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Quick Read Abstract
After six years on the board of 21st Century Leaders and 24 years of volunteer service, mentoring
the next generation of leaders at the Healthcare & IT Institute at the Carter Center reinforced a
fundamental truth: authentic leadership development happens through vulnerability, connection,
and servant leadership. Held at an institution dedicated to advancing human rights and alleviating
suffering—where I also serve on the Board of Councilors—the evening’s panel discussion with
healthcare and business executives revealed that today’s high school students are asking
sophisticated questions about resilience, authenticity, and career pivoting—demonstrating
they’re ready for real leadership challenges, not platitudes.

Key Takeaways and Frameworks

Values-Based Pivoting - The Three-Lens Assessment: 
Career transitions and strategic pivots should be evaluated through three critical lenses: passion
(do I love this?), competence (am I good at it?), and economic value (does this create meaningful
returns?). When these elements fall out of alignment, it signals time for intentional change rather
than continuing on autopilot.

Transforming 21st Century Leaders’ Healthcare & IT Institute Panel Discussion into
Practical Leadership Applications

Authentic Personal Branding - The Vulnerability Framework:
Personal branding isn’t about creating a perfect image—it’s about showing up authentically and
being willing to be vulnerable. Panel members emphasized that effective leaders practice
“radical authenticity,” sharing struggles alongside successes to create genuine connections that
drive organizational trust and engagement.

Resilience Through Purpose - The Contribution Model: 
True resilience emerges when leaders anchor their work in serving others rather than personal
achievement. When setbacks occur, leaders who fundamentally believe their work contributes to
something larger than themselves find ways to pivot, adapt, and persist through challenges that
would derail purely self-focused individuals.

Leadership vs. Management - The Courage Framework:
Management optimizes existing systems for better, faster, cheaper outcomes, while leadership
takes organizations to places they wouldn’t reach otherwise. The critical differentiator is
courageous decision-making in gray areas where data is incomplete or conflicting, requiring
leaders to develop comfort with ambiguity and accountability for uncertain outcomes.

Continuous Learning - The Assumption Challenge Strategy: 
The most effective leaders actively confront their own assumptions by seeking diverse
perspectives and uncomfortable situations. Rather than learning from people similar to
themselves, transformational leaders intentionally engage with those who challenge their
worldview, using discomfort as a catalyst for expanded thinking and better decision-making.



Key Questions and Strategic Answers

Strategic Leadership Question: How do senior leaders create organizational cultures where
authenticity drives performance rather than undermines it?
Answer: Authentic leadership cultures emerge when leaders model vulnerability by sharing both
successes and failures, creating psychological safety for others to do the same. This requires
establishing clear values, sharing them transparently with teams, and asking for regular feedback
on whether actions align with stated principles. Leaders must demonstrate that vulnerability
leads to stronger problem-solving, not weakness, by showing how admitting uncertainty opens
space for collaborative solutions and innovation.

Implementation Question: What specific practices help mid-level managers transition from
managing processes to developing courageous decision-making capabilities?
Answer: Developing courageous leadership requires systematic practice in progressively
challenging scenarios. Start by making decisions in personal areas with ambiguous data, then
expand to team-level choices with input but individual accountability. Create decision-making
frameworks that include “gray area protocols”—structured approaches for when data is
incomplete. Most importantly, conduct post-decision analysis focusing on process quality rather
than outcome optimization, since many variables remain outside leader control.

Innovation Question: How can organizations leverage the perspective and energy of emerging
leaders (like these high school students) to challenge conventional thinking?
Answer: The questions asked by students at this event—about authenticity under pressure,
managing leadership stress, knowing when to pivot—demonstrate sophisticated leadership
thinking. Organizations should create reverse mentoring programs where emerging leaders
interview senior executives about assumption-challenging scenarios. Establish “assumption
audit” processes where junior team members specifically look for unconscious biases in strategic
planning, bringing fresh eyes to entrenched thinking patterns.

Individual Impact Question: How can individual contributors practice servant leadership
principles before holding formal leadership positions?
Answer: Servant leadership begins with the mindset that success means enabling others’ success
rather than personal advancement. Practice this by volunteering for projects outside normal
responsibilities that solve problems for colleagues, taking initiative to connect people who
should know each other, and offering skills to support team goals even when not required.
Develop “stretch helping” habits—regularly doing things that benefit the organization even when
they don’t directly benefit your role or recognition.



The Power of Intergenerational Leadership Exchange

Serving as a mentor at the 21st Century Leaders Healthcare & IT Institute at the Carter Center
provided a profound reminder of why leadership development matters. The venue itself—an
institution dedicated to advancing human rights, alleviating suffering, and building peace—
created the perfect backdrop for discussions about servant leadership. As someone who serves
on both the 21st Century Leaders board and the Carter Center Board of Councilors, I was struck
by the alignment between these organizations’ missions: both focus on developing leaders who
serve something larger than themselves.

These students didn’t ask surface-level questions about career paths or salary expectations.
Instead, they probed deeply into fundamental leadership challenges: How do you maintain
authenticity when under pressure? How do you know when to pivot from something you’re
passionate about? How do you manage the stress and responsibility of leadership?

Their sophistication revealed something crucial for experienced leaders: the next generation is
ready for real leadership challenges, not simplified versions. They want to understand the
complexity of leading in uncertain environments, the emotional toll of responsible decision-
making, and the practical mechanics of staying true to values when systems pressure
compromise.

The panelists—representing diverse healthcare and business backgrounds—shared their
authentic journeys rather than polished success stories. This vulnerability created space for
genuine learning, demonstrating that leadership development accelerates when mentors model
the very authenticity and courage they advocate.

Framework Breakdown: The Four Pillars of Servant Leadership
Development

Pillar 1: Authentic Connection
The evening began with each panelist sharing their “brand”—not their title or achievements, but
how they show up in relationships. One emphasized kindness in high-stress medical
environments, another described being a “connector and collaborator,” and a third focused on
creating inclusive environments where diverse ideas emerge. This reframes personal branding
from self-promotion to service orientation.

Pillar 2: Resilience Through Contribution
When students asked about overcoming obstacles, panelists consistently returned to purpose
beyond self. The entrepreneur who started a company at 55 emphasized that resilience emerges
when you’re “doing something that truly makes a difference for others.” This contribution-
focused resilience proves more sustainable than willpower-based approaches because it
connects individual struggles to larger meaning.



Pillar 3: Courageous Decision-Making
The distinction between leadership and management became clear through discussion of
decision-making in uncertainty. Leaders must develop comfort with making “courageous
decisions” where data is incomplete or contradictory. This requires practice starting with
personal decisions, then expanding to team and organizational levels as comfort with ambiguity
increases.

Pillar 4: Continuous Learning Through Discomfort
Multiple panelists emphasized seeking experiences that challenge assumptions. Whether through
diverse relationships, stretch assignments, or uncomfortable conversations, transformational
leaders actively pursue situations that force growth. This intentional discomfort creates
expanded capacity for complex problem-solving and innovative thinking.

Implementation - From Insights to Organizational Change

Assessment Phase: Evaluate current leadership development approaches
Are we teaching leadership principles or management optimization?
Do our development programs encourage vulnerability and authenticity?
How do we measure and reward servant leadership behaviors?
What opportunities exist for reverse mentoring and assumption-challenging?

Design Phase: Create systematic servant leadership development
Establish mentorship programs that pair experienced leaders with emerging talent
Develop “courage practice” frameworks for decision-making in uncertainty
Design cross-generational project teams that leverage diverse perspectives
Create feedback systems that reward authentic vulnerability over polished presentation

Execution Phase: Model servant leadership at every level
Leaders share both successes and failures in team meetings
Decision-making processes explicitly include “gray area protocols”
Regular assumption audits challenge conventional thinking
Recognition systems highlight contribution to others’ success over individual achievement

Scaling Phase: Embed servant leadership in organizational culture
Recruitment and promotion criteria include servant leadership competencies
Performance management systems measure development of others alongside individual
results
Leadership development becomes everyone’s responsibility, not just HR function
Community partnerships (like 21st Century Leaders) provide ongoing servant leadership
practice



About the 21st Century Leaders Organization

21st Century Leaders is Georgia’s premier leadership development organization for high school
students, founded on the principle that “leadership isn’t about me, it’s about we.” Through
intensive institute programs covering healthcare, business, technology, and public service,
students develop authentic leadership capabilities while building networks with peers and
mentors across Georgia. The organization’s commitment to servant leadership creates a unique
environment where emerging leaders practice vulnerability, courage, and contribution from an
early age.

The Healthcare & IT Institute represents the organization’s interdisciplinary approach, helping
students understand how leadership principles apply across sectors while building relationships
with professionals committed to developing the next generation.

Personal Reflection: The Intersection of Service and Leadership
Development

Volunteering for 24 years and serving six years on the 21st Century Leaders board, alongside my
role on the Carter Center Board of Councilors, has taught me that leadership development is
fundamentally reciprocal. The Carter Center’s mission—advancing human rights and alleviating
suffering—mirrors the servant leadership principles at the heart of effective leadership
development. Tonight, while mentoring students in this remarkable setting, I found myself
learning as much as teaching. Their questions challenged my own assumptions about leadership,
career development, and authenticity.

The convergence of these two board roles in one evening reinforced a key insight: sustainable
leadership development requires institutional commitment to service beyond self-interest.
Whether working to advance democracy globally or develop Georgia’s next generation of leaders,
the principles remain consistent—authentic relationships, courageous decision-making, and
commitment to others’ success over personal advancement.

The student presentations at the end—thoughtful reflections on healthcare’s flexibility, the
importance of first impressions, and gratitude for authentic mentorship—reminded me why this
work matters. These emerging leaders aren’t looking for easy answers or inspirational platitudes.
They want real tools for real challenges, honest perspectives on difficult decisions, and authentic
relationships with people who’ve navigated uncertainty successfully.

As one student noted in closing remarks, the panelists provided “thought-provoking and
inspiring” insights that created “a fresh sense of purpose.” This captures the essence of servant
leadership: using our experience not to impress but to serve, not to showcase our success but to
accelerate others’ growth.



Conclusion: The Multiplier Effect of Servant Leadership

The evening at the Carter Center reinforced a fundamental truth about leadership development:
it’s not about creating leaders who look like us, but about developing leaders who can navigate
challenges we haven’t imagined. The venue choice proved symbolically powerful—an institution
dedicated to global peace and human rights hosting discussions about developing ethical leaders
for tomorrow’s challenges.

The students’ questions about authenticity under pressure, managing leadership stress, and
knowing when to pivot reveal they’re preparing for a complex world that requires adaptive,
resilient, and ethical leadership. Organizations serious about sustainable success must invest in
this kind of leadership development—not just for their own talent pipeline, but for the broader
community.

Programs like 21st Century Leaders create multiplier effects: students who experience authentic
mentorship become authentically mentoring leaders themselves. This mirrors the Carter
Center’s approach to global change—investing in local leaders who create sustainable impact in
their communities.

After six years on the 21st Century Leaders board and my ongoing service with the Carter Center,
I’m convinced that servant leadership isn’t just a nice philosophy—it’s a competitive advantage.
Organizations and individuals who focus on developing others, who model vulnerability and
courage, and who make decisions based on contribution rather than just personal advancement,
create the conditions for sustained success in an uncertain world.

The investment in mentoring emerging leaders pays dividends not just in their development, but
in our own continued growth as servant leaders committed to something larger than ourselves.
Whether advancing democracy globally or developing leadership locally, the principle remains
the same: authentic leadership emerges through service to others.
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Originally published as a reflection on servant leadership and mentorship through the 21st Century
Leaders Healthcare & IT Institute held at the Carter Center. The author serves on the board of 21st
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leadership development for 24 years.
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