SERVANT-LEADERSHIP, SELF-DETERMINATION

AND SERVICES TO PEOPLE 

WITH DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
These notes are a first attempt to loosely organize my own thinking, and to invite a dialogue with others, about the profound implications of Robert Greenleaf’s concept of Servant-Leadership for human services, and particularly for the manner in which publicly funded services are provided to people with developmental disabilities. Greenleaf’s ideas and others' adaptation of his ideas offer a potential to support and enhance  the social and political change emerging today from the rapidly growing self-advocacy and self-determination movements.

Many of those with whom I am sharing these notes are as or more familiar with Greenleaf’s writings than I.  For those who are not so familiar with the concept of servant-leadership, the following excerpt from an essay by Larry Spears might be of service.

The words servant and leader are usually thought of as opposites.  When opposites are brought together in a creative and meaningful way, a paradox emerges.  Here the words servant and leader have been brought together to create the paradoxical idea of servant-leadership.  Its seeds have been planted, and have begun to sprout in many institutions, as well as in the hearts of individuals who long to improve the human condition … Servant-leadership truly offers hope and guidance for a new era in human development.

The term servant-leadership was first coined in a 1970 essay by Robert K. Greenleaf (1904-1990) entitled “The Servant as Leader.”  Greenleaf, who was born in Terre Haute, Indiana, spent most of his organizational life in the field of management research, development, and education at AT&T.  Following a 40-year career at AT&T, Greenleaf enjoyed a second career that lasted 25 years.  During that time he served as an influential consultant to a number of major institutions … In 1964 Greenleaf founded the Center for applied Ethics, renamed the Robert K. Greenleaf Center in 1985. A lifelong student of how things get done in organizations, Greenleaf distilled his observations in a series of essays and books on the theme of “The Servant as Leader.”  His objective was to stimulate thought and actions for building a better, more caring society.

The idea of the servant-as-leader came partly out of Greenleaf’s half-century of experience in working to shape large institutions.  However, the event that crystallized Greenleaf’s thinking came in the 1960’s, when he read Herman Hesse’s short novel, Journey to the East, an account of a mythical journey by a group of people on a spiritual quest.  The central figure of the story is Leo, who accompanies the party as the servant and who sustains them with his caring spirit.  All goes well with the journey until one day Leo disappears.  The group quickly falls into disarray, and the journey is abandoned; the group cannot manage without Leo.  After many years of searching, the narrator of the story stumbles upon Leo and is taken into the religious order that sponsored the original journey.  There, he discovers that Leo, whom he had known as a servant, was in fact the head and guiding spirit of the order – a great and noble leader.

Greenleaf concluded that the central meaning of this story is that great leaders must first serve others, and that this simple fact is central to his or her greatness.  True leadership emerges from those whose primary motivation is a desire to help others.

It seems ironic that Greenleaf’s writings are today having a powerful impact in the world of business and finance, but have had less influence on government, on human services, and particularly on services to people with developmental disabilities, where they would seem to naturally resonate.  The concept of servant-leadership has influenced and been extended by several of the most respected thinkers working today in organizational change, particularly within the corporate world – Peter Senge, Margaret Wheatley, Steven Covey, Peter Drucker and Joseph Jaworski among others – while it remains virtually unheard of within the realm of human and social services, where the concept of “service” and the idea of “servant-leadership” would seem to be naturally rooted.  Here are a few passages from Greenleaf’s writings on servant-leadership which are relevant to human services:

· This is my thesis: caring for persons, the more able and the less able, serving each other, is the rock upon which a good society is built.


· If a good society is to be built, one that is more just and more caring, and where the less able and more able serve one another with unlimited liability, then the best way is to raise the performance of institutions, and sanction natural servants to serve and lead.


· Servant-leadership begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead.  The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the servant to make sure other people’s highest priority needs are being served.


· I suggest that human service that requires love cannot be satisfactorily dispensed by specialized institutions that exist apart from community, that take the problem out of sight of the community.  Both those being cared for and the community suffer.  

· But any human service where the one who is served should be loved in the process requires community, a face-to-face group in which the liability of each for the other is unlimited, or as close to it as it is possible to get.


· All that is needed to rebuild community as a viable life form for large numbers of people is for enough servant-leaders to show the way, not by mass movements, but by each servant-leader demonstrating his (or her) own unlimited liability for a quite specific community-related group.


· There is something subtle communicated to one who is being served and led if, implicit in the compact between servant-leader and led, is the understanding that the search for wholeness is something they share.


· I do believe that some of those of today’s privileged will find it interesting if they can abandon their present notions of how they can best serve their less favored neighbor and wait and listen until the less favored find their own enlightenment, then define their needs in their own way, and, finally, state clearly how they want to be served.  (Written in 1970, well before the terms self-advocacy and self-determination had appeared on the horizon of services to people with developmental disabilities.)


· The servant-leader is servant first.  It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead.  The best test is:  Do those served grow as persons?  Do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more 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?


As a former Bolshevik revolutionary who has spent thirty years working in public and human service, I have been humbled, amazed and hopefully a bit enlightened by these and other words written by Greenleaf at the end of his 40 year career within one of this century’s great corporate monopolies.  It is heartening that Greenleaf’s ideas are increasingly emerging within the world of work in which he was once engaged.  I am hopeful that the growing energy and learning focused on servant-leadership can both inform and be informed by the work which has gradually been emerging regarding how people with disabilities can be supported by and provide support to others at this time in our history.

There is another emphasis within Greenleaf’s concept of leadership which is extremely important today, and which seems so far to have received relatively little attention.  Greenleaf is one of the few who have written about leadership to emphasize that leadership is an orientation of purpose and a set of qualities, and not a position of authority within an organization.  He further suggests that our current crisis in leadership stems not from the lack of leadership among the favored few who have positions of authority, but instead, “…the enemy is strong natural servants who have the potential to lead but do not lead, or who choose to follow a non-servant.”

Greenleaf encourages each individual to get in touch with her or his natural inclination to serve, and through service to lead when the situation allows or asks one to do so.  He also advises that the “system” is not the enemy, that “…if a flaw in the world is to be remedied, the process of change begins in here, in the servant, not out there.”

These latter perspectives are particularly relevant, in my opinion, to both the contemporary failures and the potential for transformation of the 30 billion-dollar system of developmental disabilities services in the United States today.  As a generalization, this system is dominated by people with political or bureaucratic authority, many of whom would not meet Greenleaf’s “best test” of servant-leadership.  The crisis which stems from this overall lack of leadership by those with authority is worsened when, as is currently the case, people without authority (including people with disabilities, family members, citizens who care about people with disabilities, and those who work for pay in any and every part of the system)  fail to see their potential capacity and responsibility to lead, and instead blame the “system” for its many ills.  

Greenleaf offers us a powerful antidote to this historic dependence upon authority rather than leadership.  His is a message that can further inspire and support the emerging self-advocacy movement and the self-determination movement. It is also an orientation that can help empower people in every part of the system, as Greenleaf suggests in quoting the French writer/philosopher Albert Camus:

I believe that hope is awakened, revived, nourished by millions of solitary individuals whose deeds and works every day negate frontiers and the crudest implications of history.  As a result, there shines forth fleetingly the ever-threatened truth that each and every individual, on the foundations of his or her own sufferings and joy, builds for us all.

There is another aspect of Greenleaf’s work which I want to reflect upon before thinking more specifically about how servant-leadership can help transform our communities and service systems as they relate to the life journeys of individuals with disabilities.  That is Greenleaf’s emphasis on spirituality, wholeness, and inter-connectedness.  A short summary of the relevance of these qualities (of which countless books have been written, though one might not know it by studying the manner in which services have been provided to people with developmental disabilities in this century) is found in an article by Margaret Wheatley, titled “What is Our Work?”
  Wheatley writes, 

We act in service to the great creative desires that each of us carries.  We serve one another because it is the nature of life to move toward one another.  It is the nature of life to want to serve …  I find it delightful to note that W. Edwards Deming, the great voice for quality in organizations, and Robert Greenleaf both focused on the human spirit in their final writings.  

Deming concluded his long years of work by stating simply that quality was about the human spirit …  Greenleaf understood that we stood as servants to the human spirit, that it was our responsibility to nurture that spirit.  Following different paths they both arrived at the same centering place.  We can create the lives and organizations we desire only by understanding the enlivening spirit in us that always is seeking to express itself.

Margaret Wheatley is perhaps best known for her work in connecting the work of today’s “new science” with a new story, transforming our understanding of how the world and the humans within it are evolving and co-creating the future.  The ideas of servant-leadership are entirely consistent with this powerful new story.

So, how might the ideas  associated with servant-leadership further enliven the spirit emerging today in the ways in which support and services are organized for people with disabilities?  As a general response to that question, I believe that Greenleaf’s message has the power to inspire individuals in each and every part of the system to understand the difference they can make if they choose to do so, to know that they can make a difference, and to know that each person truly is either a part of creating the many possible solutions, or is a part of maintaining our current problems.  The concepts associated with servant-leadership have enormous potential to remind each of us why we are doing this work, (including those of us whose “work” is, in part, creating a life as a person with a disability within the system and our society).

More specifically, how might this power and potential emerge?  A concrete example is being provided by the recent collaboration between the National Center for Self-Determination and 21st Century Leadership and the Greenleaf Center.
 The management team of the National Center (John Johnson, Lisa Ferris, Nancy Ward, Michael Ward) and nine other self-advocates and support persons joined with a group from Ameritech in Indianapolis in March of this year for a weeklong leadership training event focused on the servant-as-leader teachings.  The Greenleaf Center facilitated the training as they would for any group of people, while learning throughout the week how to adapt this approach for people with developmental disabilities.

Both the National Center and the Greenleaf Center found their initial collaboration to be exciting, productive, and full of promise.  It appears that this “mainstream” leadership training is clearly adaptable to and has an intuitive resonance for self-advocates.  Because the teachings are based on “heart intelligence” as much or more than analytical intelligence they have enormous potential to teach people with disabilities to themselves become facilitators (and/or co-facilitators) of training in servant-leadership, enhancing the understanding that people with developmental disabilities can be leaders.  Both organizations are continuing this collaboration, including piloting the learning through a Partners in Policymaking format, for which John Johnson has taken the primary responsibility.

The pioneering efforts of these groups and individuals is exciting.  Both Centers are continuing to think about “next steps.” Obvious next steps
 would be to extend the learning/training/teaching of servant-leadership throughout the “developmental services system.”  There are almost unlimited opportunities to do so, with training and conference events occurring on a daily basis at national, regional, state, provincial, local and agency levels.  How might this learning occur?

· Self-advocates and others trained to teach servant-leadership might serve as co-facilitators in training others, through using both the many training opportunities and events currently available, and by creating learning events specifically around the concept of servant-leadership


· As individuals who are currently teachers, trainers, and story tellers in the disabilities system learn, adapt and enhance ideas inspired by Greenleaf’s work, their learning can be shared with others in writing and in the variety of learning opportunities noted above.


· Self-advocates and others might team together to engage audiences outside of the narrow world of developmental disabilities services, taking the concepts of servant-leadership into a broader context of public services (for example, providing training to county board members, to human services boards members, to state legislators) as well as bringing the concepts from a different perspective into the private sector (for example, helping private sector businesses and organizations understand the concepts of servant-leadership, the importance of diversity, and the leadership capabilities of people with developmental disabilities).


· Adaptations of values-based trainings similar to PASS might incorporate ideas and concepts of servant-leadership, as might various person-centered and quality improvement trainings.



· A virtual, or physical space might be created for people to come together to learn and dialogue about servant-leadership and support and services for people with developmental disabilities.


· A few small or large government or developmental disabilities services agencies and organizations might be persuaded to substantially incorporate the concepts of servant-leadership into their mission, values, and day to day behavior, as have three of the top five Fortune Magazines “Best Companies to Work For in America” in recent years (Southwest Airlines, TD Industries, Synovus).


All of these activities have the potential to both extend the learning about servant-leadership and to increase opportunities for people with developmental disabilities to actively participate in valued social roles (teacher, trainer, leader).  Not incidentally, they also offer the opportunity for larger numbers of people who are temporarily without disabilities to learn from what many people with developmental disabilities appear to bring to the table – a natural inclination to serve others in a totally unpretentious manner.

In part, my hope, passion and confidence in the power of this type of learning stems from my own experience in the past two years in working with people to think about what I have simply called “ordinary leadership.”  Prior to encountering Greenleaf’s work, I had been asked on a couple of occasions to help people think about leadership, the requests stemming from the naïve assumption that, because for ten years I had held the title of Director of Wisconsin’s Bureau of Developmental Disabilities Services, I knew something about the concept.  By the time I participated in my first leadership training event, my perspective on leadership had changed dramatically, first as a result of my having left my “position of  authority,” and second, from what I learned about leadership from my son Kevin, while he was dying from leukemia two years ago.  

It did not take long after leaving the state bureaucracy to see my leadership failings more clearly than while I was living in the belly of that particular beast.  That may simply have been a function of the light being better on the outside.  Without going into great detail, what became most clear to me in the light, was how little I had helped to support others to become leaders, either within the particular part of the bureaucracy in which I worked, or the larger system of services in which I served.

At the time I was beginning to understand and articulate what I would have liked to have done differently within my former position of management, my oldest son was diagnosed with leukemia.  Within a few weeks Kevin died from an infection which his body could not successfully fight, his white blood cells having been temporarily depleted by chemotherapy.  During the weeks leading up to and after his death, I unexpectedly learned more about leadership from Kevin, and from people who brought stories to us about Kevin than I had learned in 25 years of working in state government.  It turns out that Kevin, who had no interest in attaining formal positions of authority, and who I recently learned had read Greenleaf’s “Servant as Leader” essay in college and thought it was “really hokey” was a natural servant-leader.

I was not familiar with the term servant-leader two years ago.  What I witnessed in Kevin was a person who saw himself as a pretty ordinary guy.  His professed motto in life was “To do as little as possible, and get the most out of it.”  And yet, like Leo in Hesse’s Journey to the East, as the story emerged of Kevin’s life, it became obvious that this simple, unpretentious young man was a quiet (and sometimes not so quiet) leader where he worked, with his friends, and in his family.

Shortly after Kevin’s death, I was scheduled to make a presentation on leadership at the annual conference of the Louisiana PCMR Academy, an invitation which had been issued to me several months earlier. I talked with people on that hot, June day in Baton Rouge about what I learned from Kevin about “ordinary leadership,” about the incredible impact one can have by simply choosing to serve others without great (or any) fanfare or announcement of that choice.  I described some characteristics of ordinary leadership which Kevin’s family, friends and co-workers identified: love, compassion, unconditional acceptance of others, natural desire to serve, ability to bring others together as family and community, a sense of humor and playfulness, and courage.

In the past two years, I have incorporated what I have learned from Kevin into other presentations on leadership at training events and conferences. I have also encountered Greenleaf’s writings and other’s application of his writings.  I have noticed that the characteristics of ordinary leadership that people identified in describing Kevin as a leader are quite similar to the characteristics of servant-leadership identified by Greenleaf.  What has been most exciting (and my reason for taking this particular digression into my personal experience) is the response of people to these ideas.  The two most frequent responses from participants, including people with disabilities, family members, direct support staff, and others for whom developmental disabilities services is their vocation are: 1) “This has helped me understand that I really can make a difference,” and 2) “This has helped remind me why I came into this work.”

Recently, once again in my adopted home of Louisiana, I incorporated some of what I have learned about servant-leadership into discussions of leadership.  Again, participants described the power of these ideas to remind them why they become engaged in this work, and to help them recognize specific ways to make a greater contribution to others they care about.

Greenleaf did not believe his ideas would lead to “quick fixes” within any organization or system.  He viewed the changes which were likely to occur if an organization made

" … a substantial movement towards distinction as a servant," as likely to be profoundly transformative, but needing time to emerge, to be embraced and to be trusted by those within and served by organizations. This understanding of the need to support needed change over a long period of time is both frustrating and sensible.  It is frustrating  because the poverty, isolation and rejection faced each day by hundreds of thousands of people with developmental disabilities is unfair, unjust, and must end.  Now!  It is sensible because we  know the conditions that have created such poverty, isolation and rejection are now deeply imbedded in the cultures of our governments, communities and service agencies. Our experience has shown these cultural conditions to be well-inoculated against quick fix solutions.  It does seem, however, that the concepts of servant-leadership offer a powerful supportive framework to such transformative ideals as community building, self-advocacy and self-determination which have the long term promise of changing these conditions.

What might we do together to incorporate such ideas in our work?  In addition to the short list of specific activities described earlier, an important next step might be to bring together those of us who are interested in these ideas to extend our learning and to see what wants to emerge.  This essay is one attempt to bring people together.  It is limited by its wordiness, and thus its applicability is primarily to others who also tend to use more words than most people find necessary to communicate their thoughts and feelings.  The internet offers the potential of a place for continued dialogue, but again is limited to people who use the written word to a fault, and also requires access to that technology.  Large or small face to face gatherings to dialogue around these issues would also seem to be valuable.

It is also important, I believe, to actively consider the role that the Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership may wish to continue to play.  I realize it is more than a little presumptuous of me to write this, given that the Greenleaf Center has already made a commitment in this arena, and has its own ideas of whether and how it might proceed.  Certainly the National Center for Self-Determination  and 21st Century Leadership has ideas on how it might continue to work together with the Greenleaf Center.  But, in hopes of continuing and expanding this important discussion to a larger audience, I offer a few thoughts about this potential for collaboration.  Many of these thoughts fall into the category of “stating the obvious,” which happens to be one of my favorite categories.

Both the Greenleaf Center and the community of those who have developmental disabilities and people who care about them have much to offer one another.  The Greenleaf Center has expert trainers, facilitators and teachers of servant-leadership.  They now have experience and interest in sharing that learning with people with developmental disabilities (the only one of the major leadership training organizations that responded to the National Center’s request to do so); and they have strong and growing connections with the best of the private sector, with other community leadership organizations, and with some of the most brilliant and caring thinkers and practitioners  influencing organizational change today.  They have a mission and goals (stated below) which are consistent with where it seems the system of support and services for people with developmental disabilities wants and needs to go:

The Greenleaf Center’s Mission:  

The Robert K. Greenleaf Center for Servant-Leadership exists to support those who, through the practice of servant-leadership, seek to create organizations in which individual stakeholders become healthier, wiser, freer, and more autonomous; and in so doing, build a better, more humane society which welcomes the full diversity of the human family.

The Greenleaf Center’s Goals:

1. To make all institutions aware of servant-leadership and to deepen their understanding and practice of it.


2. To create a larger base of caring people from which servant-leadership can arise (i.e., CEO’s. trustees, aspiring leaders and followers, external consultants).


3. To achieve widespread recognition, understanding and acceptance of spirituality in the workplace.


4. To create a new understanding and practice of moral persuasion toward organizational transformation, and to follow the methodologies of exemplary servant-leaders.


What then, do people with developmental disabilities and those who support them bring to this potential collaboration?  A great deal, actually, beginning with an invitation to journey into a territory of human and social services which the Greenleaf Center has only occasionally entered to date.  Government funded human services organizations, (not only services to people with developmental disabilities) ought to be a place in which the Greenleaf Center’s missions and goals are actualized, and we can help the Center in that process.

There is a great deal we have learned about the importance of values, mission, and community from which the Greenleaf Center and others in the private sector can benefit. We have for some time been aware of the importance of vision, values and culture in creating, for better or worse, what happens to people we care about.  Much of the writing about these issues which has been part of the private sector and organizational development literature in the past decade has not seemed particularly adventuresome to those of us who have learned from the work and writing of Wolf Wolfensberger, Burton Blatt and Gunnar Dybwad.  Greenleaf, for all of his genius, lived for 40 years as a member of America’s corporate, privileged elite (a status he freely acknowledges).  That is not a criticism … simply a reflection that some of his insights and ideas were limited by his work experience.  We offer to the Greenleaf Center, a somewhat different perspective and opportunity to gain additional insights and ideas about the power and practice of servant-leadership.

Finally, and here I will be at my most presumptuous, I believe we offer the Greenleaf Center an opportunity to stay in touch with a core element of its mission which it may (and please note, I have emphasized may) be in danger of losing.  That element is represented by the last sentence of Greenleaf’s best test, “And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or at least, not be further deprived?”  In my opinion, this sentence is at the heart and soul of Greenleaf’s entire body of work, a profoundly simple summary of the core of service, and the need for leadership.

The Greenleaf Center has recently completed a video and created a new  training on “The Ten Characteristics of Servant-Leadership.”  Both the video and the training are worthy efforts.  In both, however, the last sentence, quoted above, of Greenleaf’s best test has been dropped.  I believe this is disturbing evidence of the potential for the Greenleaf Center to lose touch with Greenleaf’s articulation of who the servant-leader is, and more importantly, to lose touch with the thesis of servant-leadership which Greenleaf so powerfully articulated:  “Caring for persons, the more able and the less able serving each other (my emphasis) is the rock upon which a good society is built.”  People with developmental disabilities have a natural capacity to keep the Greenleaf Center in touch with that rock.  It is a collaboration made for the next millennium.

Dennis Harkins

Bayfield, Wisconsin

August 30, 1999

� “Servant-Leadership and the Greenleaf Legacy” from Reflections on Leadership, edited by Larry Spears, 1995, Wiley & Sons


� from Insights on Leadership:  Service, Stewardship, Spirit and Servant-Leadership, edited by Larry Spears, 1988, Wiley and Sons


� This collaboration is summarized in the Summer, 1999, Greenleaf Center newsletter, which I would be glad to send to anyone requesting it.


� Obvious to me anyway, although I am sure both Centers have many more ideas to suggest on how to continue this collaboration.
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