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Abstract: A caring disposition is an important and 
 fundamental attribute of a service leader. At the Hong 
Kong Polytechnic University, a lecture on a caring disposi-
tion in the subject “Service Leadership” was designed to 
help students understand the importance of caring dispo-
sitions. The curriculum design with reference to the basic 
concepts and theories as well as the content of the lecture 
are presented in this paper. In the first part of the paper, 
several uncaring cases are presented to serve as negative 
examples to inspire students’ reflection on caring leaders. 
Then, the three most important traits of a caring disposi-
tion, including awareness, love and nurturing people are 
introduced. Next, the relationships between a caring dis-
position and service leadership are analyzed and practi-
cal ways of improving a caring disposition are proposed. 
Finally, the impacts of a caring disposition on the leader-
follower relationship are discussed. To provide a general 
overview of this lecture, the content including detailed 
lecture sessions and four designed activities relevant to a 
caring disposition are also presented in the paper.

Keywords: caring disposition; caring leader; leader-
follower relationship; service leadership; university 
education.

Introduction

Greenleaf [1] stated that the first priority of any leader 
should be putting others first, including employees, 
 customers and the community. In other words, a caring 
disposition in leaders is very important, and leaders 
have an obligation to care for others. However, not all 
leaders have caring dispositions. For example, the 
minimum wage of employees in Hong Kong was not 
legislated until 2011. After much debate and struggling 
negotiation of many organizations (e.g. Hong Kong Con-
federation of Trade Unions, Hong Kong Federation of 
Trade Unions), the statutory minimum wage rate was 
revised from HK$28 to HK$30 per hour on 1 May 2013. 
The Minimum Wage Ordinance aims at striking an 
appropriate balance between forestalling excessively 
low wages and minimizing the loss of low-paying jobs 
[2]. As a matter of fact, there was no specific ordinance 
regulating the minimum wage before 2011. If hard work 
cannot support basic living, is it possible for employees 
(i.e. followers) to have commitment to their employers 
(i.e. leaders) and work? Do those exploitative leaders 
care about their followers? Another example is manu-
facturers in mainland China who provide customers 
with poor quality products, such as food with drainage 
oil, milk powder with melamine and eggs with Sudan 
dyes. Do those “black heart” merchants care about their 
customers (i.e. service provider-customer relationship)? 
A further example involves smart phones. Smart phones 
are more and more popular around the world, with the 
result that many people indulge in the virtual world at 
the expense of communicating with others in the real 
world. Do manufacturers and marketing teams alert cus-
tomers to the “dark side” of modern advanced technol-
ogy? What should they do to counter the influence of the 
addiction culture?

How to balance profit maximization and the needs of 
customers and communities? How to deal with the rela-
tionship between leaders and their followers? What is the 
role of caring dispositions of leaders in service leader-
ship? These are important questions to be asked because 
the service leadership model focuses on a caring disposi-
tion as an integral attribute of a service leader.

mailto:daniel.shek@polyu.edu.hk


320      Shek and Li: Caring disposition and service leadership

Caring disposition
As a multi-dimensional construct with affective, cogni-
tive and behavioral components, a caring disposition in 
leaders can be defined as the behavioral and structural 
conditions that motivate followers to explore new pos-
sibilities, give unconditional respect to people, make 
provisions for others’ growth and development and cul-
tivate and maintain good interpersonal relationships [3].  
A caring disposition is unconditional and generative, 
which is a highly developed skill based on psychosocial, 
spiritual and physiological understanding of self and 
others [4] and involves a sense of empathy and responsi-
bility for others and for society [5]. Leaders are expected 
to serve peoples’ interests in an unselfish manner [6]. 
Habecker wrote “The true leader serves. Serves people. 
Serves their best interests, and in so doing will not always 
be popular, may not always impress. But because true 
leaders are motivated by loving concern rather than a desire 
for personal glory, they are willing to pay the price” [cited 
by 7, p. 75]. Einstein also believed that “only a life lived for 
others is the life worthwhile” [8]. In short, the objective of 
“the servant as leader” is to stimulate thought and action 
for building a better and more caring society [9].

Because the primary focus of a leader is to serve 
others, a caring disposition is a priority for a service leader 
[10]. Greenleaf [11] believed that a great leader should be 
a servant first. Fry et  al. [12] also supported that servant 
leaders are expected to have an attitude that flows from 
a deep-rooted and natural inclination to serve followers 
at work. As a desirable and influential behavior, care can 
make a difference in peoples’ lives and organizations [13]. 
The best test is “Do those served grow as persons? Do they, 
while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more 
autonomous, more likely themselves to become servants? 
And what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will 
they benefit, or, at least, not be further deprived?” [14, p. 19].

The emphasis on a caring disposition is intrinsic to the 
servant leadership model. Spears [15] identified a set of 
ten characteristics of servant leaders, including listening, 
empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualiza-
tion, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth 
of people and building community. Some characteristics 
are more related to the traits of leaders themselves (e.g. 
foresight) whereas some characteristics stress more the 
traits of interactions between leaders and followers (e.g. 
empathy). van Dierendonck [16] postulated that the rela-
tionship between servant leaders and followers was based 
on the care, concern and benevolence of leaders for fol-
lowers [17]. Sendjaya et al. [18] argued that “servant lead-
ership is a manifestation of altruistic love in the action of 

pursuing transcendent vision and being driven to satisfy 
needs for calling and membership” (p. 404). In fact, a 
caring disposition in leaders is not only very important in 
servant leadership, it is also emphasized in many other 
kinds of leadership, such as spiritual leadership, which 
establishes a social/organizational culture based on altru-
istic love and genuine care between leaders and follow-
ers [19]; transformational leadership, which emphasizes 
individualized consideration and care about each other 
[20]; and supportive leadership, which expresses leaders’ 
concern and care for followers’ needs and preferences [21].

A survey of the literature shows that awareness, love 
and nurture are three most important traits of caring 
 dispositions of service leaders.

Awareness

Awareness is crucial to the development of servant leaders 
who have a keen sense of what is happening around 
them and stay alert to all different kinds of cues from the 
 environment [22]. Awareness strengthens an individual’s 
effectiveness as a leader [10] by helping him or her under-
stand the issues of ethics and values from a more inte-
grated and holistic perspective [15] and avoid being fooled 
by appearances [22]. Through a deeper understanding of 
the basic nature of issues, awareness facilitates leaders 
in developing meaningful solutions to critical concerns 
[23]. Awareness not only requires developing a sense of 
unity by integrating all aspects of life, but it also requires 
leaders to pay attention to the members in their institu-
tions or organizations [11]. Spears [15] asserted that aware-
ness encompasses “getting in touch with one’s own inner 
voice and seeking to understand what one’s body, spirit 
and mind are communicating” (p. 4).

Listening is a foundational skill for servant leaders 
[24] that is different from simply hearing others’ speak-
ing [25] but that can be learned and practiced [22]. Rai 
and Prakash [3] argued that active listening involves 
listing patiently to people, understanding their opin-
ions, probing their views of identified issues and seeing 
subjects from others’ perspectives, such as in the eyes of 
followers. Active listening is an important way of reach-
ing awareness. It can be regarded as respect by leaders 
for the viewpoints of followers [26], and it also can be 
regarded as leaders’ extra emphasis on the needs, priori-
ties and work problems of followers [3]. Active listening of 
leaders diminishes the psychological barrier of  followers 
[3], with the result that followers are more likely to talk 
about their own opinions and share personal ideas and 
experiences.
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Active listening requires people to stop talking too 
much about themselves and start focusing on others. 
In particular, leaders should try to understand the 
real meaning of what other people say and give timely 
responses. Listening with regular reflection is essential 
to the growth of a leader [15]. Spears [15] believed that 
the most successful servant leaders are skilled listen-
ers, who are really involved in the conversation through 
conveying sincere interest in speakers’ words, caring for 
their feelings and making suitable responses [27]. Active 
listening allows leaders to understand the problems and 
difficulties their followers encounter, and to figure out 
certain strategies to support people mentally and help 
people practically.

Love

Love, hardly a definable term with both subtle manifes-
tations and unlimited liability [11], is considered as an 
affect that is similar to benevolence, a core virtue in tra-
ditional Chinese philosophy [28]. As an important trait 
of a caring disposition, love is a genuine care for others 
by showing sensitivity to others’ personal concerns and 
interests [29]. Ferris [30] perceived love as a means to an 
end, a consciously chosen commitment to act in certain 
ways. Love can be considered to be a sense of wholeness, 
harmony and well-being produced through care, concern 
and appreciation for both self and others [19].

The manifestation of love can increase productivity 
and organizational effectiveness [30]. With love, the work-
place can be a warm home and a part for both leaders and 
followers. Without love, leaders only control, manipu-
late and use manpower [30]. da Vinci said “The noblest 
pleasure is the joy of understanding” [cited by 31, p. 4]. 
More and more, successful leaders have recognized that 
they need to reach followers’ hearts before asking them 
for a hand [32]. Only when a leader makes a connection 
between love and energy, is he or she able to make the 
shift from managing skills to leading people [30] because 
until people feel understood, they will not be open to the 
influence of leaders [33].

Empathy is love in action [34], which can be actively 
and intently used to connect with and understand others. 
Empathy was defined by Merriam [35] as “the imaginative 
projection of a subjective state into an object” (p. 369). In 
other words, it is about a person’s ability to understand 
and experience another’s feelings, emotions, motives 
and values [36]. In addition to enabling leaders to extend 
much consideration to followers, empathy enables leaders 
to forgive subordinates’ shortcomings [36]. Leaders with 

empathy assume the good intentions of their coworkers, 
even if one finds it necessary to refuse to accept the behav-
ior or performance of others [15, 37]. As Kouzes and Posner 
[38] stated, “The best-kept secret of successful leaders is 
love: staying in love with leading, with the people who do 
the work, with what their organizations produce, and with 
those who honor the organization by using its products 
and services. Leadership is not an affair of the head. Lead-
ership is an affair of the heart” (p. 351).

Nurturing a caring disposition

Although followers need to seek opportunities to serve 
and lead, leaders in a more dominant position should 
actively identify opportunities to enhance the capabilities 
of followers [23]. With a natural desire to serve people, 
servant leaders always pursue opportunities to influence 
others’ lives and make a difference for them [22]. Care is 
about attention, solicitude and active involvement with 
other people [6]. In addition to paying attention to the 
concerns and needs of followers, another important obli-
gation of leaders is to nurture followers with needs of per-
sonal development [39]. Stone et al. [40] postulated that 
“servant leadership is a belief that organizational goals 
will be achieved on a long-term basis only by first facilitat-
ing the growth, development, and general well-being of 
the individuals who comprise the organization” (p. 355). 
Thus, servant leaders need to develop people and further 
help them strive and flourish [41].

To bring followers together for a common purpose, 
leaders not only need to indicate a direction for their 
followers, but they also need to support followers and 
enable them to do their best [42]. As people builders, 
leaders should have the commitment to nurture the per-
sonal and professional development of followers and 
help them reach their full potential and realize their 
dreams [23]. Showing care and concern for others at all 
times is not enough. Leaders should learn to appreci-
ate every individual’s strengths and identify his or her 
specific challenges or needs, and then provide effec-
tive support and encouragement when necessary. Even 
a servant leader should prepare to sacrifice his or her 
self-interest for the sake of others because of the natural 
service calling of a service leader [22]. As servant leaders 
have a strong commitment to help the growth of people 
spiritually, professionally and personally, specific value 
and contributions of followers beyond their tangible 
contributions as workers in an organization should 
be acknowledged, valued and celebrated by leaders  
[22, 23].
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Relationship between caring 
 disposition and service leadership
Leadership consists of two aspects: a visionary part and 
an implementation part [43]. Even if leadership starts 
with a clear and right direction, leaders cannot achieve a 
goal all by themselves because they need their followers 
[43]. Thus, the implementation part is as important as the 
visionary part. As a caring disposition is aligned well with 
the principles of service leadership [23], the importance of 
a caring disposition in leaders in the implementation part 
is beyond doubt. A caring disposition helps the personal 
and professional growth of followers, and it also improves 
organizational effectiveness [23].

A caring disposition of leaders and its positive impacts 
on followers are highly related and influence each other. 
If followers feel sufficient care in organizations, they 
tend to truly experience belonging to the organization 
and become more powerful [30]. If followers are treated 
as ends rather than means to an end, they tend to reach 
their potential and perform optimally [42]. Care not only 
enhances the self-worth of followers [3], but it also makes 
them move above their self-interest and engage in collec-
tive work [24]. If leaders have an awareness and concern to 
discover and acknowledge followers’ inherent strengths, 
needs and values, followers are more likely to comply with 
the requirements of leaders because the caring disposition 
of leaders make followers trust and follow them. The result 
is that leaders are allowed to maintain their authority and 
power and further promote their own career success and 
development of the organization [23] because leaders’ 
power is generated from people who are led. Hsün Tzu said 
“The prince is the boat; the common people are the water. 
The water can support the boat, or the water can capsize 
the boat” [cited by 44, p. 175].The higher the position a 
leader reaches, the greater the demand and difficulties of 
working with others that will be faced by him or her.

Leadership is an influence process about how leaders 
help followers accomplish their goals [43]. Caring disposi-
tions of leaders lead to better work performance by their 
followers [45]. In addition to positive effects on follow-
ers, caring dispositions of service providers are closely 
related to service recipients across different professionals 
[46]. For example, the understanding and care of teach-
ers have positive effects on the level of students’ learning 
motivation and performance [47]; more care delivered by 
care providers to patients lead to higher levels of patient 
satisfaction and more successful treatment [48]; engi-
neers’ responsibility and care for the quality of service 
increases the satisfaction of customers [49]. Obviously, 

a caring disposition does not only benefit individuals, it 
also satisfies the needs of the community. For example, 
if people take more action to care for the environment 
(e.g. reduce waste, save energy), the environment can be 
protected and sustainable development can be promoted. 
Broadly speaking, if people care for each other (e.g. care 
for the vulnerable groups and people in need), society will 
become healthier and more harmonious.

Ways to develop caring disposition
First, a caring heart is a precondition for the development 
of a caring disposition. Every leader is expected to have a 
servant’s heart [42]. As pointed out by Neill and Saunders 
[23], leading others has less to do with directing people 
and more to do with serving them. Servant leaders lead 
with love, humility, altruism, trust, vision, empowerment 
and servanthood [50]. Developing a caring disposition is a 
process that increases awareness and love for others, and 
reaches the goal that leaders are aware of peoples’ needs, 
including developmental needs when leading others. 
Unfortunately, with the growth of egocentrism among 
young people, they become more self-centered with more 
self-love than love for others.

Second, in addition to a caring disposition, capabili-
ties of leaders should also be strengthened correspond-
ingly because servant leadership is positively related to 
leaders’ empathy and competence from the perspectives 
of followers [51]. Particularly at the most difficult time, 
followers only truly rely on leaders who are both compe-
tent and committed to their well-being [52]. Unfortunately, 
there are few systematic programs helping young people 
to develop such qualities.

Third, a caring disposition can be improved by encour-
agement and facilitation [42] so that participation in more 
activities that involve the practice of collaboration is a good 
approach to develop a caring disposition. A care-driven 
leadership intends to build and strengthen the relation-
ship between leaders and their followers [36]. Experiencing 
care enhances the willingness of followers to help others 
[53]. Meanwhile, service leaders will not only be rewarded 
with positive responses (e.g. respect, praise, cooperation), 
but they will also realize their own values through helping 
others. Good cooperative relationships are expected to be 
formed by the collective effects of leaders and followers. 
Given that a positive and supportive work environment is 
essential in an organization, a good atmosphere guaran-
tees the development of a sense of team spirit and organi-
zational unity.
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Fourth, developing a higher sense of purpose in life 
can facilitate the development of a caring  disposition. 
 Patterson [50] stated that “To serve and see life as a 
mission of service and this calling to service induces an 
acceptance of responsibility for others” (p. 25). The origin 
of servant leadership is a fundamental desire to serve, and 
the ultimate aim of a servant leader is to meet the highest 
priority needs of people being served [10]. Thus, only 
when a leader has the mission of serving those who have 
served us [23], the appreciation from followers may posi-
tively promote the cooperative and harmonious atmos-
phere and further build a healthy relationship between 
leaders and followers.

Finally, a caring disposition can be nurtured through 
participation in voluntary work such as service learn-
ing. Through serving the needy groups in the commu-
nity, young people can acquire the mentality and skills of 
caring for other people. It is noteworthy that service learn-
ing has become popular in the higher education sector in 
the past decade.

Discussion
A caring disposition can create a better leader-follower 
relationship, and then the quality of the leader-follower 
relationship influences the attitudes and behaviors of 
followers [54]. Care is heartfelt, selfless and focused on 
others’ needs, and this disposition can touch followers’ 
deeply. In addition to competencies, leadership effective-
ness is governed by the character and caring behaviors of 
leaders [55]. Thus, judgments of followers about a leader 
are decided by his or her caring disposition to a great 
extent.

Servant leadership is a mix of idealism and pragma-
tism [23]. Ideally, caring is a mutually responsive rela-
tionship for both carer (i.e. leaders) and cared for (i.e. 
followers) who experience giving and receiving as impor-
tant parts of their growth [56]. Greenleaf [10] supposed 
that servant leaders should have a sense of the unknow-
able and have the ability to foresee the unforeseeable. 
Personal values, beliefs and characteristics in the lead-
ership position set the tone and provide the model for a 
caring disposition [4]. Caring attitudes of servant leaders 
towards the needs and difficulties of followers result in the 
openness in organization [3]. Through providing vision, 
servant leaders gain credibility and trust from followers 
[57]. Hence, effective communication between leaders and 
their followers influences the followers and finally makes 
the leaders’ vision come true [57]. In many aspects, service 

leadership has an overlap with servant leadership in the 
aspect of caring dispositions.

To build the followership of subordinates, leaders 
should enhance the well-being of subordinates by exhib-
iting care [58]. Leaders display care for the professional 
and personal lives of their followers in exchange for their 
unquestioning loyalty and compliance [59]. Goal achieve-
ment depends on the collective efforts and good interper-
sonal relations between servant leaders and followers 
[3]. Followers, who are not machines but human beings, 
simply adding oil or providing instructions to them is not 
enough. A caring disposition is needed as it is a necessary 
precondition that people are willing to open their heart 
to leaders. The interaction between leaders and their fol-
lowers is vital for achieving their common goal because a 
caring leader can inspire their followers to have a moral 
obligation [20], while a harsh, pushy and demanding 
leader may make followers complete tasks but followers 
may not have the commitment to their work.

An ancient Chinese saying is “Do not give up doing 
good things though they may be minor matters” (wu yi 
shan xiao er bu wei). Leadership does not only refer to 
a big change to the world, but it also could be used to 
describe some simple and small things that one influences 
the other more than money, power and status. “Never stop 
doing little things for others. Sometimes those little things 
occupy the biggest part of peoples’ hearts” [60]. A caring 
disposition seems to be very trivial and easily ignored, 
but it is very powerful. As remarked by Buscaglia, “Too 
often, we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a 
kind word, a listening ear, an honest compliment, or the 
smallest act of caring, all of which have the potential to 
turn a life around” [cited by 61, p. 8]. Care is an effective 
approach to connect one person to another, which is a 
basic relationship between leaders and their followers. 
Servant leaders care for the interests and needs of their 
followers, which makes followers reciprocate leaders’ 
support in a trusting and cooperative manner that goes 
beyond the basic job requirements [62]. In summary, care 
can be applied to relationships with colleagues, followers 
and the wider society [42] and helps to create a secure, 
honest, trustful and open climate in an organization [63].

Lecture content
In addition to leadership competence and character 
strength, a caring disposition is an important attribute 
in service leadership. It can be understood as an attitude 
of involvement in satisfying the needs of others. Caring 
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dispositions could be specifically reflected in one’s aware-
ness, listening, empathy and desire to nurture others’ 
growth [64]. A caring leader is highly trusted and respected 
by followers and thus is effective in inspiring others’ com-
mitment to the development of groups. For the purpose of 
cultivating a caring disposition among students who are 
expected to be service leaders in the future, this lecture 
will introduce the characteristics of caring leadership, 
explain the relevance of a caring disposition to service 
leadership and discuss the ways for students to promote 
a caring disposition.

After this lesson, students are expected to (a) under-
stand the nature of a caring disposition in a genuine 
sense; (b) recognize the practice of caring for others; (c) 
appreciate the importance of having a caring disposition 
for a service leader; (d) recognize the typical social issues 
related to a caring culture; and (e) reflect on their perfor-
mance and explore ways to promote a caring disposition.

Lecture outline: Part I: controversial 
issues and topics
The purpose of this part is to draw students’ attention to 
leadership without care and highlight the importance of 
a caring disposition for a leader. First of all, we introduce 
the key propositions of service leadership to students and 
let them understand that high quality service is related to 
a caring disposition in leaders in addition to their moral 
character and competence. Several students will be asked 
to voice their personal opinions about service leadership. 
Next, we take four real cases to illustrate the behaviors of 
some leaders without caring dispositions. Two examples 
are related to a lack of concern for followers (i.e. scandals 
of Foxconn in mainland China and the minimum wage in 
Hong Kong), and the other two examples are related to a 
lack of concern for customers (i.e. scandals of milk powder 
with melamine in mainland China and plasticizer-tainted 
drinks in Taiwan). The purpose of discussing real exam-
ples is to make students think about one point: service 
leaders are expected to provide a high quality of service 
through possessing caring dispositions. Students are also 
invited to consider some real cases in daily life that are 
totally opposite to caring behaviors. Then, two to three 
students will be invited to share their opinions on those 
leaders without caring dispositions. Finally, the teacher 
wraps up by emphasizing the importance of balancing 
profit maximization of an organization and the needs of 
the public and the self-interest of leaders and the welfare 
of followers.

Part II: caring in service leadership
The purpose of this part is to facilitate students’ under-
standing of caring dispositions in service leadership. First 
of all, we emphasize the expectations for caring disposi-
tions in service leaders, the primary focus of whom is to 
serve others and motivate and empower their followers by 
displaying caring behavior.

Second, students are expected to understand three 
important traits of service leadership including aware-
ness, love and nurture [6]. Awareness is generated by 
paying attention and listening actively; love is expressed 
by exhibiting empathy; and nurturing followers is a 
natural desire and commitment of service leaders. The 
teacher tries to make students understand that in addition 
to caring for others as always, leaders sometimes should 
sacrifice their own interests to serve and develop their 
followers.

Third, a group discussion on caring dispositions in 
different occupational roles is conducted. In this activ-
ity, students are required to reflect on and discuss how 
service leaders should care for their followers and how 
they should demonstrate their caring dispositions across 
different occupations. Appendix 1 describes several dif-
ferent occupations including marketing manager, writer 
or author, fitness trainer, fashion designer and electrical 
technician. Each group will be assigned one occupation 
to discuss. Students are expected to discuss how a leader 
in the assigned occupation demonstrates his or her caring 
disposition at work.

In Appendix 2, students are invited to fill in three parts, 
including certain occupations under discussion, people 
or some aspects that need to be cared for and caring acts 
that need to be adopted. Students are reminded that when 
considering suitable behaviors the leader should do, they 
only need to think about the aspects related to the given 
occupation rather than the general good performance of 
the leader. For example, a teacher may need to take many 
roles at the same time, such as a father or mother, an 
amateur athlete or a volunteer of a service organization in 
addition to teaching. But in the discussion, students only 
need to focus on his or her professional role as a teacher. 
Next, an example about the occupation of a teacher will 
be introduced to students and facilitate their discussion. 
A teacher is usually expected to care for students’ aca-
demic performance, physical development, mental health 
and other related aspects and make effective responses to 
students’ needs through giving timely help and advice. 
Additionally, teachers should take the initiative to hear 
students’ voices and learn more about their real opin-
ions and heart through communicating with them in a 
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supportive, encouraging and caring manner rather than 
rigorous, critical or apathetic one.

After the discussion, several students will be invited 
to share their group opinions. Through this discussion, 
students are expected to understand that all jobs need 
leaders with caring dispositions although the specific 
expectations of a certain post are different. Finally, the 
teacher wraps up the discussion with an emphasis on the 
necessity of having a caring disposition across different 
occupations.

Part III: importance of caring 
disposition
The main purpose of this part is to help students under-
stand the nature of a caring disposition and the relation-
ship between a caring disposition and service leadership. 
First, students are expected to know “leaders as serv-
ants”. Students should know that a leader has the obliga-
tion and mission to bring his or her followers together for 
a common purpose and the higher demand and difficul-
ties that will be faced by the leader once he or she reach a 
higher position.

Next, students are expected to understand the rela-
tionship between caring dispositions of service leaders 
and trust of the followers. A general rule is that as long 
as leaders can discover followers’ needs and acknowledge 
their values, it is possible for followers to commit to their 
work. A good interaction between caring behaviors to fol-
lowers and trust in leaders results in leaders being allowed 
to exercise and maintain their power in the organization.

After introducing the relationship between caring dis-
positions and service leadership, an inspiring TED video 
called “A Story about Lollipops” will be played in class. 
The underlying meaning behind this story is that some 
small things you do for others have the possibility to influ-
ence and help others a lot, though you may not be aware 
of the importance of your conscious or unconscious good 
act. Through watching this video, students are expected 
to recall whether they have similar experiences in their 
life and understand the value of such a small but influ-
ential act. Students are encouraged to display their caring 
behaviors even if these acts are too small to be remem-
bered by themselves.

Following students’ discussion on the “lollipops 
story”, students should prepare a role play based on the 
guidance and instruction outlined in Appendix 3, which 
includes three scenarios about the topic of “What should 
a caring person do?” Each group will be assigned one 

scenario to discuss and nominate some group members 
to role-play the scenario of what a caring person should 
do in the given situation according to their understanding. 
The aim of this role-play is to help students understand 
the attributes of a caring disposition and how to display 
caring behavior. After the role-play session, students will 
be invited to share their opinions on the various expres-
sions of a caring disposition in different contexts. Finally, 
the teacher wraps up this part by highlighting the impor-
tance of a caring disposition to self and others.

Part IV: ways to a develop caring 
disposition
The purpose of this part is to help students reflect on their 
own performance and identify some ways to promote caring 
dispositions. The teacher may suggest three approaches 
to develop a caring disposition. The first suggestion is to 
increase awareness through being conscious of others’ 
needs, valuing the importance of satisfying others’ needs 
and learning to appreciate the strengths of others. The 
second suggestion is to strengthen the caring capability 
through participating in different kinds of activities involv-
ing the practice of collaboration. The third suggestion is to 
develop a higher sense of purpose in life. Next, students 
are encouraged to reflect on the value of service learning 
in helping students develop their caring disposition. Stu-
dents are expected to think about two questions: “Under 
what circumstance will they be willing to sacrifice their 
own interests for others?” and “How should they make a 
balance between their self-interest and others’ welfare?”

Finally, students are invited to conduct self-reflection 
based on four questions as follows: 1) Are you willing to 
sacrifice your own self-interest for others? 2) Do you really 
value others’ ideas, advice or comments? 3) During a con-
versation, are you truly engaged? Or are you simply waiting 
for your turn to speak? 4) Are you aware of the needs of 
your friends, family members and the society? To facili-
tate students in reflecting on their experiences with caring 
dispositions, students are encouraged to fill in Appendix 
4 to identify three acts that they have done to show care 
for others, and three acts (if any) that they feel were not 
so caring. Additionally, students are encouraged to think 
about how to develop them as caring service leaders in 
their future career through identifying three specific ways 
they would promote their caring dispositions. After invit-
ing two to three students to share their experiences in 
class, the teacher wraps up this part by emphasizing the 
importance of cultivating a caring disposition.
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Part V: conclusion
The teacher ends this class by summarizing the key points 
of this lecture including caring dispositions in service 
leadership, importance of caring dispositions and ways 
to develop caring dispositions. Moreover, the teacher will 
summarize the core belief related to this lecture – “Core 
Belief 3 - Leadership effectiveness is dependent on pos-
sessing relevant situational task competencies plus being 

judged by superiors, peers, and subordinates as possess-
ing character and exhibiting care” [55]. By the end of this 
lecture, two to three students are invited to share their 
thoughts on a caring disposition in service leadership and 
the knowledge they gained from this lecture.
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Appendix 1

THE HONG KONG POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED SOCIAL SCIENCES

APSS2820 Service Leadership 

Lecture Eight: Caring Disposition and Service Leadership

Caring in Occupational Roles 

Cut the five occupations along the dotted lines. Ask students from each group to

draw lots and then invite their group mates to perform the tasks based on the

occupation they have drawn. 
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Appendix 2

THE HONG KONG POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY 
DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED SOCIAL SCIENCES 

APSS2820 Service Leadership 

Lecture Eight: Caring Disposition and Service Leadership

Caring in Occupational Roles

Based on the occupation you have drawn, please discuss in your group how one should
behave in this job, through which his/her caring disposition can be well reflected? In
other words, what and how should he/she care? Show your answers by filling the part
below. 

Reminder: You can just consider the aspect of  care related to the given occupation rather
than multiple roles one takes. For example, a teacher could also be a father, an amateur
athlete, and a volunteer of service organization at the same time, but you just need to
think about what he should do as a teacher.  
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Appendix 3

THE HONG KONG POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED SOCIAL SCIENCES

APSS 2820 Service Leadership 

Lecture Eight: Caring Disposition and Service Leadership 
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Appendix 4

THE HONG KONG POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED SOCIAL SCIENCES

APSS 2820 Service Leadership 
Lecture Eight: Caring Disposition and Service Leadership
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