Georgia Commission for Service and Volunteerism

Servant Leadership and AmeriCorps

Introduction
Georgia AmeriCorps programs have a deep connection to the concept of servant leadership. Since the beginnings of AmeriCorps programming in Georgia in the late 1990s, several AmeriCorps program directors incorporated many of the principles of what is now known as servant leadership into their orientation and training for AmeriCorps members. The term “Ethic of Service” has often been used by AmeriCorps program directors to describe the concept of civic engagement and the willingness to serve others that is at the core of the AmeriCorps program. 
The AmeriCorps Pledge that members recite contains several elements that can be directly traced to the ethic of service --  “I will get things done for America to make our people safer, smarter and healthier” --  which is a clear expression of the willingness to put the well being of others front and center in a person’s life and is the essence of service. The pledge also reinforces the idea that service is a lifelong commitment, not merely a brief period of enrollment in a specific organization --  “I will carry this commitment with me this year and beyond.”
The term “servant leadership” originated with Robert K. Greenleaf in 1970. A retired AT&T executive, Greenleaf sketched out his ideas of how businesses and educational institutions could transform themselves for success through a new leadership direction in his seminal essay “The Servant as Leader.”  He then developed those ideas and applied them more broadly in a series of books and other publications until his death in 1990. Forty years after the publication of his first essay, servant leadership has become the basis of leadership training for many corporations, foundations, universities and other groups, including some government agencies. 
The most often quoted paragraph from Greenleaf’s 1970 essay contains a theme that is familiar to every AmeriCorps member. Greenleaf poses the question - Who is a servant leader? This is his answer:

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

Every AmeriCorps member who has ever enrolled in a national service program, whether it was NCCC, VISTA, a national direct, a Professional Corps, or a state AmeriCorps program, fulfilled the first part of Greenleaf’s definition of a servant leader. “The natural feeling that one wants to serve,” may be ill-defined or little understood by people who seek to enroll in an AmeriCorps program, but the desire to be part of something bigger than oneself, and something that is directed toward the greater good for society, is certainly present in every sincere AmeriCorps applicant. And because AmeriCorps is founded on the idea that service to other people and to communities is transformative for individuals, the second part, the aspiration to lead and to do so in a very distinctive manner that is shaped by the individual’s service, is a natural next step for every member to take. Every Georgia AmeriCorps program that has graduated several classes of members can point to a long list of individuals who served one or two terms in their organization and went on to become leaders in their communities or within their chosen field of interest. The staffs of Georgia AmeriCorps programs are sprinkled with many of these individual success stores and the existence of the AmeriCorps Alums organization is a testimony to the transformative power of service linked to the aspiration to lead.

How do AmeriCorps programs reinforce the willingness to serve and then nurture, encourage and guide the aspiration to lead? How do programs help their members define the meaning of service and understand its consequences for the members themselves and the people they serve? How do programs plant the seed of leadership within each new Corps they enroll and then develop leadership into a practice, a habit and even a necessity for their members?
The answers are as varied as the AmeriCorps programs themselves, but the questions are, and should be, common to them all. Another element that should be held in common for all Georgia AmeriCorps programs is the results. Every Georgia AmeriCorps member should be introduced to the principles of service as espoused by the AmeriCorps founding ideal expressed in the Pledge, and every Georgia AmeriCorps member should be guided toward an aspiration to find an appropriate level of personal leadership in their lives that they take away with them on their final day of AmeriCorps service.

Georgia should be a national leader in preparing AmeriCorps members for both service and leadership. A systematic approach to the concept of servant leadership for all Georgia AmeriCorps programs and members will ensure that best practices currently in use throughout the state are replicated, modified where needed and made accessible to raise the standard of excellence on this critical component of national service. Beyond current best practices, Georgia AmeriCorps programs can draw upon talented and experienced program leaders to further develop the principles of servant leadership into a unified method for introducing the subject, teaching the subject through discussion and experience, and expanding the understanding of members into a mature, integrated concept of what servant leadership is and can be in their lives.
Characteristics of Servant Leadership
The very term “servant leadership” is a paradox. Common usage of the word servant contains some meanings that have negative connotations. A servant is defined as “someone who serves others,” but dictionary definitions also include the ideas of inferior status, menial work, obedience to a higher authority and a low station in life. The word servant has particular negative historical connotations for women, and the etymological link between the word servant and the words servility and servitude carry odious and highly objectionable histories.

Robert Greenleaf understood these objections to the word servant when he married it to the word leadership, which is in some ways the word’s opposite. He understood that the root of the concept he was trying to describe was the application of power among human beings. He was defining and advocating a different philosophy of how people can organize themselves to achieve a greater good for society. Rather than the traditional hierarchy of applied power, with power flowing from the point of a pyramid structure downward through successive layers of sub-leaders to ever larger numbers of powerless followers, Greenleaf turned power upside down and inside out. His use of the word servant was intentional, despite the negative connotations. The inherent paradox of a servant leader, Greenleaf believed, was central to the transformative power of the concept to overturn rigid thinking and to dislodge the prevailing assumptions that often linked leadership with privilege, with title, with money, and with coercive manipulation of people in disregard for their best interests and the common good.
What Greenleaf was asking would-be leaders to do was to first serve others. By being a servant, and accepting that role in the spirit of helping those who are served to become leaders themselves, Greenleaf was creating a means by which power can be shared and people can be motivated to change for the good of all through persuasion rather than through manipulation or coercion. His idea had deep religious roots, which he explored at length in his essays and lectures. But he also believed that modern society, with its new forms of human organization into large and unwieldy groups like corporations, foundations, non-profits and other associations, demanded a new model of leadership that shares power and governs people differently. By serving first, Greenleaf believed, leaders would lead differently than if they never experienced being a servant. And that difference, he thought, would transform everything about their leadership in a positive way.
The term servant leadership might be at first unpalatable to some in the AmeriCorps field, as it was in the early 1970s to many business and education leaders. But once the deeper meaning of the term is understood, and the inherent paradox is accepted, the parallels and strong connections between the servant leadership concept and the AmeriCorps Pledge stand out in stark relief. Seeing those parallels in detail should help remove any objection to the use of the term.
Larry C. Spears, an associate of Greenleaf, has identified ten characteristics embedded in the servant leadership philosophy. These ten characteristics also reveal some of the ways servant leadership fits into the core principles of AmeriCorps service and member development.
1. Listening ~ The servant leader seeks to identify the will of a group and helps clarify that will. 
One of the principles of being an effective and caring servant is to listen to the people who are being served first. This is a core requirement for AmeriCorps programs / member service as well. The idea is that listening to the needs and other issues of clients first is a necessary step to understanding them as persons and to providing service or assistance that is meaningful and within the scope of what is practical, allowable and ethical. Failure to take this first step can easily lead to service that is manipulative, coercive, unwanted or ineffective.
Perhaps the first place AmeriCorps members need to practice effective listening skills is within their own Corps. By listening carefully to fellow members during discussions, new members can begin to sharpen this skill and take the first steps toward making it a habit they routinely employ during their service. A listening challenge to any member is this: after a discussion, can you 1) accurately state the viewpoints and consensus of a group that has shared different views and 2) can you clarify points of agreement and disagreement in a manner that everyone accepts.
Members who can learn to listen in this manner with fellow Corps members, discerning what is said and not said, what is important, what invites further questions or reveals clues to unresolved issues, are ready to use those skills in service to others.

2. Empathy ~ The servant leader strives to understand and empathize with others.
Empathy is sometimes assumed to be part of the attitude a new AmeriCorps member brings with him or her at the time of enrollment. And it may be that the great majority of prospective AmeriCorps members are empathetic by nature. But gaining an understanding of what empathy is and how it fits into AmeriCorps service is a necessary component of member training. Empathy is not the same as sympathy. Empathy implies gaining an understanding of the reasons that underlie a person’s behavior. It is possible, and often necessary, to empathize with a person while at the same time disagreeing with a particular behavior by that person. That form of empathy is developed by listening, observing and gaining perspective, or a broader picture, and it helps develop and maintain boundaries. 
Sympathy implies feeling sorry for someone, which is appropriate if the person has suffered misfortune but less so as an approach toward gaining a deeper understanding of the person. Indeed, misplaced sympathy can lead to a patronizing attitude or can blur boundaries. 
3. Healing ~ Learning to heal is a powerful force for transformation and integration.
AmeriCorps leaders often speak of national service as transformative – that is to say the intensive, organized and sustained effort of serving others changes the people who serve in a significant and positive way. Robert Greenleaf provided an explanation for how this transformation may happen. He said, “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.”

Healing in this sense means seeking completeness. The power of service to transform those who serve, according to Greenleaf, lies in the mutual  relationship of giving and receiving in both directions. He is implying that serving others makes the servant more complete just as being served by others has potential for healing.
Does that mean newly enrolled AmeriCorps members are missing something? And that serving a term or two in an AmeriCorps program will “fix” what’s missing? Not at all. But it does imply that the action of serving others changes the person doing the serving, and if that idea is true the nature of the change is likely to be in the general area Greenleaf has identified – making a person more complete, more whole. Thus the more intensive and effective the service, the greater the potential for personal change and growth will be.
This supports the conclusion, long held by many AmeriCorps leaders and advocates, that AmeriCorps service should be difficult. Programs should ask a lot of their members. They should challenge members with tough problems, complicated issues and ambitious goals. The service should be difficult because part of the pay off of making it so is a stronger, more permanent transformation of the people doing the serving.
4. Awareness ~ Awareness is not a giver of solace – it is just the opposite. It is a disturber and an awakener. Able leaders are usually sharply awake and reasonably disturbed. They are not seekers after solace. They have their own inner serenity.
The quote above from Greenleaf might seem to have little to do with serving and even less to do with AmeriCorps. But in fact it contains an idea that builds upon listening, empathy and healing. Anyone whose service to others begins with those characteristics, and whose service is genuinely undertaken with a desire to improve lives, will be exposed to needs, obstacles, difficulties or even injustices that have to be overcome before progress can be made. Serving should be an eye-opening experience.
But the awareness should be informed by both an ethical and a factual understanding of the values and issues involved. That type of awareness can challenge long-held assumptions or attitudes. It also leads to personal growth.
How can AmeriCorps programs help inform the development of awareness in their members? 
One important means is the use of reflection techniques. Members should be encouraged to describe, count, test, analyze and evaluate their service. Programs can help this process by giving it some structure and discipline – a regular evaluation time each week or a checklist of questions to answer. What the members learn and summarize from this ongoing process should then form the basis upon which they discuss their service with fellow members. Their conclusions should be challenged and tested in these group discussions. And members should be encouraged to record consensus, identify trends, note achievements and identify next steps. (The Plan, Do, Check, Act rubric is a useful tool to accomplish this.)

A second means to develop awareness is to encourage members to constantly investigate, research, read and learn about the broad issues they confront. Programs can structure this process by making resources available, exposing Corps members to different viewpoints and voices, and through individual assignments for regular discussions.
A consequence of this type of intentional approach to developing AmeriCorps awareness as part of a servant leadership program will be a Corps of members that is comfortable with debate, diversity of opinion and new ideas. But that same Corps likely will not be comfortable with accepting the status quo, with platitudes or accepted wisdom. They may indeed be vocal advocates for change. 
5. Persuasion ~ Servant-leaders seek to convince others, rather than coerce compliance.

The use and application of power is at the core of any form of leadership. The key for servant-leaders is to appreciate and cultivate persuasion as the only legitimate expression of power. And since AmeriCorps service is never organized around a structure of coercion, persuasion is really the only way to achieve the mandate of the Pledge to “get things done.” 
AmeriCorps members should be well practiced in the skill of persuasion and consensus-building, particularly among their own Corps. In doing so, they will find that being led is as important as leading. That lesson is another important component of member growth. 
6. Conceptualization ~ Servant-leaders seek to nurture their ability to dream great dreams.
AmeriCorps members need to be constantly challenged by being asked the question “where are you going?” Leaders have to see beyond the day to day realities or short-term goals. As a Corps, members should know the long-term goals and targets that are expected of them. They should discuss and test the assumptions, research and strategic planning that formed the basis for those goals. And their horizons should be extended well beyond their term of service.
Conceptualization is a habit of thinking beyond oneself and the place where one happens to be at any given moment. It is asking what is possible, what is necessary, what needs to happen?  Those questions lead to inspiration, purpose and maybe even visionary ideas. 
7. Foresight ~ Foresight is a characteristic that enables the servant-leader to understand the lessons from the past, the realities of the present, and the likely consequences of a decision for the future.
Greenleaf conceded that foresight is more intuitive than learned and therefore may be the one characteristic of servant-leadership that can’t be systematically developed. For an AmeriCorps program, instructing members on foresight might be especially problematic.
But this leadership characteristic certainly can be studied by examining examples from the past. And a study of foresight shown by current or previous leaders might aid in the development of the ability to recognize this characteristic and appreciate its value to society. AmeriCorps members can be encouraged to discuss foresight as a leadership characteristic by looking back at lessons learned from previous service experiences. What could the Corps have done better, or what did we not anticipate? Those are always useful questions for members to contemplate. And from a group perspective, asking those questions near the end of their term of service can lead members to an appreciation of the value of listening to many voices – including the ones that did not speak up. 

8. Stewardship ~ Servant-leadership, like stewardship, assumes first and foremost a commitment to serving the needs of others. 
AmeriCorps programs are entrusted with public funds. AmeriCorps members are therefore stewards of the public’s trust that their efforts will be an honest and effective expression of community service.
How can programs develop a sense of stewardship among members? One way is to give members responsibility for decision making about how resources are used, and then to hold them strictly accountable for the outcomes of their decisions. In other words, members have to be trusted as well as managed. And as outcomes improve, the level of trust will build while the level of management can recede. The end result will be the development of a sense of stewardship by the Corps and individual members.
This process should proceed in incremental steps throughout the course of a service year. Programs can build into their schedules events and projects that are planned and executed by members at increasing levels of involvement and responsibility as their confidence and ability grows.

9. Commitment to the growth of people ~ Servant-leaders believe that people have an intrinsic value beyond their tangible contribution as workers. As such, the servant-leader is deeply committed to the growth of each and every individual within his or her institution. 
Over and over AmeriCorps members reflecting on their terms of service say the words “I’ve grown so much this year.” But the real test of an AmeriCorps servant-leader lies in the answer to this question: how did you contribute to the growth of your fellow members and the people you served? 
The difference goes to the heart of servant leadership and AmeriCorps service. Whatever their motivation might be on day one of the program year, at some point every AmeriCorps member should grow into the realization that their service has not been about them, their needs and wants, but about how they have helped others grow. 

Finding the intrinsic value in every individual one serves or serves with is far from an easy task for anyone. The essential part for an AmeriCorps program that takes instilling the concept of servant leadership in its members seriously is introducing this concept early, repeating it often and calling attention to its very high standard expected for every member. The results are likely to be uneven and imperfect. If it turns out that the concept is not absorbed until long after a member exits the program and has a chance to reflect, the effort will have been worthwhile. 
10. Building community ~ “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 own unlimited liability for a quite specific community-related group.”
The quote above could have been Greenleaf describing one of the central tenets of the founding philosophy of AmeriCorps – “I will bring Americans together to strengthen our communities.” AmeriCorps members are challenged to be the servant-leaders who will show the way toward building communities through their service.

But how does that happen? And why has it become necessary in the first place? What happened to America that weakened its communities? These are reflective questions best answered from a foundation of experience, from observations, trial and error, from judging successes and failures, from facing apathy, conflict and adversity. They are not questions well answered from ideology, unchallenged assumptions or hard and fast viewpoints.
Nor are the answers likely to have any permanence because the work of community building is ongoing and in constant need of repair. It is the commitment members should carry with them “beyond.”   

The Georgia Servant Leadership Module
The GCSV Servant Leadership curriculum is designed to guide AmeriCorps members through their service year using the principles of servant leadership as the compass that steers them through the various stages of their personal growth. The module breaks the concept of servant leadership down into manageable components and progressive steps. Each step is supported by description, examples to help illustrate the ideas, activities or reflective questions, and sources for further reading. The steps begin at the orientation stage, or shortly thereafter, and build on each other toward a full appreciation of the meaning of servant leadership prior to the conclusion of the term of service.

The module also is designed to weave into discussions and activities member experience from previous years to take advantage of the fact that second year members may already have been exposed to the concept in detail. Second year members who have participated in the module as first year members will add significantly to the efficacy of the servant leadership sessions and discussions if they are encouraged to contribute their own experience, ideas and examples. Thus it is important for programs to encourage all members to record the material and their experiences in a journal or other forms of communication so they can retrieve them at appropriate times during their second year.
The GCSV Georgia Servant Leadership curriculum also contains a measurement component that is linked to a standard member development Performance Measure. Member surveys are used to track attitudes and knowledge as they progress through their service year and acquire a greater understanding of the meaning of servant leadership.     
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