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Abstract: While we already know a lot about the outcomes and boundary conditions of servant
leadership, there is still a need for research on its antecedents. Building on the theory of purposeful
work behavior and further theorizing by van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015), we examine if
leaders’ propensity for compassionate love will evoke servant leadership behavior. At the same time,
we contrast compassionate love to leaders’ narcissism as psychological counterpart to compassionate
love, because narcissism is not associated with leader effectiveness, but with leader emergence instead.
We collected data from 170 leader-follower-dyads in a field study in Germany, while measuring
leaders’ compassionate love and narcissism, and followers’ perceptions of servant leadership.
We found a positive association between leaders’ compassionate love and servant leadership behavior,
while narcissism was negatively associated with servant leadership. Theoretical and practical
implications, as well as pathways for future research are discussed.

Keywords: servant leadership; compassionate love; narcissism; antecedents

1. Introduction

Inspired by Greenleaf’s seminal essays, empirical research using psychometrically sound measures
has profoundly advanced our view on servant leadership. Current empirical evidence suggests its
beneficial effects on follower performance and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), beyond
transformational leadership and leader-member-exchange (LMX), across different jobs and cultures
(e.g., Liden et al. 2008; Van Dierendonck and Nuijten 2011; Sendjaya et al. 2008).

Eva et al. (2019) reviewed the state-of-the-art in servant leadership research. Ample research
on the measurement, mediators, moderators and outcomes of servant leadership has been carried
out. As far as its antecedents and role in stimulating servant leadership are concerned, however,
there is still great potential for further research. In their systematic review, they analyzed a total of
11 empirical studies which focused on leaders’ traits as precursor of servant leadership: high agreeable,
low extraverted individuals (Hunter et al. 2013), who are self-confident (Flynn et al. 2016) and mindful
(Verdorfer 2016), tend to act as servant leaders.

These findings contradict, at least in part, the literature on leadership emergence, which states that
especially narcissistic personalities tend to emerge faster into leadership positions (e.g., Externbrink
and Keil 2018). At the same time, narcissism is a limitation on leadership success, i.e. the effectiveness
of a leader. Emergence in leadership roles is achieved by narcissistic personalities through an ambitious,
visionary and charismatic appearance, supported by very good rhetorical skills, which allows them
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to achieve an impression of “charming at first sight” (Grijalva et al. 2015). This rise into a leadership
role is accompanied by disadvantages in terms of leadership effectiveness, in that employees are not
valued, and rash and risky decisions are made (ibid.). In addition, narcissists are not receptive to
criticism and tend to throw tantrums (cf. Campbell et al. 2002). Narcissistic leaders love themselves
abundantly resulting in the problem of insufficient leadership effectiveness. Other studies rather
suggest that the psychological counterpart of narcissism, namely humility or compassionate love, is a
suitable antecedent for effective leadership like servant leadership (Van Dierendonck and Patterson
2015). To capture the two poles of the continuum between leading with abundant self-love and leading
with love towards non-intimate others, both narcissism and compassionate love are examined here as
antecedents of servant leadership.

Brouns (2019) has argued that personal antecedents of servant leadership can be studied in depth
by referring to the Theory of Purposeful Work Behavior (Barrick et al. 2013). The core principle of
the theory is that individual characteristics initiate purposeful goal strivings, and when certain job
characteristics act in concert with these purposeful motivational strivings, individuals perceive a
psychological state of experienced meaningfulness, which in turn triggers task-specific motivation and
coherent work behavior.

The aim of this study is to assess compassionate love and narcissism as antecedents of servant
leadership. Here, we propose that individuals displaying a high degree of compassionate love will
perceive a higher purpose in striving for communion and, once promoted to leadership positions,
will engage in servant leadership behaviors in line with their prosocial motivation. To further develop
this theoretical line of argument we also incorporate the theorizing of Van Dierendonck and Patterson
(2015) which is based on virtue theory. In contrast, we assume that narcissistic leaders do not show
servant leadership, because they do not strive for social affiliation, but have a very strong self-relation
and are the psychological antithesis of leaders who show compassionate love towards their employees.

Compassionate love refers to love that “centers on the good of the other” (Underwood 2008,
p. 3) and ultimately mirrors the “servant-first approach” to leadership as already proposed in early
conceptualizations of servant leadership (Greenleaf 1977):

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? (p. 7)

Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) distinguished eight key characteristics that are generally
quoted as the essential elements of servant leadership and -as we will outline below- hold promising
relations to compassionate love: standing back, forgiveness, courage, empowerment, accountability,
authenticity, humility, and stewardship. In this line of reasoning, servant leadership can not only
theoretically but also empirically be distinguished from other forms of positive leadership: Hoch et al.
(2018) for example conducted a meta-analysis comparing authentic, ethical, and servant leadership
with transformational leadership in their associations with a wide range of organizationally relevant
measures. Their results show that servant leadership has much lower conceptual overlap than the
other constructs and also appears as the most promising precursor of a wide range of desirable
leadership outcomes.

According to Underwood’s framework (Underwood 2008) five key features constitute
compassionate love, which include free choice for the other; accurate cognitive understanding
of social situations, the other, and oneself; valuing the other at a fundamental level; openness and
receptivity; and the response of the heart.

In contrast, narcissism in its subclinical manifestation means that people who have this trait are
very self-centered and have a high degree of self-love and a sense of entitlement (Campbell et al. 2002).
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The construct of narcissism is divided into the following three dimensions: Leadership/authority,
grandiose exhibitionism and entitlement/exploitativeness (Ackerman et al. 2011).

In the following we will show that compassionate love is an integral part of servant leadership,
whereas narcissism, as the psychological opposite of compassionate love, suggests a negative link
to servant leadership. Hereby we will contribute to the literature as follows: we will broaden the
perspective on antecedents of servant leadership as postulated by Van Dierendonck and Patterson
(2015). Both leadership research and leadership practice benefits from such a deeper exploration in
terms of leadership selection, assessment and development. A clearer picture of the personality traits
and motives of leaders who show servant leadership behavior will gradually close the knowledge
gap about which screening criteria companies need to consider when selecting leaders. Through
our bilateral approach, compassionate love as the theoretical core and narcissism as the conceptual
antithesis of servant leadership, we will provide a framework of what characteristics leaders must
offer (compassionate love) and what they should not have (narcissism) in order to be a good, effective
leader in terms of servant leadership theory.

2. Compassionate Love and Servant Leadership

Love in romantic relationships has been broadly studied in the last decades while love for close
others, e.g., friends and family but also all mankind, has not been deeply researched (Sprecher and
Fehr 2005). The following definition of compassionate love was offered by Sprecher and Fehr (2005):
compassionate love is generally understood as orientation towards others, “either close others or
strangers or all of humanity; containing feelings, cognitions, and behaviors that are focused on caring,
concern, tenderness, and an orientation toward supporting, helping, and understanding the other(s),
particularly when the other(s) is (are) perceived to be suffering or in need” (p. 630). Furthermore,
compassionate love is distinct from closely related concepts like empathy, as it is steadier and more
comprehensive (Sprecher and Fehr 2005).

This compassion for non-intimate others, e.g., subordinates of a leader, is in line with the ideology
of servant leadership. The leader has to show this kind of love for followers to learn much about their
personalities and individual differences, strengths, and weaknesses (Van Dierendonck and Patterson
2015). Hence, leaders who have compassionate love for their followers, put followers’ talents first and
attribute their own and organizational goals a secondary role (ibid.). Compassionate love was described
as a practical manifestation of the core principle of servant leadership, the need to serve, concluding
that this construct is foundational to exemplify servant leadership behaviors in an organizational
context (Greenleaf 1977; Van Dierendonck and Patterson 2015).

Furthermore, Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) argued that compassionate love stimulates
moral emotions in leaders. Moral emotions are always associated with the welfare or interests of the
community or another person, not with oneself (Haidt 2003). This is in line with the original idea of
servant leadership and reveals genuine interest in the benefit of others (Greenleaf 1977). Therefore,
we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1. Leaders’ compassionate love towards non-intimate others is positively associated with servant
leadership behavior.

3. Narcissism and Servant Leadership

Research on narcissism and leadership has a long tradition (e.g., Higgs 2009; Resick et al. 2009).
Some years ago, a meta-analysis on this topic was published, which summarized the following
results (Grijalva et al. 2015): Leadership was considered from two perspectives, emergence and
effectiveness. Narcissistic personalities are more likely to take on leadership roles, which is due to the
conceptual overlap between subclinical narcissism and extraversion. Thus, narcissists rise to leadership
positions because they are more extraverted. Narcissism showed no linear relationship with leadership
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effectiveness. When leadership effectiveness was collected as a self-report from the leader, there was a
significant linear relationship, which supports the assumption that narcissists tend to overestimate
their own performance. Instead of a linear effect, a curvilinear effect in an inverted U-shape was found,
which means that moderate subclinical narcissism is most conducive to leadership effectiveness.

With reference to the Theory of Purposeful Work Behavior (Barrick et al. 2013) we assume that
personality traits of the leader trigger purposeful goal strivings. Already, Hunter et al. (2013) could
show that agreeableness was positively, and extraversion negatively related to servant leadership.
Since narcissists are generally extraverted, less agreeable personalities (Bradlee and Emmons 1992),
it follows from the Theory of Purposeful Work Behavior that their motives are more agentic and less
communion oriented (Campbell et al. 2002). Therefore, narcissists are less motivated to exercise an
others-oriented leadership style such as servant leadership, which requires strong communion-striving
(Brouns 2019), as this is less in line with their personality and motives (Barrick et al. 2013). For this
reason, narcissists would feel less meaning and purpose in their leadership role.

Similarly, Peterson et al. (2012) argued that narcissistic personalities are not inclined to subordinate
their personal interests to the interests of others. However, this is one of the central theoretical
core elements of servant leadership (Liden et al. 2008; Van Dierendonck 2011). Starting from the
pervasive self-love typical of narcissists, they reasoned that narcissistic leaders are unwilling to
demonstrate key dimensions of servant leadership, such as standing back, forgiveness, and humility
(Peterson et al. 2012).

From these two lines of argumentation, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2. Leaders’ narcissism is negatively associated with servant leadership behavior.

4. Method

4.1. Participants and Procedure

We conducted a cross-sectional survey among occupational students of a German university of
applied sciences. Participants were recruited via mailings and during lectures. The sample consisted
of 170 participants studying for a bachelor’s degree parallel to a full-time job. The participants were
surveyed by online questionnaires. This study used different rater sources. Compassionate love and
narcissism were rated by the leader and servant leadership was rated by an employee of the leader.
We have decided that leadership behavior is assessed by an employee, as the correlations between
the leader’s self-ratings and the employee’s ratings are only moderate (Lee and Carpenter 2018).
In leadership, the primary issue is how the leadership behavior is perceived by those being led. For this
reason, we have opted for ratings by employees, even though the assumption of a self-enhancement
bias of the leader was largely refuted (ibid.). Furthermore, we are convinced that self-ratings are
appropriate for personality-based constructs such as compassionate love and narcissism (Conway
and Lance 2010). Beyond, the research design is less prone to common source issues (Podsakoff et al.
2003; Podsakoff and Organ 1986). The dyads were always in 1:1 relationships between employee and
leader, the data are not nested. This implies moreover that the number of participants corresponds to
the number of dyads in the sample (N = 170). The survey design was implemented bi-directionally:
the occupational student could participate regardless of whether he or she occupied a leadership-
or employee-role in his or her organization. To generate leader–follower-dyads, the corresponding
hyperlink to the leader- or follower-questionnaire was presented dynamically depending on the role of
the first participant of the dyad. If a participant in a leadership-role started with the questionnaire,
a link to the employee-questionnaire was presented and vice versa. Table 1 shows the descriptive
statistics of both leaders and employees in the conducted sample. Leaders (M = 41) were older than
employees (M = 28) in the sample. Men were predominant in the leader’s category while women were
prevalent in the employees’ category.
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations for both leaders and employees.

Variable M (Leader) SD (Leader) M (Employee) SD (Employee)

Age 40.51 10.64 28.12 7.10
Gender 1.58 0.50 1.29 0.45

Note. N = 170. For gender, 1 = female, 2 = male.

4.2. Measures

4.2.1. Servant Leadership Survey (SLS)

We used the Servant Leadership Survey (SLS; Van Dierendonck and Nuijten 2011) which focuses
on the virtuous attitudes and behaviors of servant leaders. As the survey was conducted in Germany,
the German translation of the SLS was utilized (Verdorfer and Peus 2014). The scale consists of 30 items
on a 6-point Likert-scale. The SLS appeared reliable in the study (α = 0.92).

4.2.2. Santa Clara Brief Compassion Scale (SCBCLS)

Although we have taken the suggestion made by Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) to
develop a compassionate love scale related to leadership into account, we believe that it is not required
for this study. Sprecher and Fehr (2005) have developed the compassionate love scale to measure
compassionate love for close others and compassionate love for non-intimate others. These two contexts
have been distinguished and have partly shown other correlations in empirical studies. We argue
that the leadership context is comparable to the compassionate love for non-intimate others. Even if
leader-member-exchange (e.g., Graen and Uhl-Bien 1995) postulates that close relationships between
employees and leaders should be established, these are embedded in a professional occupational
context and therefore cannot be equated with relationships to close others. Therefore, we used the
SCBCLS in this study to measure compassionate love to non-intimate others. This scale is more suitable
for this study because compassionate love for non-intimate others is taken into consideration and the
questionnaire is very efficient with only 5 items. Those items were measured on a 7-point Likert-scale
and showed good reliability with Cronbach’s α = 0.84. All items were back-translated from their
original form into German language (Brislin 1970).

4.2.3. Narcissistic Personality Inventory–13 (G-NPI-13)

Narcissism was introduced to the study to replicate results on the antecedents of servant leadership.
The subclinical personality trait narcissism was measured with the German version of the Narcissistic
Personality Inventory–13 (G-NPI-13) by Brailovskaia et al. (2017). The scale consists of 13 items on
a 5-point Likert-scale and showed a good reliability with Cronbach’s α = 0.79 and psychometrically
performed better than in the validation studies of the G-NPI-13 e.g., Brailovskaia et al. (2017).

5. Results

Before testing the hypotheses, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine
whether our measures captured distinctive constructs. Since two constructs, narcissism and
compassionate love, were surveyed as self-assessments, a CFA was conducted to show discriminant
validity between narcissism and compassionate love. Furthermore, a CFA for the SLS construct was
performed to check whether the data fit into the measurement model. The CFA analyses were computed
with the R package lavaan version 0.6-4 (Rosseel 2012). Furthermore, we performed ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression analysis with the R package stats (R Core Team 2019).
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5.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

In CFA, χ2, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) and root-mean-square error of
approximation (RMSEA) are reported as indices of model fit. Models are proper if CFI and TLI are at
least 0.90, and RMSEA is 0.08 or lower (Hu and Bentler 1999).

The CFA was applied to ensure discriminant validity between compassionate love and narcissism.
For the compassionate love scale a covariation of the items one and two was added to the measurement
model. In addition, for the GPI-13 item number seven and nine, due to overlapping content,
a covariation between both items in the measurement model was also allowed. The CFA came to
the following result: χ2(113) = 181.38, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91. As all indices have
met the cut-off criteria, we assume that the model has proper fit and both constructs have sufficient
discriminant validity.

Furthermore, we performed a CFA for the measurement model of servant leadership, rated by the
corresponding employee of the leader. Results showed that the accountability dimension of the SLS
had to be removed from the measure as the factor loading on the servant leadership construct was very
low (0.12) and the χ2-difference test was significantly lower (∆χ2 = 15.20 *). Additionally, due to high
cross-loadings of item 19, this item was removed from the analysis. Furthermore, due to similarities in
the item-wording, a covariation of the SLS-items five and six, as well as 24 and 25 was added. The CFA
of the servant leadership construct came to the following result: χ2(290) = 461.52, RMSEA = 0.06,
CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92. After minor optimizations of the measurement model for servant leadership
described above, the fit indices showed good results.

5.2. Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations

Table 2 shows that leaders’ self-assessment of compassionate love was positively correlated to
their servant leadership behavior as perceived by their employees. Consistent with past research
results, narcissism was negatively associated with servant leadership (c.f. Liden et al. 2014).

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations with confidence intervals.

Variable M SD 1 2

1. Compassionate Love 4.93 1.02

2. Narcissism 3.06 0.54 −0.22
**

3. Servant Leadership 4.56 0.78 0.32 ** −0.18 *

Note. N = 170. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively; * indicates p < 0.05.
** indicates p < 0.01.

5.3. Hypotheses Testing

Both hypotheses were tested using OLS regression analysis. Table 3 shows the results of the
regression analysis of compassionate love and servant leadership as criterion. The regression weight
was ß = 0.32 (p < 0.001) with R2 = 0.105 (p < 0.001). This result supports the first hypothesis that
compassionate love is significantly positively associated with servant leadership.

Table 3. Regression results for compassionate love using servant leadership as criterion.

Predictor b beta sr2 r Fit

(Intercept) 3.33 **
Compassionate Love 0.25 ** 0.32 0.10 0.32 **

R2 = 0.105 **

Note. A significant b-weight indicates the beta-weight and semi-partial correlation are also significant. b represents
unstandardized regression weights. beta indicates the standardized regression weights. sr2 represents the
semi-partial correlation squared. r represents the zero-order correlation. * indicates p < 0.05. ** indicates p < 0.01.
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Table 4 shows the results of the regression analysis of narcissism and servant leadership as criterion.
The regression weight was ß = −0.18 (p = 0.017) with an R2 = 0.033 (p = 0.017). This result supports the
second hypothesis that narcissism is significantly negatively associated with servant leadership.

Table 4. Regression results for narcissism using servant leadership as criterion.

Predictor b beta sr2 r Fit

(Intercept) 5.37 **
Narcissism −0.27 * −0.18 0.03 -0.18 *

R2 = 0.033 *

Note. A significant b-weight indicates the beta-weight and semi-partial correlation are also significant. b represents
unstandardized regression weights. beta indicates the standardized regression weights. sr2 represents the
semi-partial correlation squared. r represents the zero-order correlation. * indicates p < 0.05. ** indicates p < 0.01.

In summary, both results of the regression analyses confirm the theoretically derived hypotheses.
Significant regression weights were found for both compassionate love (ß = 0.32, p < 0.001) and
narcissism (ß = −0.18, p = 0.017). The results of the statistical analysis are discussed below.

6. Discussion

First and foremost, the general association of compassionate love and servant leadership as
proposed by Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) was tested with regression analysis. In addition,
narcissism, a subclinical form of self-love and argued as counter concept to compassionate love,
was tested as an antecedent of servant leadership. The suspected negative relationship was supported
by the results of OLS regression. Moreover, the link between narcissism and servant leadership had
a replicative character, since Peterson et al. (2012) had already investigated narcissism in CEOs as a
predictor of servant leadership. The results of the studies suggest that servant leadership is about
leading with love for non-intimate others (employees) and not with exaggerated self-love. The latter has
rather the opposite effect, namely to show less servant leadership behavior, which may not be desirable
in terms of positive outcomes for employees and leaders, since servant leadership is associated with
clear advantages on different levels (Eva et al. 2019).

From a practitioner point of view, our study suggests that individuals who display compassionate
love have the potential to be “good” servant leaders who promote the sustainability of the organization
in terms of value-driven decisions and positive societal impact. Moreover, they promote healthy and
motivated employees. Although this may seem intuitive for leadership researchers, the question
remains unanswered whether this also fits into the implicit theories of leaders and human resources
management practitioners, e.g., Wienert (1984). Servant leadership is oftentimes rather criticized as a
type of social romanticism, instead.

This raises the question of how the acceptability towards such ideas can be encouraged among
practitioners. Scientific evidence alone does not suffice as many managers consider it inapplicable,
not credible, too complicated or uncomfortable (Briner et al. 2009; Externbrink and Dormann 2015).
In our view, organizations should consider ways and means to make servant leadership ideas accessible
to leaders. As shown in our work, this could result in fundamental changes to the selection, training
and development of current and future leaders within organizations.

Servant leaders are next-generation leaders who show lower obedience to authority, demand
authenticity and explicitly advocate for others. In their leadership style, they may find satisfaction
and experience meaning. How this can be linked to another common criticism according to which
servant leadership increases leaders’ perceived stress and strain warrants further research. Rather,
we assume that individuals who show compassionate love experience self-concordance through the
practice of servant leadership. Hence, those individuals benefit more from their own altruism than
people whose personality traits do not fit this style of leadership and view servant leadership more
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in terms of social engineering, as can be seen in our work, for example represented in the negative
correlation to narcissism.

This study gives first empirical support for the theory proposed by Van Dierendonck and Patterson
(2015) that compassionate love is a cornerstone of servant leadership. The theoretical concept of the
mediation relationship proposed in theory (compassionate love ♦ virtuous attitudes ♦ servant leadership
behavior ♦ positive organizational outcomes) implies that the servant leadership construct may be split
into two building blocks: (virtuous) attitudes and servant leadership behavior. The attitude-related
block comprises humility, forgiveness, and standing back; the behavioral block includes empowerment,
authenticity, and stewardship. This second-order structure needs to be empirically substantiated in
future studies as we used a unitary servant leadership construct.

Moreover, it would be important to see in an overall view of all antecedents so far discussed which
variable or combination of variables account for the largest amount of variance in servant leadership.
Furthermore, the organizational context or the situation variables that promote servant leadership
should be taken into account: here, for example, the ethical organizational climate and hierarchical
level are likely to be of particular importance. In our opinion, the interaction of personal and situational
determinants may also be particularly conducive to research and may do justice to the servant leadership
phenomenon. In their longitudinal study with CEOs, for example, Peterson et al. (2012) showed that a
low level of narcissism and the personal founding of a company lead to increased identification with
the organization, which in turn increases servant leadership and thus the profitability of a company.
Another example for future research could be the consideration of positional and informal power,
as research results indicate that humility can be perceived as a weakness of the leader if the leader
does not have a sufficient power base (Wang et al. 2018).
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