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C ollaboration is a challenging approach 
to leadership. It requires time, 
patience, and energy to work. In fact, 

collaboration is an art. To be successful, you 
must be open to new ideas. You must become an 
artist and expert at creating and maintaining the 
right atmosphere in the shifting, unpredictable 
environment we experience today. Collaboration 
can only have value if you fully embrace the ideas 
and suggestions of others and are willing and able 
to share the decision-making process. Just as a 
painter needs multiple colors to produce a work 
of art, collaboration needs the shared creativity of 
others to produce the best results. 

With this in mind, collaboration becomes an 
essential element for leaders to discover and apply 
new ideas, improve operations, and stay ahead 
in the competitive marketplace. By creating an 
open environment based on trust, and by sharing 
the success of the organization with others, 
collaborative leaders open the door to innovation 
and creativity in their company to generate profit. 
From this standpoint, collaborative leadership 
becomes an essential art to learn and practice. 

In this issue of TD at Work, you will learn:
• what collaborative leadership is

• benefits and challenges to 
collaborative leadership

• how to create a collaborative environment

• when to use collaborative leadership 

• the future of collaborative leadership.

COLLABORATIVE 
LEADERSHIP DEFINED
How do we get a clear understanding of 
collaborative leadership? When we look at 
definitions, there are two main modes of thought. 
Some see it simply as the ability of an individual 
to facilitate cooperative relationships to achieve 
a common goal. Others focus on the ability of a 
group to share leadership by maximizing group 
contributions in achieving their goals. Let’s look 
at each one more closely. 

Collaborative Leadership: 
Individual Role
With this mode of thought, each leader or 
manager is on an equal footing and works together 
to solve an organizational problem, create a new 
process, run an organization, or implement a new 
initiative. The leader is not in total control of the 
group, but does have the responsibility of guiding 
and coordinating the process so that the group 
can make the decisions and carry out actions to 
accomplish its goals. For instance:

Alpha Company decides that it needs the help 
of several companies to accomplish a bid on 
a contract. It retains the right to be the final 
decision maker and appoints Ann to lead the 
group. Ann is responsible for ensuring that the 
proposal is completed on time, and has to obtain 
the cooperation and coordination of the other 
companies to make this a reality. 

This project needs a leader who can get the group 
started and keep the group moving forward. 
Because everyone is on an equal footing and 
has individual ideas and agendas, Ann uses 
facilitation and persuasive guidance to obtain 
an agreement. She sets the framework for the 
proposal and asks for input and different ideas 
and changes from each of the participants. She 
then shares the ideas with the group and gives 
each participant the opportunity to present a case 
for change, actively listens to these ideas and the 
input of others, and incorporates as many of the 
ideas as possible into the proposal. If ideas are not 
included, she provides a logical explanation and 
uses persuasion as a tool for gaining support. 

Perhaps this is the way you have always viewed 
collaboration. However, with the growth of 
teamwork in the workplace, we need a little more 
explanation. The second mode of thought explains 
how collaboration works within a team.

Leading Collaboratively:  
Group Role (Team)
In this case, leadership is permanently shared by 
several members of the team, or it shifts, when 
allowed by the team, from one person to another 
as different talents or abilities are needed. The 
team functions as a true collaborative group  



COPYRIGHT © ATD2    |    The Art and Skill of Collaborative Leadership

when agreement by the leaders or the complete 
team is achieved. We often call this consensus.  
For example: 

The Beta Company assigns Sam as a team 
leader to design, assemble, and activate a new 
computer system. To do this, Sam decides he 
needs a cross-functional team to complete 
the project. He makes this decision because he 
thinks it will take the input of multiple skills 
and disciplines to get the job done and realizes 
that the success of the project is dependent upon 
using those skills and abilities productively. He 
decides to share the leadership responsibility with 
his team members and to pass the leadership 
baton to the appropriate expert for different 
parts of the activity. When major decisions are 
needed, the team meets and reaches agreement 
on the way forward, sharing in Sam’s leadership 
responsibility. At the completion of the project, 
both the team and Sam share the responsibility 
for the success of the project. 

Here is where patience and a willingness to 
share plays an important part. Not only does Sam 
have to be willing to take a back seat, but he must 
also be willing to accept a team decision to move 
forward. This is not an easy thing to do, especially 
if you are naturally inclined to take charge of  
a situation.

So what makes collaborative leadership unique 
and how can we explain it? If we look closely, we 
can see that both of these viewpoints have several 
things in common. They each look to different 
skills to play a significant role in the process. They 
each see leadership as a shared activity, and the 
leader as a facilitator rather than a power broker 
focused on control. What we may not see are 
those things that are necessary for this style of 
leadership to work, such as a willingness to share 
information, a process to stimulate ideas, and the 
ability to take risks and accept the successes and 
mistakes made by others. Therefore, we need a 
broader description: 

Collaborative leadership is the ability to facilitate 
or coordinate a shared activity where group 
decisions are the norm. This may mean a loose 
coalition of differing interests or an integral part 
of a team process. It requires the leader to share 
information, establish a process to stimulate and 
share ideas by accepting the expertise of others, 
and willingly create an open environment based 
on trust. In this manner our organizational 
setting becomes a collection point for creativity  
and innovation.

BENEFITS OF 
COLLABORATIVE 
LEADERSHIP
Just as an artist needs an environment of trust and 
creativity to paint something that can be shared 
with the world, the collaborative leader uses the 
benefits of the process to create an equally open 
workplace. Employees reap these benefits by 
feeling more involved, appreciated for their ideas, 
and empowered to share and implement those 
ideas. As a result, they value the workplace and 
their role in it. Some would say you are creating 
work excitement or worker satisfaction. You are 
in fact creating:

• Buy-in. Involving everyone in decision 
making and problem solving builds a  
sense of ownership and commitment 
to a common purpose.

FOCUS OF THE  
COLLABORATIVE LEADER

Facilitate Share Stimulate Accept Openness

IDEAS

INFLUENCE

INFLUENCE
INFLUENCE

INFLUENCE

INFLUENCE

INFLUENCE
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• Responsibility in implementation. 
Employees take responsibility for 
implementing an action plan because 
they were part of developing it. 

• Trust. The open process encourages 
discussion and dialogue. This builds trust 
among those involved in the enterprise. 

• Common ground. When everyone’s 
concerns are heard, turf issues are 
effectively dealt with and organizations, 
factions, or individuals find common ground 
to work together.

• An open environment. Better solutions 
are generated when information is shared 
by everyone and each person has an 
opportunity to provide input. 

• Substantive results. A combination of 
ownership of the process, trust, shared 
information, and better planning yields 
real success in the real world. 

• New leadership. New leaders emerge  
from within the group, assuring continuity 
and commitment to the issues the group  
is addressing. 

• A community of organizational 
empowerment. When everyone is involved 
in problem solving and decision making, 
people are more satisfied and care more 
about what they do.

With these benefits, why would anyone use 
anything else? A satisfied, productive workplace 
that creates results is what everyone strives 
for. However, collaborative leadership has some 
challenges that must be faced and accepted 
before it can be truly successful.

[COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP] REQUIRES THE 
LEADER TO SHARE INFORMATION, ESTABLISH A 
PROCESS TO STIMULATE AND SHARE IDEAS BY 
ACCEPTING THE EXPERTISE OF OTHERS, AND 
WILLINGLY CREATE AN OPEN ENVIRONMENT 
BASED ON TRUST.

CHALLENGES TO 
COLLABORATIVE 
LEADERSHIP 
Just as the artist carefully selects the backdrop for 
a painting, the collaborative leader must address 
the challenges that this type of leadership creates:

• Collaboration takes time. Decision making 
involving a large number of people and 
perhaps multiple organizations takes time. 

• Conflict requires mediation. Conflict must 
be mediated for it to remain productive. 
The leader must learn to influence and work 
with the group to emphasize the importance 
of everyone having a voice. 

• Resistance. Some people prefer to be 
told exactly what they need to do, so they 
know they are doing the right thing. Being 
asked to share leadership makes them 
uncomfortable, so they resist and must be 
convinced to take a more active role.

• Ego neutrality. The leader must be able to 
let go of personal ideas and biases; allow the 
group to create its own goals, strategies, 
and action plans; and share the credit for 
successful results. 

CASE STUDY: W.L. GORE

W. L. Gore, maker of Gore-Tex, also makes the Elixir line of 
guitar strings. The product came about because a small 
group of the company’s engineers had the idea to coat 
the strings with the Gore-Tex polymer, making the strings 
more resistant to debris and preserving the sound quality. 
The engineers came from different backgrounds and had 

different areas of expertise, but they each shared their 
knowledge to perfect the idea. The company also allowed 
the group to take time away from their main duties 
and experiment. Thanks to this collaboration-friendly 
workplace, the group created what is now one of the 
top-selling guitar-string brands.
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