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Robert K. Greenleaf 

Robert K. Greenleaf is one of the icons in leadership philosophy since he came with the 

philosophy of servant-leadership. Greenleaf was born in 1904 in Terre Haute in Indiana, where 

he grew up at his young age. After his elementary education, he joined Carleton College, a 

liberal arts college that is situated in Northfield, Minnesota and later went to work for the 

American Telephone and Telegraph Company, one of the largest institution globally that time 

where he started as personnel in charge of climbing telephone poles but three years later was 

moved to the hiring and assessment department where he was catalyzed to create change from 

the inside of the institution. Greenleaf spent over forty years of his life trying to research 

education, management, and development, where he was challenged to come up with his 

philosophy of servant leadership. 

The philosophy of servant leadership is bound by the fact that any leaders in a position of 

authority should first aspire to serve before they care for any leadership position. A servant 

leader ensures that he puts the interests of the followers first and in every event of decision 

making prioritizes the wellbeing of their subjects ("Center for Servant Leadership", 2017). The 

main focus of the servant leader is to ensure the growth and welfare of the people in their 

community, or they are leading in their position of leadership. The leaders try to share power and 

not accumulate to himself, places the needs of the subjects first, and tries to improve the abilities 

and performance of their followers. To be a servant leader, one has to act with humility and show 

unparalleled interests in fighting for the rights, privileges, and interests of their juniors. Besides, 

“the key tools for a servant-leader included listening, persuasion, access to intuition and 

foresight, use of language, and pragmatic measurements of outcomes” ("Center for Servant 

Leadership", 2017). Robert Greenleaf is accredited with coming up with the philosophy of 
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servant leadership, and that is what he is best known globally. The ideology was first introduced 

to the public in his essay, “Essentials of servant leadership,” in which he tried to explain the 

concept and elaborated more on the characteristics of a servant leader that distinguishes them 

from the leaders first. He explained, “servant leadership was for people of all faiths and all 

institutions, secular and religious” ("Center for Servant Leadership", 2017). To date, he is still 

remembered of having initiated a powerful movement which is used as a reference to leadership 

concepts. He describers that any servant leader must be able to embody values, leadership 

characteristics, attitudes, and capacities like trust, accountability, foresight, listening, and care for 

their followers. He is also known for writing a collection of essays that seek to explain and 

justify servant leadership as one of the best leadership strategies. 

Different events and scenarios inspired Robert Greenleaf to come up with the philosophy 

of servant leadership, among them the fact that he thought the authoritarian regime in the 

twentieth century was not just doing fine. He, therefore, was inspired to come up with the 

philosophy as the best alternative to authoritarian leadership, which was the central ideology 

most of the leaders of the times employed. Besides, “His work and writings continue to have an 

impact on fields as diverse as systems thinking, management, leadership, organizational 

development, religion, assessment and evaluation” ("Center for Servant Leadership", 2017). 

Further, after his retirement in the 1960’s era, he continued to build up his concept of servant 

leadership. He engaged in leadership consulting for several organizations where he further 

developed his passion for servant leadership and the urge to revolutionize leadership. Besides, 

some of the articles and stories he read like one written by Herman Hesse also inspired his quest 

to build up this movement ("Center for Servant Leadership", 2017). While working at the 

university, he also had the vision that any university should have its prime purpose embedded in 
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nurturing the spirit and needs of students; thus, the idea of servant leadership. Throughout his 

work life, Robert Greenleaf tried to be different from any other people in the institutions in 

which they were working. While working as an executive at the American Telephone and 

Telegraph Company, he tried to cultivate new leadership practices that were extraordinary and 

would then form some of the characteristics of servant leadership. He also engaged in unique 

tasks like the, “ promotion of the first females and Blacks to non-menial positions, a program to 

expose up-and-coming leaders to the humanities, even bringing in famous theologians and 

psychologists to speak about the wider implications of corporate decisions” ("Center for Servant 

Leadership", 2017). He always tried to listen deeply to his juniors to build strength within them 

and asked powerful questions to help people discover and associate with their greatness. He also 

employed co-creativity by forming study teams within the institution that would help people to 

learn from each other, thus limiting the possibilities of resistance to change. Besides, Robert 

Greenleaf also practiced inner listening to his superiors, juniors, and colleagues. By deep 

listening, he believed that a leader could gather enough information, intuition, and thoughts that 

can then motivate them to do something meaningful for the success of the organization. 

Robert Greenleaf’s theory of servant leadership has grown vast and currently has a global 

effect among managers and leaders in different positions. Today his concept is widely 

acknowledged among the leading writers, thus forming a reference in the training of leaders and 

managers in various universities all over the globe. Besides, it has led to the institutionalization 

of servant leadership, where business managers insist on engaging and listening to their juniors 

and clients, thus making relevant decisions that are of the benefit of the organizations. Today, 

people being trained as managers in various institutions are inculcated the concept of servant 

leadership, which is aimed at improving their abilities to perform while on duty. The theory has 
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further provided an alternative for authoritarian leadership, thus improving the leadership and 

management field ("Center for Servant Leadership", 2017). The theory of servant leadership is in 

use to date in various fields, as a business. In business, the concept is used by managers to 

engage with the employees to ensure that they motivate their productivity and meet their 

objectives. The idea has been used by top automobile firms and has shown that the firms have 

continually received high ratings, growth in customer loyalty that has then transformed to 

increased profit margins. In modern business settings, servant leadership is evident through 

actions like employee empowerment and training, provision of enough resources, ensuring 

proper working environment, information sharing with the employees, and clearly stating 

objectives needed from the employees. 

Conclusively, the servant leadership theory still makes sense in today’s world since the 

concept is being used by most of the business firms in their management. Most of the managers 

have picked on the theory to enhance leadership practices in the business environment that will 

ensure that the employees are comfortable with the working environment, thus increasing their 

productivity. Besides, due to continued civilization, political leaders can no longer successfully 

use authoritarian leadership, hence the use of servant leadership. Servant leadership is a concept 

of optimum use to me in the event I get any leadership opportunity since it will enhance my 

relationship with my followers and enhance my productivity. I will also use its concepts to 

inspire other leaders to embody the philosophy in their leadership. 
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