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Examining the Influence of Servant and Entrepreneurial Leadership on the Work 

Outcomes of Employees in Social Enterprises 

 

 

Abstract 

The present study examines the relative influence of two distinct leadership styles, servant 

leadership and entrepreneurial leadership, on the organizational commitment and innovative 

behavior of employees working in social enterprises. Analyzing data from 169 employees and 

42 social entrepreneurs, we found that, although servant leadership was positively related to 

followers’ organizational commitment, the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and 

organizational commitment was insignificant. In contrast, whilst we found evidence that 

entrepreneurial leadership was positively related to followers’ innovative behavior, the 

relationship between servant leadership and employees’ innovative behavior was insignificant. 

Our research contributes to the underdeveloped literature on leadership in social enterprises by 

exploring the relative effectiveness of different leadership styles (namely an entrepreneurial 

leadership style and a servant leadership style) in promoting follower work attitudes and 

behaviors in social enterprises. In addition, our research demonstrates the importance of 

leadership over and above followers’ individual differences such as pro-social motivation and 

creative self-efficacy. 
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Introduction 

Over the last decade, social entrepreneurship has emerged as an important cultural 

and economic phenomenon (Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 2010; Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011). 

Social enterprises refer to organizations that engage in business to achieve social impact, 

whilst at the same time maintaining a focus on commercial objectives (Duniam & Eversole, 

2013). In other words, social enterprises are hybrid organizations that maintain both a social 

welfare logic and a commercial logic (Pache & Santos, 2013). 

Despite the growth of the social enterprise sector in both developed and emerging 

economies, there is increasing recognition that much more needs to be done to support its 

development. In particular, leadership has been cited as a critical factor which determines the 

success of social enterprises more specifically (Prabhu, 1999), and entrepreneurial ventures 

more generally (Kuratko, 2007). However, there is a lack of research on what constitutes 

effective leadership in social enterprises given their unique mix of social and commercial 

objectives. 

Using data from 163 employees in 42 social enterprises across three countries, the 

present study makes a significant contribution by examining the relative influence of two 

distinctive but complementary styles of leadership on employees’ innovative behavior and 

organizational commitment. More specifically, it focuses on entrepreneurial leadership, a 

leadership style which influences and directs followers towards the achievement of 

organizational goals that involve identifying and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities 

(Renko, El Tarabishy, Carsrud, & Brannback, 2015), and servant leadership, a leadership 

style which focuses on the development of followers and stresses to them the importance of 

serving others (Greenleaf, 2002). We chose to study these two leadership styles given the 

dual mission of social enterprises to serve the community and develop innovative products 

and services that will allow them to be commercially viable. In examining the relative 
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influence of servant and entrepreneurial leadership, we argue that servant leadership will be 

more strongly related to the key work attitude of organizational commitment, given it focuses 

on the development of followers and serving the community, whilst entrepreneurial 

leadership will be more strongly related to innovative behavior, given it focuses on 

supporting followers to identify and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities. In doing so, we 

draw on social exchange and social learning theories to explain the effects of these different 

leadership styles. 

Our research makes an important contribution to the literature by exploring the 

relative effectiveness of different leadership styles in promoting follower work attitudes and 

behaviors in social enterprises. In addition, our research demonstrates the importance of 

leadership over and above followers’ individual differences such as pro-social motivation and 

creative self-efficacy (as studied in Grant, Dutton, & Rosso, 2008; Tierney & Farmer, 2002).  

The present study also identifies a number of practical implications. By providing us 

with a greater understanding of which styles of leadership are more effective in promoting 

followers’ work attitudes and behaviors in social enterprises, this research provides social 

entrepreneurs with knowledge of how to retain committed employees and ensure that they 

engage in innovative behavior in the workplace. In turn, these outcomes are likely to improve 

the sustainability of social enterprises. 

 

Theoretical Background 

Social entrepreneurship 

Over the last few decades, social enterprise has emerged as a promising complement 

(and sometimes alternative) to both commercial and non-profit organizations (Borzaga & 

Defourny, 2001), by leveraging capacities to deliver both economic and social value inherent 

in these more traditional organizational forms (Mair & Marti, 2006; Liu, Takeda, & Ko, 
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2014). Historically, it has arisen from two distinct phenomena: non-profit organizations left 

exposed to withdrawal of government funding (Dart, 2004), and for-profit organizations’ 

increased willingness to engage in social wealth creation projects (Thompson, 2002).  

Whichever the source of funding, social enterprises have evolved as distinct from 

traditional businesses, not only through their pursuit of social outcomes, but also by placing 

these at the centre of the value creation processes that underpin their business models. Unlike 

conventional for-profit enterprises engaged in corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

initiatives, social enterprises do not just implement add-on voluntary social programs on the 

margin of their existing business activities. Instead of maintaining a dangerous separation 

between a favourable public image as good corporate citizen and an overriding profit motive 

driving their actual performance targets, as in the case of traditional businesses (Brammer & 

Millington, 2005; Dauvergne & LeBaron, 2014; Visser, 2011), they adopt a holistic social 

value oriented perspective integrated into the totality of their business activities. In other 

words, they seek inherently socially responsible ways of doing business. Typically, the 

stakeholder consultation often deemed sufficient in mainstream CSR is, for social enterprises, 

only a necessary condition for operating in a community. Consequently, social enterprises 

(such as Outlook Employment, Grameen Bank, or Benetech) have a significantly different 

business model DNA from their traditional counterparts (such as Adecco, Citibank, or Digital 

Book World). The place of social enterprises on a continuum between private profit and 

community welfare is represented in Figure 1.  

Due to the challenges they pose to traditional business, social enterprises have most 

often been defined as innovative experiments with a double bottom line (financial and pro-

social) in the social sector rather than the economic sector (Dart, 2004; Dees, 2007). Either 

way, social enterprise is increasingly being regarded as an economically viable solution to 

meet social needs neglected by traditional business approaches (Dart, 2004; Dees, 1998).  
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Although there is disagreement in the literature over an adequate definition of social 

entrepreneurship (Roper & Cheney, 2005), it has been argued that the distinctive feature of 

social entrepreneurship lies in the priority given to social wealth creation (Mair & Marti, 

2006). Yet, although social entrepreneurs focus on creating social value, they still need to 

have business skills in order to raise funds and develop innovative new products and services 

(Thompson, 2002).  

Despite the recognized potential for complementary wealth creation, as hybrid forms 

of organization social enterprises face challenges of their own. To start with, their dual 

mission creates competing demands that are not always easily manageable. One such tension, 

more evident within shorter timeframes, is between the priority to be innovative (Thompson, 

Alvy, & Lees, 2000; Liu, Eng, & Takeda, 2013) and the need to serve wider stakeholder 

groups (Corner & Ho, 2010; Liu et al., 2013). The main challenges faced by social 

entrepreneurs trying to both satisfy their stakeholders and be innovative in practising 

commercial entrepreneurship lie in the significantly different ways in which social 

entrepreneurs have to leverage on people, context, deal and opportunity (Austin, Stevenson, 

& Wei‐Skillern, 2006). These differences have prompted researchers (e.g., Phills, 

Deiglmeier, & Miller, 2008; Dees, 2012) to redirect their focus from social enterprise as an 

organizational form to social entrepreneurship as a distinctive way of solving entrepreneurial 

problems. It is in this context that social innovation has been emphasized as the most 

important aspect of the performance of hybrid organizations such as social enterprises 

(Weerawardena & Mort, 2006).  

Notwithstanding this justified focus on social innovation, social enterprises are 

pressured to engage in dynamic revenue models that are often market-dependent, and 

therefore driven by market logics (Lepoutre, Justo, Terjesen, & Bosma, 2013; Mair & Marti, 

2006). As the revenue model is (at least ideologically) pushed into the background, social 
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enterprises tend to experience the traditional tensions between the operational and strategic 

levels of organizational management even more acutely than mainstream business 

organizations. One way forward and out of this impasse may lie in more intense stakeholder 

engagement (Smith & Woods, 2015), in order to simultaneously ease the pressure on revenue 

dynamics and spur innovation in ways that increase the pool of social needs being satisfied.  

The tension between the need to innovate and the expectation to serve more 

stakeholders has also been explained in terms of competing social welfare and commercial 

logics (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Pache & Santos, 2013). Competing logics present social 

enterprise leaders with a difficult dilemma (Martin, 2003), and it is for this reason that 

organizations with a social mission must rely on leadership more than traditional 

organizations (Felício, Gonçalves, & da Conceição Gonçalves, 2013). In such an institutional 

setting, where social enterprises face pressure to develop innovative new products and 

services, whilst at the same time serving a range of stakeholders in the community, leadership 

is of critical importance to organizational success.  

Therefore, the present study investigates the relative influence of two distinct but 

complementary leadership styles on the attitudes and behaviors of employees working in 

social enterprises. More specifically, we argue that entrepreneurial leadership (Renko et al., 

2015) will be more strongly related to work behaviors (e.g., innovative behavior) than servant 

leadership; while servant leadership will be more strongly related to follower work attitudes 

(e.g., organizational commitment) than entrepreneurial leadership. This is because the 

entrepreneurial leadership focuses on directing followers towards the achievement of 

organizational goals that involve identifying and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities, 

whereas servant leadership focuses more on follower development and support (Greenleaf, 

2002). Although the effects of more traditional forms of leadership (e.g., transformational 

leadership) on innovative behavior and organizational commitment have been extensively 
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studied in previous research (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Puja, 2004; Hunter & Cushenbury, 2011; 

Mumford & Licuanan, 2004), recent critiques of transformational leadership have concluded 

that it has significant issues with conceptual and methodological validity (Knippenberg & 

Sitkin, 2013). For example, scholars have argued that, as a theoretical construct, 

transformational leadershipis incomplete due to the absence of a clear moral dimension, and 

that it does not focus explicitly on addressing the followers’ needs but those of the 

organization more generally (Stone, Russell, & Patterson, 2003). This led us to focus on more 

follower-centered forms of leadership, such as servant leadership and entrepreneurial 

leadership, which are better aligned to the focus of social enterprises than transformational 

leadership, in that they highlight the importance of serving others and developing innovative 

solutions to social problems. Recent meta-analytical work on transformational leadership 

suggests that people-centered forms of leadership (for example, servant leadership) are 

distinct constructs from transformational leadership and explain significant incremental 

variance in outcomes above and beyond transformational leadership (Hoch, Bommer, 

Dulebohn, & Wu, 2016). Although entrepreneurial leadership and transformational leadership 

share commonalities, in that they focus on superior performance by appealing to the higher 

order needs of their employees (Gupta, MacMillan, & Surie, 2004), the focus of 

entrepreneurial leaders on supporting followers to engage in opportunity-oriented behaviors 

distinguishes entrepreneurial leadership from transformational leadership.  

 

Servant leadership 

Although the concept of servant leadership was developed over 40 years ago by 

Greenleaf (1970), only in recent years has it begun to attract the attention of academics and 

practitioners. According to Greenleaf (1977), servant leadership is a style of leadership in 

which the leader is effectively a first among equals. As well as focusing on the development 
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of followers and empowering followers through mentoring, servant leaders also stress the 

importance of creating value outside of the organization by working in the interest of those in 

the wider community (Ehrhart, 2004; Greenleaf, 1977; Liden, Wayne, Zhao, & Henderson, 

2008; Parris & Welty Peachey, 2013; Sendjaya, Sarros, & Santora, 2008; Stone, Russell, & 

Patterson, 2003). For the purposes of this study we adopt Ehrhart’s (2004) global measure of 

servant leadership, which highlights seven main behaviors exhibited by servant leaders: 

putting subordinates first, forming relationships with subordinates, helping subordinates to 

develop and succeed, having conceptual skills, empowering subordinates, behaving ethically, 

and creating value for those outside the organization. The findings in the extant literature 

indicate that servant leadership fosters more satisfied, committed, engaged and better-

performing followers (Carter & Baghurst, 2013; Liden et al., 2008; Mayer, Bardes, & 

Piccolo, 2008; Neubert, Kacmar, Carlson, Chonko, & Roberts, 2008). Social enterprises 

could be viewed as a fertile setting for the practice of servant leadership, as it is a setting in 

which entrepreneurs are more likely to focus on employee development and employees are 

able to have a more significant impact on the community through their work. 

 

Entrepreneurial leadership 

Entrepreneurial leadership has been defined as a leadership style in which leaders 

influence and direct their subordinates to identify and explore entrepreneurial opportunities 

(Renko et al., 2015). Entrepreneurial leaders not only support and encourage their 

subordinates to experiment and innovate in the workplace but also act as role-models by 

engaging in entrepreneurial activity themselves. Although there is growing recognition of the 

importance of leadership in the entrepreneurial process (Chen, 2007; Gupta, MacMillan, & 

Surie, 2004), limited work has examined the role of the effects of entrepreneurial leadership 

on follower work outcomes. Most of the work looking at the effects of entrepreneurial 
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leadership has focused on its effects on firm-level outcomes (Chen, 2007; Huang, Ding, & 

Chen, 2014). For example, Chen (2007) found that entrepreneurial leadership led to higher 

levels of creativity amongst top-management team members, which in turn promoted the 

innovative capability of new ventures. Similarly, Huang et al. (2014) found that 

entrepreneurial leadership resulted in greater exploratory and exploitative innovation in 

enterprises. 

 

Hypothesis Development 

Leadership and affective organizational commitment 

In the present study, we first examine the relationship between both servant and 

entrepreneurial leadership and the affective organizational commitment of followers. 

Affective commitment refers to an employee’s emotional attachment to and identification 

with the organization (Meyer, Allen, & Smith, 1993). We chose to focus on affective 

organizational commitment as a focal work attitude because it has been shown by meta-

analytical work to be a better predictor of key outcomes of benefit to organizations than other 

work attitudes (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002; Riketta, 2002). 

Although organizational commitment has been studied in relation to leadership from a 

variety of perspectives, e.g., as mediated by organizational culture (Simosi & Xenikou, 

2010), influencing job satisfaction (Top, Akdere, & Tarcan, 2015; Top & Gider, 2013), or 

moderated by perceived organizational competence (Kim, Eisenberger, & Baik, 2016), prior 

work has typically focused on transformational leadership. The effects of people-centered 

leadership approaches, such as entrepreneurial and servant leadership, which as highlighted 

earlier are more aligned to the mission of social enterprises, has received less attention from 

researchers. Although the relative effects of servant and entrepreneurial leadership on 

affective organizational commitment have yet to be studied, recent meta-analytical work 
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established that servant leadership explained 15 percent of incremental variance beyond 

transformational leadership (Hoch, Bommer, Dulebohn, & Wu, 2016). 

In prior research, social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) has been invoked to explain 

why servant leadership enhances followers’ organizational commitment (Miao, Newman, 

Schwarz, & Xu 2014). As supervisors are perceived to be the face of the organization 

responsible for implementing organizational policy, the provision of positive treatment by 

supervisors is likely to lead followers to reciprocate through improved work attitudes, such as 

organizational commitment. More specifically, the exhibition of key servant leadership 

behaviors, such as forming strong relationships with followers and helping them to develop 

and succeed, should lead followers to reciprocate through heightening their emotional 

attachment to, and identification with, the organization. Empirical research provides support 

for such assertions. For example, Miao et al. (2014) found a strong relationship between 

servant leadership and the affective commitment of civil servants in China. Similarly, Liden 

et al. (2008) found a strong relationship between servant leadership and the organizational 

commitment of employees in a commercial organization in the US. However, we expect the 

relationship between servant leadership and organizational commitment to be even stronger 

in social enterprises, as servant leadership is a style of leadership that fits with the mission of 

social enterprises, i.e., creating value for those outside the organization. Considering that 

many employees are attracted to work in social enterprises for altruistic reasons (i.e., to give 

something back to society), they are likely to have congruent values with servant leaders who 

stress to employees the importance of practising a serving mentality outside the organization, 

and are therefore likely to respond more positively to servant leadership than workers in 

commercial organizations. 

Although there is growing evidence of a positive relationship between servant 

leadership and employee work attitudes such as job satisfaction and organizational 
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commitment (Liden et al., 2008; Miao et al., 2014; Schneider & George, 2011), prior research 

has not examined the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership and organizational 

commitment. We might also expect a positive relationship between entrepreneurial leadership 

and affective commitment as followers reciprocate through commitment the encouragement 

received from the leader to act in an entrepreneurial manner (Renko et al., 2015).  

However, we also argue that servant leadership will be more strongly related to 

organizational commitment than entrepreneurial leadership. Unlike entrepreneurial leaders, 

who predominantly focus their resources on supporting their followers to experiment and 

innovate in the workplace (Renko et al., 2015), servant leaders are more likely to focus on 

developing their followers in a more holistic manner through the provision of socio-

emotional support. For example, in addition to providing job-related support to followers, 

servant leaders also assist followers when they face difficulties in their personal lives (Liden 

et al., 2015). The above discussion leads us to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Servant leadership is positively related to organizational commitment. 

Hypothesis 2: Entrepreneurial leadership is positively related to organizational 

commitment. 

Hypothesis 3: Servant leadership is more strongly related to organizational 

commitment than entrepreneurial leadership. 

 

Leadership and innovative behavior 

In the present study we also examine the relationship between both servant and 

entrepreneurial leadership and followers’ innovative behavior in the social enterprise sector. 

Innovative behavior refers to the generation and implementation of new and useful ideas by 

employees in the workplace (Scott & Bruce, 1994). As well as being the source of around 80 

percent of new ideas in the workplace (Getz & Robinson, 2003), the successful 
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implementation of new ideas within organizations requires the involvement of employees. 

Although growing work has examined the influence of more traditional styles of leadership, 

such as transformational leadership, on innovative behavior (see Aryee, Walumbwa, Zhou, & 

Hartnell, 2012; Pieterse, van Knippenberg, Schippers, & Stam, 2010), limited empirical 

studies have examined the influence of more people-centered forms of leadership, such as 

servant and entrepreneurial leadership, with the exception of Yoshida, Sendjaya, Hirst, and 

Cooper (2014). Building on this work, the present study examines the relative influence of 

both forms of leadership on followers’ innovative behavior. Servant leadership is to be 

positively related to innovative behavior for at least two reasons: as well as promoting a 

climate of safety and security in which followers will be willing to put forward new ideas 

without fear of ridicule, servant leadership also fosters the collective effort of team members 

to implement such ideas in the workplace (Yoshida et al., 2014). Consequently, Yoshida et al. 

(2014) find a strong relationship between servant leadership and employee creativity, 

mediated by leader identification. We might also expect entrepreneurial leadership to be 

strongly related to followers’ innovative behavior. In the present study, we draw on social 

learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) to explain how entrepreneurial leaders enhance 

followers’ innovative behavior in the workplace. Social learning theory postulates that 

individuals learn through observing and emulating others’ attitudes and behaviors (Bandura, 

1977). Leaders are an especially important source of role modelling due to their status as well 

as their ability to utilize organizational rewards to establish what behavior is expected (Miao 

et al., 2014). More specifically, through acting as entrepreneurial role models to their 

followers by identifying and exploiting new opportunities at work, entrepreneurial leaders 

highlight the importance of engaging in entrepreneurial behaviors in the workplace (Gupta et 

al., 2004; Renko et al., 2015). In addition to role modelling the behaviors expected from their 

followers, entrepreneurial leaders actively encourage their followers to engage in innovative 
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behavior and stimulate them to think in more innovative ways (Gupta et al., 2004; 

Thornberry, 2006).  

Although we expect both servant and entrepreneurial leadership to be positively 

related to followers’ innovative behavior, we expect the relationship between entrepreneurial 

leadership and innovative behavior to be stronger than that between servant leadership and 

innovative behavior. We argue that this results from the fact that the advice, support and role 

modelling provided by entrepreneurial leaders focus more specifically on entrepreneurial 

behaviors than the more general support provided by servant leaders. In addition, in the 

context of social enterprises (as organizations with a social mission) some followers may not 

respond positively to the demands placed on them by the entrepreneurial leader to identify 

and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities in the workplace. The above discussion leads us to 

the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 4: Servant leadership is positively related to innovative behavior. 

Hypothesis 5: Entrepreneurial leadership is positively related to innovative behavior. 

Hypothesis 6: Entrepreneurial leadership is more strongly related to innovative 

behavior than servant leadership. 

 

Method 

Sample and procedures 

Data collection for our project was undertaken in late-2014 to mid-2015 across three 

countries: Australia, Canada and the UK. Given there was no government registry of social 

enterprises in Australia, Canada and the UK in 2014, we used publicly available information 

from the member directories of Social Traders Australia, Social Enterprise Canada and Social 

Enterprise UK to develop our own database of social enterprises. In our database we included 

all enterprises from these directories that provided the name of a lead social entrepreneur and 
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a contactable e-mail address. This amounted to 3316 enterprises in Australia, 99 enterprises 

in Canada and 236 enterprises in the UK. We sent out an e-mail to each of the social 

entrepreneurs in the database, inviting them to participate in the study. In this e-mail we 

highlighted the purpose of the study and promised participants that their responses would be 

kept confidential. We informed them that, in order to participate in the study, the social 

enterprise should employ at least three individuals who report directly to the social 

entrepreneur. 

When a social entrepreneur agreed to take part in our study, we mailed them a pack of 

questionnaires (a questionnaire for the social entrepreneurs and a set of five questionnaires 

for their direct reports). We instructed them to fill out the questionnaire that was designed for 

the social entrepreneur and distribute the remaining questionnaires to 3-5 of their direct 

reports. As most of the approached social enterprises were small (most social entrepreneurs 

had five or fewer direct reports in their senior management team), the questionnaires were 

distributed to all direct reports, i.e., no selection was necessary. This also means that the risk 

of selection bias was negligible. Where the social entrepreneur of the respondent 

organizations had more than five reports, they were asked to randomly select direct reports. 

The questionnaires were coded to allow the research team to match entrepreneur and 

subordinate responses, and participants were asked to mail the questionnaire directly to the 

researchers on completion. In this way, confidentiality was ensured, as the social 

entrepreneurs did not have any opportunity to see any of their direct reports’ responses. This 

procedure facilitated independence and reduced bias in employee responses.   

Although 99 social entrepreneurs initially agreed to participate in our research, around 

half withdrew after the questionnaire packs had been sent. A total of 199 employees from 48 

social enterprises returned questionnaires. However, as only 42 social entrepreneurs rated 

their subordinates’ innovative behavior, we excluded employee data from six enterprises 
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from our final sample. We also excluded employee responses where there was missing data 

on our main study variables. This left a final sample size that consisted of 169 employees. 

The employees who participated in our study had on average worked for the social 

enterprises for 4.75 years and were on average around 41 years of age. Fifty-four percent of 

them were female. The social entrepreneurs who participated in the research study had been 

operating their social enterprises for just over six years (on average) and their average age 

was 51 years. Fifty-five percent of them were male. Of the social enterprises, around 32 

percent operated in the business services industry, 15 percent in the disability services 

industry, 12 percent in the housing association industry, 10 percent in the hospitality/events 

industry, 10 percent in the community services industry and 2 percent in the health services 

industry.  

 

Measures 

For all measures, participants rated items using a 5-point Likert scale where 1= 

‘strongly disagree’ and 5= ‘strongly agree’.  

 

Entrepreneurial leadership 

The 8-item ENTRELEAD scale developed by Renko et al. (2015) was used by 

followers to rate the entrepreneurial leadership of the social entrepreneur. Sample items 

included ‘My supervisor challenges and pushes me to act in a more innovative way’ and ‘My 

supervisor has creative solutions to problems’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .86. 

 

Servant leadership 

Servant leadership of the social entrepreneurs was rated by followers using Ehrhart’s 

(2004) 14-item scale. Sample items included ‘My supervisor creates a sense of community 
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among employees’ and ‘My supervisor makes the personal development of employees a 

priority’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .91. 

 

Affective organizational commitment 

The six-item scale developed by Meyer and Allen (1993) was used to measure 

affective organizational commitment. Sample items included ‘I would be very happy to spend 

the rest of my career at this organization’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .88. 

 

Innovative behavior 

Five items from Scott and Bruce’s (1994) 6-item scale were used by social 

entrepreneurs to rate the innovative behavior of their followers. Sample items include ‘This 

employee searches out new technologies, processes, techniques, and/or ideas’ and ‘This 

employee generates creative ideas’. One item from the original scale, ‘This employee 

investigates and secures funds needed to implement new ideas’, was excluded, as employees 

are rarely required to seek funding for the implementation of new ideas in the social 

enterprise sector. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .91. 

 

Control variables 

Follower tenure at the social enterprise (measured in years), follower age (measured 

in years), follower gender (coded 1 = male, 0 = female) and origin (1 = UK, 2 = Canada and 3 

= Australia) were included as control variables because past leadership research reported that 

such control variables were consistently related to servant leadership and entrepreneurial 

leadership (e.g., Ehrhart, 2004; Hoch et al., 2016; Renko et al., 2015; Yoshida et al., 2014). 

We therefore followed the past research to control for the effect of followers’ tenure, age and 

gender in order to ensure that they did not confound the direct effects of the servant 
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leadership and entrepreneurial leadership. We also controlled for followers’ pro-social 

motivation, as this has been shown to exert a strong influence on employee work attitudes 

(Grant et al., 2008; Kjeldsen & Andersen, 2013), and it is salient in this context, given that 

social enterprises provide employees with the opportunity to make a difference. An adapted 

version of the 4-item scale developed by Grant (2008) was used by followers to rate their pro-

social motivation. Sample items included ‘I am motivated to do my work because I care 

about benefiting others through my work’ and ‘I am motivated to do my work because I want 

to have positive impact on others’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .92. Finally, we 

controlled for followers’ creative self-efficacy, as this has been found to be an important 

antecedent of employee creativity in the workplace, a key dimension of innovative behavior 

(Tierney & Farmer, 2002; Tierney & Farmer, 2011). Creative self-efficacy was measured 

using the 4-item scale developed by Tierney and Farmer (2002). Sample items included ‘I 

have confidence in my ability to solve problems creatively’ and ‘I feel that I am good at 

generating novel ideas’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .89. 

 

Results 

Table 1 reports means, standard deviations and correlations amongst the study 

variables. Given that age, gender and origin were not correlated with the outcomes (i.e., 

affective commitment and innovative behavior), we decided not to incorporate these 

demographic variables as controls when testing our hypotheses in order to avoid biased 

parameter estimates (cf. Becker, 2005). 

[Table 1 here] 

 

Construct validity of measurement model 
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Before hypothesis testing was undertaken, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 

wasconducted using AMOS version 22 in order to determine the construct validity of study 

variables. The six-factor model (i.e., servant leadership, entrepreneurial leadership, pro-social 

motivation, creative self-efficacy, affective organizational commitment and innovative 

behavior) yielded a good fit to the data (χ2 (df = 764) = 1314.73, IFI = .95, CFI = .95, 

RMSEA = .066, SRMR = .072). These statistics meet the recommendations of researchers 

(Browne & Cudeck, 1992; Kline, 2005), who have argued that a satisfactory model fit can be 

inferred when CFI is greater than .90 and the RMSEA and SRMR are lower than .08. 

The six-factor measurement model was then compared to a series of alternative 

models to provide further evidence of construct validity. A five-factor model, in which 

servant and entrepreneurial leadership were loaded onto a single factor, resulted in poorer fit 

(χ2 (df = 769) = 1557.52, IFI = .94, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .078, SRMR = .076), as did a five-

factor model in which pro-social motivation and creative self-efficacy were loaded onto a 

single factor (χ2 (df = 769) = 1931.26, IFI = .91, CFI = .91, RMSEA = .095, SRMR = .11). 

Finally, a one-factor model in which all study items were loaded onto a single factor resulted 

in extremely poor fit (χ2 (df  = 779) = 4071.41, IFI = .79, CFI = .79, RMSEA = .16, SRMR 

= .14). Together, these results highlight adequate discriminant and convergent validity of the 

study variables. 

Given that 169 employees provided ratings of entrepreneurial leadership and servant 

leadership for 42 social entrepreneurs, we conducted ANOVA and intra-class correlation 

(ICC) tests to ensure that non-independence of observations was not related to differences in 

employees’ rating patterns for each entrepreneur (Bliese, 2000). For entrepreneurial 

leadership, the ANOVA was significant (F = 2.48, p <.01), and the ICC (1) and ICC (2) 

results were 0.25 and 0.59, and = 2.48, p <.01. Furthermore, for servant leadership the 

ANOVA was also significant (F = 2.00, p <.01) and the ICC (1) and ICC (2) results were 
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0.18 and 0.50, and = 2.48, p <.01. Although the ANOVA results of both leadership styles 

were significant, the ICC (2) of both leadership styles was slightly lower than the 

recommended threshold of ICC (2) > 0.60 (Bliese, 2000). While the average group size and 

the overall sample size were relatively small and ICC (2) was very sensitive to the sample 

size, we could aggregate entrepreneurial leadership and servant leadership as group-level 

constructs for subsequent analyses (Bliese, 2000). In addition, we performed inter-rater 

reliability tests to assess the level of inter-rater agreement for servant leadership and 

entrepreneurial leadership within each business (James, Demaree, & Wolf, 1984). The 

median rwg(j) of servant leadership was . 99, and entrepreneurial leadership was .98. Given 

both values were higher than the recommended levels (James et al., 1984), the rwg(j) results 

provide support for the group-level aggregation.  

Taking the ICC and rwg(j) results together, we aggregated entrepreneurial leadership 

and servant leadership as group-level constructs for subsequent analyses using SPSS mixed 

modelling. Mixed modelling is designed to analyze nested data (e.g., individuals’ responses 

nested in teams) collected from a small sample size, because it is less sensitive to group size 

(Verbeke, & Molenberghs, 2000).  

 

Hypothesis testing 

Hypotheses were tested using mixed modelling of hierarchical regression analysis in 

SPSS 20. Evaluation of regression assumptions of normality, linearity, and absence of 

multicollinearity was checked and its results met recommended standards.  

The results of our analysis are presented in Table 2 for both followers’ affective 

organizational commitment (Models 1 and 2) and followers’ innovative behavior (Models 3 

and 4). Initially, the control variables (tenure, age, gender, pro-social motivation and creative 

self-efficacy) were entered into the first step of the regression (Models 1 and 3). Of all the 
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control variables, only tenure (β = .04, p < .01) and pro-social motivation (β = .40, p < .01) 

were positively related to affective organizational commitment in Model 1, and only creative 

self-efficacy (β = .20, p < .05) was positively related to innovative behavior in Model 3.  

Following this, both independent variables were entered into the second step of the 

regression. The results in Models 1 and 2 of Table 2 reveal that only servant leadership (β 

= .47, p < .01) but not entrepreneurial leadership (β = .13, n.s) was found to be positively 

related to followers’ affective organizational commitment. These results provide support for 

Hypotheses 1 and 3, but Hypothesis 2 is not supported. With respect to Hypotheses 4 to 6, the 

results of Models 3 and 4 in Table 2 show that entrepreneurial leadership was positively 

related to followers’ innovative behavior (β = .35, p < .01) but servant leadership was not 

related to followers’ innovative behavior (β = -.22, n.s). These results provide support for 

Hypotheses 4 and 6, but Hypothesis 5 is not supported. To ensure that the results presented in 

Table 2 were not confounded by the order of both servant leadership and entrepreneurial 

leadership being entered into the regression analyses, we also conducted additional analyses 

by changing the order of entering both leadership styles into the regression equation. Results 

are reported in Table 3. In general, results presented in Tables 2 and 3 showed a consistent 

pattern, confirming the unique differential impact exerted by both leadership styles on 

different outcomes. Our findings suggest that servant leadership predicts followers’ affective 

organizational commitment more strongly than entrepreneurial leadership, but that 

entrepreneurial leadership predicts followers’ innovative behavior more strongly than servant 

leadership.  

 

Discussion 

The present study makes an important theoretical and empirical contribution by 

examining the role played by servant and entrepreneurial leadership in enhancing the 
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organizational commitment and innovative behavior of employees in social enterprises, 

whilst controlling for employees’ pro-social motivation and creative self-efficacy (Grant et 

al., 2008; Tierney & Farmer, 2002). Our findings revealed that, whilst servant leadership 

predicted followers’ affective organizational commitment, the relationship between 

entrepreneurial leadership and followers’ affective organizational commitment was 

insignificant. In contrast, whilst our results revealed that entrepreneurial leadership was 

positively related to followers’ innovative behavior, the relationship between servant 

leadership and followers’ innovative behavior was insignificant.  

The strong association found between servant leadership and followers’ affective 

organizational commitment confirms the findings of prior empirical work on servant 

leadership in China and the USA (Miao et al., 2014; Liden et al., 2008). This is also 

consistent with the tenets of social exchange theory (Blau, 1964), which predicts that 

employees will reciprocate the provision of positive treatment by their supervisors in the 

form of improved work attitudes. More specifically, our findings suggest that the display of 

key servant leadership behaviors, such as forming strong relationships with followers and 

helping them to develop and succeed, leads followers to reciprocate through higher levels of 

affective commitment. The lack of a significant relationship between entrepreneurial 

leadership and affective commitment was contrary to what was hypothesized. Such a finding 

may result from the fact that not all followers may respond positively to the demands placed 

on them by the entrepreneurial leader to identify and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities in 

the workplace – as some may find such demands stressful. Future research should seek to 

identify the groups of employees that may respond positively to entrepreneurial leadership in 

terms of enhanced affective commitment. Our findings build on previous work by showing 

that servant leadership, in addition to transformational leadership, is effective in predicting 

followers’ affective organizational commitment (Top, Akdere, & Tarcan, 2015). 
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Although our findings are consistent with social learning theory (Bandura ,1977), as 

they demonstrate that the role modelling provided by entrepreneurial leaders will lead 

followers to be more innovative at work, they are inconsistent with those of prior empirical 

research that found a positive relationship between servant leadership and employee 

creativity (Yoshida et al., 2014). For the negative but marginally insignificant relationship 

identified between servant leadership and innovative behavior, two explanations may be 

provided. First, as highlighted by Yoshida et al. (2014), their work failed to control for other 

leadership styles. By measuring the relative importance of different leadership behaviors, the 

present study allows us, better than previous research, to distinguish the unique effects of 

different leadership styles on innovative behavior. Second, given that individuals generally 

choose to work for social enterprises to make a significant contribution to society, the 

encouragement provided by servant leaders to create value for those outside the organization 

may lead followers to focus more on serving others rather than on developing innovative new 

products and services.  

Given the pressures faced by social enterprises to be innovative (Thompson et al., 

2000; Liu et al., 2013), whilst also serving the needs of wider stakeholder groups (Corner & 

Ho, 2010; Liu et al., 2012), our findings make a significant contribution by providing us with 

a detailed understanding of the relative effectiveness of different styles of leadership in 

promoting employees’ work attitudes and behaviors in the social enterprise sector. These 

findings suggest that entrepreneurs should take a balanced approach to leadership; i.e., focus 

on building strong relationships with followers through the provision of support, whilst at the 

same time acting as entrepreneurial role models to them.  

Future studies should systematically compare conventional enterprises with social 

enterprises with regard to the distinct effects of management and leadership forms. 
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Conclusion 

Key practical, managerial implications emerge from these findings for social 

entrepreneurs looking to enhance employee work attitudes and behavior in order to improve 

the overall effectiveness of their enterprises. By providing a detailed understanding of the 

unique effects of entrepreneurial leadership and servant leadership respectively, and of when 

to exhibit these different styles appropriately, social entrepreneurs are better able to 

determine which leadership styles they can use to promote the affective organizational 

commitment and, respectively, the innovative behavior of employees. 

Our findings also support the thesis that no single leadership style is effective for all 

situations they need to manage at work, because the effects of different leadership styles can 

be outcome-specific (Tse & Chiu, 2014). In particular, we suggest that, if social 

entrepreneurs wish to encourage innovative behavior amongst their followers, they should 

consider adopting an entrepreneurial style of leadership in which they act as an 

entrepreneurial role model and encourage their followers to act entrepreneurially. On the 

other hand, if social entrepreneurs aim for more committed employees who are less likely to 

leave the organization, they should act as servant leaders to their followers by encouraging 

them, in leading by example, to create value for those outside the organization. However, at 

the same time, social entrepreneurs should realize that the two leadership styles are not 

mutually exclusive, given a high correlation between both styles of leadership, i.e., they can 

act as entrepreneurial leaders whilst at the same time acting as servants to their followers.  

Knowledge of the potential of the entrepreneurial and servant leadership styles to 

influence organizational commitment and innovative behavior is very useful to human 

resource managers as well, as they need to reconsider the criteria used for recruiting, 

selecting, training, developing and promoting workplace leaders capable of stimulating 

organizational commitment and innovative behaviors in social enterprise employees. 
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 Concerning limitations of this study and suggestions for future research, one such 

limitation is that it did not measure potential mediators of the relationship between different 

leadership styles and follower work outcomes. In order to confirm the proposed theoretical 

mechanisms linking both servant and entrepreneurial leadership to organizational 

commitment and innovative behavior, future empirical research might include mediators 

which capture social exchange and social learning processes. 

A further limitation arises from the fact that, although the independent and dependent 

variables in the study were collected from different sources, they were collected at the same 

point in time. This limits our ability to determine a causal relationship between leadership 

and the work outcomes in our study. In order to provide more robust findings around the 

influence of different styles of leadership on organizational commitment and innovative 

behavior, future research should ensure that the independent and dependent variables are 

collected at different time periods. 

To summarize, in this study we examined the relative influence of two distinct 

leadership styles, servant leadership and entrepreneurial leadership, on the organizational 

commitment and innovative behavior of employees working under social entrepreneurs. We 

found that, although both styles of leadership were positively related to followers’ 

organizational commitment, the relationship between servant leadership and organizational 

commitment was stronger than that between entrepreneurial leadership and organizational 

commitment. In contrast, whilst we found evidence that entrepreneurial leadership was 

positively related to the innovative behavior of followers, the relationship between servant 

leadership and innovative behavior was insignificant. These findings are consistent with both 

social exchange and social learning theories, in that they provide us with a detailed 

understanding as to which styles of leadership are effective in promoting followers’ work 

attitudes and behaviors. This is especially important, given that social enterprises operate in 
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an institutional context where they have to focus on serving the community while at the same 

time develop innovative new products and services.  
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Figure 1: The position of social enterprises on a community benefit to personal profit continuum (Source: Social Traders, 2016) 
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Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among the Study Variables  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Tenure 4.75 5.24          

2 Age 40.60 12.02 .33**         

3 Gender 0.54 .50 -.12 -.06        

4 Entrepreneurial leadership 4.01 .63 -.01 -.09 -.08       

5 Servant leadership 4.00 .62 .05 -.05 -.16* .69**      

6 Pro-social motivation 4.28 .63 .06 -.03 .13 .21** .25**     

7 Creative self-efficacy 4.01 .68 .01 .02 -.11 .08 .10 .21**    

8 Affective commitment 3.94 .77 .29** .06 -.12 .45** .54** .39** .13   

9 Innovative behavior 3.91 .79 -.06 -.00 .04 .22 .04 -.01 .16* .07  

* p < .05, ** p < .01.  
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Table 2: Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses (Mixed Modelling) 

 
Affective Organizational 

Commitment 
Innovative Behavior 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Tenure .04** .04**       -.01         -.01 

Age       -.07        .00 .06          .02 

Gender       -.16       -.04 -.01          .05 

Pro-social motivation  .40** .27** -.14         -.16 

Creative self-efficacy         .05        .04   .20* .21* 

Servant leadership  .47**          -.22 

Entrepreneurial leadership         .13    .35** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01.  
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Table 3: Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses (Mixed Modelling) 

 
Affective Organizational 

Commitment 
Innovative Behavior 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Tenure .04** .04** -.01          -.01 

Age       -.07        .00  .06 .02 

Gender       -.16       -.04 -.01 .05 

Pro-social motivation  .40** .27** -.14         -.16 

Creative self-efficacy         .05        .04   .20*  .21* 

Entrepreneurial leadership         .13     .35** 

Servant leadership  .47**          -.22 

* p < .05, ** p < .01.  


