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When one first hears the term, it sounds a bit confusing.  Usually leaders give out goals for their workers to strive for.  The people with lower ranks in the structure look towards their leaders to give direction in their work.  Servants, on the other hand, are followers.  They make no decisions and are always told what to do.  Given no choice in any matter, servants work only to do the leader’s bidding.  This is why the term “servant leadership” seems like such an oxymoron.  Leaders are supposed to decide what they think works best and the servants, agreeing or not, follow orders.  In servant leadership, the leader places the good of those led over the self-interest of the leader.  A model servant leader is able to be open and accountable to others, has a willingness to learn from others (even those of a lower status in the business as themselves), and maintains integrity and trust within the group.  The servant leader must always trust his group members to do the right thing for the good of the group.  He must also serve other’s needs before his own.  Only until a leader can look past his own desires to have everything done his own way can he become a true servant leader (“LDR200”, n.d.).  Through the course of the semester we have learned about many different powerful leaders assuming many different roles in major corporations.  Some, such as Bill Gates, were able to be excellent models for the people working for them.  Others were more traditional in their approaches, staying with the idea that leaders lead and everyone else follows, regardless of what skills they may bring to the table.  Throughout the course of this paper, first you will be introduced to the prominent servant leaders that piloted some of the great corporations in power today.  Secondly you will see some examples of leaders able to make a difference with methods other than those described as servant leadership.  Finally, I will describe whom I would most like to work for and why.  While neither servant leadership nor traditional methods are better than the other, it is important to realize the qualities that each great leader possessed and how their styles made them successful enough to make examples out of.
John Ellis is the Executive Director of Health and Human Services (HHS).  He leads his company as a servant leader.  Ellis described the style he leads by using words like participatory and consensual.  He said the following to describe his methods:
Participatory – I am absolutely convinced that the best decisions are made collectively; you get a better quality decision and the investment level of all those involved is much higher.  Consensual – there is always going to be a certain element of disagreement, but I can go along with it if my voice is heard and my ideas are integrated into it enough so it’s acceptable. (McGraw-Hill, 2003, p. 3)
Also important is the fact that Ellis’ highest ranking colleagues below him felt his methods were working and took notice to his leadership style.  His director of Family Assistance felt Ellis was able to lead others by balancing guidance and freedom, which essentially is exactly what servant leadership is. “The servant-leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead,” (Greenleaf Center, 2002).  Ellis got his degree in Social Work, which indicates he wanted to be able to serve others.  Then he consciously made the choice to develop his goals further, and become leader of a serving organization.  Ellis embodies the epitome of the meaning of servant leadership.

Jack Welch is arguably the most influential and successful business man in the 20th century.  While Bill Gates may have made more money with his inventions, Jack Welsh took an already thriving business and made it one of the most powerful in the nation.  Also in contrast to Gates, Welsh did it without the servant leadership theory.  He dictated everything that happened in his company, and while he listened to others’ ideas, it was he who made the ultimate decision in General Electric’s fate.  One example of how he led was by issuing an ultimatum to all of the companies owned by General Electric.  He told them that they all had to be either one or two in their respective competitive markets.  If they were unable to comply, he sold them.  All in all, Welsh cut over 200 companies from General Electric’s line-up.  Welsh said:
We don’t need the questioners and checkers, the nitpickers who bog down the process….  Today, each staff person has to ask, “How do I add value?  How do I make people on the line more effective and competitive?” (Tichy, 1989)
Jack Welsh followed traditional large business practices by only meeting with the highest ranked leaders under him.  He let them deal with the lower ranking employees and deal with any small problems that might arise.  He went about business as a professional with goals, not as a friend asking his peers to help him make decisions.

Microsoft was started in 1975, designed as a partnership between Bill Gates and Paul Allen.  Over the next quarter century it grew into perhaps the world’s most powerful business, virtually owning the market of computer operating systems today.  Bill Gates became the figurehead, and has successfully taken the company from a two person start-up to the multi-thousand employee, multi-national, multi-billion dollar a year company.  Bill Gates was a firm believer that his employees would propel the company into the 21st century.  He always listened to what they had to offer, and tried to bring in the best and brightest to help the company grow.  When his company reached a large enough size that he no longer knew everyone’s names, he was a bit distressed.  Although he was the huge figurehead, he wanted his employees to feel as if they were as much a part of the company as he was.  Larry Spears, the CEO of the Greenleaf Center, says:

As we near the end of the twentieth century, we are beginning to see that traditional autocratic and hierarchical modes of leadership are slowly yielding to a newer model – one that attempts to simultaneously enhance the personal growth of workers and improve the quality and caring of our many institutions through a combination of teamwork and community, personal involvement in decision making, and ethical and caring behavior.  This emerging approach to leadership and service is called servant-leadership. (Greenleaf Center, 2002)

Spears’ Greenleaf Center was pioneered by the man who coined the term “servant leadership.”  Gates was well known for recruiting young kids, fresh out of college, to do his programming.  The idea of allowing for growth, learning, and progression is an important aspect of servant leadership (LDR200, n.d.).  It’s very apparent that Gates truly is a servant leader, and it has been very successful for him.

Another leader who abided by the servant leadership theory was William Pollard.  He was the leader of ServiceMaster Industries Inc.  ServiceMaster performs the tasks that many major companies don’t have the resources to perform, such as large scale janitorial and landscaping duties.  You don’t have to do much research to realize that ServiceMaster is all about serving others.  Their goals are simple: to honor God in all they do, to help people develop, to pursue excellence, and to grow profitably.  William Pollard explained those goals by saying:
The first is meant to provide a common starting point for all of us, not to convey a religious point of view.  In combination with the second, it guides us by suggesting ways in which we treat people.  The last two objectives not only provide the means for achieving the first two; they keep us in balance and provide a kind of creative tension for the management. (McGraw-Hill, 2003, p. 20)

Pollard insisted on making his employees the best people they could be first off, and the best employees they could be secondly.  He continually trained them which served two purposes.  By training them, he insured that they would be the best they could be at their jobs.  Also, the continuous training was positive for the employees, because they felt as though their bosses cared for their performance and were trying to make them the best at what they did.  Commanding a company based on service, William Pollard was a true servant leader.

Dennis Hightower was hired by Disney Consumer Products to hire a new leader for their European division.  Hightower was hired to fill the roll instead.  He came from a military background, and was going to run a tight ship.  Hightower entered an environment that was already very set up and stable.  However, Disney Consumer Products felt they needed a leader amongst the leaders.  He was going to be their superior and, like it or not, he was going to make some changes.  He’s the final example of a leader leading with traditional methods.

If I had to work for a leader, it would be Jack Welsh.  He is very efficient, and I appreciate that.  As a leader, I would tell people what to do and, while I would appreciate feedback, I would only want to talk to the high ranking men responsible directly to me.  It would keep everything running more efficiently.  I also appreciate the fact that Welsh was willing to put his money where his mouth was.  He challenged the businesses GE owned to put up competitive numbers or be let go.  He came through on that promise in a big way by letting go of $11 billion of capital while buying countless new companies that would fit his ideals.  While I can understand how servant leadership could work and be a good idea for a company to use, I don’t believe it to be the most successful, and wouldn’t use it.  That’s not to say I wouldn’t ask my employees for advice and help with major problems, but I would set guidelines for each project and a timeline of when I wanted all the major milestones completed by.  I want to be responsible for it all so that if everything falls apart I have no one to blame but myself.

All great leaders of the 20th century had a style with which they led their company.  Bill Gates, William Pollard, and John Ellis used servant leadership to guide their companies.  Jack Welsh and Dennis Hightower led in a more traditional hierarchical manner.  All of them were very successful and their businesses flourished under their guidance.  There is no definitive way of leading a company, however, and none of the cases studied made points against either way.  Essentially it comes down to the leader’s ability to motivate and drive their employees to make the business the best it can become.  Each of these leaders possessed what was needed to lead their companies to great heights.
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