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From Heroic to Collaborative Leadership 
   By Don Mroz 

which organi+ations like 1itney 3owes and Cisco Sys-
tems routinely go outside their own industry sector to 
collaborate and innovate with other organi+ations.   

= recent research study by the Center for Crea-
tive Leadership titled !"e$%"a'()'($*at,re$o/$0ead2
er3")4$ provides evidence of organi+ations and 
leaders continuing to move toward the direction 
of collaborative and collective leadership.  Aore 
than five hundred respondents in the study indi-
cated organi+ationsBleaders have moved in the 
past five years from individual leadership 
CDhaving the positionEF toward the use of a more 
Dcollective and collaborativeE leadership.  This is 
seen more as a process and not necessarily as the 
position. 

 

      Drivers of Collective and Collaborative 
Leadership 

      The actual definitions of collectiveB
collaborative leadership may varyH but what is very clear 
are the drivers pushing organi+ations and leaders in this 
direction.   The following are among the forces we see 
pushing leaders and organi+ations to move toward 
more collaboration: 
!""""ChallengesH problemsH and decisions becoming 

more complex 
!""""Kreater reliance on interdependent work across 

boundariesH including organi+ations 
!""""Shifting competition bases from known 

competition to upstarts and diverse markets 
!""""Klobali+ation 
!""""Increased expectations by customersH stakeholders 

and employees 
!""""Drive for innovation 
!""""3oundary spanning resulting partially from 

mergers and acquisitions and the like 
!""""The need for reinventing the organi+ation and its 

processes at an ever faster rate 
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There are fewer DheroicE leaders these daysH and 
thatOs a good thing.  = new movement is afootH and by 
some standards it is long overdue.  The movement is 
collective or collaborative leadershipH and it 
comes in numerous forms.  Pere are several 
examples: 

In a Aidwest insurance companyH col-
laborative leadership takes the form of two 
CQOOs and two COOOsH each with different 
responsibilities within the companyH and it 
entails collective decision making on diffi-
cultH complex issues.  Within this organi+a-
tionH the collective leadership team also fo-
cuses on other collaborative opportunities to 
move the organi+ation forwardH which by the 
wayH has succeeded very well.   

In a large New Uork health care organi-
+ation we worked with recentlyH collective leadership 
took the form of pushing the leadership responsibility 
down the chain of command.  Decisions could be 
made in a timely fashion while giving more responsibil-
ity to those closer to the customer.   

In yet another organi+ationH a non-profit arts coun-
cil on the Qast CoastH we have seen evidence of collec-
tive leadership through the board of directorsH which 
prefers to use consensus decision making Csometimes 
referred to in this instance as Dgroup governanceEFH 
while disregarding titles and positions.  =ll board mem-
bers have an equal say in how the organi+ation will be 
run.   

=nother example is found in one of the largest cor-
porations of computer hardwareH software and business 
solutionsH which is undertaking an effort to educate its 
global leaders on how collectiveBcollaborative leader-
ship can move the organi+ation forward in dealing with 
complexity at all levels of the organi+ation. 

Collaborative and collective leadership can also go 
beyond a single organi+ationH shaking competition and 
cooperation paradigmsH through concepts like DOpen-
Aarket InnovationE CRigby and WookH P3RH XYYZF in 
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DPeroicE leadership doesnOt have the panache it 

once did.  Leaders seem to be reali+ing no one individ-
ual can possibly run an organi+ation aloneH nor even a 
large division.  The world is becoming more complex.  
Decisions require more data and deeper thinking. 

Increasing complexity also increases the need for 
scenario building with optional futures impacting the 
business.  Such requirements compel leaders to create 
environments that allow for deeper thinkingH rather 
than quick fixes.  Organi+ations are moving toward 
collective and collaborative leadership as a way to more 
effectively grapple with todayOs business realities. 

 

Implications for Leaders 
The implications of collectiveBcollaborative ap-

proaches for leaders are numerous. Depending on 
oneOs self perceptionH the reactions range from poten-
tially threatening to welcoming.  CollectiveB
collaborative leadership as noted by the CCL study 
means a greater 
reliance on in-
terdependent 
work to solve 
problems and 
make decisionsH 
beyond individ-
ual capabilities.   

= leader 
wanting to un-
dertake this 
form of leader-
ship must hold 
a paradigm of 
desiring to 
learnH sharing powerH as well as trusting and respecting 
colleagues.  FurtherH leadership itself will need to be 
viewed as a collective process of interdependent deci-
sion-making. 

The graph above illustrates some of the differences 
in leadership perspective moving from a more indi-
vidualisticH heroic view of leadership to a more collec-
tive and collaborative view. 

 

New Skills for Leaders 
Aoving from individual heroic leadership to collec-

tiveBcollaborative leadership may fundamentally be a 

mindset changeH but it also requires the adoption of a 
new skill set for many.   

Openness to learning. First and foremostH the 
ability to learn from others and from every experienceH 
which I like to term as Dunconditional learningE is criti-
cal in implementing collective leadership.  Traditional 
thinking is that the leader makes the important deci-
sionsH thus requiring the leader to have all or most of 
the answers Ci.e.H informationH data and knowledgeF.  
With collectiveBcollaborative leadershipH the opposite is 
true - it is the collective body which collaborates to cre-
ate the approaches and solutions to complex issues and 
challenges needing to be resolved. 

 Relationship building. One of the most surpris-
ing aspects of the CCL research outcomes was the rise 
of so-called Dsoft skillsHE and in particular the ability to 
build and manage relationships.   

This is a sharp rise in the belief of participants 
compared to a simi-
lar study conducted 
by CCL in XYYX.  
The need to focus 
on relationship also 
fits with previous 
research conducted 
by Daniel Kim and 
1eter Senge in their 
work on Organi+a-
tional Learning.  
     Their research 
states that increas-
ing the quality of 
relationships in turn 
increases the quality 

of thinkingH which then leads to an increase in the qual-
ity of actions and resultsH ultimately leading back to an 
overall increase in the quality of relationship.  ThusH a 
reinforcing causal loop is apparent and this cycle per-
petuates itself making the case for working on relation-
ships and showing its value to the actual work being 
accomplished.$

Non-defensive behavior.  Defensiveness and 
having to be DrightHE are unacceptable behaviors and 
serve as roadblocks to collective leadership.  The more  
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one can hold their own ego in check and reali+e that 
others have relevant information and knowledgeH the 
closer one can get to collective leadership.  It seems a 
paradox is at play when one undertakes this approach 
to leadershipH in that humility is keyH but so too is con-
fidence in oneOs own ability.  That ability becomes posi-
tioned and utili+ed with the collective. 

Teaming. The 
ability to team and 
work with others] 
even under pres-
sure] is critical.  
Aany leaders be-
lieve in the concept of teamingH and understand its 
practical implications.  They work well with teams 
when the going is easy.  

^nder stressH some of those same leaders will _ump 
in and make the decisionsH ultimately undermining the 
decisions and work of the team.  ItOs a _ourney to disas-
terH and it results in the leader losing the teamOs trust.  
=nd yet it continues to happen.  ^nder similar circum-
stancesH the leader will again and again take over and 
make the decisions.   

For collectiveBcollaborative leadership to workH 
trustH respect and ultimately teaming need to be inher-
ent in the relationships. 

Challenging.  The ability to challenge in a positive 
mannerH to ask questions rather than simply advocate a 
positionH is a skill set that is important to the success of 
collaboration.  The ability to think critically about com-
plex issues can only happen in the collective if the envi-
ronment and culture have been created to allow indi-
viduals to respectfully challenge the thinking brought 
to the group by their peers.   

=sking questions of Dnot knowingHE providing dif-
fering viewpointsH and using productive communica-
tion skills are all necessary in order to challenge and 
learn effectively and efficiently without harming rela-
tionships. 

Flexibility.  ^ndertaking collectiveBcollaborative 
leadership requires one to be flexible related to think-
ingH styleH decision-makingH and even beliefs.  The fact 
is that most of us do$8"at$8e$9e:)e7e$a'd$9e:)e7e$8"at$8e$do;$$
This minimi+es our flexibility when it comes to hearing 
what others have to sayH and reduces our inclination to 

try new approaches.  In reali+ing collective leadershipH 
one must let go of old habits Ceasy to sayH very hard to 
doF and openly embrace differing points of view. 

 
Key Questions for Leaders 
It seems evident that if leaders are going to move 

in this direction many questions need to be answered 
regarding personal stances and beliefsH 
the organi+ational circumstances and 
needsH as well as organi+ational culture.  
Several questions need to be considered 
regarding personal preparation for mov-
ing in the direction of collective and col-

laborative leadership.  The questions below can be used 
to initiate conversation or reflection on the part of 
leaders.  This reflection can be used to evaluate oneOs 
position at the beginning of a _ourneyH now and peri-
odically throughout its course.   

The questions may seem rather obviousH and the 
tendency may be to sayH DWell of course I do this or 
that`E  To combat this natural tendencyH the author rec-
ommends a leader find  a few respected peopleH and ask 
them to answer the questions concerning the leader 
undertaking a more collective approach.  This poten-
tially ob_ective feedback may confirm oneOs approach in 
some areasH and perhaps hold some surprises in others. 
 
      The key questions include:  What is the extent 
to which… 
!""" I am willing to let go of sole decision-makinga 
!""" I am open to new learninga 
!""" I am open to new experiencesa 
!""" I am open to giving and receiving feedbacka 
!""" I am willing to change my behaviora 
!""" I am able to reflect critically on my experienceH pre-

vious decisions and relationshipsa 
!""" I will be able to receive the support I need from 

my peersH environment and the overall culturea 
!""" I am able and willing to establish and maintain  

good working relationships with a wide variety  
of peoplea 
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=n alternative format is to consider past behaviorH 

askingH  D@"e' have I been willing to let go of sole de-
cision makingaE  D='$8"at$3)t,at)o'3 am I best able to be 
open to new learningaE  D@"e'$am I most able to re-
ceive and accept feedback about myselfaE   

=sking the ques-
tions this way allows 
the leader to consider 
how and when they 
have appliedH which 
may help them under-
stand the circum-
stances in which they can most easily be successful.  
The keyH of courseH is for the leader to be reflective 
around questions that can help them move further to-
ward collective and collaborative leadership. 

Aoving from a o'e24o)'t2o/27)e8 perspective to a per-
spective of )'terde4e'de'Ae and Ao::a9orat)o' requires a fun-
damental shift in thinking and undertaking the work of 
leadership.  Increasing teamworkH being flexibleH being 

open to new ideasH and stepping into the world of stew-
ardship Ce.g.H viewing leaders and subordinates as inti-
mately connected and sharing ownership of content 
and processF are critical to moving toward a collective 
and collaborative leadership approach. 

      NaturallyH there are times when one 
technical expert will indeed have the an-
swer to a complex problemH and should be 
respected for these skills and abilities. 
      Aore and moreH thoughH what we have 
seen is the need to provide a change in the 
way leaders think about their role.  They 

donOt need to be heroesH but rather need to build the 
skills necessary for undertaking collectiveBcollaborative 
leadership.  3y asking some questions of themselvesH 
and by focusing on a few key skillsH they can.   ! 
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