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LORENA MARTINEZ SOTO
SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP AND
ORGANIZATIONAL KNOWLEDGE
PROCESSES: NEW RELATIONS IN THE
FIELD OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 
Abstract: this paper analyzes the dynamics arising from interactions between
typical elements of organizational culture such as leadership, strategic pro-
cesses, and knowledge management. More specifically, it seeks to establish
possible relationships between leadership based on spirituality and the pro-
cesses of creating, sharing, and reusing knowledge. the goal of this analysis 
is to establish a link between spiritual leadership as a strategy of the study of
spirituality in the workplace and knowledge management.

the research is focused on the application of Louis Fry’s theory of spiritual
leadership to a group of organizations made up of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) located in Medellin, colombia. Owing to the fact that the
study’s interests are aimed at comprehending human actions in an organiza-
tional context, the ethnographic method, direct observation, and in-depth
interviews were used as techniques for data collection.

the most important findings of the research indicate that spiritual leader-
ship fosters knowledge processes of the company being studied as it lays down
an organizational culture that binds both beliefs and individual and corporate
interests. this culture, based on spiritual values, promotes an organizational
environment in which employees perceive that their spiritual needs are being
satisfied and as a consequence, develop the required motivation to carry out
actions and processes, including knowledge processes directed at the achieve-
ment of organizational goals.

in addition, it was found in this particular case that the Adventist religion
provides a set of beliefs which, when put into practice, strengthens leadership
and the ability to influence others. Finally, it was noticed that even though
there are potential benefits provided by spiritual leadership to the company’s
knowledge management processes, its impact is limited because the company
which was analyzed is unaware of the importance of these processes and the
way to manage them.

Keywords: spirituality in the workplace, spiritual leadership, knowledge 
management, organizational knowledge processes 
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Introduction
in the context of the macroeconomic and social policies promoted by today’s

knowledge economy, an organization’s capacity for innovation and competitive-
ness is determined by its ability to manage knowledge as a strategic resource
(Nonaka, 2007). Some researchers attribute the success of implementing knowl-
edge processes to leadership styles that promote workplace environments where
employees feel motivated to develop processes that contribute to effective knowl-
edge management and to the achievement of the company’s goals. (Singh, 2008;
rodríguez-Ponce, Pedraja-rejas, & Delgado, 2010; Von Krogh, Nonaka, &
rechsteiner, 2012; Analoui, Doloriet, & Sambrook, 2013). 

in this regard, Singh (2008) states that much of the success of knowledge 
processes is associated with leadership styles providing employees freedom to
experiment and innovate, instead of those in which they feel controlled and
monitored. Factors like autonomy, the ability to make decisions, the opportuni-
ty to develop their own skills, open communication, and trust create a high
level of motivation and commitment to organizational goals in the staff
(Analoui, Doloriert, & Sambrook, 2013). 

Workplace spirituality is an emerging field of knowledge, offering perspec-
tives and strategies based on spirituality as a source of relationship transforma-
tion. this transformation nurtures an atmosphere of satisfaction with regard to
spiritual needs and provides meaning for one’s job in their lives. the success of
this new field has led organizational behavior researchers to acknowledge that
workplace spirituality has become one of the most influential management tools
for motivating human beings. (Pawar, 2008, 2009, 2014; Karakas, 2010;
Birasnav, 2014). 

Since knowledge processes are deeply subjective, relational, and experien-
tial, spiritual leadership is a new perspective that can enrich traditional leader-
ship theories. it can contribute to the management of organizational knowledge
as it uses spirituality as a mechanism for cohesion of person-organization rela-
tionships. the purpose of this research is to provide empirical evidence on how
the spirituality paradigm in the workplace can enrich leadership and transform
it into a key tool for managing organizational knowledge processes. 

this paper is structured as follows: the first section establishes the theoretical
basis of the spiritual leadership model as well as the processes of organizational
knowledge used in this case study. the next section presents the adopted
methodology. the following section describes the implementation of the model,
and the final section covers the research discussion and conclusions.
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Spiritual Leadership as a Strategy for Managing
Organizational Knowledge Processes

Nonaka (2007) defines a knowledge-creating company as one whose sole 
purpose is continuous innovation through an ongoing process of adaptation 
to dynamic and complex environments using the creation, dissemination, and
implementation of knowledge in new products and technologies. this means
that both the capacity to learn and adapt as well as the continuous creation of
organizational knowledge are intangible resources that can create differentia-
tion, competitive advantage, and ensure long-term viability. 

in order to increase innovation in a knowledge-creating company, it is neces-
sary to manage knowledge processes. this involves every action associated with
the transformation of information into knowledge potentially useful in creating
new products and services. As people are responsible for collecting, sharing,
storing, and transforming knowledge into new products and services, these pro-
cesses demand employees’ personal commitment, a sense of company owner-
ship, and commitment to the company’s mission. Because of this, there is
increased importance placed on factors like motivation and leadership in imple-
menting strategies linked to the management of organizational knowledge. 

there are numerous researchers who support the influence of leadership
styles in the processes of organizational knowledge (Singh, 2008; rodríguez-
Ponce, 2010; Analoui et al., 2013; Birasnav, 2013). According to these authors,
consultative and delegative leadership proposed by hershey and Blanchard
(1982), and transformational and transactional leadership proposed by Avolio
and Bass (2004), help in the enhancement of knowledge processes, since they
offer the employees freedom to experiment and innovate, instead of directive
leadership styles in which people feel constantly controlled and monitored. 

Louis Fry’s spiritual leadership theory, as an alternative proposal to tradition-
al leadership approaches, focuses on spirituality as a tool for the creation of
meaning and well-being for employees in the working environment. For this
purpose, spiritual leadership proposes the creation of an inspiring vision that
binds individual and organizational interests, motivates people, and leads to a
spiritual well-being that translates into greater organizational commitment and
productivity. 

Operationally, spiritual leadership involves values, attitudes, and behaviors
required to intrinsically motivate people and to generate a sense of well-being.
therefore, this perspective is considered relevant to enhancing the organiza-
tional knowledge processes, as it integrates spiritual needs with creating work
environments that are conducive to the management of processes such as the
creation, sharing, and reuse of knowledge. 

this research is part of the theoretical field of knowledge management; thus,
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the review of literature is steered to search for background information docu-
menting possible relationships between leadership and knowledge manage-
ment. Special emphasis was placed on the quest for research that could evi-
dence the bond between spiritual leadership and organizational knowledge pro-
cesses. After a thorough review, it was found that even though there are quanti-
tative studies which demonstrate the correlation between traditional leadership
styles and knowledge management, there are none documenting the link
between leadership models based on spirituality and organizational knowledge
processes. 

there are two spiritual leadership models in literature. the first is gilbert
Fairholm’s (1998) spiritual leadership model of which there is very little litera-
ture and no evidence regarding its implementation in organizations. the second
is Louis Fry’s spiritual leadership model of which much research has been done
resulting in empirical evidence for its implementation and replicability. 

When both models were analyzed, it was concluded that Louis Fry’s spiritual
leadership model was the most appropriate to be applied at the company under
consideration because its theoretical and conceptual framework is consistent
with the company’s practices and beliefs. this coherence between the theoreti-
cal proposal of Fry’s model and the reality observed at the company under
study was considered a determining affinity criterion for the choice of model,
inasmuch as it offered not only the opportunity to check its applicability in
practice, but established real impact produced by spiritual practices on corpo-
rate results. 

Theory of Spiritual Leadership by Louis Fry 
the theory of spiritual leadership defines the organization as a dynamic

space of social interaction which promotes the spiritual growth of individuals
by the creation of an inspiring vision and the practice of spiritual values, both of
which give a special meaning to the workplace and make it a scenario of tran-
scendence  (Fry & cohen, 2009). the theory of spiritual leadership defines itself
as a causal model of intrinsic motivation based on the satisfaction of people’s
spiritual needs such as calling and membership, seeking in this way to channel
their potential to greater productivity, lesser absenteeism, and higher volume of
business. this model divided into three interrelated stages. 

the first phase is called spiritual leadership. this stage is focused on the exer-
cise of leadership understood as premeditated actions aimed at maintaining a
dynamic interaction between three categories: organizational vision, hope or
faith, and altruistic love. the second stage is a consequence of the first and is
called spiritual well-being. in this stage, the concrete results from leadership
actions carried out during the first stage are observed, namely, the satisfaction
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of spiritual needs which is conducive to a sense of calling and membership in
individuals, denominated by spiritual well-being. the latter maintains intrinsic
motivation that drives people to work for organizational goals. 

Spiritual well-being leads to the third stage called organizational and individ-
ual outcomes. in accordance with Fry, if there is spiritual well-being, organiza-
tional outcomes arrive as a natural result of an employee’s motivation and com-
mitment. According to the model, these outcomes are evidenced through orga-
nizational commitment, productivity, financial results, etc. (Fry et al., 2011).
(See Figure 1). 

the following briefly discusses each of the stages that make up the spiritual
leadership model, with the purpose of going into detail about the theoretical
and conceptual basis proposed by the author and which is useful to contrast the
empirical evidence obtained from the fieldwork.

Spiritual Leadership 
According to Fry, the essence of the first stage is to fulfill spiritual needs (call-

ing and membership) of people by means of the organization’s vision, hope or
faith, and altruistic love. if these three elements are properly integrated, the suc-
cessful coherence between values and practices required by spiritual leadership
is achieved. 

Vision: refers to a convincing, desirable, and challenging vision of the
future for the organization. its value lies in having the inspiring potential that
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SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING 
ORGANIZATIONAL OUTCOMES

EFFORT                       PERFORMANCE            CALLING

(Hope/Faith)

Works

PRODUCTIVITY

The leader’s attitudes, 
values and behaviors

Follower’s spiritual 
survival needs

Organizational 
outcomes

(Vision)

REWARD
(Altruistic love)

MEMBERSHIP
Be understood
Be appreciated

ORGANIZATIONAL
COMMITMENT 
AND PRODUCTIVITY

Makes the difference

Life has a meaning

Figure 1. Spiritual Leadership Spiritual Well-being Organizational Outcomes
(Fry, 2003, 2005, 2009). 
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allows it to connect with the sense of mission of what people are and do. in this
way, a collective identity arises in which a system of values is shared that fos-
ters hope or faith at the fulfillment of the vision. Proper interaction between
vision, hope or faith, and altruistic love provides a favorable environment for
people to find a transcendent meaning in their work experiences (through call-
ing and membership), and guides their attitude towards the achievement of cor-
porate results. 

Hope or faith: in the fulfillment of the vision, hope or faith is the intrinsic
motivation that emerges when people have been connected to its inspiring
potential. Even though there is opposition and difficulty, this motivation pro-
duces a personal commitment. People with hope or faith have a clear under-
standing of where they are going and how to get there; they are ready to face
opposition and endure difficulties in order to reach their goals. hope or faith
provides direction and willingness to persist with the confidence that the result
will bring meaning to life. Some of the qualities of hope or faith are resistance,
perseverance, willingness to do what is necessary, and an open mind to expand
goals and expectations of reward and victory.

Altruistic love: this is a component of organizational culture. it is the set of
shared principles, values, and beliefs that are considered morally correct and
build collective identity. Altruistic love is defined as the feeling of plenitude,
harmony, and well-being produced as a result of coexistence in an organization-
al environment in which leaders and followers show real attention and esteem
for each other. Altruistic love is nourished by values such as patience, kindness,
forgiveness, humility, abnegation, self–control, trust, loyalty, and truthfulness. 

Well-Being
Fry bases his definition of well-being on several authors. According to

Fleischman (1994), Maddock and Fulton (1998), and giancalone and Jurkiewicz
(2003), spiritual well-being at the workplace is composed of two aspects: a sense
of vocation or calling on a professional level, and the need for social connection
or membership. 

Vocation or calling: calling refers to the transcendent experience, how the
difference is made by service to others from which meaning and purpose of life
are derived. People not only look for professional competence, but the feeling
that their job has a social meaning or value. Pfeffer (2003), referred to in Fry
(2011), mentions that people search for: a) interesting and meaningful work that
allows them to learn, develop, and have a sense of competence and expertise;
and b) significant employment that offers a sense of purpose. these two ele-
ments can be considered as a part of their vocation.

Membership: Membership refers to the social and cultural structures in
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which people find themselves, and through which they seek to be understood
and appreciated. this sense of membership is achieved when people feel that
they are an active part in the construction of a collective vision supported by
altruistic love. this sense of belonging encourages hope or faith which motivate
the member to take the necessary steps to find a transcendent vision which
gives their life a sense of meaning and purpose. During that process, both lead-
ers and followers acquire a sense of mutual care and concern in which a social
connection and positive relationships with their coworkers are attained, and
they are able to live a life integrated with others. 

Individual and Corporate Outcomes
the enhancement of well-being produces positive results in the organization.

group members gain a positive sense of calling and membership, and become
more united, loyal, and committed. Fulfilling these basic spiritual needs
ensures trust, intrinsic motivation, and the necessary commitment required 
for people to feel encouraged to make an additional effort, more willing to 
cooperate, and improve performance and productivity.

in the interest of measuring “organizational commitment,” Fry proposes the
measurement of affective organizational commitment developed by Allen and
Meyer (1990). According to these authors, organizational commitment has three
components: an affective component which refers to the emotional connection,
identification, and participation in the company; a continuity component,
which refers to the commitment based on the costs that employees link with
leaving the organization; a normative component, which refers to the feelings of
employees regarding the obligation of staying in the organization. For the sake
of measuring “productivity,” Fry uses the group productivity scale developed by
Nyhan (2000), which proposes to increase productivity by means of three ele-
ments: employee participation in decision making, feedback from and to
employees, and employee empowerment. 

The Processes of Organizational Knowledge Management 
Organizational knowledge is defined as an organization’s collective body of

knowledge. it is extracted from employee’s experiences, internal processes
accumulated over time, and from the peculiarities of the organization as com-
pared with its competitors (Wee & chua, 2013). As a strategic resource, knowl-
edge needs to be managed by the organization. however, a study conducted by
holm and Poufelt (2003) reveals that most of the SMEs do not have action plans
in regard to knowledge management, and only a small percentage have formal-
ized strategies in this area. 

Literature records multiple approaches linked to organizational knowledge
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management (Wong & Aspinwall, 2004; Durst & Edwarson, 2012). generally
speaking, organizational knowledge management refers to the development of 
a series of processes that contribute to the use of knowledge resources or the
organization’s intellectual capital. Some taxonomies linked to organizational
knowledge processes are configured around the processes of creation, 
collection, organization, sharing, and reuse of knowledge. (See table 1).

Some of the most-used names are: creation, generation, detection, selection,
representation, organization, storage, transfer, transformation, application,
integration, use, reuse, and protection of organizational knowledge.

in the literature, some of the most common definitions are: 
Creation—the development of new knowledge and procedures from patterns,

relations, and meanings in previous data, information and knowledge. 
Compilation—the acquisition and recording of data, information, and knowl-

edge on media.
Organization—the establishing of relationships between elements through

synthesis, analysis, generalization, classification or affiliation, and creating a
context in which those who need the collected knowledge can easily gain access
and understanding. 

Distribution—the sharing of knowledge with people who should have access
to data, information, or knowledge, and blocking those who should not. 

Use—the delivery of data, information, or knowledge to the tasks that create
value for the organization. 

hutchinson and Quintas (2008) state that particularly in SMEs, it is very diffi-

Summary of 
the literature

Ruggles (1997)

Ruggles (1998)

Alavi and
Leidner (2001)

Shin et al. (2001)

Holsapple and
Joshi (2002)

Sabherwal 
and Sabherwal
(2005)

Lee and Lee
(2007)

Zhao (2010)

Creation

Generation

Generation/
access

Creation

Creation

Acquisition

Creation

Acquisition

Acquisition

Collection

Codification

Representation

Storage
Recovery

Storage

Selecting

Exchange or 
sharing

Conversion

Accumulation

Organization

Facilitate growth/
measurement

Internalizing

Sharing

Sharing

Transfer

Transfer

Transfer

Distribution

Dissemination

Dissemination

Reusing

Integration/
Use

Application

Application

Application

Application

Application

Application

table 1. Organizational Knowledge Management Process (Prepared by Lorena
Martinez).
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cult to adopt a unified approach, due to the fact that knowledge processes are
embedded in the formal and informal actions of an organization, and there is no
clear awareness of the potential for knowledge, or of the actions that must be
carried out from which it is benefited. hence, the need to apply less prescriptive
approaches that, according to the nature and distinctive features of every orga-
nization, help to understand the way companies manage their own knowledge
(Alavi & Ledner, 2001). 

Since in the studied organization knowledge processes happen naturally
without the existence of a formal knowledge management policy, and the 
company is unaware of its own intellectual capital and the actions that must 
be taken to make the most of it, this research focuses on analyzing three inter-
dependent processes, namely: knowledge creation, knowledge sharing, and
knowledge reuse.

these processes are briefly described for the purpose of going into detail
about the theoretical and conceptual basis. they are used as a reference point to
contrast empirical information sources, a quick and low-cost strategy for obtain-
ing knowledge (Egbu et al., evidence obtained from the fieldwork).

Knowledge Creation 
Knowledge creation involves designing processes focused on identifying new

opportunities for innovation and organizational growth (Popadiuk & choo, 2006
cited in Wee & chua, 2013). Especially in SME's, limited economic resources
make external information sources a quick and low-cost strategy for obtaining
knowledge. (Egbu et al., 2005 cited in hutchinson and Quintas, 2008).

Knowledge creation arises as a result of sharing between subjects or by exter-
nal sources that provide pertinent information for the organization. Nonaka et
al. (2000) and Nonaka (2007) define knowledge creation as a process that hap-
pens by virtue of four interconnected stages: Socialization (tacit to tacit), exter-
nalization (tacit to explicit), combination (explicit to explicit), and internaliza-
tion (explicit to tacit). 

According to preliminary studies, individual factors that encourage knowl-
edge creation are related to positive attitude, intrinsic motivation, and the
absorption capacity of the subjects (Wee & chua, 2013). Lack of motivation,
rivalry, and individualistic cultures discourage knowledge creation.
Organizational factors that encourage knowledge creation are related to the
existence of a research and development (r&D) department and open communi-
cation. Lack of stimulus to create new ideas, low tolerance for mistakes, and
lack of policies and procedures to support new ideas are organizational factors
that limit knowledge creation. 
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Knowledge Sharing 
Knowledge sharing involves sharing tacit or explicit knowledge so that the

recipient applies the acquired knowledge in new contexts (Bechina & Bommen,
2006). this process is eminently relational. therefore, its success depends on
the values, interests, and motivations of the employee (Bock et al., 2005, cited in
Wee & chua, 2013).

Environments with high levels of trust and social interaction, flat organiza-
tional structures with few hierarchical levels, decentralized cultures, high levels
of communication, social activities, and low employee turnover can contribute
favorably to knowledge sharing and the flow of resources (Politis, 2003; Wong &
Aspinwall, 2004). 

On the other hand, in highly formalized cultures (chen & huang, 2009), the
reluctance of employees to share knowledge for fear of losing their unique value
(renzl, 2008) or their jobs (Damodaran & Olphert, 2000), lack of time to convert
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, ignorance about what knowledge 
must be shared (Levy et al., 2010), fear of disclosing confidential information
(Paroutis & Saleh, 2009), and lack of an organizational culture or structure that
fosters knowledge sharing (Ling, 2011) limit this activity.

Knowledge Reuse 
Knowledge reuse is the capture and systematization of knowledge for future

use (Markus, 2001), applying it to improvements or to developments of a new
product or service. Knowledge reuse involves collecting key information in
order to apply that knowledge into new ideas, proposals, and initiatives that
can be used to improve processes, create products, and provide services for
activities that imply innovation.

Absorptive capacity and the familiarity of employees with the knowledge
needs of the organization and the context in which that knowledge could be
acquired, are some of the factors which contribute to knowledge reuse
(Szulanski, cited in Wee & chua, 2013). On the other hand, the lack of a knowl-
edge-oriented culture, fragmented work environments with communication
gaps, high levels of work stress with pressure to comply with goals, the lack of
useful information systems for collecting and using information by all the staff,
and lack of resources for research and development projects are limiting factors. 

Methodology of the Study
WhOLEgrAiN is a company that produces and markets food products

(bread, soy milk, cereals). it is 40 years old, has 85 employees and a portfolio 
of 90 products distributed throughout colombia. it is a branch of the inter
American health Food company (iAhFc), a conglomerate of companies that
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belong to the Seventh-day Adventist church in Latin America, and is located in
Medellin, colombia, on the campus of the corporación Universitaria Adventista.
the company has a three-level organizational structure that is composed of
executive management, managerial staff (heads of processes), and operational
staff (salespeople and operators in the production area).1

As mentioned above in the theoretical framework, Fry’s spiritual leadership
theory operates by a model with three interdependent elements: spiritual lead-
ership, well-being, and organizational outcomes. Fry states that his theory of
spiritual leadership has been validated by means of its application in more than
one hundred organizations. Usually, the documented studies about the applica-
tion of this model use the quantitative approach and correlational method (Fry
et al., 2008, 2011).

in accordance with Fry, this is a causal model in which the first stage (spiritu-
al leadership) predicts the second stage (spiritual well-being), and this in turn
predicts the third one (organizational outcomes). While reviewing empirical evi-
dence of Fry’s research, it was found that in stage three (organizational out-
comes), Fry does not limit his inquiries to “organizational commitment” and
“productivity” categories, but according to the interests of each researcher,
adopts new categories in which the influence of spiritual leadership and well-
being could be evidenced. 

considering the interests of this research, the freedom to apply new cate-
gories for assessing organizational outcomes has been used. in this case, the
original categories were superseded by the processes of knowledge creation,
knowledge sharing and knowledge reuse. in this way, processes of knowledge
management were integrated to the model and are not exogenous categories
related to the spiritual leadership model. (See Figure 2).

Figure 2: Spiritual leadership for the management of organizational knowledge
processes. (Prepared by Lorena Martinez, based on Fry, 2003.) 
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Research Approach and Data Collection Process
in this research, Fry’s theoretical and conceptual structure of the model’s 

categories were kept. in previous studies, the author has utilized the quantitative
approach and correlational method to validate his model; however, since the
purposes of the current research were not to verify the correlation between vari-
ables, but to understand how they are interpreted and applied into the reality of
the organization, a qualitative design was used. this created room for more in
depth interviews, which allowed the researcher to compare and contrast within
the theoretical model in order to better understand the organizational reality. 

this study used an ethnographic method for describing organizational charac-
teristics and human actions that are oriented by spiritual leadership and that
affect processes of knowledge management. Direct observation and in-depth
interviews were the techniques used to collect the information. this information,
collected in interview transcripts, observation records and field notes, was coded
and analyzed using the software for the treatment of qualitative data, Atlas.ti 7.0: 

Ethnography disaggregates cultural objects into more specific objects,
such as the characterization and interpretation of socialization patterns,
the building of values, the development and expressions of cultural com-
petence, the development and understanding of interaction rules, and so
on. (Sandoval, 2002, p. 60) 

the ethnographic fieldwork of this research implied the development of three
stages carried out between January and December, 2014. the first stage involved
exploring information with the cEO (two interviews) in order to promote confi-
dence and explain the goals of the research. the interviews lasted about four
hours. in the second stage, the information collected during the first interview
was used to develop a semi-structured guide to compile the information that
combined the categories of spiritual leadership (vision, hope or faith, altruistic
love, calling, and membership) and the knowledge creation, knowledge shar-
ing, and knowledge reuse processes. 

Finally, in-depth interviews were carried out with nine informants. Each
informant required three different sessions to complete the semi-structured
guide resulting in about 27 sessions. Data from the interviews were systematized
using the coding procedure proposed by Strauss and corbin (2002). One infor-
mant came from the strategic level (management), seven from the managerial
level (production, quality, maintenance, finance, logistics, talent management,
systems), and one from the operational level (production supervisor). the crite-
ria for the selection of the informants was their level of organizational knowl-
edge, empowerment, and participation in administrative decision-making
(members of the administrative board).
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Procedures and Data Analysis 
information was validated in a process of double triangulation: a) triangula-

tion of sources which compared data obtained from employees with institution-
al information (official data), and b) theoretical triangulation which focused on
contrasting Fry’s model categories with categories emerging from the study. 

initially, the process of data coding consisted of examining the paragraphs of
the interview transcripts, field notes and corporate reports, and classifying them
into emerging subject groups. Secondly, for each subject, the categories that
reflected a relationship to spiritual leadership and its implications for the pro-
cesses of organizational knowledge at the studied company were identified.
thirdly, these categories were contrasted with Fry’s model and separated into
two groups: those aspects predominantly associated with spiritual leadership
and knowledge processes and those that were not. 

Results 
this study focused on operationalizing Fry’s spiritual leadership model in the

WhOLEgrAiN corporation with the purpose of validating if the theory of spiri-
tual leadership could be considered an effective strategy in the processes of
organizational knowledge management. For this reason, the findings of this
research are organized around the three stages comprised by the model: a) spiri-
tual leadership, b) spiritual well-being, and c) organizational outcomes, that, in
this case, correspond to the three processes of knowledge management: cre-
ation, sharing, and reuse.

Stage 1: Spiritual leadership: Vision, Hope or Faith, Altruistic
Love 

in the model, the phase named “spiritual leadership” is based on the dynam-
ic interaction between three categories: vision, hope or faith, and altruistic love.
According to Fry (2003), the fact that the spiritual leader establishes an inspir-
ing vision creates in the employees hope or faith in its fulfillment, which
becomes the intrinsic motivation that inspires them to reach the vision. this
dynamic between vision and people is moderated by altruistic love, namely,
shared spiritual values that lead everyone to perceive a feeling of interest and
appreciation for others. the spiritual leader’s role is to ensure that the interac-
tion of these three categories lead to “spiritual well-being,” which, according to
the model, is obtained by satisfying spiritual needs of calling and membership.
in this section, the most important findings about the stage named “Spiritual
Leadership” are presented. 
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Vision. During this stage of the model, it was found that most of the employees
of WhOLEgrAiN associate the elements of corporate mission (mission, vision,
values) with the religious beliefs promoted by the Seventh-day Adventist
church (SDAc). Additionally, WhOLEgrAiN’s mission explicitly mentions its
religious vocation. this, along with a corporate culture based on christian 
values, leads the staff to give a new more transcendent meaning to the vision,
which increases its inspirational potential: 

the Adventist church has certain beliefs and values. For example, health
is very important to us. A healthy lifestyle is not only (a matter of) educa-
tion. if you are healthy, you have to prevent disease and keep your body in
good health because our body is a temple of the holy Spirit, and this is
going to help you all your life. the idea is that you eat properly, eat foods
as natural as possible, try to take care of your body, and exercise. So, if the
company belongs to the church and there is some knowledge about
healthy lifestyle, we, as a company, want to contribute to this. if god has
given certain guidelines for people to live well, they must be applied.
(interview 8) 

Another reason that explains the high level of staff commitment to the corpo-
rate vision is the process of how it came about. interviews reveal that the vision
arose from a collective exercise involving all the staff. According to the inter-
views, the WhOLEgrAiN vision has inspired employees to exert themselves in
establishing a greater agreement between what they believe and what they do.
this is reflected in a healthier lifestyle, better social relationships, and greater
care with their use of time and money: 

trust, clarity, a very honest and clear way of doing business. People
believing from the start, and always believing. People trusting us. that is
worth more than any high price. i liked that the manager got authorization
to add the Adventist church logotype because that is what we are.
(interview 1) 

Hope or Faith. interviews reveal that the religious calling of the company is a
predictor of hope or faith. the interviewees expressed that they felt motivated
by the sense of transcendence which the religious calling lends to the corporate
vision. this motivation generates a degree of commitment which exceeds the
contractual sphere because it is assumed in the spiritual sphere. By participat-
ing in a transcendent vision, employees develop a sense of purpose.

Another element that strengthens hope or faith is the supernatural; the inter-
views revealed that employees consider the company to be a product of god’s
will. therefore, if the company fulfills its essential purpose, that is, the purpose
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for which the company was created, god will resolve any problem that arises. in
this regard, thinking that one is a part of a company that is guided by god rein-
forces the trust in the fulfilment of the vision and the company’s success regard-
less of the circumstance: 

it is a commitment. i always work thinking that what i’m doing is not done
for men but for god. it generates greater responsibility, dedication, and
care, and i have experienced how god has guided us. there have been
many times when we didn’t have enough resources to cover all our costs
and expenses, but the Lord has never abandoned us. When we least
expect it, we see the solution and the miracle. (interview 2) 

Altruistic Love. it was found that WhOLEgrAiN implemented a corporate 
culture based on christian values called “WhOLEgrAiN culture” since 2012. 
its implementation includes choosing a new value every month. this value is
socialized in work activities dedicated exclusively to reflection, collective
prayer, and exchange of spiritual experiences that reinforce faith and confi-
dence in the fulfilment of the Bible’s promises: 

Every month we have a value that is everywhere: on the website, comput-
ers, walls, and everything else. reaching people with our products, with
quality, loyalty, punctuality, and honesty. these values are our philosoph-
ical underpinnings and foundation. they remind us how we should
achieve the vision; they refer us to the transcendent purposes of the vision.
(interview 2) 

the interviews revealed that this corporate culture based on spiritual values
has made much progress towards the construction of a common ethical frame-
work in which individual and organizational values come together. this
becomes a collective identity that motivates employees to keep the structure 
of values with which they identify and to support consistent actions with these
values: 

What we seek with the principles we have in the church is to perform the
vision properly. For example, i wouldn’t think of putting a product on the
market that reads 480 gr., when it only weighs 460 gr. the product must
be exactly what the product characteristics say it is. the influence of the
church compels us to work honestly. (interview 2)

in contrast to traditional approaches of transactional, transformational, and
charismatic leadership that focus on the leader’s abilities, skills, and knowl-
edge, Fry understands leadership as a process of social influence in which the
entire team participates in holding the spiritual environment of the organiza-
tion. the findings reveal that in WhOLEgrAiN there a spiritual environment
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exists, that is guided and supported by the cEO. in this case, what Fry (2003)
postulates about the existence of a leadership environment is only partially true
because, although the managerial staff provides support in their  area of influ-
ence, employees do not perceive spiritual leadership as a collective process:

he (the manager) has a worship service every Monday with sales agents
and does his work. the work involves promoting a value in WhOLEgrAiN
every month. this month we are working on the value of prudence. it has
very good subjects. People are reminded, everywhere there are posters.
that part works. (interview 1) 

Who promotes the subject of spirituality, vision, and goals? Of course, the
manager. Don't you notice this from the other areas or managerial staff?
No, it is all about what the manager says. (interview 9) 

Stage 2. Well-Being: Calling and Membership
According to Fry (2003), the stage defined in the model as “spiritual well-

being” emerges from the satisfaction of two spiritual needs: calling and mem-
bership. calling refers to the sense of call related to the altruistic service offered
from what it is and what is done regarding helping others from what is known.
Membership is related to the necessity of being part of something and feeling
accepted and valued by that community. in accordance with Fry, if the compa-
ny provides a proper environment for meeting the calling and membership
needs, it creates a sense of purpose that strengthens intrinsic motivation and
leads employees to strive to achieve organizational goals. here are the most
important findings about the “spiritual well-being”:

Calling. in WhOLEgrAiN, community service activities are meant as a chance
to teach, change habits, influence, and help others. For that matter, evidence
was found that employees not only participate in activities organized by the
company, but some of these activities are promoted by the employees them-
selves as they perceive these activities as an opportunity to strengthen team
unity and reinforce the practice of values such as unity, friendship, cama-
raderie, generosity, and service to others. these actions not only allow for a
sense of calling to develop, they also contribute to creating and supporting 
an environment of spiritual well-being: 

Service to others outside of work was an opportunity for us all to be unit-
ed. Maybe the purpose of sales agents was only to go and deliver bread to
street people without thinking that Adventists and non-Adventists might
unite, but as others heard about this, they began to join in. Sales agents
have meetings every morning. in fact, they were the first to give their own
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money for this activity. (interview 2) 

Another aspect, according to the theory of spiritual leadership, that is part of
calling is that people expect to have the possibility of finding an interesting and
meaningful job that allows them to learn, develop, and have a sense of exper-
tise and competence. it was found that some interviewed individuals feel
restricted, due to fact that the company currently does not have a training pro-
gram for the staff nor do they allocate resources for new projects or programs for
staff training. When asked for the reasons, people said that the company was in
a difficult financial situation. they appeared understanding and were prepared
to postpone their expectations. however, analyzing the interviews, it becomes
noticeable that in the medium term this could be a constraining factor for
employee motivation as they feel that their job does not offer them the chance
for learning and developing themselves professionally: 

there are times when i feel stagnant because there are no resources for
doing many things that i want, that issue is limiting, but, on the other
hand, there are a lot of things to improve, there is always something differ-
ent to do. (interview 8) 

Membership. the second element of spiritual well-being is “membership.”
inquiring about this aspect, it was found that some years ago WhOLEgrAiN
was characterized by having difficult labor relations, and communication
between managers, employees, and departments was tense. this damaged rela-
tions and decreased employee motivation and commitment to the company.
currently, employees state that the corporate culture based on spiritual values
has allowed them to regain trust and improve relationships. the daily practice
of collective prayer and meditation has helped them to draw closer to each other
on a personal and family level, which has allowed them to experience positive
relationships with coworkers and participate in an environment of connection
and friendship. 

Additionally, it was found that social service activities developed inside the
work environment are a space where the bond among employees is strength-
ened, since these kind of activities are a source of satisfaction of spiritual needs.
they channel calling by means of selfless service and assistance to others and
strengthen the sense of calling by providing the opportunity for one to live a life
integrated to a group. that has a transcendent purpose: 

i have a lot of to do with clients since i was in the Quality Department.
Now i'm in the Production Department. they still call me and ask me; they
say, a lot of people are avid for knowing what to do to be healthier; that is
something i like a lot. if i can do something for someone, that motivates
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me to teach them, explain to them about their questions. there are many
that say: “i only consume WhOLEgrAiN because it is what helps my
health”, those things also motivate me a lot. i'm doing something produc-
tive for humanity. (interview 8) 

Stage 3: Organizational Outcomes: Knowledge Creation,
Knowledge Sharing, and Knowledge Reuse 

in accordance with Fry, the stage defined as “organizational outcomes” rises
up naturally as a consequence of the two previous stages. Organizational out-
comes reflect the benefits that the organization obtains after implementing the
initial stages. the goal of this research is to determine whether the previous
stages succeeded in influencing the company’s processes of knowledge 
management.

here are most important findings:

Knowledge Creation. research shows that most of the SMEs do not create
knowledge, but acquire and adapt knowledge to their needs because of the
scarcity of economic resources. this limitation implies negotiating the acquisi-
tion of strategic resources and services on which its own activities depend
(teece, 1988; Vangen et al., 2005; hutchinson & Quintas, 2008). in WhOLE-
grAiN, the recent projects for developing new products have relied on the 
procurement and adaptation of existing knowledge through purchases from or
donations by allied companies. 

interviews disclose that in WhOLEgrAiN there is a favorable condition for
knowledge creation, since the certainty that the company is guided by god, the
commitment of employees, and low employee turnover create an environment
of cooperation and generation of ideas. however, it was noted that the econom-
ic factor is the biggest limitation for the creation or acquisition of knowledge.
interviews revealed that due to the company’s precarious situation, the cEO
restricts investment in research and development projects and focuses on sur-
vival. Another aspect which arose from interviews is that some staff members
consider the absence of a supportive attitude toward new products initiatives 
as the real limitation for knowledge creation: 

We recently started a new project. this project is hardly new actually, as 
it had been suggested to the boss, many years ago.  When it was initially
suggested the boss’s reply was: “yes, that’s a great idea but let us do it
sometime in the future’. it took years to get this project started. i under-
stand that projects require money, but i don’t know if it is all about
money, or the leadership just don’t want to do it . . . . the process of enter-
ing new products into the company is very slow. i mean, there is no cul-
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ture of acceptance of new ideas, of wanting to innovate all the time.
(interview 3) 

According to the interviews, the absence of a culture of innovation is reflect-
ed on a lack of budget allocation for these activities, slowness, and centraliza-
tion of decisions related to new projects, a lack of technical processes accompa-
nying the development of initiatives from their incubation to their launch, and
lack of incentives to promote and reward new ideas. 

Knowledge Sharing. the interviews show that one of the most important con-
tributions of WhOLEgrAiN’s organizational culture based on its christian val-
ues is the building of staff trust. Moments of reflection and prayer stimulate the
sense of membership and strengthen relationships. they also create an environ-
ment in which spiritual values such as harmony, forgiveness, and acceptance
are exercised. good relationships among employees have achieved greater inter-
action, better work environment, and greater willingness to cooperate and share
ideas which have made the training processes easier among former and new
employees. they also fostered communication by creating safe spaces to resolve
problems, to generate new ideas for improving processes, the implementation of
small innovations, and enhancement of working positions through staff initia-
tive. All of these aspects could be considered activities inherent to the processes
of organizational knowledge:

Of course, when we see the same value every day, it influences all of us
indirectly. Besides, it allows us to have more interaction, since we were so
distant. however, a bond of trust was built, and now we are not work-
mates, but friends. (interview 5) 

Knowledge Reuse. Finally, it was found that knowledge reuse is made by
direct interaction among employees who, based on experience, create and mod-
ify processes in a quick and flexible way because there are no established pro-
cesses for knowledge transformation from tacit to explicit. People share tacit
knowledge, since the company does not have practices for collecting and trans-
forming this information into explicit knowledge. the creation and modification
of the processes are made easier due to the seniority, experience, and ability of
employees who knew and understood key business processes, and solutions for
improving processes of one department in relation to other departments.
Aspects like familiarity among employees, experience, and low staff turnover
makes employees a valuable source of tacit knowledge:

head of the Department of information Systems: i saw that the Payroll
Department calculated a seller’s commission only at the end of the month.
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i talked to the heads of the Payroll Department and Sales Department so
that the commission would be calculated as soon as a sale was made. this
way, sales agents don’t have to wait until the end of each month to know
their commission, and they can feel stimulated to sell more. (interview 5)

in addition, it was found that in WhOLEgrAiN, technological devices such
as computers were used for managing operational processes like sales, invento-
ry, and storing historical data by departments, but not used as a mechanism for
information storage for later analysis and reuse. Even though the data stored in
these devices could be freely accessed, it was not used, since its relevance and
usefulness was unknown. 

Moreover, it was found that the employees themselves were responsible for
making the decision about what kind of data was stored, how long, and with
whom it was shared with. there was no a formal policy on information storage
and analysis for the sake of improving processes or making decisions. that
probably happened because the company is unaware of the knowledge poten-
tial such information has to it and how it to best utilize it. 

We have common files on the server where i have my folder and keep
everything. i have schedules, supplier lists, information about replace-
ment parts, prices, where i can get something, how long ago it was
bought. that is my information. the sales department has its own folder
and information. i don't use sales information because even though i can,
i’m not going to understand anything. the same happens to them and my
folder. (interview 3) 

Discussion and Conclusions 
the purpose of this research was to establish the influence of spiritual leader-

ship on knowledge processes by means of the application of the spiritual leader-
ship model, proposed by Louis Fry, to WhOLEgrAiN, a medium-sized compa-
ny. At this stage, two questions need to be considered.

First, how applicable was Fry’s spiritual leadership model to WhOLEgrAiN’s
organizational reality? the results of the study indicate that the model is rele-
vant to WhOLEgrAiN’s organizational reality. therefore, this model can be con-
sidered as an operationalization strategy of workplace spirituality. the signifi-
cance of religion in the validation of the model is one of the most important
findings of this study. Fry allows organizations to feel free to choose their refer-
ences on which to base their own spirituality. however, by analyzing his writ-
ings, it is possible to demonstrate the repeated use of religious concepts and
texts from the Bible to explain his categories.  

this connection between Fry’s model and religion highlights the theological
sense underlying his model. in accordance with what was observed at the com-
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pany, the spiritual leadership model points to a spiritual transformation that
happens when people live a religious experience at the organizational level. in
this case, the company is an organization with an obvious religious vocation,
hence religion is directly and significantly linked to spirituality. religious
beliefs are the source of its principles and values, nourishing the spiritual 
experience of its people and of the entire organization, over which it is possible
develop a successful spiritual leadership. 

Osman, gani, hashim, and ismail (2012) define religion as an organized 
system of beliefs, practices, rituals, and symbols designed to facilitate proximity
to the sacred and transcendent, and to foster the mutual responsibility of every-
one living in community. At the same time, they specify that spirituality is the
personal search to find answers regarding life’s most fundamental questions.

in this case, the findings revealed that at the studied company, the spirituali-
ty and religion constructs are related, due to the fact that the Seventh-day
Adventist church provides a complete system of principles, values, and beliefs
directing the SMEs’ corporate culture and influencing the channels through
which spirituality was built which provided meaning  to the personal and pro-
fessional life of employees. 

this conditioning of the spiritual to the religious has had deep implications
in the behavior of individuals at the company. Since religious principles influ-
ence actions, perceptions, personal decisions, and increase the employee’s
morale and productivity, these elements have an impact on organizational out-
comes (connolly & Myers, 2003; giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Mccarty, 2007;
Vasconcelos, 2009). 

the second question asks whether the initial stages of the model (spiritual
leadership: vision, hope or faith, altruistic love and wellbeing, calling, and mem-
bership) were able to have an impact on the third, namely,  organizational out-
comes. this third stage is composed of the processes of creation, sharing, and
reuse of knowledge. indeed, this study showed that stages one and two of the
model did create a favorable condition for the company’s processes of knowledge
management. this allows for the conclusion that spiritual leadership may be
considered a strategy for leading processes of organizational knowledge.
however, it should be noted that the company’s poor awareness about knowl-
edge processes was a limiting condition for managing these. the company is
unaware of how to use knowledge as a strategic resource for developing new
products that enhance the productivity and competitiveness of the company. 

One of the favorable conditions for the processes of knowledge management
turned out to be the corporate culture that brings principles and beliefs of the
employees together with the company’s beliefs and religious values. this align-
ment unifies the collective and individual identity, and fosters a proper work
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environment that generates actions directed to the processes of creation, shar-
ing, and reuse of knowledge. Many descriptive researchers have identified cul-
ture as a significant catalyst or a major obstacle to creating and sharing knowl-
edge. A favorable organizational culture of knowledge is one of the most impor-
tant conditions for achieving success in initiatives of organizational knowledge
management.

Knowledge Creation
two restricting aspects of WhOLEgrAiN’s knowledge creation were the

absorptive capacity of new ideas from the market and the ability to translate
them into new products. Dou and Dou (1999) state that when an SMEs’ informa-
tion environment is poor, demonstrated by the company’s quality of the sources
and information, managers remain isolated and innovation is scarce. this state-
ment was confirmed by the observed reality, since it is showed that the lack of
external information sources (trainings, travels, events, participation in guilds)
and the restricted capacity to manage internal resources and ideas generated lit-
tle creativity for knowledge creation resulting in concrete products. cohen and
Levinthal define this ability as the firm’s absorptive capacity (1990). 

A second aspect considered as limiting knowledge creation is that employees
do not perceive an attitude of interest and commitment from management to the
knowledge processes. researchers point out that this situation is potentially dam-
aging to the organization, since management has a key role to resolve what kind
of resources should be allocated and how long employees are allowed to carry out
knowledge management activities (Singh, 2008; Durst & Edvardsson, 2012).

Knowledge Sharing
ragab and Arisha (2013) state that organizational culture has been identified

as a key determinant of knowledge of management’s success or failure. the
analysis of the process of knowledge sharing in WhOLEgrAiN identified that
corporate culture based on christian values is a favorable condition for social-
ization, creation of collective identity, and building of trust among employees.
Davenport and Prusak (1998) argued that this is achieved because culture
becomes a catalyst in fostering an environment whose values encourage the
employees to share, interact, communicate, cooperate, and more. 

the consistency between values, rules, and practices at WhOLEgrAiN has
created a collective identity that reinforces the interaction among workers,
strengthens the bond with stakeholder support groups, and establishes a com-
mon ethical framework for making decisions. this finding is consistent with
hamdan and Damirchi (2011), who suggest that environments with high levels 
of trust and social interaction, in terms of frequency of approaches and 
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communication, foster knowledge sharing and flow of resources. 
A limiting aspect for knowledge sharing is that operational activities requir-

ing teamwork, process improvement, and decision-making processes are affect-
ed by failures of communication. Employees argue that although management
has made efforts for promoting spaces that allow interaction among depart-
ments, those are not enough, but are focused on routine issues like vacation
approval, contract renewal, and more. Frustration is caused by a lack of space
for discussion and attempting to solve every department’s critical problems; this
weakens the interest in cooperating, creates an attitude of indifference, delays
the process improvement, and discourages the sense of team. 

Wee and chua (2013) state that organizations in which there are few interac-
tions, regular working meetings, and management discussions restrict the knowl-
edge of functions, responsibilities, and processes among departments, and at the
same time, reduce chances for management and employees to propose opera-
tional solutions and collaborative initiatives contributing to process improvement. 

Knowledge Reuse
the last knowledge process that this research analyzed was knowledge reuse.

this study found that the company was unaware of the importance of managing
knowledge processes and has not developed deliberate actions allowing it to
benefit from organizational knowledge in order to increase its competitiveness.
this finding is consistent with hutchinson and Quintas’ (2008) ideas, which
indicate that SMEs tend to develop informal processes of knowledge, under-
stood as those practices that are not labeled or constituted in terms and con-
cepts of knowledge management.

One of the reasons associated with informality is job stability. Employees are a
valuable source of tacit knowledge, obtained by years of experience. this condi-
tion makes them information providers for the control and monitoring systems of
administrative management and production processes (quality management sys-
tem). Notwithstanding, this strength is not being exploited by the company, since
it has left this pool of tacit knowledge residing in employee expertise unused. the
company doesn’t seem to understand or know how to manage the benefits provid-
ed by this transformation of tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. 

therefore, this study concludes that the influence of religion and spirituality is
important in order to create a proper corporate culture for bringing together indi-
vidual and organizational interests. in this regard, this research validates Fry’s
theory of spiritual leadership as a conceptual tool for the practice of spirituality
at the workplace. Nonetheless, at the studied company, the conditions allowing
the development of strategies for the management of knowledge processes are
incipient, which significantly weakens the impact of spiritual leadership. 
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