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What is collective leadership? How 

does it compare to a more tradi-

tional concept of leadership? Why 

would anyone want to use it? What 

are the benefits? How did it develop and what are 

its theoretical foundations? In this article, we 

outline key aspects and benefits of the process.

What Collective Leadership Is and Isn’t
We have defined collective leadership as a group 

of people working together toward a shared 

goal.1 When collective leadership is happening, 

people are internally and externally motivated—

working together toward a shared vision within 

a group and using their unique talents and skills 

to contribute to the success. In fact, collective 

leadership recognizes that lasting success is 

not possible without diverse perspectives and 

contributions.

Collective leadership is a process. It is depen-

dent on the relationships among the parts in 

the system, whether that system is two people 

working together; a classroom, team, board, or 

organization; or a system initiative. In collective 

leadership, the way the group works together 

makes it different from a more traditional model 

of leadership. How the group works together and 

the unique results that are possible only when this 
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Collective leadership 

requires specific 

conditions for the 

success of the whole. . . . 

It is based on the 

recognition that without 

the gifts, talents, 

perspectives, and efforts 

of many, sustainable 

change is difficult  

to achieve. 

have the skills to promote shared learning, effec-

tive group decision making, reflection, visioning 

and goal setting, and mutual accountability.

What does this shift from “hero” to “host” look 

like? The following table shows some of the key 

differences between traditional and collective 

leadership.

Benefits of Collective Leadership

Collective leadership has many benefits, most 

resulting from the fact that you get better results 

from considering multiple perspectives, sharing 

responsibility, building upon the strengths of 

those on your team, and leveraging internal moti-

vation. The following are some specific benefits 

you might expect to see when collective leader-

ship is in action.

Better decisions and increased effective-

ness. A major benefit is that collective leadership 

and multiple perspectives result in more effective 

decisions than when people at the top make deci-

sions, because those who will be affected have 

a chance to provide feedback, ideas, and even 

direction.

Increased self-direction and motivation. 

Common challenges faced by managers are 

related to people resisting a change or directive. 

What if there were a way to easily motivate your 

happens differentiate a group that is sharing lead-

ership from one that is not.

In collective leadership, there is shared respon-

sibility and decision making, accountability, and 

authentic engagement. All members are involved 

in creating the vision and are committed to 

working to achieve that vision. Collective leader-

ship is based on the assumption that everyone can 

and should lead.2 Collective leadership requires 

specific conditions for the success of the whole: 

trust, shared power, transparent and effective 

communication, accountability, and shared learn-

ing. It is based on the recognition that without the 

gifts, talents, perspectives, and efforts of many, 

sustainable change is difficult to achieve. Creativ-

ity is unleashed as people tap into their fullest abil-

ities and capacities. When collective leadership is 

present, people say, “We have done this ourselves.”

A key aspect of collective leadership is that 

the success depends on the leadership within the 

entire group rather than the skills of one person. 

Mary Parker Follett, whom we consider to be 

the mother of collective leadership, wrote about 

power with others rather than power over others.3 

This means that rather than having leadership 

limited to one charismatic person or one pow-

erful organization, leadership is shared among 

many. This shift from focusing on the skills of any 

one individual to the capacities, relationships, 

behaviors, and practices of an entire group (two 

or more people) makes collective leadership dif-

ferent from other types of leadership and leader-

ship models.

In “Leadership in the Age of Complexity,” 

Margaret Wheatley and Debbie Frieze discuss 

a shift from thinking of a leader as a “hero” to 

thinking of a leader as a “host.”4 When a leader is 

the “hero,” he or she is expected to have all the 

answers, solve all the problems, and fix every-

thing for everyone else. The “hero” is dynamic, 

charismatic, and brilliant. The problem with 

this mind-set is that the command-and-control 

model often uses quick solutions that are created 

by a few in power (the top of an organizational 

chart)—and often these solutions are not well 

suited for the complex issues that we face today. 

Instead, we need leaders as “hosts”: those who 

Comparison of Traditional and  
Collective Leadership

Traditional 
leadership

Collective 
leadership

View of 
organizations 

Organizations as 
machines 

Organizations as 
systems

Structure
Hierarchy, 
pyramid

Connected 
networks

Decision making Top-down
Shared and/or 
rotated

Assumptions 
about people’s 
capacity

People need to 
be told what 
to do

People are inher-
ently capable and 
can be trusted to 
do the right thing

Beliefs about 
how success is 
created

One person has 
the skill or talent 
to create success

Success comes 
from the diverse 
perspectives and 
skills of many
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Sustainability is  

often elusive without 

collective leadership.  

If everything depends  

on one person and  

that person leaves,  

what happens?

motivated when they feel trusted to make deci-

sions and develop solutions, when they feel con-

nected to the purpose of their work, and when 

they can do things that are challenging and that 

help them to grow and develop. Allowing people 

opportunities to develop mastery, align with 

purpose, and increase autonomy increases moti-

vation and satisfaction. It also allows people to 

develop new skills and talents that could allow 

them to contribute more through their current 

positions, and may lead to advances in their 

careers.

Increased engagement and investment. 

When leadership is shared and cultivated, people 

are more engaged, energized, and invested in the 

goals. This happens because people have a sense 

of ownership of the goals: they helped create 

them, so they are much more invested in seeing 

them come to life.

Sustainability. Sustainability is often elusive 

without collective leadership. If everything 

depends on one person and that person leaves, 

what happens? Work grinds to a halt, or the per-

son’s absence results in missing knowledge and 

information that are difficult to recover. In con-

trast, where there is collective leadership, there 

will be knowledge, responsibility, and information 

shared across a group.

Another aspect of sustainability is to sustain 

a change or improvement. Take the example of 

quality-improvement initiatives (or quality rating 

and improvement systems), in which the quality of 

early childhood programs is the focus of change. If 

the change is directed by someone other than the 

teacher or staff, it is less likely to be continued. In 

contrast, when the change is driven by a partner-

ship between the teacher and whoever is leading 

or supporting/directing the change, the change is 

much more likely to be sustained. In this dynamic 

of “power with” versus “power over,” the teacher 

is actively involved in a collaborative partnership 

and is part of leading the change process. Accord-

ing to Peter Senge, Hal Hamilton, and John Kania, 

“Ineffective leaders try to make change happen. 

System leaders focus on creating the conditions 

that can produce change and that can eventually 

cause change to be self-sustaining.”8

team so they were able to generate their own 

solutions and work toward their own growth 

and development? There is! Just as we encourage 

young children to be internally motivated and to 

adopt a “growth mind-set,”5 managers or others 

who are leading change efforts can help those 

around them be internally motivated. As we know 

is true for young children, internal motivation 

is much more powerful than external motiva-

tion. Those who respond to their own internal 

drives, interests, desires, and motivations are 

much more likely to work toward and sustain 

change than those who are externally motivated 

by “carrots and sticks.”6

Removing barriers to internal motivation is 

needed for growth and development. Imposing 

change onto someone else creates resistance. All 

the effort from people who feel they are being told 

they are not doing a good job goes into defending 

themselves, which often looks like resistance to 

the people trying to “help” them. Instead, if we 

spend time developing relationships and finding 

out what others’ goals and wishes are, it is possi-

ble to form a partnership to work together toward 

a shared goal.

Shared responsibility. In traditional models, 

the few people at the top often feel burdened and 

alone. These managers and supervisors often feel 

like everyone is turning to them for answers, and 

the pressure is exhausting. When responsibility is 

shared, managers feel like they are surrounded by 

resourceful people—and distributing the respon-

sibility they have among others is a relief. Those 

at the bottom of the hierarchy are often under-

utilized, with an unfulfilled desire to contribute 

more. They are hungry for more responsibility. 

When the responsibility is shared, the work is 

easier and more fun for everyone involved.

Realizing potential. Too often, people do not 

get to realize their potential at work. Adopting a 

collective leadership approach helps people to 

grow and develop, not only in their current jobs 

and job responsibilities, but also as profession-

als. In his book Drive: The Surprising Truth 

about What Motivates Us, Daniel Pink writes 

that people are motivated by autonomy, purpose, 

and mastery.7 This means that people are most 
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We believe that for 

nonprofits and funders 

to reach their goals and 

aspirations of making 

the world a better place, 

professionals and 

community members 

must move toward 

collective leadership  

at every level—

organization, program, 

team, family, and 

community.

Teal Organizations: Collective Leadership and Self-

Direction, Wholeness, and Evolutionary Purpose

In 2014, Frederic Laloux’s book Reinventing 

Organizations: A Guide to Creating Organi-

zations Inspired by the Next Stage of Human 

Consciousness was published, and a worldwide 

conversation began about organizations that were 

operating out of what Laloux calls the “next stage 

of human consciousness.”16 He created a scale 

based on the literature about the developmental 

stages of human consciousness. The level or stage 

of human consciousness of the people founding, 

owning, and leading organizations determines 

the structures and practices in an organization. 

Laloux assigns the color orange to the level of the 

traditional hierarchical organizational structure 

and the color teal to organizations operating from 

a consciousness exhibiting a different approach 

to leadership.

Teal organizations utilize practices in three 

areas: wholeness, self-management, and evolu-

tionary purpose. These practices are the break-

throughs from earlier levels of consciousness. The 

metaphor for teal organizations is that of a living 

system, compared with the machine metaphor 

for orange. Although Laloux doesn’t use the term 

collective leadership, teal organizations are being 

operated from a collective leadership model.

Research has shown that self-managed teams 

are more successful and effective than “boss”-

driven teams. Daniel Pink has popularized the 

social science research showing that the internal 

motivators of purpose, mastery, and autonomy 

are much more powerful than external motivators 

(carrot-and-stick approaches). Laloux’s Reinvent-

ing Organizations described in detail how twelve 

teal organizations operated, giving information 

about the different ways to design and implement 

next-stage organizations by adopting teal prac-

tices, including self-managing teams.

Luckily, adopting collective leadership prac-

tices is not an all-or-nothing proposition. Managers 

and leaders can begin to move toward what we 

are calling collective leadership and what Laloux 

calls going teal. We believe that for nonprofits 

and funders to reach their goals and aspirations 

of making the world a better place, professionals 

Developing Collective Leadership
Authors describing collective leadership agree 

that the reason this approach to leadership is so 

timely is that we now face complex problems.9 In 

particular, knowledge workers are increasingly 

challenged to adapt to situations and problems 

that often emerge over time and do not have a 

clear course of action or solution.10 Many of the 

daily challenges we face are not simple and don’t 

have simple solutions. Traditional models of 

leadership highlight the skills and capabilities of 

an individual, but to effectively address the chal-

lenges we face, we need to move beyond a focus 

on the individual and toward the collective.11

When did the idea of collective leadership 

emerge, and where did it come from? Collec-

tive leadership is very similar to the concepts of 

shared leadership, democratic leadership, emer-

gent leadership, and distributed leadership.12 In 

Shared Leadership: Reframing the Hows and 

Whys of Leadership, Craig Pearce and Jay Conger 

write that alternatives to the traditional concept 

of command and control leadership emerged in 

the early twentieth century.13 As evidence, they 

write that in 1924, Follett introduced the idea of 

“the law of the situation,” which suggested that 

instead of following the lead of the official author-

ity in any given situation, people should follow the 

person with the most knowledge of the situation 

at hand.14 This was a very different idea of lead-

ership than what was generally accepted at the 

time. Because of Follett’s ideas about education, 

leadership, and community engagement, we con-

sider her to be the mother of collective leadership.

Over the next seventy years, many contri-

butions to leadership and management theory 

helped lay the groundwork for collective leader-

ship, but it wasn’t until the late 1990s that schol-

ars returned to the idea of shared leadership in 

organizations.15

Collective leadership has been used in a 

variety of fields, including community develop-

ment, healthcare, educational leadership, envi-

ronmental sustainability and science, nonprofit 

management, and even the military. Clearly, this 

cross-sector approach to a reimagined leadership 

holds promise for all fields.
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and community members must move toward col-

lective leadership at every level—organization, 

program, team, family, and community. Although 

collective leadership is being used by some, our 

sector can accelerate it through intentionality. We 

can look for ways to do this in our daily work, 

whether we are working directly to help commu-

nity members and families build resiliency; sup-

porting those working in communities; advocating 

for policy change; funding social change and social 

justice work; and collaborating in networks, coali-

tions, or collective action initiatives. The way in 

which we are working toward shared community 

goals is just as important (if not more so) than 

what is being achieved along the way.
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