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Abstract

Shared leadership can provide a foundation for nonprofit organization sustainability. 
A culture of shared leadership can enhance an organization’s resilience and adaptabil-
ity and help ensure its ability to navigate turbulence and uncertainty. A literature re-
view on key concepts and research on shared leadership is provided in this article. This 
background is then used to frame recent trends in the nonprofit sector and how shared 
leadership might enable nonprofit organizations to navigate current and future trends 
more effectively. Finally, specific suggestions for developing a culture of shared leader-
ship are provided.    
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Shared leadership can provide a foundation for nonprofit organization sustainabil-
ity. A culture of shared leadership can enhance an organization’s resilience and adapt-
ability and help ensure its ability to navigate turbulence and uncertainty. A literature 
review on key concepts and research on shared leadership is provided in this article. 
This background is then used to frame recent trends in the nonprofit sector and how 
shared leadership might enable nonprofit organizations to navigate current and future 
trends more effectively. Finally, specific suggestions for developing a culture of shared 
leadership are provided.      

Literature Review

Shared leadership can be defined in many ways, and Pearce and Conger (2003) 
summarized its essence: “Leadership is…not determined by position of authority but 
rather by an individual’s capacity to influence peers and by the needs of the team (orga-
nization) in any given moment” (p. xi). In an organization that truly exemplifies shared 
leadership, all levels of employees are trusted to make informed choices to advance 
organizational mission. Employees are recognized for the unique knowledge and tal-
ents they bring to the organization, and they are encouraged to use this knowledge and 
talent to improve processes and outcomes.  

Shared leadership frameworks tend to cluster around four common themes (Hick-
man, 2010; Pearce & Conger, 2003):

•	 Leadership is broadly distributed among a set of individuals instead of con-
centrated in one or a few organizational executives.

•	 Decision making is decentralized wherein individuals and groups make deci-
sions that govern and impact the work they perform.

•	 Recognition that diverse and unique knowledge exists throughout the orga-
nization and that individuals closest to points of information should be in-
cluded in analysis, decision making, and implementation.

•	 Complex issues require collective input, deliberation, and decision making 
for decision quality and implementation effectiveness.

Main Concepts and Research
According to Pearce and Conger (2003), the principles behind shared leadership 

significantly predated the use of the term. The earliest writings using the term shared 
leadership, with respective frameworks and constructs, appeared in the 1990s (Avi-
olo, Jung, Murray, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996; Seers, 1996). Initial theoretical models 
followed, with applications to specific sectors including sales (Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 
1999) and even nonprofit organizations (Pearce, Perry, & Sims, 2001). 

Shared leadership is generally presented as a contrast to traditional leadership 
ideologies in which leaders are noted as key executives with broad decision-making 
power. Shared leadership is offered as “a dynamic, interactive influence process among 
individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement 
of group or organizational goals or both” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 167).   

A number of related terms parallel the concepts and intent of shared leadership. 
An overview of these concepts is provided in Table 1, with brief definitions of each and 
key sources for more information.
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Table 1

Terms and Concepts Related to Shared Leadership

Term / 
concept Definition / explanation Key sources / references

Collective 
Leadership

“Collective leadership: a way for 
diverse groups of people in our 
communities to hold purpose, 
direction, and action coopera-
tively” (Center for Ethical Lead-
ership, 2014, para. 3). Focused 
on broad community engage-
ment for integrated solutions to 
community concerns.

http://www.ethicalleadership.
org/concepts-and-philosophies.
html

http://www.collectiveleadership.
de/apex/cli/collective-
leadership

Distributed 
Leadership

“Distributed leadership is first 
and foremost about leadership 
practice rather than leaders or 
their roles, functions, routines, 
and structures” (Spillane, 2005, 
p. 144). The author is clear that 
this is not synonymous with 
shared leadership or collab-
orative leadership. Focused 
on educational organizations, 
emphasizing decision making 
and influence practices at levels 
other than the school principal.

Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed 
leadership. San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

Spillane, J. P. (2005) Distributed 
leadership. The Educational 
Forum, 69(2), 143–150.

Connective 
Leadership

“Connective leaders bring 
precisely these leadership 
strengths to the table. They have 
the insight and skills to help 
divergent, even adversarial, 
individuals and groups come 
together initially around limited 
areas of mutuality” (Connective 
Leadership Institute, 2014). Fo-
cused on the processes of bring-
ing divergent and conflicting 
perspectives and approaches 
together to create new under-
standing and approaches to 
community concerns.

Lipman-Blumen, J. (2000). 
Connective leadership: 
Managing in a changing world. 
Oxford, England: Oxford 
University Press.

https://www.
connectiveleadership.com/
connective-leadership/



Routhieaux142  •	

Term / 
concept Definition / explanation Key sources / references

Collaborative 
Leadership

“Collaborative problem-solving 
and decision-making. It’s not 
the leader’s job to decide what 
to do and then tell the group. 
Rather, the group considers the 
problem, decides what to do, 
and counts on the leader to help 
them focus their effort” (Com-
munity Tool Box, 2014, What Is 
Collaborative Leadership? sec-
tion, para. 3). Focused on group 
decisions and implementation.

Chrislip, D. D. (2002). The 
collaborative leadership 
fieldbook: A guide for citizens 
and civic leaders. San Francisco, 
CA: Jossey-Bass.

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-
contents/leadership/leadership-
ideas/collaborative-leadership/
main

Network 
Leadership

“Network leadership, unlike 
conventional leadership ap-
proaches, is collective, distrib-
uted, bottom-up, facilitative and 
emergent” (Leadership Learn-
ing Community, 2012, para. 1). 
Focused on grassroots efforts 
to build capacity and collabora-
tion in addressing community 
(or organizational) issues.

http://leadershiplearning.org/
blog/claire-reinelt/2010-05-18/
how-network-leadership-
different-organizational-
leadership-and-why-un

   	    	    
These concepts overlap in key fundamental ways, most clearly in terms of em-

phasis on decision making. Within each of these concepts is the notion that effective 
leadership generally entails elements of shared decision making. Instead of having 
decisions centralized with a few individuals in key positions, decisions that impact 
organizational priorities and resources are broadly dispersed. Individuals and groups/
teams at many levels of the organization are given the tools and trust to make decisions 
that impact their work and the services/functions they provide. As indicated in the 
table, these concepts can be applied beyond the organizational level, focusing on teams 
or units or even broader communities.

Concerning application of concepts of shared leadership beyond organizational 
boundaries, emphasis can apply to the inclusion of constituents of specific services or 
functions in the decision processes. Ideally, the inclusion of such broad perspectives 
and input into decisions helps to ensure more holistic, proactive, strategic decisions. 
Such decisions are also expected to improve buy-in and support for decisions, im-
proving implementation and ongoing commitment to organizational initiatives. These 
concerns are vital to most nonprofit organizations, which serve and are accountable to 
many constituents.

A limited but broad base of research has been conducted on shared leadership.  
This research has been focused on a variety of industries and settings, including educa-

Table 1 (cont.)
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tion (Lambert, 2002), change management (Pearce & Sims, 2002), consulting (Carson, 
Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007), sales (Perry et al., 1999), and healthcare (Judge & Ryman, 
2001). A majority of this research has been focused on team settings (Kocolowski, 
2010), though there is a growing body of research with a focus on shared leadership 
within and across organizations. Articles and research with a focus specifically on non-
profit organizations are scarce (Pearce et al., 2001).  

The scarcity of research on shared leadership in nonprofits should not imply that 
nonprofits have not used principles of shared leadership. From my experience and re-
search, nonprofits across a range of subsectors indicate widespread use of shared lead-
ership principles. However, although many nonprofit organizations have used shared 
leadership practices to better serve clients and communities, systematic implementa-
tion of shared leadership throughout an organization is likely limited.  
Shared Leadership and Organizational Culture

Organizational culture can be examined in many ways and along many dimen-
sions or processes—referred to by Schein (1997) as levels of culture. These levels in-
clude artifacts (visible structures and processes), espoused values (strategies, goals, 
philosophies), and basic underlying assumptions (beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and 
feelings). Each of these levels of culture has direct and indirect impact on decision 
making in an organization. They impact how decisions are made, communicated, im-
plemented, and evaluated. 

From an organizational culture perspective, a culture of shared leadership is char-
acterized by collective and collaborative processes of information gathering, analysis, 
decision making, and implementation. An organization with a strong culture of shared 
leadership will equip and encourage staff (and even volunteers) at all levels to take 
part in discussions and decisions about organizational priorities. These processes will 
be infused into work teams, work units, and the organization as a whole. And when 
confronted with the need to make immediate decisions, employees and work teams at 
all levels will feel confident in taking action.

Clearly, this culture of shared leadership does not come naturally to all organi-
zations or individuals. Most nonprofits, like most for-profit businesses and govern-
ment agencies, have clear structures and processes in place that limit authority and 
autonomy. These structures and processes are important for ensuring consistency and 
quality in carrying out programs and organizational activities. As such, they are vital 
to organizational success. However, they also create potential hindrances to organiza-
tional advancement and adaptability. 

For example, a nonprofit organization might have a long history of a strong ex-
ecutive director (ED) culture.  In this organization, nearly all major decisions are ei-
ther made by the ED or need to be reviewed and approved by the ED before they 
are implemented. Individuals learn early upon joining the organization that decisions 
made without executive input and approval will be met with resistance and/or negative 
consequences. When queried about the decision-making culture of the organization, 
staff might note how this approach constrains their ability to do their work and fulfill 
the mission of the organization.  

In contrast, a nonprofit organization might be characterized by broad levels of 
empowerment wherein decisions are made by the individuals or groups responsible 
for implementing them.  Decisions regarding client services, budget allocations, poli-
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cies and procedures, and staffing may be delegated to those who deal with the impact 
of those decisions. In this organization, individuals learn early that they play a key role 
in how the organization operates and that they are accountable for the decisions made.  
When asked about the decision-making culture of the organization, staff may indicate 
a sense of being valued by the organization and their ability to directly impact fulfill-
ment of organizational mission.
Benefits of Shared Leadership and Recent Trends

According to Hickman (2010), organizations are “better able to meet the chal-
lenges of their complex and rapidly changing environments by developing the capacity 
of participants to share responsibility for leadership” (p. 164). In addition, Hickman 
noted other driving forces for shared leadership, including 

the realization that senior leaders may not and often cannot possess sufficient and 
relevant information to make highly effective decisions, the requirement of a faster-
paced environment to make high-speed decisions, and the complexity of the job held 
by the senior leader. (p. 164) 

Undoubtedly, most executive directors and other senior executives of nonprofit orga-
nizations can relate to these statements. 

Many authors have addressed the importance and benefits of shared leadership 
(Bradford & Cohen, 1998; Pearce & Conger, 2003). Teams and organizations that use 
shared leadership have been shown to better serve client needs, improve innovation 
and creativity, adapt to change more quickly and effectively, and navigate the ebbs and 
flows of turbulent environments more proactively and effectively (Hickman, 2010).  

Organizations that have already developed a broad culture of shared leadership 
might be able to respond to emerging realities more effectively and efficiently. Unfortu-
nately, there is not enough evidence on shared leadership at the organizational level to 
make these claims. What is known is that recent years have been challenging for most 
nonprofits, and many have had to take adaptive measures to deal with these emerg-
ing realities. Many of these recent trends (Gowdy, Hildebrand,  La Piana, & Mendes 
Campos, 2009; The Nonprofit Times, 2012) indicate that organizations with cultures of 
shared leadership will be better positioned for sustainability.

The first and most noticeable trend over the past 6 years has been the strain on 
funding sources, including government and foundation funding (Nonprofit Finance 
Fund, 2013). Nonprofit organizations across most subsectors have been impacted by 
changes in amounts and priorities for funding. These changes have put pressure on 
nonprofit organizations to reexamine missions, programs, and operations to improve 
efficiency and try to maintain the quality and impact of services. In adapting to these 
changes, organizations with a strong culture of shared leadership may have better inte-
grated diverse perspectives into development of new methods and systems. 

The second trend is the increasing emphasis on collaborative efforts for greater 
and more efficient impact. Over the past 10 years, funders have increasingly revised 
guidelines to focus on collective impact and combined efforts in addressing commu-
nity needs. This shift in priorities encourages nonprofits to work collaboratively with 
other organizations to ensure continuum of services and enhance positive impacts on 
communities. Doing so requires networking and collaborative skills at all levels of an 
organization. Organizations with broad shared leadership cultures may be better suited 
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to building and maintaining mutually beneficial partnership and collaborations. From 
this, clients may receive better services and organizations will be more likely to garner 
funding to build capacity for these efforts. 

The third major trend is the impending retirement of a significant percentage of 
current executives. Recent economic factors may have delayed the projected mass re-
tirement of baby boomers in executive positions, but most organizations face the im-
perative of succession planning (Nonprofit HR Solutions, 2013).  From presidents and 
executive directors to other senior managers and board members, nonprofit organiza-
tions need to develop a cadre of new senior executives and middle managers. To do 
so, decision-making efforts will need to be more broadly shared throughout organiza-
tions and be conducted more collaboratively than may have been the norm in the past.  
Organizations that have already moved to a culture of shared leadership and decision 
making will have stronger human capital and be better positioned for smooth and ef-
fective transitions to new management. 

The fourth major trend also relates to demographic shifts. In many areas, particu-
larly most metropolitan regions, there are increasingly multigenerational and cross-
cultural workforces and constituencies. These demographic shifts heighten the need 
for organizational leaders to develop new skills in working across generational and 
cultural boundaries (Alliance for Strong Families and Communities, 2014). Consistent 
with generational decision-making patterns, younger nonprofit professionals and the 
constituencies served by nonprofits increasingly expect to be involved in decisions that 
affect them. This expectation for collaborative decision making requires shifts in how 
many organizations and current nonprofit executives operate. Nonprofits with shared 
leadership practices in place are already in line with these changing expectations and 
demands. 

Changes in generational expectations are also reflected in an increased need and 
desire for rapid response times to client needs and funder demands. This trend is ac-
celerated by the ever-increasing roles of technology and multimedia channels. As the 
workforce and communities become more immersed in constant communication, ex-
pectations for individualized, rapid response by nonprofits become more ingrained.  
Nonprofit organizations that are slow to act or respond will increasingly see their cli-
ents and supporters look to more responsive organizations.  Thus, organizations with a 
well-developed culture of shared leadership will have more people trained and empow-
ered to meet these expectations. 

Finally, recent trends point to an ever-increasing demand for accountability and 
transparency (GuideStar, 2010). This trend connects with many of the other trends, 
including tightening of funding, shifts toward collective action and impact, and gen-
erational changes. It also connects with expectations for rapid information transfer 
and communication wherein outcomes and impact are expected to be reviewed and 
disseminated much more frequently than the traditional annual report. Cascading the 
responsibility to gather and track outcomes throughout an organization becomes an 
important element of dealing with clients and supporters. A culture of shared leader-
ship provides a nonprofit with embedded infrastructure for adapting to these demands. 

Combined, these recent trends and emerging realities indicate that organizations 
with broad cultures of shared leadership will be better positioned for adaptability and 
sustainability. As noted in the highly regarded and circulated report Convergence: How 
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Five Trends Will Reshape the Social Sector (Gowdy et al., 2009), the convergence or col-
lective impact of these trends needs to be understood to truly adapt to create success-
ful, sustainable organizations.

Framework for Creating a Culture of Shared Leadership

For an organization’s culture of shared leadership and decision making, it is likely 
that levels of shared leadership (shared decision making) will vary depending on the 
decisions being made. Differences in decision making along specific decisions and lev-
els of organization can be used to describe and classify the culture of shared leadership 
for an organization. This approach can be used to create a culture map that can graphi-
cally illustrate an organization. This approach can also be used to aggregate responses 
to contrast culture patterns across work units or organizations.  

Nearly all nonprofit organizations routinely make decisions in the following areas:

•	 Hiring and staffing, including recruiting, interviewing, and selecting
•	 Performance reviews of individuals and work units
•	 Budgeting and other financial decisions
•	 Client/customer service and handling of complaints and problems
•	 Policy development and enforcement regarding employee and client activities 

and behaviors

As common decision areas across organizations, these areas can be used in clarifying 
and comparing cultures of shared leadership. Mapping how the different decisions are 
approached provides a unique picture for any organization reflective of that organiza-
tion’s culture of shared decision making.  

For example, a human services organization might empower client service staff 
with some decision-making power regarding client care. However, individual staff 
members might find their ability to serve clients impacted by limited influence on deci-
sions regarding budget and policy constraints set by senior management or regulatory 
agencies. Thus, although the organization practices some level of shared leadership on 
client services, limited shared leadership in other areas more fully describes the unique 
culture of shared leadership in the given organization.

Each organization will develop its own unique culture regarding shared leadership, 
but there may be patterns across organizations and subsectors. For instance, healthcare 
delivery organizations are highly regulated and guided by extensive policies and pro-
cedures. They also tend to be large compared to other nonprofit subsectors. As a result, 
shared leadership practices may have more limited application potential in healthcare 
than in arts and culture organizations. Trying to infuse a culture of shared leadership 
into areas with significant constraints may not be practical or realistic.  

Implications for Practice: Steps in Developing a Culture of Shared Leadership

The literature review and framework presented above provide background for the 
primary purpose of this paper: helping nonprofit organizations develop a culture of 
shared leadership to carry out their missions more effectively and efficiently. The list of 
practices and procedures presented below is not intended to be exhaustive. It is meant 
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to highlight the key systems and processes that will need to be aligned to begin to effect 
culture change.  

Change in each of these areas alone can be challenging and integrating all of these 
changes will take time. However, making these changes concurrently will have mutu-
ally beneficial and enhancing ramifications. The more an organization can integrate 
the principles and practices into the planning, decision making, and implementation, 
the more the change process will jump-start the development of a culture of shared 
leadership.

A culture of shared leadership will be guided by senior executives who provide 
clarity of direction with flexibility in implementation. For many, this shift will be diffi-
cult based on learned behaviors and ingrained mind-sets. Balancing the reality that the 
president/executive director’s primary role is achievement of mission, with the trust 
and faith in others needed to empower and delegate, will require ongoing leadership 
development, coaching, and support for these senior executives. 
Underlying Management and Leadership Philosophy

Developing and maintaining a culture of shared leadership must begin with the 
overall philosophy and approach to organizational leadership. A culture of shared lead-
ership includes a view of leadership as active and engaged involvement in the health, 
well-being, and sustainability of an organization and its services. Senior executives are 
often referred to as the leadership of the organization, but this mentality and termi-
nology will need to shift. This shift in mind-set will require persistent and ongoing 
dialogue and behavior modification. Senior executives will need to encourage others to 
use the term leadership more broadly. Staff at all levels will need to reset their reference 
to senior executives as leaders by default. And staff at all levels will need guidance and 
training on informed decision making.

One way to start making this shift is to create “leadership teams” that are cross 
level and cross function. These teams must be more than the traditional committees or 
task forces. They must be empowered to take on and address issues related to organiza-
tional strategies and priorities. They will need to focus on addressing current problems 
or concerns and on envisioning future states that better serve clients and ensure orga-
nizational sustainability. 

Undoubtedly, adopting this change in philosophy will be challenging for many 
organizations. It will require personal adjustments not only in mind-set, but also in 
“letting go” of power and influence that senior executives and board members may 
have worked long and hard to acquire. It will require a level of trust and transparency 
that may take time to develop. It will require those who are risk averse to learn to 
better accept and navigate uncertainty. It will require employees at all levels to think 
more strategically, to understand the interconnectedness of organizational functions 
and operations.
Recruitment and Hiring 

This change in mind-set and philosophy will need to be infused into the recruit-
ment and hiring processes. As structures and culture begin to shift, some turnover is 
likely to occur. In fact, turnover in key senior executives or board members can provide 
a catalyst for these shifts in structure and culture. Nonprofit organizations that ap-
proach turnover in key positions as opportunities for redefining organizational culture 
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will not just go out and hire replacements. They will reconsider position descriptions, 
qualifications, necessary experience, and other factors with an eye to the future before 
the search process begins. 

As new members are recruited and hired, a strong element of anticipatory social-
ization can be infused that encourages a mind-set and culture of shared leadership.  
Ideally, recruiting and hiring decisions should be based on finding board members, 
executives, and staff (and even volunteers) who think strategically and creatively. Lead-
ership teams that are cross level and cross function can be used in these processes to 
provide additional momentum in shifting culture. For example, consider the implica-
tions of having staff members help in recruiting and selecting new board members. In 
addition, during the interview process leadership teams might ask prospective staff and 
volunteers to envision ways to capture new opportunities for organizational growth 
and sustainability. Doing so would send a strong message about the culture and climate 
of shared leadership.

In addition to hiring for specific skill sets based on the work to be done, employees 
at all levels need to be exposed beyond their specific functions to understand how they 
impact and are impacted by other areas. Some of this knowledge will come with poten-
tial employees who have worked in different sectors (government or private sectors) 
or in different subsectors of nonprofits. Potential employees with diverse educational 
experiences and prior work in divergent disciplines will more readily think strategi-
cally. Potential employees should be expected to think in terms of programs, budgets, 
and workforce dynamics. Use of scenarios and case studies in the selection process can 
be used to help assess these capabilities.
Ongoing Training, Development, and Mentoring 

Not all employees (new or current) will have all of the knowledge and background 
to think strategically. Nor will they all be comfortable right away in a culture of shared 
leadership. Developing a culture of shared leadership will require unique and often 
individualized training, development, and mentoring. 

This process starts with clarity and continual emphasis on the three key elements 
of nonprofit organization success: mission/impact, financial health, and workforce dy-
namics. Leadership teams and individuals should constantly revisit these three ele-
ments. When evaluating options and making decisions, employees at all levels should 
consider how the decision they are about to make will affect mission (outcomes), fi-
nances (budget), and workforce dynamics (engagement and satisfaction). This holistic 
strategic thinking will take time to develop throughout an organization.

Individual training will need to be focused on enhancing skills in key disciplines 
related to organizational operations. These disciplines might include details on service 
delivery, budget formulation and adaptation, information system design and mainte-
nance, and other job-specific skills. Ongoing development for all employees in areas 
of group dynamics, conflict management, problem formulation, and group decision 
making will further develop the culture of shared leadership. Informal and ongoing 
mentoring across organizational levels and functions will further enhance efforts to 
instill this culture of shared leadership. Ongoing efforts to improve the skills needed for 
collaboration, including emotional intelligence, systems analysis, and systems design, 
will need to become commonplace. 
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Another way to help instill strategic thinking is creating a practice of ongoing job 
shadowing. For a few hours every month, employees should be encouraged to work 
alongside and shadow other members of the organization. Staff should be invited to 
attend board meetings. Executive directors should sit alongside web designers as they 
revise elements of the organization’s website. Development staff should shadow direct 
service providers. Financial staff should work alongside volunteers as they help to plan 
and staff an event. This practice, if done consistently and with purposeful intent, will 
break down silo thinking and do more to encourage a culture of shared leadership than 
perhaps any other practice.
Accountability and Performance Assessment 

A strong culture of shared leadership has significant impact on accountability and 
performance assessment. One of the key challenges in sharing leadership is that ac-
countability for successes or failures can become more muted. Existing mental mod-
els on responsibility, recognition, and blame get tested and need to shift. Nonprofit 
members at all levels need to think beyond the specific functions they perform for the 
organization and look to the impact and implications of those functions on outcomes, 
finances, and organizational dynamics.

Historically, organizations have been encouraged to create clear job descriptions 
and clear duties that can be readily assessed. Organization and group performance is 
often a consideration in performance assessment, but key indicators tend to revolve 
around individual functions and operations. And although individual performance is 
just as important in a culture of shared leadership, the context in which that perfor-
mance is assessed changes. In an organization with a strong culture of shared leader-
ship, organizational members at all levels are assessed on how they handle “moments of 
truth,” critical points at which a decision needs to be made that impact clients, budgets, 
and other employees. 

This accountability and performance assessment cannot be reinforced with stan-
dard approaches to performance assessment. Annual reviews by direct supervisors will 
be of limited use. Regular ongoing assessment and dialogue by extended role sets (the 
range of people and roles with whom an organizational member comes into contact 
regularly) are necessary in this culture. In doing so, individuals need to be open to a 
broader array of positive and critical feedback. Those providing the feedback need to 
develop skills in using supportive communication principles that limit defensiveness 
and enhance understanding and acceptance. These skills need to be built into ongoing 
training, development, and mentoring.
Putting It All Together

The domains discussed above are a starting place. If all areas are addressed collec-
tively and concurrently, culture shift can happen in relatively short time frames. How-
ever, all organizations should realize that implementing these practices and creating a 
culture of shared leadership will be an ongoing process. Each organization will need to 
choose key areas in which shared leadership might already be practiced and build from 
these successes as efforts are expanded. 

Developing a culture of shared leadership is not about reaching an ideal future 
state. As with any domain or view of culture, it will be an ongoing and evolving process. 
At times, due to constraints or reaction to current events or emerging realities, organi-
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zations may feel the need to move away from shared leadership principles. This might 
result from key personnel changes, unexpected changes in funding, or significant leg-
islation changes that impact an organization’s ability to execute or adapt. In such cases, 
difficult decisions might best be made by a small group of individuals who have the 
most context and information on which to make these decisions.

Developing a culture of shared leadership in nonprofit organizations requires 
broad involvement and engagement in conversations about leadership. Taking at least 
a few minutes at the beginning and/or end of each and every meeting to review core or-
ganizational values can help. Requiring all individuals and leadership teams to clarify 
how their decisions were based on organizational values and priorities is important. 
Including individuals at all levels and in all roles in the ongoing conversations on lead-
ership development will be critical. And, most important, developing trust and support 
across levels and functions will provide the foundation for a culture of shared leader-
ship. 

Limitations and Future Directions

The focus in this article was on shared decisions. Shared decisions are a critical 
component of shared leadership, but the concept and application of shared leadership 
extends beyond decision making. 

This article was designed as a means for engaging dialogue and as an initial guide 
for organizations that would like to create or enhance existing cultures of shared lead-
ership. Organizational culture is an inherently complex and evolving dynamic. There 
is not an end point where an organization can claim, “We have arrived and are now an 
exemplar of shared leadership.” As with developing personal leadership, developing a 
culture of shared leadership will vary depending on the organization. Strengths will be 
different, and resulting leverage points and areas for implementation will vary. Differ-
ent organizations will have different barriers and challenges in developing a culture of 
shared leadership.

I hope that this article will provide impetus for further study and exploration of 
shared leadership in nonprofit organizations. As stated, much of the research and ap-
plication of shared leadership has been conducted at team levels. Studying and un-
derstanding shared leadership at the organizational culture level will require new ap-
proaches. It will also require access to and involvement with a variety of nonprofit 
organizations. Luckily, there appear to be many nonprofit organizations in many sub-
sectors that are willing to take part in such research. I am thankful for these organiza-
tions.

  References

Alliance for Strong Families and Communities. (2014). Scanning the Horizons project: 
Generational perspectives on the future of nonprofits. Retrieved from http://www.
alliance1.org/severson/gentrends

Aviolo, B. J., Jung, D., Murray, W., & Sivasubramaniam, N. (1996). Building highly 
developed teams: Focusing on shared leadership process, efficacy, trust, and 
performance. In M. M. Beyerlein, D. A. Johnson, & S. T. Beyerlein (Eds.), Team 
leadership: Vol 3. Advances in interdisciplinary studies of work teams (pp. 173–209). 
Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.



Shared Leadership •  151

Bradford, D. L., & Cohen, A. R. (1998).  Power up: Transforming organizations through 
shared leadership. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons.

Carson, J. B., Tesluk, P. E., & Marrone, J. A. (2007). Shared leadership in teams: An 
investigations of antecedent conditions and performance. Academy of Management 
Journal, 50, 1217–1234.

Center for Ethical Leadership. (2014). Concepts and philosophies. Retrieved from 
http://www.ethicalleadership.org/concepts-and-philosophies.html

Chrislip, D. D. (2002). The collaborative leadership fieldbook: A guide for citizens and 
civic leaders. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Collective Leadership Institute. (2014). Collective leadership. Retrieved from http://
www.collectiveleadership.de/apex/cli/collective-leadership

Community Tool Box. (2014). Orienting ideas in leadership. In Learn a skill. Retrieved 
from http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/leadership/leadership-ideas/
collaborative-leadership/main

Connective Leadership Institute. (2014). Connective leadership. Retrieved from 
https://www.connectiveleadership.com/connective-leadership/

Gowdy, H., Hildebrand, A., La Piana, D., & Mendes Campos, M. (2009). Convergence: 
How five trends will reshape the social sector. San Francisco, CA: The James J. Irvine 
Foundation. 

GuideStar. (2010). Trends in nonprofit transparency: From accountability as regulatory 
compliance to accountability for impact [Slide show]. Retrieved from http://www.
slideshare.net/guidestar/trends-in-nonprofit-transparency-from-accountability-
as-regulatory-compliance-to-accountability-for-impact

Hickman, G. R. (2010). Leading organizations: Perspectives for a new era (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Judge, W. Q., & Ryman, J. A. (2001). The shared leadership challenge in strategic 
alliances: Lessons from the U.S. healthcare industry. The Academy of Management 
Executive, 15(2), 71–79.

Kocolowski, M. D. (2010). Shared leadership: Is it time for a change? Emerging 
Leadership Journeys, 3(1), 22–32.

Lambert, L. (2002). A framework for shared leadership. Educational Leadership, 59(8), 
37–40.

Leadership Learning Community. (2014). How is network leadership different 
from organizational leadership and why is understanding this difference 
important?  [Blog post]. Retrieved from http://leadershiplearning.org/blog/claire-
reinelt/2010-05-18/how-network-leadership-different-organizational-leadership-
and-why-un

Lipman-Blumen, J. (2000). Connective leadership: Managing in a changing world. 
Oxford, England: Oxford University press.

Nonprofit Finance Fund. (2013, March 25). Nonprofit Finance Fund survey of 5900+ 
nonprofits: Organizations innovating and adapting to new reality. Retrieved from 
http://nonprofitfinancefund.org/announcements/2013/state-of-the-nonprofit-
sector-survey



Routhieaux152  •	

Nonprofit HR Solutions. (2013). Nonprofit employment trends survey. Retrieved from 
http://www.nonprofithr.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/2013-Employment-
Trends-Survey-Report.pdf

The Nonprofit Times. (2012, September 5). 7 trends affecting the nonprofit sector.  
The Nonprofit Times. Retrieved from http://www.thenonprofittimes.com/
management-tips/7-trends-affecting-the-nonprofit-sector/

Pearce, C. L., & Conger, J. A. (2003). Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of 
leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Pearce, C. L., Perry, M. L., & Sims, H. P., Jr. (2001). Shared leadership: Relationship 
management to improve NPO effectiveness. In T. D. Connors (Ed.), The nonprofit 
handbook: Management (3rd ed., pp. 624–641). New York, NY: John Wiley and 
Sons.

Pearce, C. L., & Sims, H. P. J. (2002). Vertical versus shared leadership as predictors 
of the effectiveness of change management teams: An examination of aversive, 
directive, transactional, transformational, and empowering leader behaviors. 
Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice, 6(2), 172–197.

Perry, M. L., Pearce, C. L., & Sims, H. P. J. (1999). Empowered selling teams: How 
shared leadership can contribute to selling team outcomes. Journal of Personal 
Selling & Sales Management, 19(3), 35–51.

Schein, E. H. (1997). Organizational culture and leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass.

Seers, A. (1996). Better leadership through chemistry: Toward a model of shared team 
leadership. In M. Beyerlein (Ed.), Advances in interdisciplinary studies of work 
teams (pp. 145–172). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Spillane, J. P. (2005). Distributed leadership. The Educational Forum, 69(2), 143–150.
Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.


