
--------10 

-

Servant Leadership 

DESCRIPTION-------------

Servant leadership is a paradox-an approach to leadership that runs coun
ter to common sense. Our everyday images of leadership do not coincide 
with leaders being servants. Leaders influence, and servants follow. How 
can leadership be both service and influence? How can a person be a leader 
and a servant at the same time? Although servant leadership seems contra
dictory and challenges our traditional beliefs about leadership, it is an 
approach that offers a unique perspective. 

Servant leadership, which originated in the writings of Greenleaf (1970, 
1972, 1977), has been of interest to leadership scholars for more than 
40 years. Until recently, little empirical research on servant leadership has 
appeared in established peer-reviewed journals. Most of the academic and 
nonacademic writing on the topic has been prescriptive, focusing on how 
servant leadership should ideally be, rather than descriptive, focusing on 
what servant leadership actually is in practice (van Dierendonck, 2011). 
However, in the past 10 years, multiple publications have helped to clarify 
servant leadership and substantiate its basic assumptions. 

Similar to earlier leadership theories discussed in this book (e.g., skills 
approach and behavioral approach), servant leadership is an approach 
focusing on leadership from the point of view of the leader and his or her 
behaviors. Servant leadership emphasizes that leaders be attentive to the 
concerns of their followers, empathize with them, and nurture them. 
Servant leaders put followers first, empower them, and help them develop 
their full personal capacities. Furthermore, servant leaders are ethical 
(see Chapter 13, "Leadership Ethics," for an extended discussion of this 
topic) and lead in ways that serve the greater good of the organization, 
community, and society at large. 
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servant Leadership Defined

What is servant leadership? Scholars have addressed this approach from ma
different perspectives resulting in a variety of definitions of servant leadersh 
Greenleaf (1970) provides the most frequently referenced definition: 

[Servant leadership] begins with the natural feeling that one wants 
to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire 
to lead .... The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the 
servant-first to make sure that other people's highest priority 
needs are being served. 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 socie ty; will they benefit, 
or, at least, will they not be further deprived? (p. 15) 

Although complex, this definition sets forth the basic ideas of servant leade 
ship that have been highlighted by current scholars. Servant leaders place ti 
good of followers over their own self-interests and emphasize follower develo1 
ment (Hale & Fields, 2007). They demonstrate strong moral behavior towai 
followers (Graham, 1991; Walumbwa, Hartnell, & Oke, 2010), the organiz: 
tion, and other stakeholders (Ehrhart, 2004). Practicing servant leadershi 
comes more naturally for some than others, but everyone can learn to be 
servant leader (Spears, 2010). Although servant leadership is sometimes treate 
by others as a trait, in our discussion, servant leadership is viewed as a behavic 

Historical Basis of Servant Leadership

Robert K. Greenleaf coined the term servant leadership and is the author c
the seminal works on the subject. Greenleaf's persona and writings hav
significantly influenced how servant leadership has developed on the practi
cal and theoretical level. He founded the Center for Applied Ethics in 196'
?0w the Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership, which provides a clear
mghouse and focal point for research and writing on servant leadership.

Greenleaf worked for 40 years at AT&T and, after retiring, began explorin1 
�o� institutions function and how they could better serve society. He �a
I�trigued by issues of power and authority and how individuals in orgaruza 

ti�ns could creatively support each other. Decidedly against coercive leader 
ship, Greenleaf advocated using communication to build consensus in groupi 

Greenleaf cred· t hi fi ul . . H n Hesse': 
1 s s orm at10n of servant leadership to erman 

(l9S6) novel The Journey to the East. It tells the story of a group of travel�r. 

on a myth" al· d erua ic Journey who are accompanied by a servant who oes m 
chores for the t 1 b . . . • • nd song rave ers ut also sustains them with his spmts a 
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scale that identifies 10 leader behaviors that are essential to servant lead ship and establishing servant leadership in an organization. ei 

Outcomes 

Although servant leadership focuses primarily on leader behaviors, it is als
important to examine the potential outcomes of servant leadership. The oui 
comes of servant leadership are fa/lower perjormance and growth, organization,
perjormance, and societal impact (see Figure 10.1). As Greenleaf highlighted i 
his original work (1970), the central goal of servant leadership is to creat 
healthy organizations that nurture individual growth, strengthen organiz:i 

tional performance, and, in the end, produce a positive impact on society. 

Follower Performance and Growth. In the model of servant leadershiJ 
most of the servant leader behaviors focus directly on recognizing follower 
contributions and helping them realize their human potential. The expecte 
outcome for followers is greater self-actualization. That is , followers wi 
realize their full capabilities when leaders nurture them, help them wit 
their personal goals, and give them control. 

Another outcome of servant leadership, suggested by Meuser et al. (2011 
is that it will have a favorable impact on follower in-role performance-th 
way followers do their assigned work. When servant leaders were matche, 
with followers who were open to this type of leadership, the results wer 
positive. Followers became more effective at accomplishing their jobs ani 
fulfilling their job descriptions. For example, studies of servant leadership i 
a sales setting in Spain found that sales managers' servant leadership wa 
directly related to salespeople's performance with in the organization ani 
indirectly related to salespeople's identification with the organization. I_iaddition, it enhanced the salespeople's adaptability and proactivity by posi 

tively affecting their self-efficacy and intr insic motivation (Band( 
Fernandez-Ferrin, Varela-Neira, & Otero-Neira, 2016; Otero-Neira et al 
2016). Hunter et al. (2013) found that servant leadership fosters a positiv 

service climate, induces followers to help coworkers and sell products, an,
reduces turnover and disengagement behaviors. In addition, Chinia�a a�
Bentein (2016) found that when servant leaders attended to followers nee 

· · · pact 01 for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, it had a pos !tlve '.m 
followers' task performance and organizational citizenship behaVIor. 

Finally, another expected result of servant leadership is that followers them
1 b , -, al. ation of servanse ves may ecome servant leaders. Greenlcat s conceptu 12 . _ . . d empower leadership hypothesizes that when followers receive canng an 

h . . ·ng ot ers 11 ment from ethical leaders they in turn will likclv begm treat! 
. ' ' ' . . . . hich servanthis way. Servant leadership would produce a ripple effect 111 w 
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regards to the airline's customers. Becau_s� t�e company thrives, it impaci 
society by providing jobs in the commumt1es 1t serves and, to a lesser exten 
by providing the customers who rely on it with transportation. 

In his conceptualization of servant leadership, Greenleaf did not frame th 
process as one that was intended to directly change society. Rather, he visu 
alized leaders who become servants first and listen to others and help ther 
grow. As a result, their organizations are healthier, ultimately benefitin 
society. In this way, the long-term outcomes of putting others first includ 
positive social change and helping society flourish. 

Summary of the Model of Servant Leadershi0

In summary, the model of servant leadership consists of three component: 
antecedent conditions, servant leader behaviors, and outcomes. The centn 
focus of the model is the seven behaviors of leaders that foster servant lead 
ership: conceptualizing, emotional healing, putting followers first, helpin 
followers grow and succeed, behaving ethically, empowering, and creatin. 
value for the community. These behaviors are influenced by context an, 
culture, the leader's attributes, and the followers' receptivity to this kind o 
leadership. When individuals engage in servant leadership, it is likely t, 
improve outcomes at the individual, organizational, and societal levels. 

HOW DOES SERVANT LEADERSHIP WORK?---

The servant leadership approach works differently than many of the prio 
theories we have discussed in this book. For example, it is unlike the trai 
approach (Chapter 2), which emphasizes that leaders should have certain spe 
cific traits. It is also unlike path-goal theory (Chapter 6), which lays out prin 
ciples regarding what style ofleadership is needed in various situations. Insteac 
servant leadership focuses on the behaviors leaders should exhibit to put follow 
ers first and to support followers' personal development. It is concerned witl 
how leaders treat followers and the outcomes that are likely to emerge. 
So what is the mechanism that explains how servant leadership works? I
be�ins when leaders commit themselves to putting their followers fi�stbe�n� hones_t with them, and treating them fairly. Servant leaders mak� it:pnonty to listen to their followers and develop strong long-term relation
ships with them. This allows leaders to understand the abilities, needs, an<
goals of followers, which in turn allows these followers to achieve their fu1
p�tenti�. When many le�ders in' an organization adopt a servant lea�ers�ij
?nentation, a culture of serving others within and outside the orgamzatwr1s created (Liden et al., 2008). 
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is not a preferred kind of leadership. Findings indicate that servant leader-
hip may not be effective in contexts where followers are not open to being

�ided, supported, and empowered. Followers' readiness to receive servant 
leadership moderates the potential usefulness ofleading from this approach
(Liden et al., 2008).
Fourth,recent research has resulted in a sound measure of servant leadership.
Using a rigorous methodology, Liden et al. (2008) developed and validated
the Servant Leadership Qyestionnaire (SLQ2, which appears at the end of
the chapter. It comprises 28 items that identify seven distinct dimensions of
servant leadership. Studies show that the SLQis unique and measures 
aspects ofleadership that are different from those measured by the transfor
mational and leader-member exchange theories (Liden et al., 2008;
Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 2011). The SLQhas proved to be a suitable
instrument for use in research on servant leadership.

CRITICISMS-------------

In addition to the positive features of servant leadership, this approach has 
several limitations. First, the paradoxical nature of the title "servant leadership"
creates semantic noise that diminishes the potential value of the approach.
Because the name appears contradictory, servant leadership is prone to be
perceived as fanciful or whimsical. In addition, being a servant leader implies
following, and following is viewed as the opposite ofleading. Although servant
leadership incorporates influence, the mechanism of how influence functionsas a part of servant leadership is not fully explicated in the approach.
Second, there is debate among servant leadership scholars regarding the core
dimensions of the process. As illustrated in Table 10.1, servant leadership is
hypothesized to include a multitude of abilities traits and behaviors. To
date, researchers have been unable to reach conse�sus o� a common defini
tion or theoretical framework for servant leadership ( van Dierendonck,
2011). Until a larger body of findings is published on servant leadership, the
robustness of theoretical formulations about it will remain limited.
Third, a large segment of the writing on servant leadership has a prescriptive ove1:o�e that implies that good leaders "put others first."While advocating an
�truis�c app�oach to leadership is commendable, it has a utopian ring because it c�nfli�ts with individual autonomy and other principles ofleadership such as directing, concern for production, goal setting, and creating a vision (Gerge�,
2006), Furthermore, along with the "value-push" prescriptive quality, there 15 an almost mo ali · h d h' As ar stic nature t at seems to surround servant lea ers 1P· result many practt't• f . ii chers ' 10ners o servant leadership are not necessar y resear who want to conduct studies to test the validity of servant leadership theory.
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In summary, servant leadership provides a philosophy and set of behaviors 
that individuals in the organizational setting can learn and develop. The 
following section features cases illustrating how servant leadership has been 
manifested in different ways. 

----- CASE STUDIES------

This section provides three case studies (Cases 10.1, 10.2, and 10.3) that illus
trate different facets of servant leadership. The first case describes the servant
leadership of a high school secretary. The second case is about Dr. Paul Farmer 
and his efforts to stop disease in Haiti and other parts of the world. The third

case is about the leaders of Southwest Airlines who created a servant leadership 

culture that permeates the company. At the end of each case, several questions 
are provided to help analyze the case from the perspective of servant leadership. 

CASE 10.1 

Everyone Loves Mrs. Noble 

Sharon Noble is in charge of the main office at Essex High School, a posi

tion she has held for nearly 30 years. She does not have a college degree, 

but that does not seem to hinder her work as "secretary" for the school. 

She is an extravert, and people say her jokes are corny, but she runs the 

office efficiently and well, getting along with teachers and students and 

dealing with the rules and procedures that govern day-to-day Essex 
school life. 

When people describe Sharon, they say that she is wise and seems to 

know just about everything there is to know about the school. She 

understands the core curriculum, testing, dress code, skip policy, after
school programs, helicopter parents, and much more. If students want 

to have a bake sale, she tells them the best way to do it. If they want to 

take Advanced Placement courses, she tells them which ones to take. The 

list of what she knows is endless. For years parents have told one another, 

"If you want to know anything about the school, go to Mrs. Noble-she 
is Essex High School." 

There is nothing pretentious about Mrs. Noble. She drives an old car and 

wears simple clothes. Students say they've never seen her wear makeup.

But nevertheless, she is still "with it" when it comes to student fads and

eccentricities. When students had long hair and fringed vests in the

1970s, Sharon was cool with it. She never mocks students who are "way

out" and seems to even enjoy these students. When students wear

clothes to get attention because they feel ostracized, Sharon is accepting
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(Continued) 

3. Another characteristic of a servant leader is getting followers to 
serve. Who are Paul Farmer's followers, and how did they become
servants to his vision?

4. What role do you think Paul Farmer's childhood had in his develop
ment as a servant leader?

CASE 10.3 

Servant Leadership Takes Flight 

A young mother traveling with a toddler on a long cross-country flight 
approached the flight attendant looking rather frantic. Because of 
weather and an hour-and-a-half wait on the runway to take off, the 
plane would arrive at its destination several hours late. The plane had 
made an intermediate stop in Denver to pick up passengers but not long 
enough for travelers to disembark. The mother told the attendant that 
with the delays and the long flight, her child had already eaten all the 
food she brought and if she didn't feed him soon he was bound to have 
a total meltdown. "Can I get off for five minutes just to run and get 
something for him to eat?" she pleaded. 

"I have to recommend strongly that you stay on the plane," the atten
dant said, sternly. But then, with a smile, she added, "But I can get off. 
The plane won't leave without me. What can I get your son to eat?" 

Turns out that flight attendant not only got the little boy a meal, but 
brought four other children on board meals as well. Anyone who has 
traveled in a plane with screaming children knows that this flight 
attendant not only took care of some hungry children and frantic par
ents, but also indirectly saw to the comfort of a planeload of other 
passengers. 

This story doesn't surprise anyone familiar with Southwest Airlines. The 
airline's mission statement is posted every 3 feet at all Southwest locations: 
Follow the Golden Rule-treat people the way you want to be treated. 

�t's a philosophy that the company takes to heart and begins with how 
it_tr�ats employees. Colleen Barrett, the former president of Southwest
Airlines, says the company's cofounder and her mentor, Herb Kelleher, 
was adamant that "a happy and motivated workforce will essentially 
extend that goodwill to Southwest's customers" (Knowledge@Wharton, 
200S). If the airline took care of its employees, the employees would take 
care of the customers, and the shareholders would win, too. 
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LEADERSHIP INSTRUMENT---------

Many questionnaires have been used to measure servant leadership (see 
Table 10.1). Because of its relevance to the content, the Servant Leadership 
Qyestionnaire (SLQ2 by Liden et al. (2008) was chosen for inclusion in this 
chapter. It is a 28-item scale that measures seven major dimensions of ser
vant leadership: conceptualizing, emotional healing, putting followers first, 
helping followers grow and succeed, behaving ethically, empowering, and 
creating value for the community. Using exploratory and confirmatory fac
tor analysis, Liden et al. established the multiple dimensions of this scale 
and described how it is uniquely different from other leadership measures. 
In addition, Liden et al. (2015) have developed and validated a 7-item scale 
that measures global servant leadership, which correlates strongly with the 
28-item measure used in this section. 

By completing the SLQyou will gain an understanding of how servanl 
leadership is measured and explore where you stand on the different dimen· 
sions of servant leadership. Servant leadership is a complex process, anc 
taking the SLQis one way to discover the dynamics of how it works. 
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26. He/She wants to know about others' career goals.
27. He/She does what he/she can to make others' jobs easier.
28. He/She values honesty more than profits. 

234567 
234567 
234567 

SOURCE: Reprinted (adapted version) from The Leadership Quarterly, 19, R. C. Liden, s. J. 

Wayne, H. Zhao, and D. Henderson, "Servant Leadership: Development of a 

Multidimensional Measure and Multi-Level Assessment," pp. 161-177, Copyright (2008), 

with permission from Elsevier 

Scoring 

Using the questionnaires on which others assessed your leadership, take thE 
separate scores for each item, add them together, and divide that sum by two 
This will give you the average score for that item. For example, if Person t 
assessed you at 4 for Item 2, and Person B marked you as a 6, your score fo 
Item 2 would be 5. 

Once you have averaged each item's scores, use the following steps to com 
plete the scoring of the questionnaire: 

1. Add up the scores for 1, 8, 15, and 22. This is your score for emotional healin\

2. Add up the scores for 2, 9, 16, and 23. This is your score for creating valu 
for the community.

3. Add up the scores for 3, 10, 17, and 24. This is your score for conceptual skill 

4. Add up the scores for 4, 11, 18, and 25. This is your score for empowerin1 

5. Add up the scores for 5, 12, 19, and 26. This is your score for helpir 
followers grow and succeed .

6. Add up the scores for 6, 13, 20, and 27. This is your score for puttir 
followers first .

7. Add up the scores for 7, 14, 21, and 28. This is your score for behaving ethical 

Scoring Interpretation 

• High range: A score between 23 and 28 means you strongly exhibit ti
servant leadership behavior.

• Moderate range: A score between 14 and 22 means you tend to exhil
this behavior in an average way.

• Low range: A score between 8 and 13 means you exhibit this leaderst
behavior below the average or expected degree.

• Extremely low range: A score between O and 7 means you are not incli�
to exhibit this leadership behavior at all .

The scores you received on the Servant Leadership Questionnaire indicate·
degree to which you exhibit the seven behaviors characteristic of a serv, 
leader. Y?u can use the results to assess areas in which you have strong serv
leadership behaviors and areas in which you may strive to improve.
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The servant leadership approach also has limitations. First, the paradoxical 
nature of the title "servant leadership" creates semantic noise that diminishes the 
potential value of the approach. Second, no consensus exists on a common the
oretical framework for servant leadership. Third, servant leadership has a uto
pian ring that conflicts with traditional approaches to leadership. Last, it is not 
clear why "conceptualizing" is a defining characteristic of servant leadership. 

Despite the limitations, servant leadership continues to be an engaging
approach to leadership that holds much promise. As more research is done
to test the substance and assumptions of servant leadership, a better under
standing of the complexities of the process will emerge.

Sharpen your skills with SAGE edge at edge.sagepub.com/northouse8e
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