
Abstract

Leadership development is an essential task
of every organization. This 30th anniversary
paper reflects the development of interna-
tional student involvement at the World Fed-
eration of Music Therapy (WFMT) as a means
of building vigorous leadership. Between 2008
and 2014, the process ranged from initial in-
quiries to the culminating establishment of
WFMT’s first Assembly of Student Delegates.
Project examples illustrate students’ enthusi-
asm and engagement in organizational tasks
and events while demonstrating their growth
as potential leaders. Future perspectives briefly
address current global leadership develop-
ment issues and give an outlook on how WFMT
might be proactive in addressing these chal-
lenges. Testimonials of two student leaders
who now serve in leadership roles on the
WFMT Council demonstrate that leadership
development matters to both WFMT and the
students involved. Thus, investing in students
means investing in the future of the profes-
sion and WFMT.

Keywords: WFMT; music therapy; organiza-
tional leadership development; students; glo-
bal leadership; multicultural; world congress.

M
U

SI
CT

h
er

A
Py

To
d

ay
 3

0t
h 

an
ni

ve
rs

ar
y 

Ed
iti

on
, V

ol
um

e 
11

, N
o.

 2
 

Resumen

El desarrollo del liderazgo es una tarea esen-
cial en toda organización. Este artículo sobre
el 30 Aniversario refleja el desarrollo de la
participación de los estudiantes internaciona-
les en la Federación Mundial de Musicotera-
pia (WFMT) como medio de construir un lide-
razgo vigoroso. Entre 2008 y 2014, el proceso
varió desde consultas iniciales hasta la culmi-
nación en la creación de la primera Asamblea
de Delegados de Estudiantes de la WFMT.
Ejemplos de proyectos ilustran el entusiasmo
y el compromiso de los estudiantes en tareas
de organización y eventos, al tiempo que de-
muestran su crecimiento como líderes poten-
ciales. Perspectivas de futuro abordan breve-
mente los temas de desarrollo de liderazgo
global actual y muestran un panorama sobre
cómo la WFMT podría ser proactiva para abor-
dar estos desafíos. Los testimonios de dos es-
tudiantes, que ahora ocupan posiciones de li-
derazgo en el Consejo de la WFMT, demues-
tran que las cuestiones de desarrollo de lide-
razgo son importantes tanto para la WFMT
como para los estudiantes involucrados. Por
lo tanto, la inversión en los estudiantes signi-
fica invertir en el futuro de la profesión y en
la WFMT.

Organizational Leadership 
Development: 
Investing in Students
Petra Kern, Ph.D., MT-BC, MTA, DmtG, Santa Barbara, CA (USA), WFMT President (2008-2011)
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 Organizational Leadership Development: In-

vesting in Students

“There is almost no limit to the potential of
an organization that recruits good people,
raises them up as leaders and continually de-
velops them.”

~John C. Maxwell (2001)

Leadership development is one of the most
important tasks for growing the World Feder-
ation of Music Therapy (WFMT) and leading
it into the future. Why? Leaders are the ones
who have a vision, take initiative, convince
members, create partnerships, identify needs,
develop proposals, make decisions, organize
implementations, solve problems, take res-
ponsibility – and foremost, are committed to
making things happen (Workgroup for Com-
munity Health and development, 2014). an
international organization such as WFMT
needs many strong intergenerational, multi-
cultural, and global leaders with various skill
sets and perspectives who share WFMT’s vi-
sion, responsibilities, and commitment. There-
fore, investing in students as the next gener-
ation of professional music therapist is es-
sential for sustaining WFMT and bringing
creativity and innovation today that will
make an impact tomorrow.

First Impulse

in 2008, the american Music Therapy associ-
ation Students (aMTaS) expressed a growing
interest in learning about music therapy world-
wide, how to get involved with WFMT, pro-
grams for studying abroad and scholarships.
at the same time, the 2008-2011 WFMT
Council was experiencing a generational shift,
leaving the Council with the dilemma of how
to develop organizational leadership for the
next decade. From the collaborative efforts
of both groups, the “aMTa Students go inter-
national” project was born, asking students

and their advisors in all regions of the united
States of america, the following three basic
questions: 

1. What would you be interested in learning
about music therapy worldwide?

2. How do you see yourself getting involved
on the international level?

3. What ideas and projects come to your mind?

during the 2009 aMTa annual Conference, the
WFMT Council held a roundtable for students
(WFMT, 2009) to respond to their ideas and
suggestions with potential WFMT projects and
student involvement. as an immediate out-
come of this discussion, the WFMT Council
filled the Executive Assistant position with a
student leader, designed a WFMT for Students
page on the website, created the first World
Congress of Music Therapy Scholarship for Stu-

FigurE 1. WFMT Council members discussing in-
ternational student involvement duringa round-
table at the 2009 AMTA Annual Conference in San
Diego, California, USA.

roundtable Presenters (from left to right): Dr.
Byungchuel Choi (World Congress Organizer), Dr.
Petra Kern (President), Dr. Mary Boyle (research
& ethics Chair), Tian Gao (regional Liaison, Wes-
tern Pacific), Dr. Gene Behrens (regionals Liai-
son, North America), Gabrielle Tee (executive As-
sistant), Dr. Joerg Fachner (Publications Chair),
Dr. Annie heiderscheit (Secretary/Treasurer)
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 dents, and established two new membership

categories – one for Student Organizational
Members and one for Student Individual Mem-
bers. aMTaS joined WFMT as the first student
organizational member in 2010 followed by
the European association for Music Therapy
Students (EaMTS) shortly thereafter.

Development and Growth

The first student Executive Assistant (i.e., ga-
briel Tee) gained a deeper understanding of
WFMT’s mission and work through participa-
tion in all aspects of operation and manage-
ment of the organization. She also received
mentoring, and support from the WFMT Pre-
sident and Council Members. These experi-
ences also prepared her to assume specific
leadership roles. at the beginning, the role of
the student Executive Assistant was designed
and intended: 

• To facilitate the interactions among stu-
dents worldwide, 

• To represent students’ opinions and ideas
on the Council, and 

• To maintain the WFMT for Students web
page.

The following three initial student projects,
speak to the immediate interests of students
and continue today 1) Window to the World
(i.e., multimedia stories reflecting students’
international music therapy experiences), 2)
Info Cards (i.e., business-size cards answering
frequently asked questions about music ther-
apy in over 20 languages), and 3) Connect
(i.e., a global peer network aiming to connect
students across the world to foster cross-cul-
tural learning). 

To increase student involvement across WFMT’s
eight regions, the 2008-2011 WFMT Presi-
dent (dr. Petra Kern) and second student Ex-
ecutive Assistant (rose Fienman) established
the first WFMT Assembly of Students Dele-
gates. Similar to WFMT’s Regional Liaisons,
seven motivated student leaders were ap-
pointed to serve as representatives and con-
nection points for students in their region
(i.e., africa, australia/New Zealand, Europe,
Latin america, North america, Southeast
asia, and Western Pacific). as outlined in the
Assembly of Student Delegates Handbook
(Kern & Fienman, 2010), the ongoing purpose
of the WFMT aSd is:

FigurE 2. Three ongoing initial student projects.Available at
http://www.wfmt.info/wfmt-for-students-2014-2017
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 • To enhance students’ knowledge of the pro-

fession.
• To provide a forum for international student

activities.
• To facilitate the sharing of ideas, thoughts,

and opinions, and
• To assist in preparing responsible, politically

aware, and skillful leadership of WFMT.

Expanding the student involvement on the
WFMT Council, the student Executive Assis-
tant served as the administrator of the As-
sembly of Student Delegates and took on

additional tasks such as defining and exe-
cuting new student projects, representing
the Assembly of Student Delegates during
Council meetings, and organizing Assembly
of Student Delegates meetings. The inaugu-
ral face-to-face meeting of WFMT’s first As-
sembly of Student Delegates was held on
July 4, 2011 at the 13th World Congress of
Music Therapy in Seoul, Korea and was fol-
lowed by a Tea House Meeting with the
WFMT President and all Council members.
This was a historic and proud moment for
WFMT.

FigurE 3. WFMT’s first Assembly of Student Delegates
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 Impact and Manifestation

The prestigious WFMT World Congress Schol-
arship for Students was first offered in 2011.
This scholarship attracts music therapy stu-
dents and interns from around the world, who
are active members of student organizations
in their country, have an interest in global mu-
sic therapy, and want to get involved with
WFMT. one of the scholarship recipients be-
came the third Executive Assistant (Jen Spi-
vey), who also went on to lead the Assembly
of Student Delegates during the term 2011-
2014. during her term, the WFMT Council
viewed the Assembly of Student Delegates as
an innovative, vital, and an integrative com-
ponent of WFMT. The Council also empowe-
red and encouraged them to take on addi-
tional leadership opportunities. While main-
taining the three initial projects and tasks out-
lined in the Assembly of Student Delegates
Handbook (Kern & Spivey, 2013), student del-
egates reached out to student organizations
and individual students in their regions to ad-
vocate for music therapy across the world,
shared information about their work while
eliciting feedback from various student groups,
and increased student involvement in WFMT.
one of their remarkable projects was the pro-
duction of a two-part video providing re-
sources and guidelines for establishing, struc-
turing, and running successful music therapy
student organizations. The content of the vi-
deo demonstrates a solid understanding of or-
ganizational procedures, benefits, and poten-
tial challenges, as well as knowledge and skills
student delegates need to become effective
organizational leaders of WFMT.

investing further in WFMT’s student leaders
and bringing new ideas to the 14th World Con-
gress of Music Therapy, the WFMT Past Pres-
ident (dr. Petra Kern) and Congress organizer
(dr. gerhard Tucek) encouraged extensive
student involvement in planning, organizing,

and executing a world-class event held in
Vienna/Krems, austria in 2014. The Assembly
of Student Delegates had the chance to learn
from individual WFMT Council members and
the local world congress planning team through
observation, mentoring, hands-on oppor-tu-
nities, and support in hosting their own events.
WFMT’s student leaders rose to the occa-
sion and successfully offered the following
world congress-related opportunities for
engaging students from many countries and
cultures.

FigurE 4. Strategies of establishing & run-
ning Music Therapy Student Organizations.

Video Part 1: Purpose, Advocacy, and Benefits
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_WLP
ozkhdexx

Video Part 2: Structure, Meetings, 
and Challenges

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w_W
LPozkhdexx
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 • Travel Tips Series. disseminating five fact

pages (i.e., about the Host Towns, Funding
your Trip, reasons to attend, How to Make
the Most out of it, and What to Bring and
Consider) preparing students for attending
the World Congress of Music Therapy.

• WCMT Buzz. Get Excited! releasing two vi-
deos featuring students from North amer-
ica, Europe, and australia who share their
motivation behind attending the World
Congress while creating a social media buzz
on Twitter.

• Pre-congress seminar. addressing the highly
relevant topic “Studying, interning, & Work-
ing abroad: Preparing for global Engage-
ment” with invited expert speakers and com-
mentaries of student speakers.

• WFMT Assembly of Student Delegates Meet-
ing. Transitioning responsibilities from the
outgoing to the incoming Student Dele-
gates.

• Student Poster Session. Highlighting the ac-
tivities and achievements of music therapy
student organizations and individual stu-
dents across the globe. 

• WFMT Assembly of Student Delegates Round-
table. Featuring the current status and chal-
lenges student representatives face in their
regions under the title “WFMT aSd Explor-
ing the Future: Student Perspectives on glo-
balization of Music Therapy.” 

• WFMT Assembly of Student Delegates Booth.
Sharing information, asking questions and
getting answers, meeting student leaders
and informally learning about the benefits
of engaging in global leadership roles within
WFMT while networking among peers from
various countries.

The events hosted by the Assembly of Stu-
dent Delegates fostered enthusiasm, creative
ideas, and engagement to the organization.
They attracted new students who articulated
their interest in serving the organization in
various capacities. Many students expressed

their gratitude for the variety of events of-
fered as well. in addition to these events, stu-
dent scholarship recipients reflected their
learning experience under the Window to the
World following the 2014 World Congress of
Music Therapy. 

in tradition of honoring the development of
new leadership in music therapy communi-
ties around the world, the theme of the 15th

World Congress of Music Therapy will be
Moving Forward with Music Therapy: Inspir-
ing the Next Generation. The congress will be
hosted by the Japanese Music Therapy asso-
ciation (JMTa) and held in Tsukuba, Japan
from July 3-8, 2017. Moreover, acknowledg-
ing the importance of the student leaders,
the WFMT Council and WFMT Membership
included the role of the Executive Assistant
and Assembly of Student Delegates in the
WFMT Bylaws (rev. 2014) as a fundamental
part of the organization.

Future Perspectives

Currently, WFMT has a well-balanced inter-
generational and multi-culturally informed
leadership team and a strong Assembly of
Student Delegates led by the fourth student

FigurE 5. excerpt of the WFMT Bylaws
(rev. 2014)
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 Executive Assistant (Julie Lytle and then anna-

bele Brault). Leading WFMT successfully into
the future requires the WFMT Council to stay
informed, embrace change, and face the chal-
lenges over the next decade. in terms of or-
ganizational leadership development it means
building continued leadership, offering hand-
son learning opportunities, fostering cultural
competences, and valuing personal and pro-
fessional gains.

Building Continuous Leadership. due to the
smaller number of the Millennial generation
in some parts of the world, it is predicted that
there will be a leadership deficit in the non-
profit sector over the next decade (Hannum
et al., 2011). Hence, leadership development
is an ongoing endeavor that should be taken
seriously by any organization. WFMT needs
to continue devoting time and resources in
building its own stream of new, enthusiastic
leaders who passionately share the vision,
mission, and values of the organization. in-

vesting in students has been a successful
strategy for WFMT in developing new leader-
ship and should be continued. For instance,
several WFMT scholarship recipients con-
tributed to various student projects, served
on the Assembly of Student Delegates, and
three of them moved into elected and ap-
pointed leadership positions on the 2014-
2017 WFMT Council. The growth of students’
international interest and involvement in mu-
sic therapy worldwide is evident and essential
for the sustainability of WFMT. 

Offering Hands-On Learning Opportunities.
Students are more likely committed and en-
gaged in organizational tasks when there are
hands-on learning opportunities that con-
tribute to their personal and career progres-
sion (Hannum et al., 2011). in 2014, WFMT
released its first Strategic Plan outlining six
core strategies, goals and objectives for 2014-
2017. The WFMT Council should offer high-
impact learning opportunities that align with

1985-2008 2008-2011 2011-2014 2014-2017

Student organizational Members 0 2 1 0

Student individual Members 0 4 39 14

Executive assistant (student leader) 0 2 1 1

assembly of Student delegates 0 7 7 6

WFMT Student Web Pages Traffic (unique hits) 0 16,987 65,763 5,604

Student Projects Entries (ongoing)
Window to the World 0 21 20 16
info Cards 0 117 56 0
Connect 0 71 112 16

World Congress Scholarships for Students 0 6 7 --

Students attending the World Congress unknown 557 335 --

TaBLE 1. WFMT Student Involvement over the Past 30 years (as of March 16, 2015)



102

M
U

SI
CT

h
er

A
Py

To
d

ay
 3

0t
h 

an
ni

ve
rs

ar
y 

Ed
iti

on
, V

ol
um

e 
11

, N
o.

 2
 the organization’s priorities and prepare stu-

dent leaders to be capable in managing tasks
and challenges that are transferrable to their
potential work place. Moreover, Council mem-
bers should find out about students’ experi-
ences, talents, and interests while supporting
them in realizing their potential as global
leaders. Making students a crucial part of the
organization’s empowerment strategies will
most likely increase their commitment, re-
sponsibility and professional growth as mul-
ticultural leaders who can skillfully navigate
both the opportunities and challenges the
profession may face the next 30 years. 

Fostering Cultural Competencies. global non-
profit organizations represent various cul-
tures and work with members, experts, and
communities with diverse cultural values, be-
liefs and practices influenced by ethnicity,
gender, age, religion, socioeconomic status,
political views, sexual orientation, geograph-
ical region, historical experiences, native lan-
guage, or traditions (Web, darling, & alvey,
2014). Consequently, emerging WFMT lead-
ership talent should have diverse opportuni-
ties to expand their cultural knowledge, awa-
reness, sensitivity – and ultimately cultural
competences to effectively serve in cross-cul-
tural situations. While there are various proj-
ects and global events available to WFMT stu-
dent leaders, the WFMT Council should con-
tinue fostering cultural competencies by ex-
panding knowledge (e.g., training units), skills
(e.g., communication), and resources (e.g.,
funds for international service projects). it is
desirable that student leaders sustain their
cultural curiosity and become global literate
leaders who promote mutual respect and un-
derstanding of music therapy education, re-
search, and practice worldwide.

Valuing Personal and Professional Gains.
Many students may find it unattractive to vol-
unteer their time and talent for no pay, little

recognition, and limited impact (Hannum et
al., 2011). Present WFMT leadership should
frequently convey both their passion and
dedication to the cause and share what they
have gained both personally and profession-
ally by serving the organization. The following
two statements shared by current WFMT
Council members and former student leaders
are examples par excellence – inspiring others
to serve and lead.

Serving in a student leadership role within
the WFMT enabled me to hone skills re-
lated to collaboration. I was challenged to
refine my communication and organiza-
tional skills, contributing to my professio-
nal development. Furthermore, the expe-
rience provided practical opportunities to
deepen knowledge of other cultures in a
unique way. My personal life was enriched
by travel and an expanded worldview. Not
only did I enjoy the mentorship of estab-
lished experts in the field, I gained lifelong
friendships with people who share my pro-
fessional values. I choose to continue seek-
ing service opportunities with WFMT be-
cause I believe in the organization’s mis-
sion and values. Like so many of our col-
leagues worldwide, I am inspired by the
global development of our field and want
to contribute in whatever way I can. ~Jen
Spivey, MA, MS, MT-BC [WFMT Executive
Assistant 2011-2014; WFMT Secretary/
Treasurer 2014-2017]

Through serving WFMT as a student, I
gained skills in networking, communica-
tion, and leadership, as well as an increa-
sed understanding of the way cultural dif-
ferences impact the international world of
music therapy.  In terms of my personal ex-
perience, I have met many interesting peo-
ple, several of whom have become men-
tors to me in the field. I was fortunate to
be able to travel to both South Korea in
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 2011 and Austria in 2014, both of which

were eye-opening experiences. I believe
that the visibility of the roles I have served
with both AMTAS and WFMT have increa-
sed my opportunities as a young profes-
sional.  I continue to serve WFMT because
I want young professionals to have a voice
in the organization, as we are the future
of the field of music therapy, and I hope
that my service inspires other young pro-
fessionals to consider serving in organiza-
tions, be it at the regional, national, or
global level.  
~Rose Fienman, MSW, MT-BC, [WFMT Ex-
ecutive Assistant 2010-2011; WFMT Public
Relations Chair 2014-2017]

Conclusion

Nonprofit organizations may face unique
challenges over the next decade. However,
individuals may always seek a sense of pur-
pose for their work and to create good for
their professional communities and the peo-
ple they serve. if global organizations such
as WFMT invest in the future and create
skillful leadership while honoring individ-
ual’s interests and talents, perhaps a power-
ful win-win situation will develop that can
carry WFMT’s vision into the next three
decades. Music therapy students are the
next generation of professionals and poten-
tial leaders of tomorrow. Hence, students’
attentiveness in global music therapy and
the work of WFMT should be encouraged
and strongly supported by WFMT. as Ma-
hatma gandhi, one of the world most influ-
ential leaders said, “The future depends on
what we do in the present.” 
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