
Psychology, 2016, 7, 1205-1210 
Published Online August 2016 in SciRes. http://www.scirp.org/journal/psych 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.79121    

How to cite this paper: Zhang, H. B., & Ye, M. L. (2016). A Literature Review of Self-Sacrificial Leadership. Psychology, 7, 
1205-1210. http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.79121  

 
 

A Literature Review of Self-Sacrificial 
Leadership 
Hanbing Zhang, Maolin Ye 
School of Management, Jinan University, Guangzhou, China 

 
 
Received 13 July 2016; accepted 6 August 2016; published 9 August 2016 
 
Copyright © 2016 by authors and Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

    
 

 
 

Abstract 
In the ever-competitive global business environment, companies may fail to adapt to the envi-
ronment due to crisis. In this situation, companies call for self-sacrificing leaders to help compa-
nies get out of the woods. Self-sacrificing leadership is a spirit or behavior manifesting the leader’s 
willingness to take on various kinds of risks and losses for the sake of the benefits of the whole 
organization and the subordinates. We explored the dimension and measurement methods, In 
order to clarify the nature of self-sacrificing leadership and the theoretical boundary with other 
leadership, we make a comparison of self-sacrificing leadership and other leadership. Future re-
search can strengthen the study on the concept, measurement methods of self-sacrificing leader-
ship. 
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1. Introduction 
Recently, the development of globalization and the ever-competitive global business environment make the 
companies face with lots of uncertainty and can not control the environment. Hence, companies increasingly 
need to adapt to the rules of the leadership of this business trend. For example, under the financial crisis, Citi-
group CEO Pandit just earned $ 1 annual salary before the company got the profitability ability again; its execu-
tives of China Eastern Airlines and other companies have had voluntary pay cuts when the company faced a cri-
sis. These actions communicated to staff the positive signal to overcome crisis, effectively help companies out 
of the crisis. These examples show that the leader of the self-sacrificing behavior can effectively improve lea-
dership effectiveness, helping enterprises adapt to a turbulent environment. 

More and more scholars believe that leadership is an influence; this influence enables employees to go 
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beyond self-interest, values and goals to pursue the goals of the organization (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978). Studies 
show that, as a role model, if the leader made self-sacrifice for the organization of collective interests, he will 
have a huge influence on subordinates, especially in situations of uncertainty or crisis (Halverson, Holladay, 
Kazama, & Quinones, 2004; Yorges, Weiss, & Strickland, 1999); maybe he can impact subordinates to make 
prosocial behavior (Conger, Kanungo, Menon, & Mathur, 1997; Hogan & Kaiser, 2005; Lockwood, Jordan, & 
Kunda, 2002), build trust among employees, enhance loyalty, improve performance, etc. (De Cremer, 2006; Van 
Knippenberg & Van Knippenberg, 2005). 

In summary, in terms of theory or practice, self-sacrificing leadership is an important type of leadership, but 
related review article is very few. Therefore, this article will integrate theoretical and empirical research on the 
concept, structure and methods of measurement of self-sacrificing leadership; what’s more, we will make a 
comparison among self-sacrificing leadership and other types of leadership and sort out the antecedents and 
consequences. 

2. The Concept of Self-Sacrifice Leadership 
Currently, different scholars put forward different views on the concept of self-sacrificing leadership according 
to their own research purposes, and academia has not yet formed an shared definition. to complete presentation 
of the connotation of self-sacrificing leadership, we sort out the concept of self-sacrifice Leadership from traits, 
behavior two perspectives. In the trait perspective, self-sacrificing leadership is that the leader has a willingness 
to take risks and loss of self-sacrifice (Yorges et al., 1999; Mulder & Nelissen, 2010). Also it’s a strong respon-
sibility of organizational affairs and member satisfaction, a carement for employee needs (De Cremer et al., 
2009). In the behavior perspective, self-sacrificing leadership is that, the leader shows a kind of self-sacrificing 
behavior in the manegement of organization. For example, Choi and Mai-Dalton (1998) believes that self-sacri- 
ficing leadership means the leader voluntary temporarily or permanently give up personal interests, privileges 
and welfare for the interests of the organization (Hoogervorst et al., 2012; Bout, 2013). De Cremer et al. (2004) 
think that the self-sacrificing leadership means leader who are committed to the objectives and tasks of the team 
or the organization voluntarily take actions that may bring individual risk behaviors (De Cremer, 2006). 

In summary, the self-sacrificing leadership is to put personal interests before the welfare of subordinates on 
motivation, is willing to endure the loss or the risk on behavior, it is not a formal order, but in the interaction 
subtle influence subordinates to make voluntary change attitude and behavior on affecting mechanism. 

3. Dimensions and Measurement of Self-Sacrificing Leadership 
Scholars’ study focused mostly on the connotation of the concept and definition of empirical research, and re-
search on its structure and the measurement is few. 

3.1. Dimensions of Self-Sacrificing Leadership 
Choi and Mai-Dalton (1998) radical self-sacrificing leadership and incremental self-sacrificing leadership de-
pending on the context and frequency of the self-sacrifice behavior. The former represents self-sacrificing beha-
vior happened in a particular context (such as organizational crisis), the frequency is relatively small; the latter 
showing self-sacrificing behavior in general organizational context, high repeatability, and has been fixed as an 
act mode. 

Matteson and Irving (2006) explore the common components in psychological characteristics by comparing 
the intrinsic characteristics of self-sacrifice, leadership and servant leadership, infer that dimensions of self-  
sacrificing leadership should include attitudes and behavior dimension. Attitude dimension components include: 
Love, altruistic tendencies, confidence and far-sighted. Behavioral dimensions include: altruism, initiative, em-
pathy, role of demonstration, development and service subsidiary, to build community, provide leadership and 
common vision, enabling. 

3.2. Measurement of Self-Sacrificing Leadership 
The scales that researchers use can be divided into three scales. First, the researchers directly taken from the in-
dividual risk dimension in the Charismatic Leadership Scale (CK scale) (De Cremer, van Dijke, & Bos, 2004; 
De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2005). This type of scale have single dimension and few entries, but has higher 
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internal consistency (Table 1). 
Secondly, researchers have developed scales whose content extracted from Choi and Mai-Dalton’s (1998, 

1999) operational definitions and experiments (Jeongkoo Yoon, 2006; Singh & Krishnan, 2008). Such as Singh 
and Krishnan’s scale (2008) which on the basis of the development of a self-sacrificing leadership, initially a to-
tal of 13 items, using five-point Likert scale, the analysis was carried out to explore the factors, culminating 
contains 6 single dimension self-sacrificing behavior scale items. 

Finally, the development of multi-scale self-sacrificing leadership is developed on the basis of the content of 
the two scales together (Ruggieri & Abbate, 2013; Hoogervorst et al., 2012; De Cremer et al., 2009; van Knip-
penberg & van Knippenberg, 2005; De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004). De Cremer et al. (2009) developed a 
scale on the basis of C-K, including three entries, α was 0.73. 

In summary, the current structure of the self-sacrificing leadership dimensions are not clear, there is no un-
iversally accepted scales, researchers need to further revise and develop well-structured measurement tools with 
high reliability and validity. 

4. The Comparison of Self-Sacrificing Leadership and Other Leadership 
Self-sacrificing leadership as a new theory of leadership, both leadership theory and other a lot in common, and 
there are essential differences. In order to clarify the nature of these types of connotation and leadership style of 
the intrinsic link with the theoretical boundary, explain clear leadership of self-sacrifice, As a new theory of 
leadership, Self-sacrificing leadership shares lots of characteristics with other leadership. and there are also es-
sential differences. In order to clarify the nature of Self-sacrificing leadership and the theoretical boundary with 
other leadership, we make a comparison of self-sacrificing leadership and other leadership 

4.1. Self-Sacrificing Leadership vs Servant Leadership 
Servant leaders focus on human development of people, the establishment of the community, to show good faith 
for the members of the organization, the common interests of the entire organization and its clients while sharing 
power and status (Laub, 1999). Servant leadership has four dimensions, namely trait dimension, interpersonal 
dimension, the task dimension and process dimension. The theoretical basis is social exchange theory. the theory 
contend that the people’s behavior is a reciprocal behavior essentially, that is, once one provide help and support 
to the other, the other one would feel responsibility to return. Both servant leadership and self-sacrificing are 
subordinate-oriented leadership, their leadership motivation including altruism ingredients, but they are different 
in the way to achieve a positive outcome, self-sacrificing leadership is by sacrificing their own interests to protect  
 
Table 1. Measurement of self-sacrificing leadership. 

Scholar Source Sample Number 

De Cremer et al. (2004) 
Taken from C-K scale 

My supervisor takes high personal risks for the 
sake of the organization. 2 

Guofeng Wang (2013) Takes high personal risks for the sake of the 
organization 3 

De Cremer and van 
Knippenberg (2004) 

Adapted from C-K scale 

My supervisor is willing to make personal 
sacrifices in the teams interest 5 

De Cremer et al. (2006) My boss is somebody who shows a lot of 
self-sacrifice 3 

Singh and Krishnan 
(2007) 

Adapted from Choi and Mai-Dalto’s 
Operational definition (1998, 1999) 

Voluntarily gives up or refrains from exercising 
or using his/her authority, position power or 
privileges for own benefit 

13 

Hoogervorst et al. (2012) 

Adapted from Choi and Mai-Dalto’s 
operational definition (1998, 1999) 

My supervisor is not willing to give up privileges 
if the team needs this. 2 

van Knippenberg and van 
Knippenberg (2005) 

My supervisor is always among the first to sacrifice 
free time, privileges, or comfort if that is important 
for the team’s mission 

2 
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or safeguard the interests of member and organizations; while servant leadership is the spur the internal motiva-
tion by providing resources to meet the needs of the interests of members in organization, in order to stimsulate 
subordinates. 

4.2. Self-Sacrificing Leadership vs Charismatic Leadership 
Charming is a attributing phenomenon, it depends on the personality and behavioral characteristics of a leader, 
but also the personality traits related to followers. Charismatic leaders make followers worship leader, identity 
and desire to imitate the leader (Bass, 1985). It is based on the theory of attribution theory. Attribution theory 
support that people have a tendency to make inferences to psychological characteristics, qualities, personality 
differences of the actors according to people’s behavior and its consequences. Both charismatic leadership and 
self-sacrificing leadership emphasize that leader could influence subordinates through their own behavior and 
attitude so as to enhance leadership. The first difference is the motivation. The motivation of self-sacrificing 
leaderships is altruism, while the motivation of charismatic leadership may be altruism or egoism. There are two 
types of charismatic leaders, one is socialized leadership and the other one is personalized leadership. That 
means charismatic leaders can use their charm for justice or evil service (Howell & Shamir, 2005). 

4.3. Self-Sacrificing Leadership vs Transformational Leadership 
Transformational leadership can make employees aware of the importance of the tasks by stimulating subordi-
nates’ high-level need to establish an atmosphere of mutual trust, so as to sacrifice their own interests to promote 
the interests of the organization (Bass, 1985), it’s based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory. The human 
needs can be divided into five kinds from low to high, including physiological need, safety needs, social interac-
tion needs, respect needs and self-realization need. after people meet or partially meet lower levels of demand. 
they will pursuit of high-level requirements. The largest common characteristic of self-sacrificing leadership and 
transformational leadership is that the fundamental goal is to achieve organizational goals and organizational in-
terests. The difference is that if the leaders themselves will suffer a loss. in order to achieve organizational goals 
self-sacrificing leadership emphasizes that the leader will make some self-sacrifice, indirectly influence of the 
perception, legitimacy and trust in the process; but transformational leadership may not have to sacrifice their 
own interests. 

4.4. Self-Sacrificing Leadership vs Benevolent Leadership 
Benevolent leadership refers to the leader who shows an individual, comprehensive and long-term care of the 
subordinate individual well-being (Fan Jingli, Bor Xun, 2000). It is based on the Confucian kindheartedness. 
Confucian kindheartedness advocates that filial piety, beloved brother practice extended to the whole of society, 
so form “All men are brothers” broad-mindedness. Both self-sacrificing leadership or benevolent leadership are 
able to inspire subordinates to follow the leader and put more intrinsic motivation to work hard. The biggest dif-
ference between the two lies in the attention to the needs of subordinates. Self-sacrificing leadership focus on 
the needs of subordinates in work, but it is indirect and one-sided. benevolent leadership concern for the needs 
of subordinates direct and comprehensive, not only focus on career development, but also extended to the mag-
nanimity of his personal life. 

5. Prospects 
As a new style of leadership, self-sacrificing leadership is getting more and more attention from scholars. How-
ever, researches in this field is still relatively limited and not systematic. So we make prospects so as to help ex-
plore the leadership further. 

5.1. The Concept 
The concept of self-sacrificing leadership is mostly based on the definition of leadership behavior perspective, 
and extract from the relevant characteristics from behavior of leaders. Also the other perspective also exist in-
adequate, as the trait perspective, although Yorges et al. (1999) put forward that the self-sacrificing leadership is 
“willing to bear various forms of the losses and risks in personal beliefs, interests, etc.” but what’s the specific 
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components of this willingness, and whether it is kind of stable trait, or whether there are other psychological 
factors play a role? The researchers did not give the answer. Therefore, the concept of self-sacrificing leadership 
needs to be further refined and theoretical summary. 

5.2. Measurement Method 
Since the exploration of self-sacrificing leadership structure is still in the blank. Most scholars have used a scale 
from charismatic leadership style scale C-K, as well as extract from Choi and Mai-Dalton’s (1998, 1999) opera-
tional definitions and experiments. Only a few scholars used exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor 
analysis to develop the relevant scale (Singh & Krishman, 2007). Both the lack of amount of the empirical re-
search and the development of self-sacrificing leadership studies calls for exploring the dimension, structure and 
high quality questionnaire of self-sacrificing leadership. 
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