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1

INTRODUCTION

Today’s higher education challenges necessitate new forms of leadership. 
A volatile financial environment, the rise of international partnerships, 
greater accountability pressures, the need for new business models, new 
technologies, and changing demographics are just some of the challenges 
that had leaders looking for new strategies and approaches over the past 
 decade. The emergence of a global pandemic and long-overdue reckonings 
with systemic racism in 2020 brought the need for more effective and inno-
vative forms of leadership into even sharper relief. One leadership approach 
that has emerged as particularly effective for organizations facing complex 
challenges is shared leadership. Rather than concentrating power and author-
ity in an individual leader at the top of an organization, shared leadership 
involves multiple people influencing one another across varying levels and 
at different times. It is a flexible, collective, and nonhierarchical approach 
to leadership. Organizations that have implemented shared leadership have 
been better able to learn, innovate, perform, and adapt to the types of exter-
nal challenges that campuses now face and that will continue to shape higher 
education moving forward. 

However, institutions of higher education have traditionally been 
organized in a hierarchical manner, which favors a top-down leadership 
approach. Development of a more horizontal or shared approach takes 
deliberate strategy and collaboration in ways that may work against the 
established structures and present many challenges along the way. Why 
would leaders want to dedicate the time and effort to dramatically change 
their organization’s status quo and invite more people to participate in 
leadership? Why would they want to give up influence and share their 
power and authority with  others? We wanted to start the book by describ-
ing our own journeys to engaging in shared leadership and offer a handful 
of personal glimpses into why shared leadership might be interesting or 
appealing, beyond the data and the research. After this look into our own 
experiences with shared leadership, we will describe the rest of the book’s 
organization and structure. 
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2  INTRODUCION

Elizabeth Holcombe

I have long been interested in leadership, both learning about it and practic-
ing it. From a very early age I also carried a genuine curiosity about other 
people’s lives and experiences, especially those that are really different from 
mine. That curiosity always reminded me how much I still don’t know and 
how much there is left to learn, which influenced my approach to leadership 
and my inclination toward more shared approaches to leadership. 

I had some pretty significant leadership opportunities fairly early on in 
my career. In 2012, I was tapped to take over a student affairs program that 
included advising, mentoring, student activities, and 1st-year experience pro-
gramming. This program was responsible for advising over 2,000 students 
and managing student affairs functions for the entire college. I would oversee 
a staff of approximately 25. I knew that I didn’t have the knowledge or the 
credibility to succeed if I tried to go it alone. The program had so many 
 different components and moving pieces, and the staff who had been work-
ing with students and organizing events had a lot of expertise that I needed to 
harness in order to determine the best ways to make improvements. 

I organized several different teams within the division, in addition to the 
formal teams that already existed. Associate directors, assistant directors, and 
counselors each had their own meetings weekly or twice per month to discuss 
issues that were coming up with their students or in their roles as leaders 
or practitioners. I provided tools and resources to help the staff members 
facilitate the meetings. At first, I modeled how to create an agenda, manage 
discussions, and plan for and implement action steps. Gradually, the staff 
started to rotate leadership of these meetings among themselves. Sometimes 
one staffer would lead the meetings for a month at a time, other times they 
rotated leadership at each meeting. And as issues were raised, different peo-
ple would volunteer to lead different projects based on their interests and 
expertise. My role was to remove barriers to implementation, work to change 
policies that prevented us from accomplishing our goals, advocate for the 
team with senior staff, and help team members build capacity and relation-
ships with one another and with key people across campus who could help 
us make changes. This process was incredibly rewarding for me, as I saw my 
team members develop the confidence to speak up about problems they saw 
and the capacity to take action to solve those problems. Because I was putting 
systems and processes in place and empowering leaders throughout the divi-
sion, I felt confident that the changes we put in place would endure beyond 
my tenure as leader. And many of them have. 

When I went back to school to get my PhD, I had the opportunity 
to work with Adrianna to research shared leadership. I realized that there 
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INTRODUCION  3

was a whole theory and language to describe this approach I had instinctu-
ally taken. As I have worked on several other projects in the years since, 
I have seen both in practice and through research how powerful it is when 
 people across an organization can bring their unique talents to bear and 
lead together, undermining traditional hierarchies and creatively attacking 
 challenging problems. 

Adrianna Kezar

My interest in shared leadership emerged from my studies of change on 
 college campuses. I’ve always had an aversion to hierarchies and been person-
ally committed to egalitarian approaches and structures that connect rather 
than differentiate people, as long as I can remember. In my first admin-
istrative role, I shocked the staff by having all staff included in meetings, 
and  having our first meeting be focused on everyone commenting about 
things they wanted changed. I created transparency around the budget by 
passing out a copy of the actual budget (which no one had ever seen) and 
asked everyone for their input about how we should be spending resources 
to best fulfill our mission. No one could believe this was for real! I then 
moved into a faculty position where I began research. For one of my first 
projects, I studied how 26 campuses engaged in transformational change 
ranging from assessment to community engagement to internationalization 
to diversity and inclusion. One of the main findings from the study was 
that transformational change involved leadership coming together from the 
grassroots (faculty, staff, and students), from the middle (centers for teaching 
and learning, department chairs and deans, institutional research, librarians, 
and deans of students), as well as from senior leaders that were part of the 
presidential cabinet or presidents and board members themselves. The insti-
tutions that were successful at transformational change included and worked 
across all these different layers of leadership. And in fact they tried to find 
ways to organize and structure leadership across these levels. They created 
new teams and task forces, new types of meetings, and innovative communi-
cation strategies to break down silos and to work across the various units of 
campus. It was clear to me that shared leadership was essential for the type of 
transformational change so needed in higher education. The importance of 
shared leadership kept emerging across studies I conducted over time. When 
I studied grassroots leadership, I learned that the changes that faculty, staff, 
and students made were often fragile if they did not have the support of other 
layers of leadership, as well. 

Similarly, as I studied student success I found that one of the main 
 solutions for helping create institutional changes that better support 
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4  INTRODUCION

students was shared leadership, which provided the innovative ideas as well 
as the  implementation support to ensure that these ideas became a real-
ity. My  current project on equity-minded leadership teams continues this 
 articulation and further development of concepts around shared leadership. 
Really, no matter what challenge I explored for improving higher educa-
tion, shared leadership was central and core to that work. And for many 
years I hoped to write a book on shared leadership, but I found it challeng-
ing because while it’s important for higher education to engage in shared 
leadership, I knew that most campuses do not engage in this work which 
made empirical examples challenging to find. I knew that we needed to 
move beyond the conceptual literature about how campuses might engage 
and share leadership to actual examples. That is what was so exciting about 
this opportunity to participate with this group on a book that would identify 
and capture such examples. And on a personal note, each of the other editors 
are inspiring scholars I have worked with in one fashion or another related to 
work on leadership for change. 

Susan Elrod

I have always had a problem-solving orientation. Maybe that is why I became 
a scientist. One of the things I love most about working in a lab or on a 
project with others is the synergistic discoveries that are made when differ-
ent ideas and interpretations come together. I cannot see all the aspects of a 
problem or a data set, but others with different orientations can bring their 
perspectives to contribute to the whole. So, it is on this foundation of collab-
orative scientific work that I became an administrator in higher education. 
There are two threads to how I came to shared leadership as an approach for 
both my own leadership practice and also one of my scholarly focus areas. 

The first thread is my own administrative experience. My first real 
administrative experience was as the director of a STEM center at Cal Poly, 
San Luis Obispo in 2007. The center was housed in the College of Science 
and Mathematics but was charged to make improvements in STEM teacher 
education, for example, increasing the numbers, improving preparation, 
fostering teacher job and career satisfaction. I worked with several depart-
ments in the college as well as with colleagues in the School of Education 
and leaders in K–12 schools. It was a situation that drew me to the rudiments 
(unknown to me at the time) of shared leadership. Because I was not in any 
formal position of authority over any of the departments I needed to bring 
together, I had to assemble a distributed leadership team across these units, 
bring diverse perspectives to the table and get them to focus on shared goals, 
build the infrastructure to support cross-campus initiatives, and continue to 
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work at engagement and empowerment to ensure we were making progress. 
The fruits of this kind of collaborative work were exciting because we  created 
programs that were successful. When I became a dean in 2013 at Fresno 
State, I used this approach to bring faculty leaders together in a National 
Science Foundation-funded project to improve freshmen STEM student 
persistence. The project was co-led by a team of faculty in four departments 
with support from myself and the associate dean. Again, it had the hallmarks 
of shared leadership, without intention, and again, I watched these leaders 
thrive and succeed in meeting their goals. Then, as a provost at the University 
of Wisconsin-Whitewater, I was involved in a project that was carried out 
using a shared leadership approach (see chapter 6). By this time, I had read 
Kezar and Holcombe (2017) and had started to take what might be viewed 
as a more scholarly approach to developing the structures and processes of 
the model. 

The second thread is my work on national STEM higher education pro-
jects. Since 2010, I had been working with Adrianna on national, multicam-
pus projects that were focused on systemic change and leadership in STEM, 
starting with how to effectively build interdisciplinary programs (Kezar & 
Elrod, 2012). These projects involved shepherding dozens of diverse campus 
teams to reach the goals of the project. Through this work, we observed 
leadership in all its forms, from awesome to mediocre and amazing to com-
pletely dysfunctional. Where leadership was awesome and amazing, success 
followed; where it was mediocre or dysfunctional, teams struggled and not 
much was accomplished. This led us to projects that focused more delib-
erately on the development of resources and tools that would help leaders 
be more effective in these complex institutional initiatives. We published a 
model (Elrod & Kezar, 2016, 2017) that outlined the steps leaders could use 
to plan and implement systemic institutional change processes. We are now 
immersed in a National Science Foundation-funded project that is taking 
this model one step further to define the specific actions leaders can take 
during the phases of systemic change initiatives to achieve deep and lasting 
results. Through the years working on these projects, I began to see that more 
collaborative approaches, where shared understanding and engagement of 
all kinds of leaders was central, were more successful and satisfying to the 
campus leaders. In our work on this book, we have now made connections 
between the achievement of significant change outcomes and the use of a 
shared leadership approach. 

Along the way, I met and started working with Judith, with whom 
I share a background as a biologist, a national leader in STEM education, 
and a career as a higher education administrator. As we interacted in various 
other national projects and programs, we discussed our own approaches to 
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6  INTRODUCION

leadership and also what we were observing in the leadership of project teams 
we were mentoring. It was through these conversations that we solidified our 
enthusiasm for shared leadership and conceptualized a conference presenta-
tion that we gave with Elizabeth at the Association of American Colleges & 
Universities (AAC&U) Annual Meeting in January 2018. So, things came 
full circle for both authors (Adrianna Kezar and Elizabeth Holcombe) of 
the 2017 publication on shared leadership! Our presentation was met with 
enthusiasm and after another conference presentation or two, Judith had the 
idea that we should write a book. 

Judith Ramaley

Thirty years ago, I began my tenure as president of Portland State University 
(PSU) as the Governor’s Commission on Higher Education in Portland was 
drawing to a close. The Commission had been set up to address the fact that 
(a) there wasn’t a “real university” in Portland and every major metropolitan 
region ought to have one, and (b) the two well-established research universi-
ties in Oregon were far down the Willamette Valley from Portland. 

As soon as I took office in August 1990, I discovered that the commis-
sion was heading toward reducing PSU to a regional college and handing 
off responsibility for most of its graduate and professional programs to the 
University of Oregon or Oregon State. There was still time to offer a different 
concept of what an urban university could be, how that model would benefit 
the region and how PSU already was a robust urban university. However, we 
had to act quickly.

Making the case for a distinctive mission and direction for PSU required 
working closely with a broad range of people, both to articulate that vision 
and to make the case for it. The only way to build that strength was through 
shared leadership. At the time, I had not heard that term but, in retrospect, 
we practiced all of the defining qualities of that mode of leadership. In those 
early days, I worked with members of the faculty senate, the student associa-
tion, the alumni association, members of the Portland City Council, and a 
network of local employers to create a shared vision of PSU as an urban-
serving institution that could bring energy and opportunity to the Portland 
metropolitan region. 

As you will learn in the first four chapters of this book, shared leader-
ship is an important art that is best applied to manage challenges where any 
response will mean working together in new ways and learning as the chal-
lenge unfolds. In 1990, my institution and I were caught up in just that sort 
of complex problem. In this kind of situation, the participants must have 
complementary knowledge and skills, enjoy trustworthy connections with 
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each other and a stake in the process of developing a solution for the complex 
problem that challenges them. These kinds of problems require new ways of 
sharing power and influence. We had to find a way to engage the members 
of the governor’s commission in imagining what an urban research university 
was and why it would benefit the metropolitan region. To do that we had to 
make a powerful case showing how PSU had been developing the character-
istics of an urban-serving institution ever since its early years after World War 
II. We showed that we already were responding to the desires of the urban 
region to have “its own university” and that investing in us would serve the 
community and its people well.

I have been committed to the practice of shared leadership ever since 
those challenging days when the fate of the institution I had just come to 
serve was in the balance. Although I didn’t know that we were practicing 
shared leadership, in fact, that is exactly what we were doing. I have been 
dedicated to this approach to governance and problem-solving ever since. 

Contributions of This Book

This book provides several new insights. First, there are very few existing 
descriptions of how shared leadership operates within the higher education 
context. While there is a lot of research in the business and management 
 literature on shared leadership, Kezar and Holcombe’s (2017) report on 
shared leadership issued by the American Council on Education is one of 
the few resources that exists on the topic in higher education. This report 
has garnered much attention, and leaders have expressed interest in learning 
more about shared leadership and in resources that could help them imple-
ment it on their own campuses. Second, there are almost no detailed exam-
ples of shared leadership in practice in higher education—practical examples 
of ways that leadership is shared and organized within the unique context 
of college and university campuses. This book brings together a constella-
tion of important case examples that will be the first of their kind in higher 
education. Third, we carefully selected case examples that demonstrate dif-
ferent types or models of shared leadership across institutions that also differ 
by mission, size, sector, and other characteristics. The case studies in this 
book also tackle a wide assortment of challenges within different parts of the 
institution, ranging from student academic support to diversity work, from a 
dean’s office to the president’s senior team to a grassroots multi-institutional 
shared leadership effort. Finally, this book connects research about shared 
leadership with the experience of leaders who have actually executed this 
approach and learned important lessons along the way. We blend some of 
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8  INTRODUCION

the best insights from research with the experience and lessons learned from 
college leaders in practice. We also present a synthesis of shared leadership 
approaches and outcomes, based on both the existing research and the case 
study chapters in this book.  

Audience

We anticipate that college and university leaders across both academic and 
administrative units could benefit from reading this book. This resource 
is useful for leaders at the highest levels such as presidents and provosts as 
well as midlevel leaders such as deans, directors, and department chairs. 
We also believe a secondary audience will be faculty and staff who are inter-
ested in collaborating with academic and administrative leaders on campus 
to become more involved in institutional decision-making or creating new 
change initiatives. The book contains strategies and resources for those in 
grassroots (faculty, staff ) and midlevel positions to build a shared leader-
ship approach in their units but also for them to “lead up” to influence 
broader university outcomes. It also contains strategies and resources for 
those in top-level positions to build capacity for shared leadership across 
their institutions.  

While this book will be a resource for campus leaders, it can also be 
used as a textbook in leadership courses in higher education administra-
tion and leadership. It can be excerpted and assigned in leadership develop-
ment activities and opportunities. At present there are hundreds of different 
leadership development programs where this would likely be a needed and 
helpful resource. Overall, the potential audiences for the book range from 
individual leaders on campuses to staff running leadership development pro-
grams to faculty teaching courses on leadership development and students in 
such courses. 

Organization of the Book

The book’s first section contains four chapters that outline the need for and 
features of shared leadership. These background chapters will be used to 
help introduce and contextualize the second section of nine chapters that 
describe case studies of shared leadership in practice at various colleges and 
universities across the United States. The first section of the book outlines 
some of the foundational concepts necessary for leaders to implement shared 
leadership on college campuses, ranging from the most basic descriptions of 
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what shared leadership is and the types of challenges it can help solve; to its 
benefits and uses; to the issues and obstacles that leaders face when working 
to share leadership; to ways leaders can build capacity on campus for imple-
menting shared leadership. We have also included reflection questions at the 
end of each chapter that can help readers make sense of the more conceptual 
parts of the book and reflect on how the lessons from the case study chapters 
might translate to their own environments.

In the first chapter we describe how the world is changing and the kinds 
of complex problems that we now face that necessitate shared forms of lead-
ership. The effects of these changes have altered the role that higher educa-
tion can play in educating students, conducting research, and entering into 
partnerships and longer-term collaborations with colleagues in other sectors 
of society. The rationale for shared leadership on today’s college campuses is 
articulated within this introductory chapter. 

In the second chapter we delineate the nature of the characteristics of 
shared leadership. In brief, shared leadership exhibits the following char-
acteristics: (a) greater number of people involved in leadership; (b) leader 
and follower roles are interchangeable; (c) multiple perspectives and exper-
tise are included; (d) leadership is not necessarily based on position; and 
(e) collaboration across the organization is emphasized. Further, it involves: a 
focus on identification of specific problems that need complex solutions; a 
reflective study of the problem and identification and marshalling of 
the expertise needed to address it; a willingness to explore creative, unfamil-
iar options, and an openness to new ideas; inclusion of multiple perspec-
tives and new voices; provision of a supportive environment that encourages 
experimentation and risk-taking; and development of new patterns of inter-
action and communication that create capacity to solve complex problems.  

Chapter 3 describes the uses and benefits of shared leadership. In this 
chapter we articulate situations in which shared leadership is particularly 
helpful. We review the kinds of problems that shared leadership can address 
and when shared leadership is most effective, as well as challenges that an 
institution may face as it seeks to adopt shared leadership for the manage-
ment and solution of complex problems.   

Chapter 4 is focused on creating the capacity to work in a shared leader-
ship mode. This chapter reviews how leaders can reorganize to support shared 
leadership. Given that higher education institutions were formed in order to 
support top-down and bureaucratic forms of leadership, instituting shared 
leadership without making any organizational changes can be difficult. 

The introductory section will be followed by nine case studies of shared 
leadership, each written by an author or set of authors who were involved 
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10  INTRODUCION

in the shared leadership effort on their campus. These chapters represent a 
diverse array of institutional types, problems or issues targeted, and struc-
tures or models of shared leadership. We hope that this diversity and range 
will help readers see the potential for shared leadership within their own 
contexts, different as those might be. 

Chapter 5 focuses on a faculty-led project to revamp STEM  education 
for 1st-year students at Humboldt State University that grew to include 
leaders all across the institution. Chapter 6 highlights an institutional 
transformation effort at the University of Wisconsin–Whitewater  fostered 
by the provost and other leaders in academic affairs. Chapter 7 offers an 
example of shared leadership from the middle of an organization, with 
a description of the “dean team” that co-led Portland State University’s 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences. In chapter 8, a team from the 
University of Richmond describes their efforts to implement a broadly 
 distributed leadership model to thread diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) more deeply throughout the institution. Chapter 9 recounts the 
experiences of faculty and staff at the State University of New York at 
Geneseo who formed a leadership team to enhance tutor training and 
academic support services across campus. In chapter 10, a group of 
 faculty leaders at Portland State University discuss their collective experi-
ences leading the Homelessness Research and Action Collaborative, which 
 leverages  faculty research expertise and cultivates community partnerships 
to support the homeless population in Portland. Chapter 11 describes 
an effort at Winona State University to support and cultivate groups of 
leaders across the university in collective problem-solving through a lead-
ership academy. Chapter 12 offers the perspective of leaders at Cuyahoga 
Community College on their efforts at institutional transformation by 
broadly sharing leadership across multiple divisions and even campuses. 
And Chapter 13 provides a perspective on sharing leadership across 
 multiple organizations with a description of the work of the Center for 
the Integration of Research on Teaching and Learning (CIRTL). 

We asked the authors of each chapter to reference a common set of 
 questions and prompts when writing their case study. These questions may 
also benefit readers as they read the case studies and reflect on their own 
institutional context:

1. What problem are you/were you trying to solve and why did you decide 
to implement or experiment with a shared leadership approach at your 
college or university: 
a. How did you get started?
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b. How has your approach developed as you have gained more experience?
c. How would you describe your “model” of shared leadership?

2. How does your shared leadership approach demonstrate the following 
characteristics usually associated with shared leadership:
a. Engage a greater number of people.
b. Create interchangeable leader and follower roles.
c. Incorporate multiple perspectives and expertise. 
d. Provide leadership roles for those who do not hold a formal leadership 

position. 
e. Emphasize collaboration across the organization.

3. How did your campus go about building the capacity to work in this 
way? 

4. How did this approach allow your campus to address the challenge or 
solve the problem you identified earlier, perhaps in a way that would not 
have been possible using a different leadership approach? Other benefits 
and outcomes?

5. What challenges did your campus face in using a shared leadership 
approach? How did you address or overcome these challenges, or how 
would you (in hindsight) address them? 

6. What lessons did your campus learn about using a shared leadership 
approach and what advice would you offer to anyone considering this 
approach to leadership?

The final chapter in the book provides a synthesis of lessons from these 
case studies and contextualizes them within the broader landscape of shared 
 leadership research. We compare and contrast the models and approaches 
in the different case studies and provide several questions and tools for 
leaders who are interested in implementing these approaches on their own 
 campuses to reflect and assess their existing capacity for shared leadership. 

At the conclusion of the book, you will find two tools that can help you on 
your own journey to shared leadership. The first is a set of reflective  questions 
that can be used in concert with or separately from the reflective questions at 
the end of each chapter. This reflective tool is designed to help you put the 
lessons from this book into context on your campus and  identify ways to get 
started with or enhance your shared leadership process. The  second is a self-
assessment tool for building capacity around shared leadership; this tool will 
help you hone in on particular areas of capacity-building—organizational, 
team-based, or individual—and identify existing resources as well as reflect 
on how to create new capacity in any of these areas. 
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