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Measuring Servant Leadership

ABSTRACT

The concept of Servant Leadership was introduced by Robert Greenleaf in the 1970s, and although 
in his works there is a very clear picture of servant leadership in philosophical terms, there is not 
an empirically validated definition of servant leadership. For this reason, numerous scholars worked 
individually on developing competing frameworks to define servant leadership since the mid-1990s; 
the result is that, throughout the scientific literature, the construct of servant leadership is defined by 
an inconsistent set of dimensions and there is still no consensus about an operational definition of the 
construct. In a similar way, since the end of the 1990s, numerous scholars developed different scales 
to measure servant leadership, based on different operational definitions. Accordingly, there is not an 
agreed upon measure of Servant Leadership; a few measures were used in a limited number of studies, 
and a relatively large number of measures were used in less than two. The chapter presents the most 
significant and used operational definitions, a detailed description of the development of the different 
measuring instruments, as well as a reference to some of the studies that used them, and a final section 
where the advantages and disadvantages of using certain measures are presented.

INTRODUCTION

Servant leadership (SL) is a highly appealing con-
cept, presented by Robert K. Greenleaf through 
a series of essays and conferences in the 1970s 
culminating in an influential book (1977), leaving 
an important legacy for his many followers. As a 
practitioner with more than 60 years of working 
experience, Greenleaf described the servant leader 
behavior in a mix of philosophical and practical 
terms. Although in a practical sense the SL concept 
is easy to understand, from a scientific point of 

view it’s much more difficult to operationalize, 
thus leading to numerous competing operational 
definitions and measuring instruments.

The chapter starts with a Background section 
explaining the possible reasons for the existence 
of competing operational definitions and different 
measuring instruments. A section follows on Op-
erational Definitions, where the most significant 
theoretical developments are presented. Next, a 
section on Measuring Servant Leadership presents 
a comprehensive revision of the existing measur-
ing instruments; there, the reader will notice the 
existence of a large number of competing instru-
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ments, frequently based on different operational 
definitions of the Servant Leadership construct; 
the process that each author followed to develop 
his/her instrument is described in detail, to allow 
the reader make his/her own assessment of the 
rigour of the development and the quality of the 
instrument. In the following section, the issue 
of selecting a measuring instrument is assessed; 
different criteria are presented, the instruments 
are compared in the light of these criteria, and 
suggestions are made so that the reader looking 
to identify an instrument to undertake a research 
project can make his/her own decision. Finally, 
some Future Research directions are presented, 
as well as the Conclusions section.

BACKGROUND

The concept of Servant Leadership was introduced 
by Robert Greenleaf in the 1970s, and although 
the depiction of what SL is in philosophical and 
practical terms is clear, there isn’t yet an agreed 
upon, empirically validated definition of SL (Laub, 
1999; Van Dierendonck, 2011). Probably, the clos-
est to a definition is Greenleaf’s famous quote:

The Servant-Leader is servant first…It begins 
with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, 
to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one 
to aspire to lead…The best test, and difficult 
to administer is this: Do those served grow as 
persons? Do they, while being served, become 
healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more 
likely themselves to become servants? And, what 
is the effect on the least privileged in society? Will 
they benefit, or at least not further be harmed? 
(Greenleaf, 1977, p. 7)

This is probably one of the most well-known 
paragraphs within the servant leadership com-
munity (Van Dierendonck, 2011), and also the 
starting point for any scholar working on an 
operationalization of the construct of Servant 

Leadership. However, since the inception of the 
concept in the 1970s research on SL was mostly 
anecdotal and non-empirical (Page & Wong, 
2000; Whittington et al., 2006) and it took almost 
two decades for scholars to start working on an 
operational definition.

When compared to other leadership theories 
and models, the lack of an operational definition of 
SL made it difficult for scholars to develop research 
studies, and the literature of servant leadership 
lagged behind that of other leadership theories. 
For example, the concepts of Transformational 
Leadership or Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) 
Theory also date from the 1970s, but as scholars 
agreed early on basic definitions and measuring 
instruments for these theories, the state of the 
research is today far more advanced than in SL. 
In a recent article, the authors stated that their 
literature review “yielded more meta-analyses 
of Transformational Leadership than original 
empirical studies of Servant Leadership” (Barbuto 
& Wheeler, 2006, p. 303).

This delay in an agreed upon definition of what 
SL is, led numerous scholars to work individually 
on competing definitions of SL, over a span of 
time of ten or fifteen years, perhaps seeing this 
as an opportunity to promote or impose their own 
frameworks and conceptualizations; the result 
is that, throughout the scientific literature, the 
construct of SL is defined by an inconsistent set 
of dimensions (Liden et al., 2008), and there is 
still no consensus about an operational definition 
or a theoretical framework of servant leadership 
(Van Dierendonck, 2011), or how it should be 
measured (Parris & Peachey, 2013).

OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS

The lack of a strong and accepted theoretical 
framework to guide scholarly activities is one of the 
greatest challenges in servant leadership research. 
Servant leadership as a theory has been qualified 
as untested (Bass, 2000) and under-researched 
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