The frontiers of space have been tested, the

cloning of humtan life toyed with. Bearing lofty

aspirations and tools thatwyield great power,
would a man or woman of this millennium,

willingly become a servant leader rather than

super Teader? Larry Spears, President and CEQ
of the Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership,

ares to be one, and dares you, too, -




e had the great privilege of

linking up with Larry

Spears in cyberspace for
this interview. By virtue of his
designation as well as experience,
vocation and personal philosophy,
Spears is presumably the world’s
leading advocate of servant-
leadership.

In this interview, Speats gives
straight-to-the-heart responses that
give us a better understanding of the
philosophy behind servant-leadership.
One senses the passion and
conviction in Speats as he plainly
presents the profile of a setvant
leader and challenges us to
contemplate this “new old” leadership

paradigm.

Please enlighten us on the
mission, objectives and activities”
of the Greenleaf Center.

Spears: The Greenleaf Center’s
mission is the creation of a just and cating society by promoting
the awareness, commitment and practice of servant-leadership.
Founded in 1964 as the Center for Applied Ethics by former
AT&T executive Robert K. Greenleaf, our centre was renamed
The Greenleaf Center in 1985.

We believe that “if a better society is to be built, ... providing
opportunity for people to grow, the most open way (and the most
effective and economical course, while supportive of the social
order) is to raise the performance as servant of as many
institutions as possible by voluntary regenerative actions initiated
within them by committed individuals: setvants.”

The Center’s goals and objectives span six broad areas:
education, institutional change, modelling, partner services,
research and collaboration.

How do you monitor or assess the outcome of your
efforts?

Spears: We are an international, non-profit organisation
headquartered in Indianapolis, Indiana. We monitot and assess our
own performance as an organisation through an annual
assessment of the results of our goals-and-objectives plan in any
given year. Generally speaking, we also look at indicatots such as
numbers of publications sold, increases in the numbers of
individuals and companies practising servant-leadership, and other
indicators.

Is servant-leadership closely linked to religious teaching?
If so, is it universally taught among major faiths?
Spears: Servant-leadership is practised by people of all
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faiths, as well as by those who find
it helpful in secular contexts. Our
members include a wide range of
religious traditions: Christian,
Muslim, Jewish, Bahai, Buddhist and
many others. We also have many
humanists, agnostics and atheists
who practise servant-leadership. 1
believe that servant-leadership is
one of the most universal of ideas -
everyone can believe in serving
others - and anyone can be a
servant-leader. I haven’t found a
religious or philosophical exptession
yet where there was any conflict
with servant-leadership. In that way,
I believe that servant-leadership may
ultimately prove to be one of the
great uniting concepts of our time.

Are there other terms that
are synonymous to or
interchangeable with the term

servant-leadership? Do you know
of situations where people have regarded the term
servant-leadership to be politically incorrect or have
expressed reservations about it?

Spears: I have seen some close variants used here and there,
service-leadership being one of them. Beyond that, most people
are drawn to the term “servant-leader” that Robert Greenleaf
coined in his 1970 essay, “The Servant as Leader’. It doesn’t
happen often, but occasionally someone will object to the term
servant-leader. When there is an objection, it is usually to the
“servant” part of that term, though there are occasionally
objections to the “leader” part, too! I believe that there is an
inherent learning moment that is found in the wotd setvant-
leader. For many people hearing it for the first time, there is
often an intuitive “ahal” moment. Forfune magazine once
likened the term servant-leader to a Zen koan. Over the past
fifteen years in which I have headed The Greenleaf Center, I
have heard hundreds of people say to me virtually the same
comment: “This is how I've tried to live my life, but I never
quite knew what to call it.” Servant-leadetship is, for many of us,
the perfect term for how we wish to lead our lives.

Why is servant-leadership so important today?

Spears: There are so many reasons, though I will focus on
two of the most important reasons. First, over the last thirty
years there has been an increasing level of dissatisfaction with
many people when it comes to the workplace. Most people in
organisations today expect much more of their companies in
terms of caring and encouraging behaviours. While the old “top-
down” model is still out there, it is going the way of the
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dinosaurs. In its place, you find
organisations that are flatter (not so
pyramidal and hierarchical), and where
decisions ate more often made by teams
than by a single individual. To that extent,
servant-leadership has helped to lead the
way in offering a different approach - one
that is increasingly more in tune with
contemporary organisations and
expectations. Second, expectations are
now much higher for otganisations when
it comes to their customers, clients and
communities, on both the service side and
the leadership side of the equation. As
such, organisations and companies that
practise servant-leadesship well are
increasingly at the top of their particular
industries.

Is servant-leadership more of a
“standalone” leadership model rather
than one that is normally used in
tandem with other types of
leadership approaches?

Spears: While servant-leadetship is
sometimes called a model, T think it is
much mote of a philosophy of life. It is
about who we want to be in relation to
others, and a deep expression of the
innate desite to serve and to lead others.
Thete is no single way that companies
have sought to implement servant-
leadership. Servant-leadership is taught
and practised in different ways in various
organisations. The common thread is the
belief in wanting to understand and
practise servant-leadership according to
Robert Greenleaf’s “Best Test” of
servant-leadership:

“The servant-leadet is servant first. It
begins with the natural feeling that one
wants to setve, to serve first. Then
conscious choice brings one to aspite to
lead. The best test is: do those served
grow as persons; do they, while being
served, become healthier, wiset, freet,
mote autonomous, mote likely themselves
to become servants? And, what is the
effect on the least privileged in society:
will they benefit, or at least, not be further
deprived?”
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With that as 2 basic understanding of
servant-leadership, it is easy to see how
businesses and other organisations can
utilise both setvant-leadetship and some
other approach. Systems-thinking and
servant-leadership go remarkably well
together.

What is the advantage of servant-
leadership over other types of
leadership approaches?

Spears: Some businesses in the US.
have commented on how servant-
leadership has helped their bottom line
financially, as a result of the higher [sic].
Many individuals practising servant-
leadership say that the advantage is to be
found in the way in which it makes them
feel better - more whole. Thete are still
many people who feel like they have to be
one kind of petson in the wotkplace and
another person at home. Patt of the great
appeal of servant-leadership is that it
encourages people to simply be who they
ate all the time. It also encourages others
to be more accepting of their colleagues,
family, etc. without feeling a need to
change them. That’s a powerful and
healing perspective.

Is there such a thing as a typical
servant-leadership personality type?

Spears: I don’t believe so. If you
think of Myers-Briggs and its sixteen
types, you will find representatives from
each type. Certain people are just naturally
dtawn to servant-leadership. But there are
many who come to servant-leadership
through cither learning or expetience. I
have noticed ovet the yeats that when it
comes to servant-leadet trainers they tend
to be more Intuitive-Feeling, while
servant-leader executives are mote often
Sensing-Thinking. T, myself, am an 1ST]
ntroverted Sensing-Thinking-Judging). I
tually working on an article with a
league in the United Kingdom on the
subject of servant-leadership and Myers-
Briggs which we hope to complete by the
end of 2005.

Are there different types of
servant leaders? If so, are some types
of servant leaders more successful or
effective than others?

Spears: While people can be very
different from one another, servant-
leadetship is a common ideal that can
bind very diffetent people into a more
cohesive whole. Servant-leadership is the
foundation or inner cote which can be
practised by very different people. I don’t
believe that any one type of servant-
leader is inherently mote effective than
anothet, though we all benefit from
becoming clearet on our own gifts and
talents and then trying to focus on those
as much as possible.

Who are some of the servant
leaders that have impressed you?

Spears: In business, 1 tend to think
more of servant-led institutions, rather
than individuals, though you usually find
impressive servant-leaders at the top of
impressive servant-led institutions.
Companies and CEOs who have
impressed me by their commitment to the
understanding and practice of servant-
leadership are many. Some of the better
known companies would be Starbucks,
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The Men’s Wearhouse, Synovus Financial, Vanguatd, TD Industries and % %E%% %ﬁ%
Southwest Aitlines.

President & CEO of the Robert K.
Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership

Are there any special circumstances or types of organisations
where servant-leadership would fail to be beneficial or effective?
Spears: I do not know of any types of organisations or specific

institutions where it has been practised and found not to be beneficial.

Would an adage such as “once a servant leader, always a
servant leader” be true? If not, do you know of cases of “fallen
servant leaders” or rather, servant leaders who have changed
their leadership model to a so-called better one?

Spears: I don’t know of servant-leaders who have advocated it, only
to reject it later. Servant-leaders are mottal, flesh-and-blood human
beings and ate therefore prone to the same maladies as anyone else:
making mistakes, losing one’s tempet, feeling dejected, etc. People
sometimes have a tendency to think that unless you are 2 Mother
Theresa ot a Martin Luther King (both exemplary servant-leaders in my
estimation) you can’t be a servant-leader, s0 why bother?

The danger in that belief is two-fold: First, it perpetuates an
inaccurate perception of servant-leadership as only for the rate
individual. Servant-leadership is for everyone! Anyone who desites to be
4 servant-leader can become one Tt only takes a sincere commitment to
learning (and learning from your mistakes), coupled with lots of practice.
A servant-leader never truly reaches the finish line - all of us who
espouse servant-leadership are imperfect human beings. The trick is to
keep trying. My second point in this vein is that there ate people who ate
skeptical of anyone that advocates a commitment to what one might call
a “high ideal” As such, there will always be people who, as soon as they
see a servant-leader make a mistake or somehow miss the mark, say
something like: “See, I told you it was all smoke-and-mitrors!”

There is something about servant-leadership that can be very
ennobling. If you ate a fallible human being, striving to live as a servant-
leader, and you do something that you believe is shott of the mark, the
very best thing that you can do is to own up to it and to say you're sorty.
As for the perpetual cynic, I suspect that they yearn to believe in some
higher ideal - whatever that might be - but that they have often been hurt
or betrayed. To that extent, I believe that it pays for servant-leaders to
embrace and encourage cynics as a sincere act of service.

Which book would you recommend that a newcomer to
servant-leadership read for a start?

Spears: The best book on the concept of servant-leadetship is
Servant-Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power &
Greatness, by Robert K. Greenleaf (Paulist Press, 1977 & 2002). If you
are interested in contemporary practices of servant-leadership from a
dozen different authors, I would recommend a collection of essays
which 1 co-edited with my colleague, Michele Lawrence, titled,
Practicing Servant-Leadership: Succeeding Through Trust, Bravery,
and Forgiveness (Jossey-Bass, 2004). It includes some powerful essays
on servant-leadership in practice by Robert Greenleaf, Margaret
Wheatley, James Autry, John Bogle, John Carvet and others. O

Academy. He and his wi 3eth, have two sons:

James, 18 and Matthew, 15.
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