influential social 

dynamic between a leader and his/her followers, is a central argument of ‘effective 

leadership.’ Yukl (1999) describes leadership processes at the dyadic level such that 

the interaction between a leader and at least one individual follower is observed 

through an organizational structure lens. In an effort to gain a more thorough 

understanding of the subordinate dyad between the first and second chair, the design 

of effective organizational processes as posited by Hunt (1991) resembles the 

consideration of structure in second chair leadership. In this context, the first chair 

embodies the transformation process of effective leadership (i.e. designing an 

appropriate organization structure, determining authority relationships, and co-

ordinating operations) while the second chair is subordinate to the actions of this type 

of leadership paradigm.  

 Service to the first chair and organization is typical of second chair leadership. 

This notion of servitude is first discussed as being central to the theological 

foundation of fulfilling second chair leadership:  

In the economy of Scripture there are guidelines for effectively serving and 

leading while under the authority of another. These guidelines and principles 

have at their foundation an understanding that God is the source of ultimate 

authority. Being the source of authority, God then grants authority to various 

leaders to accomplish His purpose. God often then provides these leaders with 

subordinates who are to serve under their authority and who are to lead out in 

various capacities to fulfill God’s purpose. (Patterson, 2006: 15). 

 

In somewhat of a similar fashion, Spears (1996: 33) describes servant leadership as 

“increased service to others; a holistic approach to work; promoting a sense of 

community; and the sharing of power in decision making.” Given the religious tones 
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that are foundational to second chair leadership, the promotion of service to a 

charitable cause (i.e. benefit of first chair and the organization) appears to closely tie 

with the servant leadership model: commitment to growth of others as highlighted in 

Spears’s (1995) work on delineating the servant framework. This type of growth, as 

proposed by Spears (1995), is mainly focused on personal and professional realms; 

however, unlike other leadership paradigms, an emphasis on spiritual growth is also 

discussed in this model.  

In another apparent link to servant leadership are four key attitudes as posited 

by Bonem and Patterson (2005): submission, service, thankfulness, and passion. 

Russell and Stone (2002), in their pursuit to further develop the servant leadership 

characteristic model as originally espoused by Spears (1995) and notably extended by 

Page and Wong (2000), blend character traits in a model. A list of 20 distinct 

characteristics derived from servant leadership literature is formulated to a support a 

set of nine attribute categories (vision, honesty, integrity, trust, service, modeling, 

pioneering, appreciation of others, and empowerment) and eleven supporting traits 

(communication, credibility, competence, stewardship, visibility, influence, 

persuasion, listening, encouragement, teaching, and delegation). One can reasonably 

draw a parallel between the four attitudes of second chair leadership and Russel and 

Stone’s (2002) character model of servant leaders. For instance, submission is easily a 

derived characteristic of influence. Interestingly, service is featured in both character 

models. Second chair leadership’s ‘thankfulness’ closely corresponds to Russel and 

Stone’s (2002) ‘appreciation of others’ trait.  
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The theoretical framework of followership is loosely evident in the literature 

of second chair leadership. An organization has second chair leaders and these 

individuals, along with their status in leadership, are followers (Chai, 2010). Bonem 

and Patterson (2005: 33) paint a picture of the followership of a second chair: 

A second chair leader who is subordinate is still highly involved in the 

leadership process; he or she is not a doormat and does not listen to the first 

chair with a resigned, whatever-you-say attitude. The second chair is vocal in 

expressing ideas for improving his or her ministry and wants to fully use his 

or her spiritual gifts. Being deeply involved and not being insubordinate, even 

in disagreement, is the tension of the role.  

 

The second chair leadership literature often highlights the careful balance between 

being a follower and leader. In an ethnographical piece, Wiley (2009: 12) describes 

his experience of balancing both conflicting roles by grounding himself as a faithful 

and loyal follower: 

The first paradox is the need to simultaneously be a bold initiator and a 

faithful follower. In my administrative assistant job, for example, my leader 

expected me to act with some autonomy, leading out in the projects and 

processes that were the stuff of my job. She gave me the conditional authority 

to take charge of my work. At the same time, I had to be ready to take 

direction from her. Sometimes she came to me with a project that pre-empted 

“my” project. At such a moment I had to trust her and choose to faithfully 

work for the good of the department and the people that we served. As a loyal 

follower, I gave her all the material and emotional support I could. 

 

This style of followership, such that the close working relationship between the first 

and second chair be founded on organizational outcomes, is typical of Dvir and 

Shamir’s (2003) work. In their longitudinal study investigating follower 

characteristics as a predictor of transformational leadership, Dvir and Shamir (2003) 

discovered a follower’s contribution to the leadership process as being representative 

of an interactive social dynamic. The followership of a second chair leader is 

predicated on the collegial relationship of his/her first chair as demonstrated by 
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Wiley’s (2009) as a ‘loyal follower.’ This example of second chair leadership is an 

example of what Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012) concluded, that followership theory 

encourages subordinated follower behaviours in support of a leadership context (i.e. 

the ‘faithful worker’ as a ‘loyal follower’ in leading from the second chair).  

 

The Second Paradox: Deep-wide 

 

Second chair leaders live in the deep-wide paradox every day. They have no 

choice. Their role requires them to see the big picture and make decisions that 

affect the entire organization. It frequently requires them to delve into the 

details to solve a problem in some part of the organization, or to launch a new 

ministry. They move from a strategic planning meeting to analysis of why one 

department is over budget, from a discussion about the church’s spiritual 

maturity to recruiting additional small-group leaders. If a first chair is not well 

verse in the details, it is excused because he or she is the “visionary leader,” a 

big-picture person. But if a second chair misses either end of the deep-wide 

continuum, the person’s performance might be considered “in need of 

improvement. (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 67) 

 

As a part of an ongoing discussion of what it means to lead from the second 

chair, the act of adding value throughout the organization becomes the second 

paradoxical tenet of the theory. In this paradox, a second chair leader must be versed 

in the minute details, yet confident to visualize the big picture of an organization 

(Wiley, 2009). Bonem and Patterson (2005) first introduce the concept of deep-wide 

as a way to contribute to leading an organization effectively.  

Gaining a comprehensive perspective of the nuances and complexities of an 

organization is said to be a key challenge: “If you want to be a deep-and-wide leader, 

you have to begin by developing an ability to see your organization from both deep 

and wide perspectives” (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 72). Perspective, then, begins by 

developing insights into an organization by which the second chair paradigm is 

evident, and cultivated through Senge’s (1990: 68-69) systems thinking approach: “It 
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[systems thinking] is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for 

seeing patterns of change rather than static ‘snapshots.’…Today, systems thinking is 

needed more than ever because we are becoming overwhelmed by complexity.” From 

this orientation toward an executive-level view of organizational leadership, it 

appears as though second chair leadership borrows this element of system (strategic) 

thinking as an expression of effective leadership. This proposition of leader style is 

also deeply situated in the intellectual stimulation aspect of transformational 

leadership (Bass, 1985). Here, second chair leaders are catalysts for unorthodox 

thinking within their organization and subtly tasked with transformative synthesis of 

understanding in organizational life.  

Transformational conceptions of leadership become more obvious in the 

relationship building process of the deep-wide paradox of second chair leadership. 

Powell (2009) writes of the importance of building relationships within an 

ecumenical context since the function of second chair leadership is partly responsible 

for navigating a complex matrix of organizational relationships. This could also be 

seen as a borrowed theme of Kotter’s (2012) building a guiding coalition strategy in 

organizational change. Bonem and Patterson (2005: 91) further this notion of building 

relationships by borrowing principles of idealized influence in an appeal to foster a 

sense of mission and purpose:  

A second chair who leads a team also has a role when it comes to 

relationships among the team members. It is essential to treat team members 

with respect. When you as leader are trying to establish a real team, this 

meanings allowing dissent. It means allowing time for everyone to contribute 

ideas, and valuing those contributions. You are not just a team member; you 

are a person with disproportionate influence over the group’s direction and 

decisions. How you use that influence sends important signals of respect, or 

lack thereof, to the rest of the team.  
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In a call-to-action piece from Bonem and Patterson (2005: 100), becoming a 

vision amplifier is said to be one of four practices that are found within the deep-wide 

paradox: “The first chair is the primary vision caster in the organization, but a second 

chair leader has many opportunities to repeat, clarify, and reinforce the vision.” 

Griffin (2009) discovered through his research that second chair leaders are visionary 

leaders that support and seek to tirelessly implement the vision with the help of 

followers. In his/her role as an advocate for the leader’s vision, the second chair is 

typical of inspirational motivation in transformational leadership that rallies followers 

to achieve more than what is believed possible (Hater & Bass, 1988).  

Fostering a stimulating environment is said to be the catalyst for a deep-wide 

orientation within second chair leadership as well (Bonem & Patterson, 2005; Powell, 

2009). “Give them [second chair leaders] the freedom and variety to accomplish more 

than what their official job requires. In doing so, you encourage them and will see the 

performance of your organization improve” (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 114). Lawson 

(2000) also affirms this notion of intellectual engagement as a norm in this leadership 

type. Satisfying higher-level needs (i.e. self-actualization) embodies a construction of 

value to the organization, typical of the deep-wide paradox, through associating 

challenging tasks to the overall mission of the organization.  

The intentional creation of a stimulating environment, within a leader and 

follower dynamic, pays homage to Burn’s (1985) transformational leadership 

theory, and specifically, intellectual stimulation. Challenging work assignments, as 

advocated in second chair leadership by Bonem and Patterson (2005) and Lawson 

(2000), provide an opportunity for the individual to embark in a journey of cognitive 
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development. Bonem and Patterson (2005: 114) counsel first chair leaders to allow 

their second chair “find specific ways of helping with new opportunities.” Similarly 

contrasted, Bass, Waldman, Avolio, and Bebb (1987: 75) posit that this type of work 

dynamic “involves the intellectual stimulation of subordinates’ ideas and values. 

Through intellectual stimulation, transforming leaders help subordinates think about 

old problems in new ways.” Thus, the second chair leadership theory, in the deep-

wide paradox, closely resembles the workings of transformational leadership to 

implement vision, refine organizational effectiveness, and construct a stimulating 

work environment.  

 

The Third Paradox: Contentment-dreaming 

 

The third paradox, contentment-dreaming, reaches deep down inside each of 

us. It stirs up a restless tension in our souls. It makes us wonder if it is 

possible to dream great dreams and be content at the same time. Some people 

escape from this tension by running to one end of the paradox or the other. 

One person might be pushed beyond contentment to complacency, thinking 

that dreams are only for dreamers or first chair leaders who can control their 

future. Another person is wound tighter than a spring, intent on seeing her 

dreams realized now! Yet another tries to mentally escape from his current 

reality, spending all of his time dreaming about the future rather than dealing 

in the present. Effective second chairs understand and live with the tension of 

contentment-dreaming. They know they must avoid these traps. Rather than 

crumpling in the tension, they let it drive them toward God, toward a 

determination to capture the impossible dreams that He has given them for 

their own lives and their ministry. (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 116) 

 

As is the case with the initial framework for second chair leadership, the third 

paradox of contentment-dreaming is described as a “tension.” This tension is more 

pronounced than the previous two paradoxes as it delves into the circumstance of 

leading by obediently serving the vision of another (in this case, the organization’s 

first chair leader). Bonem and Patterson (2005: 119) uncover the individual approach 
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of finding comfort in being subordinate: “Some, because of their circumstances and 

temperament, found contentment more easily than others. Some struggled with it 

because of the lofty dreams God put in their hearts. Some had a season when the 

realization of their dreams brought great satisfaction.” This sentiment closely 

resembles the concept of creative tension as posited in The Fifth Discipline by Senge 

(1990: 150): 

We are acutely aware of the gaps between our vision and reality… These gaps 

can make a vision seem unrealistic or fanciful. They can discourage us or 

make us feel hopeless. But the gap between vision and current reality is also a 

source of energy. If there was no gap, there would be no need for any action to 

move toward the vision. Indeed, the gap is the source of creative energy. We 

call this gap creative tension. 

 

The essence of this tension is the reality of leading from the second chair, a place of 

subordination, yet remaining inspired to dream for an ideal personal and 

organizational future. The second chair leader, then, dreams of leading in his/her own 

right but must live in the present through the influence of occupying a senior level 

within an organization.  

 Bonem and Patterson (2005) discuss the positional authority needed for 

effective second chair leadership; both authors argue that influence is a commodity 

earned over a period of time and is an appropriate mechanism for impacting an 

organization. “Second chairs may have deeper influence in certain areas, but it takes 

longer for them to build broad organizational influence… Influence is the most 

important leadership building block in a second chair’s toolkit” (Bonem & Patterson, 

2005: 13). If content in the present dynamic, the second chair leader is able to blend 

his/her positional authority and influence to realize their own dreams: “In most 

settings, you can do more than daydream… If the organizational vision is road and 
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the boundary lines defining your responsibilities are clear, this creates a space in 

which you can take initiative” (Bonem & Patterson, 2005: 147). Griffin (2009) also 

discussed influence as being key to productive contentment as a second chair leader.  

Contentment can also be realized in working towards garnering influence for 

positive change within the organization. Griffin (2009: 28) referred to the second 

chair leader as a “primary vision implementer” whereas responsibilities in his/her 

senior capacity is to “surround the success or failure of the vision. They handle it, 

reflect on it, recast it, and make decisions based on it.” From this executive-level 

influence, second chair leadership borrows Burn’s (1985) idealized influence theme 

in transformational leadership theory. Tasked with implementing the vision, the 

second chair leader is said to move people toward an idealized future through the 

mechanism of influence (Bonem & Patterson, 2005; Griffin, 2009; Wiley, 2009). In 

this context, contentment in being second chair and supportive of the grand vision can 

be viewed as typical of an organization’s transformation, and thus, transformational 

leadership.  

In discussing the varied sources of contentment, Lawson (2000) recognizes 

the need for spiritual growth as being central for second chair leaders to find 

fulfillment. In his study of associate staff members within an ecumenical context, 

Lawson (2000: 72) noted: “Of all the advice on how to thrive offered by veteran 

associate staff members in this study to those just beginning, the most frequently 

mentioned was taking time to nurture and maintain personal spiritual vitality.” In a 

similar vein, Bonem and Patterson (2005: 131) exhort: “The very demands of 

ministry can squeeze the spiritual vitality out of the leader’s life. Regardless of where 
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you serve, allow time for the Spirit to sustain and strengthen your soul.” Spiritual 

growth is found within the servant leadership model as one-character trait, among 

many, to comprise the essence of its theoretical foundation (Laub, 1999; Wicks, 

2002). Spears (1998) included spiritual growth as a component of servant leadership’s 

conceptual application in varied contexts. Thus, from this analysis, contentment-

dreaming relies on the idealized influence aspect of transformational leadership, as 

the second chair leader is said to be the “primary vision implementer.” Also, this third 

tension is also typical of the spiritual growth character trait in servant leadership 

since second chair leaders recognize their personal need for spiritual growth.  

 

A Second Chair’s Calling 

 

 Spirituality in the workplace has seen a surge of interest in the academy 

(Oswick, 2009). The recent fascination with the blending of spirituality and the 

workplace can be partially explained by the growing importance of organizations as 

the dominant social institution (Kin, Biberman, Robins, & Nicol, 2007). In their 

scientific pursuit of understanding workplace spirituality, Giacalone and Jurkiewicz 

(2003: 13) defined workplace spirituality as: “A framework of organizational values 

evidenced in the culture that promotes employees' experience of transcendence 

through the work process, facilitating their sense of being connected in a way that 

provides feelings of compassion and joy.” This intersection of spirituality in domains 

of work and recently, leadership, has created awareness of the incorporation of 

spiritual values in work: “Business owners, managers, policymakers, and academic 

researchers all need to remember, as many surveys indicate, that tens of millions of 

world citizens are hungering for transmaterial, mind-expanding, soul-enriching, and 
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heart-centred (spiritual) values” (Butts, 1999: 329). Thus, it is within the context of a 

spiritual belief in a higher calling that second chair leadership can be considered from 

that perspective.  

 In a discussion on the biblical standard to be a subordinate leader-type, 

Bonem and Patterson (2005: 30) describe a spiritual connection with God in terms of 

a calling to fulfill second chair leadership:  

If you live and lead according to the biblical standard, you honor God, 

strengthen your congregation [organization], and more ably serve those whom 

God has placed in the lead position [in His church]. Whether God is ultimately 

preparing you for a first chair role or a lifetime of service in the second chair, 

you are much better equipped for the future because of your growth as a 

faithful disciple.  

 

Though callings do not necessarily denote religious meaning, in the case of second 

chair leadership, it is often a life conversion that embraces a Christian belief. Griffin 

(2009) provides greater context to this discussion since calling was discovered to be 

an emergent theme of his research on vision building as a second chair leader. From 

the study’s 25 participants, eleven spoke of calling to be uniquely represented by the 

second chair. In explaining the sense of calling, one participant in particular 

referenced his transition into the role of a second chair as a conversion experience: 

“[Before], I was achieving a sense of fulfillment serving Christ as a volunteer, 

whereas now, it’s become my life’s work. The difference between coming [sic] from 

corporate America to here is we work for a different stockholder” (Griffin, 2009: 79). 

McCullar (2009: 12) writes of his obedience to a call he felt to fulfill second chair 

leadership:  
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Whether we are called executive pastors, associate pastors, or assistant 

pastors, our role is rife with issues related to being the Number Two person… 

My unique experience began in college, where I was prepping for a career in 

the legal realm. But I felt a distinct calling to vocational ministry, and after 

several bouts of angst I said yes. 

  

 The calling in second chair leadership is found to serve two foci: the position 

itself; and the first chair as leader of the organization. Lawson (2000) called for 

research focused on the calling of individuals who spent their entire career in 

associate staff roles. In this sense, second chair leadership can be a calling but it need 

not be so in all cases.  

Answering a call to leadership is not an claim exclusive to second chair 

leadership. In fact, the notion of calling is a familiar topic of inquiry in management 

and leadership discourses. Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2003: xii), scholars of 

workplace spirituality, stated: “Leadership begins with something that grabs hold of 

you and won’t let go.” Describing servant leadership as a collection of common 

characteristics, Barbuto and Wheeler (2006: 304-305) directly connect calling with 

principles of servant leadership such that calling “is fundamental to servant leadership 

and have operationalized it as a desire to serve and willingness to sacrifice self-

interest for the benefit of others.” Fry (2003) placed calling within a spiritual 

framework that described it as making a difference and realizing meaning in one’s 

life. Similarly, Block (1996) noted that a leader’s choice to serve others – servitude – 

is obeying a call. Thus, given the notable works of scholars in leadership, workplace 

spirituality, and management that attribute calling as a distinguished characteristic of 

servant-styled leadership, it can be reasonably concluded that the call of second chair 
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leadership to serve is a borrowed theme from what has been established in the 

literature.  

 

A Close Relationship between the First and Second Chair 

 

 The close working relationship with the first chair of an organization is said to 

be hallmark of second chair leadership (Bonem & Patterson, 2005; D’Angelo & 

Epstein, 2014; Griffin, 2009; Patterson, 2006; Wiley, 2009). Cultivating what authors 

Bonem and Patterson (2005: 35) deem “the right relationship” to be a crucial facet in 

the existence of such a subordinated leadership paradigm:  

Would you rather be right on the issues, or in right relationship? As you seek 

to be in right relationship first and foremost, you are more successful in 

implementing your approach… You cultivate credible and lasting influence 

with your senior leader. You will influence the organization over the long haul 

because of the relational seeds you sow. A right relationship opens the doors 

for success in the second chair.  

 

There are a number of components highlighted in this relationship that are worth a 

closer examination and synthesis: trust, honesty and integrity, and mentorship.  

  Among the many characteristics of a capable leader, Patterson (2006) writes 

that trust between the first and second chair is paramount to navigate the many 

tensions and challenges of leading from a place of subordination. The importance of 

trust within this leadership dynamic cannot be understated, and in the literature its 

significance is emphasized: “It is the foundation for an effective partnership between 

first and second chair… Reaching a level of complete trust requires faithful service, 

but more than that it requires patience over a long period of time” (Bonem & 

Patterson, 2005: 36). This sense of mutual trust creates the foundation of the unique 

dyad relationship inherent in second chair leadership. Here we begin to see evidence 
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of ethical leadership theory within this subordinate paradigm. Ethical stewards, those 

individuals who value “service over self-interest” in organizational outcomes (Block, 

1996: 23), develop trust in relationships with followers and, in doing so, help create 

meaning by discovering the true nature of individuals found in a complex world 

(Pava, 2003). LMX theory seemingly provides support of this trust relationship as 

followers of a leader’s in-group have a high-quality exchange (Dansereau, Graen, & 

Haga, 1975). A leader demonstrates trust in their followers, provides preferential 

treatment and in turn, creates an upward virtuous circle of trust, empowerment, and 

discretion (Gomez & Rosen, 2001). Relationships founded on trust and service are 

also typical of servant leadership (Tantum, 1995). Greenleaf (1977) argued trust to be 

central in servant leadership theory since leadership legitimacy begins with a sense of 

leader trust. From this perspective, servant leadership is said to be both “a product 

and an antecedent of leader and organizational trust” (Joseph & Winston, 2005: 11).  

 Bonem and Patterson (2005: 39) provide a discourse on the outcomes of 

nurturing a right relationship between first and second chair leaders: “Strong trust-

based relationships flourish in an environment in which honesty and integrity are 

valued in making decisions.” Coincidentally, honest/integrity is a widely researched 

theme in leadership contexts. Brown and Treviño (2006) point out that integrity is a 

commonality among three empirically tested leadership theories: transformational, 

ethical, and spiritual leadership. Simons (1999) posited Behavioural Integrity (BI) to 

be a key component of transformational leadership, and work published by Parry 

and Proctor-Thomson (2002) demonstrated a positive relationship between integrity 

and transformational theory. In defining the elements of character in ethical 



56 

 

leadership, Johnson (2015) highlights integrity as playing an important role in virtue 

ethics. The premise of a leader’s moral authority is lived out of honest dealings with 

others (Simons, 2002; Palanski & Yammarino, 2009). Fry’s (2003) model of spiritual 

leadership includes a set of intrinsic rewards based on altruistic love, integrity being 

one of the key aspects of the model. Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and 

Peterson (2008) discuss behavioural integrity as a leader’s internalized moral 

perspective. Honesty and integrity, as argued by second chair leadership, is thus 

found to be a common trait among the most widely regarded theoretical leadership 

frameworks. Thus, these two themes cannot be claimed as being uniquely situated in 

second chair leadership. 

 Extending the proposed second chair leadership model as a framework to 

investigate mentoring relationships, D’Angelo and Epstein (2014) argue the model 

enables actors within the dynamic to realize a positive outlook and exhibit significant 

growth in leadership development. Previous leadership research has discussed 

mentorship in a leadership framework. For instance, Graen and Scandura (1986) 

suggest LMX theory to be somewhat functional in explaining the effect of a leader, in 

this context mentoring a follower in an informal fashion. Thibodeaux and Lowe 

(1996) uncovered a convergent-like pattern of in-group LMX relations and mentoring 

functions. Mentorship is also characteristic of transformational leadership. Schein 

(1978) found transformational leaders to be integral in the creation of and change in 

organizational culture, accomplished through mentor-like behaviours. Godshalk and 

Sosik (1998) equate the human development component of mentoring relationships 

with inspirational motivation. 
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Summary 

 

This second study was constructed to synthesize the output of a systematic 

literature review of second chair leadership with current theoretical frameworks of 

leadership. The tenets of second chair leadership were closely examined; raised as 

three main tensions of subordinated leadership: subordination, deep-wide, and 

contentment-dreaming. As reviewed, second chair leadership also includes two 

remaining research themes of calling and the relationship between first and second 

chair leaders. In the final chapter, I will provide concluding remarks, research 

limitations, and a concise overview of future research. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In this final chapter, I wish to provide a timely conclusion to this research project. I 

first provide a discussion of findings from each study. Next, I highlight the 

contributions of my research. The quasi-systematic literature review is the first of its 

kind to compile the limited works that discuss second chair leadership. My study 

suggests that second chair leadership does not appear to constitute a new theory. 

Several research limitations are then discussed, as well as a number of opportunities 

for further study. To conclude, a brief self-reflection piece discusses my personal 

interest in leadership, how the research project came to be, and what it means to be 

subordinate.  

 

Discussion of Study Findings 

 

Study 1: Systematic Review of Second Chair Leadership 

The results of study 1 suggests second chair leadership to be a widely 

discussed leadership framework that is defined using similar terms. The first question 

of this research project sought to unravel the meanings of this subordinated leadership 

theory and discover how second chair leadership is being defined. It was found that 

the majority of authors use Bonem and Patterson’s (2005) foundational work to help 

make sense of second chair leadership in theory and practice. Thus, this study does 

not provide a conclusive model or definition that is different from existing leadership 

theories; it does, however, provide a survey of the multiple variations of its original 

definition to further our understanding. As was also discovered, second chair 
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leadership is also rooted in several contexts. That said, given the diverse contexts 

found in existing literature, the framework can be widely applicable in a variety of 

flexible settings outside of its original meaning.   

Study 2: Examining Second Chair Leadership:  

A Synthesis of Research Theme Findings 

The purpose of the second study was to closely examine and synthesize the 

key research themes that comprise the proposed second chair leadership theory. To 

answer the second research question, in respect to determining whether second chair 

leadership truly embodies a new theory, I dissected each of the three tensions as 

originally posited by Bonem and Patterson (2005) as well two other independent 

themes discovered in previous research. Through a synthesis of the second chair 

leadership literature that sought to compare and contrast the output of the first study’s 

systematic review with the core tenets of existing leadership theories, I was able to 

establish numerous connections between each major theoretical construct. I can assert 

that second chair leadership, as a theory, borrows many components of existing 

leadership theories, namely from the transformational and servant leader models. 

From the final analysis, the idea of leading from the second chair appears to be a 

repackaging of transformational and servant leadership theories where the 

subordinate leader is called to serve an altruistic purpose through leveraging influence 

with the first chair and followers. That said, I do not mean to disparage the attempt by 

Bonem and Patterson (2005) to explain a unique position and relationship within an 

ecumenical organizational dynamic. In this case, the key difference between second 

chair leadership and current theoretical frameworks is that leading from the second 
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chair involves a nuanced view of leadership suggesting that one is only able to truly 

lead from a place of subordination. 

 

Contributions of this Research Project 

 

 This research sought to qualify the contributions to the literature regarding 

second chair leadership. I used the technique of a systematic literature review to 

undertake an exhaustive database search to provide a study that compiles what has 

been published about the topic to date. I began by highlighting what was observed to 

be a convergence of meanings that contributes to a unified definition. Then, I 

dissected the central components of second chair leadership to examine its merit as a 

new theory. Those who subscribe to the second chair leadership will be able to glean 

from the review and make their own determination on the available evidence.  

Theoretical Contributions 

This research project is the first systematic literature review and synthesis that 

compiles published works that discuss second chair leadership as a theory. The by-

product of this labour is an auditable compilation of literature that could aid in the 

research process of future studies since the data is readily duplicable. Both studies in 

this research project enhance understanding of the meaning of second chair 

leadership, and illustrate the many contexts and research foci of the concept. Through 

a close examination of the concept’s tenets, this research project provided a respectful 

yet thorough analysis that determined second chair leadership to be a combination of 

existing, empirically tested theories.  

This research demonstrates the need to consider religious, spiritual, and 

ecumenical approaches as a lens through which to observe management and 
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leadership research. The few publications that focus on second chair leadership as a 

theory are difficult to access and, as a result, strictly limit the potential impact of this 

emergent concept. As is the case in religious and spiritual texts, there are a limited 

selection of media to publish manuscripts. This research, however, provides exposure, 

by way of proxy, to authors on the topic and their findings. Future researchers are 

better equipped to thematically map out the existing body of second chair leadership 

literature.  

Lastly, I have also sought to remain involved in the research process with 

careful consideration given to discouraging the perpetuation of preconceived mental 

frames through a tradition of examination. This contributes to the nuanced approach 

in systematically reviewing scholarly literature. That said, personal involvement in 

the research process can add a rich perspective that is not fully realized in a method 

that values a scientific approach to an intimately individual topic such as leadership.  

Practical Contributions 

It is my desire that those with an interest in leadership are able to leverage the 

themes of second chair leadership, uncovered in this research project, to better 

prepare for the challenges that wait in positions of leadership. Organizational leaders 

are now able to better understand the concept and meaning of subordinate leadership. 

They are better informed of its themes; how to lead in a senior position within an 

organization other than the first chair. Understanding, now, that leading from the 

second chair is not an unfamiliar concept, but rather a combination of well-known 

leadership theories, consultants and practitioners can equip organizations with this 

servant-like model. It also contributes to the debate regarding efficacy of leadership 
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training. Leading from the second chair is thematic of mentor-protégé behaviours, 

which is both empowering and motivational. 

 

Research Limitations 

 

 While this research project provides a thorough examination of second chair 

leadership studies conducted to date, there are a number of inherent research 

limitations that must be addressed. First, potential limitations involved in the database 

search process presented a unique challenge. Although I carefully endeavored to 

conduct a database review in a disciplined manner, the search process was limited to 

indexed journals, dissertations, and works that were made available through the 

author’s university library system. This also included a regional library and 

interlibrary loan service that delivered materials from a network of participating 

university institutions. Specifically, the libraries of the Atlantic School of Theology 

and Acadia University provided a number of resources due to the often religious 

nature of the topic. As a result of this expansive search, both physical and digital 

copies of articles and dissertations were retrieved for the purposes of this project. 

Results were refined to only include the English language. Thus, this project did not 

include peer-reviewed journal articles, dissertations, and other scholarly work 

published in a language other than English. 

 Given the limited landscape of existing research featuring second chair 

leadership as the subject of study, a significant portion of the synthesis and by 

extension, discourse, focused on the concept’s seminal work by Bonem and Patterson 

(2005). As a researcher, I had to consciously take care not to perpetuate inherent 

assumptions and biases. It is my hope that, throughout this research project, I have 
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remained actively engaged in the thematic analysis while cognizant of authors’ ideas; 

I was reluctant to forsake my personal involvement within the research process. 

In subsequent inquiries interested in second chair leadership, I require 

additional training is needed on how to assess the quality of qualitative and 

quantitative research methodologies in leadership and management publications. 

Given the rich diversity of qualitative research methods used, researchers conducting 

a systematic review must be intimately familiar with the numerous qualitative data 

collection methods, techniques, and strategies. These concerns, raised as limitations, 

present an opportunity as a basis for future research. 

 

Future Research  

 

 From this research project we now more fully understand the underpinnings of 

second chair leadership: the concept being a combination of varied leadership 

frameworks. However, what is not known is how subordinate leaders would respond 

to this reality and how they would make sense of their identity in a second chair 

position given second chair leadership’s lack of grounded theoretical claims.  

Scholars have argued that the complexity of leadership research necessitates 

movement away from positivism to the use of more unconventional methods 

(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003; Hunter, Bedell-Avers, & Mumford, 2007). This 

research project has been firmly grounded in a positivist tradition in that the findings 

of both studies were systematically constructed, measured, and observed. Examining 

this concept from a critical perspective could also be of interest since the leadership 

domain is populated with positivist, scientific studies that can discount the human 

experience.  
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We also need to investigate the natural progression of leadership, in terms of 

succession. Can someone who personally identifies with the principles of second 

chair leadership truly lead if/when called upon as a first chair? How do first chair 

leaders, having once fulfilled the function of a supportive second chair, lead with a 

sense of independence? Do first chair leaders, especially those who have previously 

served as second chair leaders, lead change initiatives within their organization 

differently than their first chair leader/mentor? Lastly, it would be interesting to study 

the opinions, feelings, and actions of those who consider themselves a follower within 

the first-second chair leadership dynamic. Specifically, how does a negative 

relationship dynamic between the first and second chair affect morale, culture, and 

organizational outcomes? 

 

Concluding Reflections 

 

 This research project was born out of a particular interest in leadership. From 

since a young age, I have been enthralled by the influence and power welded by 

world leaders in politics, business, and faith. As I have matured, I have been afforded 

opportunities to observe the actions of leaders, especially those with whom I have 

worked closely. I have since learned that the act of leading is captured in everyday 

challenges and not just at pivotal watershed moments. For all of my professional life, 

I have had the privilege of fulfilling key support roles to senior leaders. My work as a 

subordinate leader has refined my worldview in a more meaningful way. In what I 

believed to be detrimental to organizations, little has been written about the leader-

types who carry nearly as much influence as the leader but without similar privileges 

of power.  
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In discovering the concept of second chair leadership, as assembled by Bonem 

and Patterson (2005), I curiously began to consider my own experiences as a 

subordinate leader. This season of self-reflection morphed into an inquiry: What does 

leading from the second chair look like? In answering this question, I quickly 

discovered the deafening absence of any significant scholarly publication that 

addresses this type of “leadership.” From this literature gap came an opportunity to 

qualify what has been written about the topic and then examine the merit of its 

authenticity. I have studied this phenomenon and can conclude that, ironically, as it 

currently exists, second chair leadership is an expression of subordination that 

attempts to capture the second-in-command notion. It is constructed using multiple 

existing theoretical themes. Uninspiring? Absolutely not. We are, as partakers in the 

human condition, all followers of something and/or someone. To lead from the 

second chair is to be human; for even the most senior leader is subordinate to a much 

higher power.  
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