WISCONSIN
March 2026 Servant-Leadership Roundtable SERVANT LEADERSHIP

This Month’s Topic Is: Empathy and Compassion at Work

Empathy and compassion are two of the most powerful tools a servant leader holds. Practiced with presence, courage,
and care, they help people feel seen, build trust, and create psychological safety—so teams can learn, speak up, and do
their best work. Empathy says, “I feel what you feel.” Compassion says, “l may not feel it exactly, but I’'m committed to
understanding—and responding with care.”

Servant leaders reflect on how we show up when people are stressed, frustrated, or struggling. Empathy helps us
understand; compassion helps us respond with support, clarity, and action. We can care deeply and still hold
standards—because accountability and compassion belong together.

Thoughts to Consider:

e Watch Simon Sinek and Trevor Noah: Kindness or Empathy? (~ 3min)

e "People do not care how much you know until they know how much you care." — John C. Maxwell

e "Empathy is seeing with the eyes of another, listening with the ears of another and feeling with the heart of
another." — Alfred Adler

o  “Empathy fuels connection; it sounds like: “I’'m with you,” not “Here’s what you should do.” — Brené Brown

e  “What the world needs more than empathy is compassion. Empathy is feeling the pain and suffering of others.
Compassion is acting to relieve the pain and suffering of others.” — Adam Grant

Questions for Reflection & Discussion:

Introduction (two breaths):
e Your name and role
e What has brought a smile to your face in the past two weeks?

Group Discussion:

e Empathy is emotional connection; compassion/kindness is the care we put into action. At work, we need both—
connection and follow-through.” In real life at work, what’s the difference between empathy (connection) and
compassion/kindness (care in action)?

e When someone is upset, what do you typically offer first: an answer, a “it’ll be fine,” space, or presence?

o  Where do we see “feeling deeply and doing nothing” show up on teams? What does it cost trust or performance?

e What does compassion/kindness look like when the person is struggling and performance still matters —without
rescuing or lowering expectations?

Closing Reflection: What is one small shift you’re curious to try this week to lead with more empathy and compassion?

* A phrase you will use (ex: “Help me understand.” / “That makes sense.”)
¢ A question you will ask (ex: “What do you need from me?”)
¢ An action you will take (ex: remove one obstacle, clarify one expectation, follow up with one person)

"The best test [of a servant-leader], and difficult to administer, 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?"

~Robert K. Greenleaf



https://youtu.be/RHggJTaGvsk?t=79
https://www.google.com/search?q=Alfred+Adler&rlz=1C1RXQR_enUS1112US1112&oq=Servant+leadership+Empathy+quotes&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUqBwgBECEYoAEyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRigAdIBCTIxMDc3ajBqN6gCCLACAfEFS0bJjTZuVxbxBUtGyY02blcW&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&zx=1771970915970&no_sw_cr=1&mstk=AUtExfDLa-Srk2nAvBCO8vWI1smiK_aHWAwS3uZF9VEVYLWnOy-N5ByP3hUioKX_oZ_PDAofHXmequarNzzrozfFP0wry3XOc1pYMIM9_xVcidiHiO3y1pe5VqWZcpDbO8Jxig2kMUdNDtShDzV_bMJA0huS0_wRBHauZi_WTVxcATCaZPE&csui=3&ved=2ahUKEwiEqO2FkvOSAxXKLtAFHfBfFuYQgK4QegQIAxAD

What is Servant Leadership, and Who is the Servant Leader?

“The servant leader is servant first.... It
begins with the natural feeling that one

wants to serve, to serve first. Then s The 1(.} .
conscious choice brings one to aspire to = characteristics
lead. That person is sharply different of servant
from one who is leader first, perhaps : \ leadership —
because of the need to assuage an cf:r;:'ot:;;l (Y revisualized

unusual power drive or to acquire of people

material possessions...The leader-first
and the servant-first are two extreme
types. Between them there are shadings
and blends that are part of the infinite
variety of human nature.

Listening

(L. Spears, 2004)

Stewardship Persuasion

Conceptu-
alization

The best test, and most difficult to administer 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?”
(Robert Greenleaf, 1977)

Roundtable Guidelines:

e Thisis a learning community. It is never intended to be a source of sales leads for products or
services.

e The roundtables are intended to be first-person conversations grounded in the participant’s
direct experiences. Share from personal experience with humility.

o Listen first to understand; don’t dismiss others’ input.

o Keep conversations confidential.

e Share airtime—make space for all voices. If you’re often the first to speak, consider waiting until
the 2nd or 3rd response to allow others room to contribute.

e Embrace moments of silence; a thoughtful pause often gives others the courage and space to share.

e Stay reasonably on topic.

e If conflict arises, address it calmly and directly.

"The best test [of a servant-leader], and difficult to administer, 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?"

~Robert K. Greenleaf
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