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Chapter Five 

Grounded Theory Development 

Collected data and careful analysis produced a “collective will” and “the power of 

walking away” theory. The theory explains the phenomenon of collective will being formed and 

sustained through the enactment of leadership. The primary focus of collective will is for leaders 

to lead the will of the actors to stay together and commit to the system’s existence. Each member 

in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems, with open-natural orientation and volunteer 

membership, has the power to walk away, thus the leadership “being” (character) and “doing” 

(activities) are focused on “keeping them at the table.”  

According to Charmaz’s (2014), “we construct our grounded theories through our past 

and present involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices” (p. 

17). Guided by Charmaz’s (2014) and Glasser and Strauss’s (1999) approach to constructing 

grounded theory, I converted my insights (researched and original) to elements of the theory 

presented in this chapter. Each element of the theory is supported by discussion on how 

leadership happens at the four levels in a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system.  

Theorizing – Grounded Theory 

Consistent with grounded theory’s emphasis on analyzing the social process, I have 

developed a theoretical framework that adds clarity to and integrates the existing frameworks 

and theories, including Social Process Triangles (Jenkins & Jenkins, 1997), Developmental 

Stages of Global Action Networks (GANs) (Waddell, 2009), Social Entrepreneurship (Dufays & 

Huybrechts, 2014), Level 5 Leadership in Social Sectors (Collins, 2005), Tribal Leadership 

(Hall, 2009; Logan & King, 2008), Leadership Humility (Caldwell et al., 2017; Schein, 2013; 

Schein et al., 2001; Schein & Schein, 2018), Theory U (Scharmer, C. O., 2008; Scharmer, O. & 
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Yukelson, 2015; Schein et al., 2001), Shared Leadership (Barnett & Weidenfeller, 2016; 

Drescher et al., 2014; Pearce et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2014; Winkler & Vriens, 2009), 

Complexity Leadership (Arena & Uhl-Bien, 2016), Integrative Leadership (Crosby & Bryson, 

2010), Facilitative Leadership (Huxham & Vangen, 2003), and Leadership for Collaborative 

Advantage (Vangen & Huxham, 2005). 

The results of theoretical sampling and interpretive rendering, grounded in my own 

experience, observations, and reflections, resulted in a development of a substantive theory of 

leadership in a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system. According to Charmaz (2014), the 

argument is located in the theoretical framework. Thus, I am presenting the following argument.  

In a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system, the power of members to walk away is 

influencing how leadership occurs. Leadership consists of activities that hold people together, 

and it occurs at four levels, where processes of influence, accountability, and taking 

responsibility are enacted by multiple actors. To this end, my final theoretical framework 

consists of four dimensions (what, how, why, and who) and four levels of leadership: 

• Individuals taking responsibility (we);  

• Founders (we) inviting to collaborate (coalition of the willing emerges);  

• Coalition of the willing forming a leadership team (formal and informal leadership 

comprises a core group); and  

• Core group balancing chaos and order (the system), where people interact in a way 

that the system is able to accomplish a collective agenda while maintaining loose 

coupling of authority, but eventually tightening the technical core.  

When there is loose coupling of authority (members have the power to walk away), 

leadership occurs differently than in the traditional hierarchical organization with leadership 
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positions assuming various levels of authority. The theoretical framework suggests that the act of 

taking responsibility for the system itself occurs in four dimensions and at four levels, enacting 

the decentralization of power and shared ownership of the idea.  

The levels and dimensions of leadership in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems 

are further discussed below and compared to existing theoretical frameworks, models, and 

concepts.  

Level 1: Taking Responsibility  

Level one leadership is the core of why some individuals take responsibility for the idea 

or the cause and others do not. Scharmer (2008) referred to this core as the “source” or “inner 

place from which we operate” (p. 53). Scharmer claimed that “we know very little about this 

inner dimension” (p. 53). I discovered that most participants had a difficult time identifying 

where “the source” came from. The more mature the system, the harder it was to get to the 

source of leadership beginnings.  

In the early stages of system formation, “the source” of leadership came from the 

founders. In most cases, the idea for the system itself was not even the founders’ idea, but the 

seed planted by someone else along the way. That someone did not take the next step of acting 

on the idea. The people who acted on the idea collectively possessed the following qualities, 

according to the participants of this study: passion for the cause, humility, systems thinking, 

curiosity, courage, and hard work. In later stages of system development and maturity, the source 

of leadership comes from multiple actors, who have been recruited and selected, but also self-

nominated to take on the responsibility to hold the idea of the system alive and true to its original 

purpose. (See Figure 8.) 
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Figure 8 

Level 1: Taking Responsibility 

 

Humility and Cause. Humility has been noted by participants as one of the key qualities 

that contributed to the system’s leadership formation. Those who identified themselves or were 

identified by others as “original founders” were responsible for holding a space where others, 

invited to collaborate, could engage in leadership activities organically. Founders modeled 

humility by inviting others to shape the system, inviting collaboration authentically, and holding 

the interest of the whole before their own.  

The importance of humility has been noted by Schein, Kahane, and Scharmer (2001), 

Schein (2018), Scharmer (2008), Caldwell, Ichiho, and Anderson (2017), and many others. 

Caldwell et al. (2017), in their review of Jim Collin’s level 5 leader concept, suggested:  

Humility acknowledges the interrelatedness of individuals and their mutual 

interdependence in cooperative efforts. Not only does accurate self-knowledge recognize 

one’s own values but fully recognizes the importance of other’s values and priorities – 
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including: the big picture capacity to pursue a better future that can come from 

collaborative action, and the necessity of creating strong partnerships with others to 

achieve that optimal future (p. 726).  

It is the humility of the original founders and their will to collaborate and share power 

that sets the precedence for the system’s way of being and leading. Only a humble person can 

really open up to sharing and offering their idea to others; they know that they cannot address the 

cause alone. They practice humility to build trust and attract others to the space because they 

strongly believe in the cause or potential that the idea represents.  

Edgar Schein, in the open conversation with Adam Kahane and Otto Scharmer (2001), 

posited an issue of “the will to betterment, and what, if any, are its sources” (p. 8). The concept 

of “idealistic will” surfaced in that conversation, suggesting that it is something to be uncovered. 

I suggest that in a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system the presence of “idealistic will” is 

why the original founders decide to collaborate. They enact leadership by preserving, enhancing, 

and scaling humility as one of the strategies to inspire collective will. Schein insists that humility 

is a key quality in leaders and consultants who engage in collaborative efforts, thus Humble 

Leadership and Humble Inquiry are “foundational group processes” in which the leadership is 

enacted by leaders and consultants respectfully. Consultants do appear as critical actors in a 

loosely coupled system, and the impact they have on the formation of the system is dependent on 

their personal connection to the cause, and humility.  

Jim Collins (2005), in his monograph to accompany Good to Great, referred to “getting 

things done within a diffuse power structure” as an enactment of level 5 leadership, where a 

“combination of personal humility and professional will is a key factor in creating legitimacy and 

influence” (p. 11).  
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In his commentary at the end of the interview with Schein and Kahane (Schein et al., 

2001), Scharmer introduced a four-level model for reorganizing and change. The four levels are 

descriptive of leadership uncovering common will,” and “bringing forth new worlds.” 

Scharmer’s “Theory U” (Scharmer & Yukelson, 2015) and Schein’s “Humble Leadership” 

(Schein & Schein, 2018) refer to humility as one of the key leadership traits.  

Courage and Hard Work. It takes courage to trust, collaborate, and challenge 

traditional ways of thinking or being. Crosby and Bryson (2005) considered courage to be one of 

the vital personal strengths, with courage defined as “the willingness to venture into the 

unknown, to go against the prevailing wisdom, to be vulnerable, to be radically innovative, to 

keep on in the face of adversity” (p. 56).  

Hard work and patience were required to persevere. Even though the idea for addressing 

a particular social issue requires collaboration, social norms may not be supportive of the 

collaborative way. In several systems included in this research, the organizations invited to 

collaborate and pursue a common good were faced with social norms of preserving and gaining 

power, exercising authority and political will, or engaging in competition. Proposing a solution 

that required the competitors to collaborate and the power players to let go of control was a 

difficult idea to sell. Thus, hard work meant a lot of time working on relationships and modeling 

the way. On the other hand, Kahane, in Schein et al. (2001), noted his observations working on 

projects in which politicians, activists, businesspeople, trade unionists, academics, 

clergy, guerrillas, indigenous people, and other sectoral leaders from across many 

organizations have gotten together to try to address the messed-up situations in their 

countries … almost always exhibit greater energy, creativity, openness, and hard work 
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than do groups of leaders drawn from a single organization—say, a typical corporate 

management team. (p. 9) 

Kahane (Schein et al., 2001) further reflected on a “possible driver of change within 

organizations” that appears to come from the source of energy related to “common idealistic 

will” that is so obvious in “missionary or advocacy organizations whose explicit purpose is 

changing the world.” (p. 9). In loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems that driver of change 

is a source of leadership and it is fueled by courage and hard work. Actors with a high level of 

courage appear to demand attention and response, but it is their hard work and an ability to get 

things done that earns the respect of those who decide to respond to and join the conversation 

about the new system formation.  

Systems Thinking and Curiosity. Being curious was mentioned by all participating 

founders and several participating members and actors hired to support the system at the early 

stages of development. Those who were hired later also exhibited some level of curiosity and 

desire to engage in inquiry and deep thinking around the problem. The initial members also had 

systems thinking in common; they understood the interdependencies and long-term impact of 

individual member actions on the problem they are eager to solve.  

Scharmer (2008) identified four fundamental meta-processes of the social field: thinking 

(individual), conversing (group), structuring (institutions), and ecosystem coordination (global 

systems). These four processes correspond with the four levels of leadership presented in this 

research, where level one is about taking responsibility and consists of the ability to think 

systemically and be curious among other dimensions. It is reasonable to assume that the 

generative listening is happening at this level of leadership among the founding members that 

then lead to the second level (inviting to collaborate). As the idea grows and evolves in the 
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individual actor’s mind, they develop a rationale as to why they should or should not pursue the 

idea. They engage in listening, observing, and sensing to be able to assess their level of 

commitment and idealistic will to take the next step. When they have gathered enough evidence 

that the idea is worth pursuing (it looked different for each situation, but heavily related to 

existing relationships and social capital that these individuals had withing their networks), they 

take responsibility for introducing this idea to others around them. Those that are curious 

respond. 

The following Table 5 summarizes the alignment between the Scharmer’s four 

foundational social processes and Fursman’s levels of leadership happening in a loosely coupled, 

multi-stakeholder system.  

Table 5 

Comparison of Scharmer’s Path of Social Emergence and Fursman’s Levels of Leadership 

Framework/ 
Process 

Micro (Level 1) Meso (Level 2) Macro (Level 3)  Mundo (Level 4) 

Scharmer  Thinking 
(individual)  

Conversing 
(group)  

Organizing 
(institutions)  

Coordinating 
(global systems) 

Generative 
thinking & open 
presence  

Collective 
creativity  

Eco-system 
organizing around 
what emerges  

Awareness 
based collective 
action co-
creating  

Fursman  Taking 
responsibility  

Inviting to 
collaborate  

Forming and 
sustaining 
“leadership” team  

Balancing chaos 
and order  

The “we”  Coalition of the 
willing  

Core group  The system  

 

Addressing systemic challenges that are driving the occurrence of level one leadership 

requires an ability to think systemically. Systems thinking was perhaps the most important 
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differentiator between the actors who initiated the system (founding members) and those who 

have been invited to assume various roles later in the process of maturity. One of the four 

components of Integrative Leadership is integrative thinking, which “involves the cognitive 

ability to differentiate the various forces impacting a collaboration and being able to discern how 

they interrelate with each other, while preserving a view of the big picture” (Sun & Anderson, 

2011, p. 314). Scharmer and Yukelson (2015) identified using “systems thinking in order to 

reintegrate matter and mind” as one of ten “principles that guide the process of shifting the 

awareness of a field,” suggesting that “Theory U takes systems thinking beyond the realm of just 

thinking and into the realm of systems sensing” (p. 38).  

In conclusion, Level 1 leadership is strongly connected to Humble Leadership (Schein & 

Schein, 2018), Level 5 Leadership (Collins, 2005), Theory U: From Ego-System to Eco-System 

Economies (Scharmer & Yukelson, 2015), and Integrative Public Leadership, also referred to as 

collaborative leadership, network leadership, inter-organizational leadership, and collaborative 

governance (Sun & Anderson, 2011). Table 6 compares the four components of integrative 

leadership, four system levels of social evolution, and four leadership levels of loosely coupled, 

multi-stakeholder systems.  

Table 6  

Comparison of Leadership 

 Individual: 
Level 1  

Group: Level 2  Institution: 
Level 3  

Eco-System: 
Level 4  

Theory U  Listening 4: 
Generative, open 
presence  

Collective 
Creativity: 
Speaking from 
what is moving 
through  

Eco-System: 
Organizing 
around what 
emerges  

Awareness 
Based Collective 
Action: Co-
creating  
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Integrative 
Leadership 

Integrative 
Thinking  

Integrative 
Behavior  

Integrative 
Leadership 
Resources  

Integrative 
Structures and 
Processes  

Leadership in 
Loosely Coupled 
Systems  

Taking 
Responsibility  

Inviting to 
Collaborate  

Forming a 
Leadership 
Team  

Balancing Order 
and Chaos  

 

Sun and Anderson (2011) explored the concept of Integrative Public Leadership, 

building on the work of Crosby and Bryson (2010), who defined integrative leadership as 

“bringing diverse groups and organizations together in semi-permanent ways, and typically 

across sector boundaries, to remedy complex public problems and achieve the common good” (p. 

211). Integrative thinking and integrative behaviors were linked to transformational leadership 

style, which includes the following behaviors: intellectual stimulation (“challenging others to 

question time-worn assumptions”), individualized consideration (“acting as coaches and mentors 

and paying attention to others’ individualized needs”), idealized influence (“being admired, 

trusted, and respected by others, which results in their desire to emulate and to be identified with 

the leader”), and inspirational motivation (“motivating others by providing meaning and 

challenge to their work”) (Sun & Anderson, 2011, p. 311). However, transformational leadership 

lacks a “civic capacity” component according to Sun and Anderson, which has been presented as 

an individual -level concept as opposed to “community level civic engagement” (p. 316).  

Level 2: Inviting to Collaborate  

At this level, a small group, typically three to five individuals, who have developed some 

level of trust with each other (often based on previous relationships) or are able to gain trust of 

each other quickly perhaps through a common connection that made the introduction, join their 

thinking in one concept. They realize that by joining forces they will have a greater chance of 

convincing others to join. They also seek a “yin” to their “yang,” recognizing the skills and 
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abilities that they are missing and developing agreement around what each individual or 

organization they represent will contribute to the venture (most of the time the agreements are 

informal). Crosby and Bryson refer to this level of leadership activities and process as “forging 

an initial agreement to act” (2005, p. 197). (See Figure 9.) 

Figure 9 

Level 2: Inviting to Collaborate 

 

These individuals have different set of skills, but they all have Level 1 leadership in 

common: they have the courage and willingness to do the hard work, understand and see the 

whole system, are curious about the possibilities, have the passion for the cause, are humble 

enough to share the ownership of the idea with each other and ask for help, and courageous 

enough to bring the concept forward. In many cases Level 1 leadership is willing to sacrifice 

their honor and reputation; if this does not go well, they have a lot to lose.  

At Level 2 leadership, the actors like to engage in conceptualizing and developing 

abstract models for what can be possible; they are visionaries but their vision comes from the 
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ability to see and understand how things work in the larger context, how things are connected 

and interrelated. The activities of Level 2 leadership include convening, connecting, and 

communicating a compelling message.  

Convening. The key leadership activity by many participants has been identified as 

convening. The importance and art of convening (or hosting) has been mentioned by multiple 

authors where hosting, convening, or holding the space are associated with the leadership role or 

function (Crosby & Bryson, 2005, 2010; Morse, 2010; Novak, 2008; Page, 2010; Scharmer, 

2008; Sun & Anderson, 2011).  

Scharmer (2008) identified “holding the space” as one of the seven leadership capacities 

that allows a leader to listen to not only themselves (“what life calls you to do”), but also to 

others, especially to what is emerging as a collective desire. Remaining neutral, open, and 

treating all participating members and stakeholders as “equals” was critical to building trust in 

the convener and the concept.  

Morse (2010), Page (2010), and Bryson (2006) emphasized the role of a convener in the 

integrative leadership process, where an existing boundary organization may serve the role of the 

convener and therefore may be viewed as “structural or institutional catalyst” (Morse, 2010, p. 

234). According to Morse (2010), “boundary organization” is a commonly used and accepted 

concept in the realm of bridging knowledge across boundaries of science and non-science. In the 

realm of collective action, there is a different term coined by the Tamarack Institute (n.d.), 

“backbone organization,” which serves as the convener and coordinator of the activities related 

to collective impact work. Convening community stakeholders toward identifying and 

addressing community issues through systems and policy change is at the core of Collective 

Impact framework. According to Tamarack Institute website, the Collective Impact framework 
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contains five core conditions: the development of a common agenda, using shared measurement 

to understand progress, building on mutually reinforcing activities, engaging in continuous 

communications, and providing a backbone to move the work forward.  

Grant making organizations (funders or funding members in a loosely coupled, multi-

stakeholder system) can play a convener role (Morse, 2010). Beyond the initial funding and 

convening activities, funders provide leadership by establishing expectations for collaboration, 

desired outcomes (return on the investment), and accountability. Morse concluded that 

convening stakeholders is a “strong catalytic role” that boundary or grant making organizations 

play.  

Through an extensive literature review, Page (2010) identified convening stakeholders as 

one of the three broad tactics “for leading collaborative governance initiatives” (p. 248). Page 

clarified that the “four aspects of convening offer particular leverage for leaders to influence 

collaborative processes and decisions: the scope of participation; the exclusivity of the venue; the 

collective decision-making authority that participants enjoy; and the fit among their capabilities, 

collaborative agenda, and decision authority” (p. 249). This observation confirms my findings 

and the extent to which founders (conveners) are paying attention to inviting “the right people” 

within the stakeholder groups, the selection of the site, as well as the format for the first 

convening, to project “importance” and a sense of “being special.”  

The convener is an actor who brings various interests together and inspires (compelling 

message) or incentivizes (connecting resources) collaboration. Often a facilitator is hired to help 

with the process of convening, yet the role of the convener remains to provide a space for “equal 

participation,” and convey the credibility of the venture. Commitment by the “respectable” actor 

(convener) conveys confidence to those invited to collaborate that the venture is worth pursuing. 
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Page (2010) concluded that “a key factor that distinguishes the convening of stake holders in 

different collaborative initiatives is likely to be the fit among three factors — the mix of 

participants, the agenda they discuss, and the decisions they have the authority to make” (p. 249).  

As systems mature, the role of the convener and convening activities shift from the 

founders or funders to a system itself. Depending on the development process of the system and 

the nature of the system’s work, including funding sources and stakeholder groups effected, the 

convening activities might be handled by a member organization, a partner, or a contractor, each 

can be identified as a “backbone” organization or “boundary” organization. The system itself can 

take the shape of a backbone or boundary organization if that is what necessary to serve the 

purpose.  

Connecting. “Among the assets that each of us brings to our leadership work are 

authority, specialized skill, and connections” (Crosby & Bryson, 2005, p. 58). The ability to 

connect and relate to many people from various backgrounds and sectors was one of the key 

factors for founding members (and those assuming the role of “holding the idea” later in the 

development process) in identifying and inviting the “right people” to the table.  

Dufays and Huybrechts (2014), in their review and discussion of social entrepreneurship 

emergence and the development of collective entrepreneurship concept, conclude that the most 

critical skill and a fundamental activity for social entrepreneurs is networking, where social 

entrepreneur “often consists of a coalition of individuals or actors rather than just a single 

individual” (p. 219). The social entrepreneurship concept is relevant to this research as it helps 

describe the nature and the qualities of the system designed to address global social issues as 

well as the leadership phenomenon in that type of system. According to Chell, referenced in 

Dufays and Huybrechts (2014): “the very essence of social entrepreneurship is the capability to 
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connect with social and community values, and through adept networking to realize their 

potential” (p. 221). 

Crosby and Bryson (2005) referred to policy entrepreneurs who engage in the process of 

convening forums “to achieve an initial agreement among diverse stakeholders to begin working 

on a public problem.” (p. 199). Convening public forums to that end requires “a lot of 

conversations and reflection” (p. 199). Dufays and Huybrechts (2014) suggested that social 

entrepreneurs have a unique “bridging skill” that distinguishes them from traditional 

entrepreneurs. But Edelman (2008) emphasized that social capital (development of relationships) 

plays an important role even in traditional entrepreneurial ventures, and “social capital becomes 

increasingly important as young firms move beyond the initial start-up phase and into growth” 

(para 8). In contrast, social entrepreneurs rely heavily on the existing social capital to attract 

enough key stakeholders to start shaping the venture. Access to resources was highlighted as a 

value that social entrepreneurs obtain through networking (connecting, bridging, and acquiring 

social capital). According to Leadbeater, included in Dufays and Huybrechts (2014) analysis, 

“successful social entrepreneurs build wider networks through which they acquire ideas, people, 

and money” (p. 221). This observation is consistent with the observation of participants included 

in this research. From my own experience, “you are as good as your network,” I was told by a 

member of the system I was part of initiating five years ago and am still part of today (personal 

communication, 2020).  

Founders of loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems included in this research were 

explicit about their ability to see, hear, and understand the issue from many different perspectives 

so that they could connect the importance of addressing the issue to each stakeholder group they 

needed to be at the table for the concept to work. They also were intentional about who from 
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each stakeholder group they needed to invite, thus the emphasis on “the right people.” Collins 

(2005) does not specifically identify connecting as an activity for Level 5 Leaders (L5Ls), 

however Collins emphasized the importance of “getting the right people on the bus within social 

sector constraints” (p. 13). The founders of loosely coupled systems understood that “the right 

people can often attract money, but money by itself can never attract the right people” (p. 17). 

Connecting activities are critical for the survival and long-term sustainability of the system. If 

the backbone organization (Tamarack Institute, n.d.) can assume the convening role, the actions 

of connecting and networking must continue by key stakeholders and actors who are able to 

identify the right people and continue to expand the system’s influence across boundaries and 

stakeholder groups. These activities, as illustrated by several participating systems in this 

research, can be performed by both formal and informal leaders (depending on the culture of the 

established system and how loose the ties of authority continue to be).  

Compelling Message. Transformational leaders are often credited for their ability to 

present a compelling argument, compelling reason to change, or compelling vision for the future 

(Novak, 2008; Sun & Anderson, 2012). “Transformational leaders with such civic drive can use 

their charisma to articulate a compelling message that appeals to diverse stakeholders in the 

multi-sector collaboration” (Sun & Anderson, 2012, p. 317).  

Novak (2008) attributed articulation of a compelling goal, one of five dimensions to the 

construct of energy, where the followers experience authentic connection to the idea, get 

energized, and excited for the possibility. Other four dimensions of the energy construct 

included: the possibility of contributing, a strong sense of engagement, a perception of progress, 

and a belief that the idea can succeed. All five dimensions have a strong parallel with 

transformational leadership, but articulation of a compelling message specifically is connected to 
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inspiration and idealized influence (Novak, 2008). Sun and Anderson (2012) argued that “the 

higher-order behaviors of transformational leadership” not only “promote integrative thinking in 

multi-sector collaborations,” but transformational leadership is “able to intellectually craft 

compelling messages in different ways so as to resonate with the valued identities of individual 

organizations” (p. 314).   

Crosby and Bryson’s (2005) advice to policy entrepreneurs consists of the following: 

“Remember: seeing and hearing is believing. You may need to foster shared concern by offering 

some compelling evidence of your own and if possible brining others into direct contact with the 

human impact of the problem” (p. 200). 

Depending on what problem is to be addressed, or what opportunity is presenting itself to 

the small group of likeminded individuals who decide to act, the nature of the message might be 

different (identification of the problem or possibility), but the compelling nature of the message 

is what inspires, intrigues, and evokes curiosity in others to say “yes” and accept the invitation to 

collaborate. According to Crosby and Bryson (2005), visionary leaders themselves usually do not 

have the “skill of delivering a captivating, inspirational message through various media to 

diverse stakeholder groups,” thus they must “recruit others who can craft the reports, write the 

speeches, plan and produce the videos, and rev up the crowd of demonstrators” (p. 122).  

To conclude the review of Level 2 leadership, I am compelled to share a quote by an 

anthropologist Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed 

citizens can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” This quote is widely 

used and referenced in the literature related to this level of leadership, where a few people 

initiate a new system design to address a common challenge and inspire others to join the 

collective work towards common good. In Novak’s (2008) review of literature related to network 
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building as one of the essential inter-organizational leadership activities, hosting as well as 

participating in informal meetings, holding formal meetings (convening), making and responding 

to introductions (connecting), and staying in communication (communicating) are identified as 

common “personal tactics” that leaders of social networks and organizational networks employ. 

These tactics are consistent with the activities, identified in this research that are happening at the 

Level 2 leadership, where connecting, convening, and communicating compelling message are 

shared activities among at least two, most commonly three actors.  

Level 3: Forming a Leadership Team 

At this level, a group of 7 to 12 individual actors, or as many as necessary key 

stakeholders are convened and engaged in developing the foundational elements of the system, 

including agreements and shared understanding about the why, what and the how of the system. 

At this level, those that are engaged in the process are enacting leadership by influencing each 

other, positioning, establishing power dynamics and building relationships and trust among the 

coalition of the willing. Coalition of the willing (also referred to as social entrepreneurs, policy 

entrepreneurs, or founders) consists of actors who are willing to engage, willing associate their 

name with the venture, and willing to commit time and organizational resources. (See Figure 10.) 

Level 3 of the leadership process brings forth the concepts of leadership emergence, 

power, value exchange, and shared leadership. In the effort to form a leadership team, the 

founders are enacting shared leadership to encourage further development of the loosely coupled, 

multi-stakeholder system. Leadership emergence in autonomous work teams has some relevance 

to this research as well as leadership for collaborative advantage and tribal leadership.  
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Figure 10 

Level 3: Forming “Leadership” Team 

  

Shared Values. The importance of shared values has been stressed in all relevant 

leadership theories, including Tribal Leadership, Shared Leadership, and Integrative Leadership. 

“Every tribe has a dominant culture,” claimed Logan and King (2008) as they described five 

tribal stages and the goal of tribal leadership to “upgrade” the culture of the tribe, ultimately 

becoming a tribe of Tribal Leaders (stage five). According to Logan and King, “tribes are the 

basic building block of any large human effort,” and the five stages are representative of tribes’ 

culture that is developmental and evolutionary. “The Tribal Leaders’ goal is to find shared values 

that unite the tribe” (p. 181). Logan and King claimed that “the goal of determining values and a 

noble cause isn’t agreement; it is alignment, which produces coordinated action married with 

passionate resolve” (p. 181).  
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Coalition of the willing, in essence, is a tribe of tribal leaders on the mission to build a 

stage four or five culture within the system that comprises leaders at various stages of tribal 

leadership within the representative organizations. Language and behaviors are the primary tools 

tribal leaders use to create and sustain a tribal culture. 

In the loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems, the culture formation is the most 

important leadership work, where the coalition of the willing is charged with the two most 

important aspects of stage four tribal culture: (a) identifying and leveraging core values, and (b) 

aligning on a noble cause (Logan & King, 2008). As Logan and King said: “if core values are the 

fuel of a tribe, a noble cause is the direction where it’s headed” (p. 169). “It is not enough to 

have the passion for results and vision of possibility,” suggested Morse (2010), who saw an 

integration of “conflicting interests, perspectives, cultures, and values” (p. 234) as a leadership 

dimension of boundary-crossing, collaborative work.  

Page (2010) identified framing the agenda as one of the leadership tactics in collaborative 

initiatives, suggesting that “framing is crucial to establish the purposes, structures, norms, and 

values of collaborative implementation endeavors” (p. 248). “Frames that highlight stakeholders' 

common values or overlapping interests are particularly valuable, since agreement and 

cooperation are more likely when discussions explore participants' general interests and 

outcomes rather than their positions or program specifics” (p. 249). Comparing two sets of case 

studies, one from Logan and King (2008) in relation to stage four culture and a second from Page 

(2010) in relation to integrative leadership examples; reveals that both identified shared (or 

common) values in the early stages of development. Once established, shared values is what is 

used to ensure that the system continues to serve its intended purpose. Sun and Anderson (2012) 

noted: 
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Integrative behavior also builds inter-relationships between partners, in order to mobilize 

members toward a common purpose. This is achieved through keeping the core values 

and purpose of the multi-sector collaboration alive. The inspirational motivation 

component of transformational leadership is directly relevant to providing the necessary 

vision and value-based leadership in order to transcend differences between partners, help 

resolve major issues, conflicts, and setbacks, and ally the different identities together. (p. 

315)  

According to Barnett and Weidenfeller (2016), not all scholars agree that establishing 

values responsibility should be shared or delegated; rather, it needs to remain in the purview of 

the top leader. Since loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems are initiated by “top leaders” 

who are establishing a leadership team or tribe of leaders that becomes one of the most important 

leadership functions to be shared among peer leaders.  

Shared Interest. “Because leadership involves certain types of responsibility or costs, 

many people hesitate to assume a leadership position unless there are associated tangible 

benefits” (Oh, 2012, p. 1453). Tangible benefits or outcomes that will directly impact the 

individuals or organizations that the convened stakeholders represent must be considered in the 

early stages of the system development and achieved to some degree, providing a sense of 

confidence that the system’s existence and activities are contributing to the interest of individual 

members. “The parceling out of formal leadership positions is often a means of obtaining buy-in 

by collaborating partners; partners that do not obtain these positions may require other 

assurances their interests will be taken into account” (Crosby & Bryson, 2010, p. 222).  

Crosby and Bryson (2010) identified 24 propositions that articulate the conditions for the 

successful cross-sector collaborations (See Appendix O), some of which correspond with the 
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levels of leadership discovered through my research and some were not supported, thus further 

explanation and theorizing is offered on those items. In relation to the shared interest category, 

however, proposition 20 suggests: 

Cross-sector collaborations are most likely to create public value if leaders design them 

(or help them emerge) in such a way that they build on individuals' and organizations' 

self-interests along with each sector's characteristic strengths, while finding ways to 

minimize, overcome, or compensate for each sector's characteristic weaknesses. (p. 226) 

Consistent with my findings, discovering and committing to shared interest occurs at the 

Level 3 leadership (forming a leadership team) in a loosely coupled system as it is critical to 

engage “the right people” in these negotiations, allowing those who are willing to commit to 

shared leadership assume a more formal leadership role.  

In addition, the personal interest of each actor (separate of the organizational interest) is 

also contributing to the dynamic and process of building a leadership team. From my experience, 

I was caught by surprise when one of the members in a system we were building in Ukraine 

suggested that “we just don’t know what each other’s interests are, we need to talk about 

interests.” I resisted this notion, believing that surely everyone has the same interest, or if they do 

not, they would not be involved. That was a mistake on my part. There was no reason to develop 

a vision and strategic plan, as long as individual member interests were unknown and shared 

interest was not identified and committed to publicly.  

“Less powerful partners may have more difficulty than others in advocating for their 

interests in this process, though leaders can use several techniques to equalize power,” according 

to Crosby & Bryson (2010). Equalizing power is a leadership process that is exercised primarily 
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by the founders early in the system formation, and by the coalition of the willing, who continue 

to hold the idea and shared values.  

Shared Power. “Forums, arenas, and courts are the characteristic settings used to create 

and communicate meaning (in forums), make and implement decisions (in arenas), and enforce 

principles, laws, and norms (in courts) in shared-power situations where no one person or group 

is fully in charge” (Crosby & Bryson, 2005, pp. 401–426). Some scholars argue that power can 

never be equally shared (Page, 2010; Silvia & McGuire, 2010; Wang et al., 2014). My argument 

is that, in the situation where each member has the ability to “walk away,” the power by design is 

equally shared. Those who feel less powerful may leave the system that depends on the members 

staying engaged. Thus, the emphasis in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems is less on 

power and more on leadership that keeps people together.  

Integrative leadership scholars suggest that power to adopt and implement integrated 

solutions is equally distributed among the sectors and organizations within those sectors (Crosby 

& Bryson, 2010). Although there might be a differentiation of power among the members 

relative to the level of authority they represent in their respective organizations or resources they 

might be able to contribute, there is equal power in what constitutes their participation in a 

loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system. For example, lower ranking actors who participate on 

behalf of the organization but are perceived as “not equal” to those who occupy higher ranking 

positions have the ultimate power to actively engage or not, which will significantly impact the 

level of commitment of that member organization and the overall success of the venture. These 

lower ranking actors are ultimately responsible for keeping their organizations at the table. 

Depending on how they feel about themselves personally, they might adjust their level of 

enthusiasm and commitment, thus impacting the overall flow and energy of the group process. 
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All actors participating in the loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system at the early stages of 

formation engage in defining power structure and distribution within the system they are co-

creating.  

Power distribution contributes to the dynamic of shared leadership and trust as the 

exchange of value between members occurs. “These exchanges involve group members 

exercising influence and other group members accepting that influence, which can create a shift 

in the balance of power between group members. To restore balance, the less powerful individual 

seeks to enhance the value of the exchange relationship by offering valued resources in return 

(e.g., information, effort), thereby increasing the more powerful member’s dependence. These 

exchanges not only restore balance, they build trust between group members (Blau, referenced in 

Drescher, 2014).  

From a shared leadership perspective, “members accept one another as leaders as 

opposed to being self- empowered by a single leader” (Drescher et al., 2014, p. 773). Founders 

of the group share leadership with key stakeholders by inviting them to collaborate, defining and 

distributing leadership functions and responsibilities among the group members. Empowerment 

is a widely promoted concept in at least two leadership models relevant to this research: 

Collaborative Leadership and Shared Leadership. The concept of empowerment however 

suggests that there is one who empowers others, whereas in a shared power world, the 

underlying assumption is that the power already exists among the members. The question is how 

leadership occurs in the shared power situation.  

According to Oh (2012), motivation to lead is an important determinant of leadership 

emergence. People who have higher leadership motivation relative to others in the group will 

actively engage in leadership behaviors that will differentiate them from other members and 
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most likely lead to them being recognized as formal or informal leaders of the group. Need for 

closure (NFC) was identified as an important precursor for motivation to lead, suggesting that if 

the emergent leaders have high NFC, they “may want to organize and manage the team 

hierarchically” thus causing conflict (p. 1461). Although Oh’s findings are specific to work 

teams, parallels can be made to a group of leaders who are engaged in the process of leadership 

team formation. I could relate to Oh’s findings on a personal experience level as well as from the 

participants perspectives, especially in reference to behaviors that were labeled as “taking over,” 

“being in charge,” or “grabbing power.”  This finding has relevance to the shared power concept 

in that founders must pay attention to the emergent leaders’ motivations to lead and be strategic 

in determining the shared power concept as a given or an explicit norm of operating. It was 

evident that most participants were looking for closure and needed someone to take control to 

bring some order, however when control was given and the leadership team member abused the 

“shared power” norm, the conflicts that arose from that situation led to the system being either 

dissolved, hijacked, or the leader had to leave.  

Those who are motivated by a genuine desire to be helpful and accept responsibility 

emerge as leaders of the project, program, or work group; they are trusted to accomplish a task 

but were not necessarily “followed” in a traditional leader-follower relationship as single leaders. 

However, collectively the leadership team has that leader-follower relationship with the rest of 

the members in the system. Leadership team members practice leadership by sharing power. 

In conclusion, the process in which the development of the leadership team in loosely 

coupled, multi-stakeholder systems occurs will determine whether the system will be successful 

in its ability to deliver on the desired outcome and sustain over time. Crosby and Bryson (2010) 

argue that “success appears to depend in large part on leadership of many different kinds” (p. 
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227). With that said, acknowledgement of formal and informal leaders during system formation 

is critical to the extent that everyone feels “powerful” in their role within the system and at the 

same time, everyone understands the different roles and responsibilities shared among the 

leadership team members and the coalition of the willing (who may become less formal leaders 

at a later time). Fragility of the power structure, where a single member walking away may 

undermine the system’s existence, is a unique dynamic that the leadership team is mostly 

responsible for navigating and sustaining.  

Level 4: Balancing Chaos and Order  

At Level 4 the core group of people may include the original founders and the coalition 

of the willing, additional leaders from key stakeholders who are willing to invest their time and 

resources in the venture, as well as those hired to support the system, sometimes in the 

consulting role and sometimes as employees. In some situations, these employees are funded by 

a grant or a funding member, there are various ways in which these actors are engaged; but there 

are also volunteers who continue to be engaged at a leadership work level, who are critical to 

sustaining the system’s intent, purpose, and shared values.  

Huxham and Vangen (2003) argue that leadership, as the “mechanisms that makes thigs 

happen” (p. S62), occurs through structures and processes as well as behaviors of the 

participants.  Crosby and Bryson agree that “the leadership challenge in cross-sector 

collaboration may therefore be viewed as the challenge of aligning initial conditions, processes 

and practices, structures and governance mechanisms, contingencies and constraints, and 

outcomes and accountabilities such that good things happen in a sustained way over time” (2010, 

p. 227). 
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Figure 11 

Level 4: Balancing Chaos and Order 

 

 

The core group is concerned with balancing chaos (a creative process of co-creation, 

innovation, and shared ownership) with order (clear roles and responsibilities). Leadership for 

Collaborative Advantage, Integrative Leadership, and Complexity Leadership Theory present the 

most relevant and useful concepts to understanding this level of leadership.  

Sustainability. In a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system, sustainability of the 

system is dependent on multiple factors, but first and foremost it is the stakeholders themselves 

and their level of commitment to the system. Crosby and Bryson (2010) noted that “the term 

‘stakeholder’ has multiple participation characteristics: contributor of resources, consumer of the 

services, active knowledge sharer, potential future contributor, potential future user, continues 

participant, and infrequent participant” (p. 215). Ensuring participation of all the stakeholder 
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groups and flow of resources is the key to sustainability. Furthermore, Crosby and Bryson 

emphasized “building leadership” throughout the collaborative to address (a) potential confusion 

in regard to direction (“since participants cannot rely on clear cut, easily enforced, centralized 

direction”), and (b) leadership turnover (p. 222). My findings concur with Crosby and Bryson’s 

proposition 9, suggesting that “cross-sector collaborations are more likely to succeed if they have 

committed sponsors and effective champions at many levels who provide formal and informal 

leadership” (p. 222).  

Producing results and delivering the outcomes is the ultimate test of leadership 

happening. Crosby and Bryson (2010) concurred that “ultimately, integrative leaders are 

concerned about outcomes, both tangible and intangible” (p. 226).  

The leadership challenge in cross-sector collaboration may therefore be viewed as the 

challenge of aligning initial conditions, processes and practices, structures and 

governance mechanisms, contingencies and constraints, and outcomes and 

accountabilities such that good things happen in a sustained way over time — indeed, so 

that public value is created. (p. 227)  

My findings are also in alignment with Morse’s (2010) hypothesis that what differentiates 

collaboratives that succeed from those that fail, is “the common purpose that becomes the leader, 

with individuals exercising leadership in a way that develops and sustains the common purpose” 

as opposed to relying on a traditional view of leadership where “an individual or few individuals 

are able to induce others to follow in order to realize a leader’s vision” (p. 242). To achieve this 

level of leadership, the idea (on which the system is being built) needs to be institutionalized 

where norms, values, purpose, structure, and processes can provide enough clarity to the 

members that it sustains their commitment despite the inevitable conflicts and setbacks.  
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Page’s (2010) framework for analyzing a collaborative governance ties the leadership 

tactics with stakeholder’s interpretation leading to three types of collaborative results: political 

will, civic capacity, and policy performance. Achieving these outcomes would be sufficient to 

suggest that the system is sustainable. Although, according to Foldy et al. in Page (2010), 

“sustainability and impact of collaboration nevertheless are affected by other factors as well, … 

the impact of context and leadership on the outputs and outcomes of collaboration is mediated by 

stake holders' interpretations of leaders' tactics and collaborative processes” (p.250). The three 

categories of interpretations by stakeholders include: (a) understanding of problems, goals, and 

values; (b) transparency and fairness of convening and deliberation; and (c) sense of the equity 

of the benefits and costs that stem from implementing their joint decisions (Page, 2010, p. 250). I 

argue that all three categories of stakeholder’s interpretation are tied to establishment of a 

flexible structure and facilitation of engagement processes.  

Sustainability most often refers to resources necessary to sustain the operation. Although 

in the end that is true, economics play an important role in the life of any system. In loosely 

coupled, multi-stakeholder systems, however, the resources alone are only means to 

accomplishing a greater good, whereas the relationships (social capital) are what allows for 

resources to be gathered in the first place. In the end, the combination of a worthy cause (or 

purpose), social and monetary capital contribute to the system’s sustainability. All three 

components are responsibilities that are shared among multiple actors comprising the core group.  

Structure. Collaborative Leadership Theory, according to Vangen and Huxham (2003), 

refers to “Collaboration’s structure and communication processes are leadership media that are 

as instrumental in leading to a collaboration’s outcomes as is the behavior of the participants 

associated with it” (p. S62). Integrative leadership also occurs through process, structure, and 
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people according to Morse (2010). Complexity Leadership Theory recognizes three types of 

leadership necessary to sustain the activities and interactions of complex adaptive systems 

(CAS): adaptive, administrative, and enabling. Adaptive leadership refers to informal activities 

that occur in groups, which support the emergent dynamic and is not an act of authority. 

Administrative leadership refers to formal activities of management, coordination and control 

that is exercised by the individuals and groups in formal leadership roles. Enabling leadership is 

“catalyzing the conditions in which adaptive leadership can thrive” and “managing 

entanglement” of the adaptive and administrative leadership by facilitating a flow between 

adaptive and administrative structures. 

Uhl-Bein et al. (2007) defined CAS as “changeable structures with multiple, overlapping 

hierarchies, and like the individuals that comprise them, CAS are linked with one another in a 

dynamic, interactive network” (p. 299). CAS are unique systems due to high complexity, open-

natural structure, and loose coupling, thus making them a perfect comparison to loosely coupled, 

multi-stakeholder systems. Inter organizational collaborations or initiatives, where stakeholders 

are working together to address complex public problems, are also viewed as CAS in this review. 

“The success of some initiatives suggests that stake holders can check their guile and pursue 

common interests through well-designed collaborative institutions and processes” according to 

Weber, cited in Page (2010, p. 247).  

The organic structure of CAS presents a question of how to “enable and coordinate CAS 

dynamics and informal emergence (where appropriate) without suppressing their adaptive and 

creative capacity” (Page 2010, p. 304) and with that, a leadership challenge. In attempting to 

address this challenge, Complexity Leadership Theory presents a framework that “seeks to foster 

CAS dynamics while at the same time enabling control structures appropriate for coordinating 
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formal organizations and producing outcomes appropriate to the vision and mission of the 

system. It seeks to integrate complexity dynamics and bureaucracy, enabling and coordinating, 

exploration and exploitation, CAS and hierarchy, and informal emergence and top-down control” 

(p. 304). The framework refers to three leadership functions (also referred to earlier as types) that 

are happening simultaneously at all levels of the organization. My findings concur with this 

framework, where four levels of leadership are happening sequentially during the developmental 

stages of the system and simultaneously during the mature stage. The Level 4 leadership 

specifically focused on balancing chaos and order.  

Additionally, enabling structures and institutions is one of the three leadership media that 

emerged from integrative and collaborative leadership literature review and analysis by Morse 

(2010). Morse’s summary and alignment of Crosby and Bryson’s (2010) integrative leadership 

framework and Vangen and Huxham’s (2005) leadership media added clarity to understanding 

structure dimension of Level 4 leadership. Table 7 provides a comparison of Complexity 

Leadership Theory, Integrative Leadership, Leadership in Loosely Coupled, Multi-Stakeholder 

Systems and Leadership for Collaborative Advantage. The comparison should not be perceived 

as linear, instead as alignment of leadership enactment as it relates to various stages, levels, and 

dimensions of the leadership process.  

Table 7 

Leadership Theories Comparison  

Theory or 
Framework  

Individual Level 
(Level 1)  

Group Level 
(Level 2)  

Institution Level 
(Level 3)  

System Level 
(Level 4)  

Leadership for 
Collaborative 
Advantage 
(Vangen & 
Huxham, 2005) 

Embracing the 
right kind of 
members  
 

Empowering 
members to 
enable 
participation  

Involving & 
supporting all 
members  

Mobilizing 
members to 
make things 
happen  
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Theory or 
Framework  

Individual Level 
(Level 1)  

Group Level 
(Level 2)  

Institution Level 
(Level 3)  

System Level 
(Level 4)  

Complexity 
Leadership 
Theory (Uhl-
Bien et al., 
2007)  

Enabling  Adaptive  Administrative  Enabling  

Leadership in 
Loosely Coupled 
Multi-
Stakeholder 
System 
(Fursman, 2021)  

Taking 
Responsibility  

Inviting to 
Collaborate  

Forming a 
leadership team  

Balancing Chaos 
and Order  

Framework for 
Understanding 
Integrative 
Leadership 
(Crosby & 
Bryson, 2010)  

Initial 
Conditions  
 

Contingencies 
and Constraints  
 

Integrative 
Process & 
Practices 
 
 

Structure and 
Governance  
 
Outcomes and 
Accountabilities  

Elements of 
Integrative 
Leadership 
(Morse, 2010)  

Individual 
Catalyst  

Structural 
Catalyst  
 

The Process of 
Integration  
 

Enabling 
Structures and 
Institutions 

Who  Individual 
Actors   

The We 
(Founders)  

Coalition of the 
Willing   

Core Group  

 

Structure is what actors desire when they find themselves lost as to what is next, who is 

responsible for what. The structure, however, does not need to be organized in a centralized, 

hierarchical manner. There are multiple ways in which the structure can be devised, including 

consideration of various self-interests (Crosby & Bryson, 2010), relationships and pre-existing 

structural arrangements, such as “brokering organizations” and “existing networks” (Morse, 

2010, p. 233). Vangen and Huxham (2003, p. S65) claimed that the role of the collaboration 
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managers is “largely facilitative,” aimed at “supporting the members to work effectively with 

each other.”  

Engagement. The essence of leadership for collaborative advantage theory presents a 

process in which enactment of leadership from the spirit of collaboration (facilitative) and 

toward collaborative thuggery (directive) occurs simultaneously, suggesting that both are 

necessary to avoid “collaborative inertia,” which is inevitable in the absence of “at least one 

competent individual who champions and nurtures the partnership” (Vangen & Huxham, 2003, 

p. S74)Activities from the spirit of collaboration include embracing, empowering, involving, and 

mobilizing; activities toward collaborative thuggery include making things happen through 

manipulation of the collaborative agenda and politicking.  Consistent with my findings, these 

behaviors and activities were identified by the participants and described in engagement 

category.  Engagement activities from the spirit of collaboration are focused on supporting the 

members to enact leadership, whereas engagement activities toward collaborative thuggery are 

focused on the advancing the agenda of one actor, who maybe in a formal or informal leadership 

role.  

Leadership process in loosely coupled, multi stakeholder system is concerned with 

facilitating collective ownership. It consists of engagement, influencing, and empowering 

process, that includes shared understanding (generating and sharing data), building and nurturing 

relationships (open and transparent communication), shared agreement (consensus decision 

making) and committed action (organizing work through committees). These activities have also 

been identified by shared leadership, integrative and collaborative leadership, as well as 

complexity leadership theory scholars.  
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To maintain a sense of true partnership, the members ought to be engaged in the process 

of decision making, allowing the new interests and ideas to be considered, vetted, and evaluated. 

These observations were confirmed by Crosby and Bryson (2010), Morse (2020), and Sun and 

Anderson (2010).  To that point, Crosby and Bryson reported their observations of one multi-

collaboration agency in Twin Cities: “Its collaborative structures evolved organically from 

various planning processes but were in tune with the governing and decision structures of the 

collaborating organizations” (in Sun and Anderson, 2010, p. 316).  

Join decision making was emphasized by Page (2010) as one of the leadership tools 

crossing both collaboration and conflict resolution fields, which are critical to sustaining the 

multi stakeholder collaborative efforts. Structural deliberation, along with convening and 

framing the agenda have been identified by Page as leadership tactics, which are based on the 

engagement processes that impact stake holder’s interpretations: understandings, process 

legitimacy, and distributional equity (2010, p. 248-250). Equity refers to the distribution of 

benefits. Distributional effects, in turn, influence the legitimacy and sustainability of collective 

efforts, according to Page (2010). He further expands on that point, suggesting that  

“this influence is complicated by the subjectivity actors use to assess benefits and costs (I 

may think I benefit less or pay more than you even if you and others disagree) and by 

stake holders attaching different values to public goods. The impact of the distribution of 

benefits and costs stemming from collaborative decisions therefore depends on the stake 

holders' interpretations more than on any absolute measure of equity” (2010, p. 250).  

The distributional equity perception has been navigated and mitigated through transparent 

engagement processes. Processes of co-initiating, co-sensing, co-inspiring, co-creating, and co-

shaping are the phases of the journey that occur simultaneously at different levels: at an 
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individual level, and at group level, claim Scharmer and Yukelson (2015). I would argue that the 

“Co” is impossible to achieve at the individual level, thus it must mean at various groups level, 

but it has to start with the individual willing and capable to engage in “co” activities.  

Various groups do not have to be separate from one another. As noted in Tribal 

Leadership, tribal leaders are forming triads to establish “three-legged relationships all around 

them, … resulting in large, robust, dynamic, and growing networks of tribes at Stage Four. All 

are vibrant, values-based, and filled with people giving their best efforts – leading and being led 

at the same time” (Logan & King, 2008, p. 185). With the triad being a building block of any 

tribe at Stage Four, it is reasonable to assume that the process of co-creation and co-leadership is 

happening as the triads establish their shared values, interests and boundaries of power. If each 

triad behaves in a shared and co-leading way, that behavior is translatable and can be adapted as 

a cultural norm by other members of the system.  

In conclusion, the sustainability of the loosely coupled, multi stakeholder system relies on 

a core group of leaders who can “influence the focus, participants, and processes of collaborative 

governance” (Page, 2010, p. 250).  Core group of emergent and appointed leaders form triads in 

which they gain and share capabilities to engage in the co-creation, co-influencing, and co-

empowering processes that support all members enacting leadership (through joint decision-

making process).  I recognized, that in most situations investigated for this research, triads were a 

common unit of overall system’s structure, they were noted at the founders level, coalition of the 

willing, at the leadership team, and core group level, where a formal or informal leader was able 

to identify two other actors typically considered their “co.” In systems that were legally formed 

as 501(C3) non-profit organizations, the triads existed at the board level (Board President, 

Secretary, and Treasurers) at the staff level (CEO or President, COO, and CFO), or some 
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combination of both, usually resulting in an executive committee. Logan and King’s (2008) 

proposal to use triads for building a network of relationships inspired me to think about triads as 

units in the complex adaptive systems which would bring three actors together to ensure that the 

unit has the combination of skill, experience, energy, and psychological capacity to co-lead their 

tribe. These three co-leaders will share key leadership responsibilities of convening, connecting, 

and communicating (administrative, adaptive, and enabling leadership).  

The System 

As the system matures, there are three plausible outcomes: (a) the system becomes tightly 

coupled, following the traditional organizational model with someone put in charge (often in the 

legal form of 501 (C3)), (b) the system remains loosely coupled, where organizational structure 

continues to be open and flexible (the system continues to exist without a formal entity taking 

over the ownership and full responsibility), or (c) the system falls apart and ceases to exist. 

From thirteen mature and developing systems included in this research, only three 

remained truly loosely coupled. Two fell apart or experienced “take over” by one of the partners, 

which changed the original intent and purpose, leading to what Vangen and Huxham (2003) 

described as leadership activities toward a “collaborative thuggery” (manipulating the 

collaborative agenda and playing politics for advancing self-interest).  

The remaining eight, although organized as formal 501(C3) with appointed executive 

directors to run the organizational affairs, continued to function as a hub for coordinating 

leadership activities within the broader scope of the loosely coupled system. Although the 

internal structure of these systems changed, tightening the technical core, the leadership 

processes and actions within the broader system remained loosely coupled and occurs in four 
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dimensions (purpose, product, people, and partnership) at four levels. These four levels included 

the: 

• holder of the “original” idea or established purpose (hired executive director or 

coordinator or Board President);  

• coalition of the willing (some type of executive committee or informal group of 

powerful stakeholders);  

• core group (action teams and committees that consist of various stakeholders, board 

members, and staff); and  

• system wide leadership allowing for anyone at any point to take action or engage in 

the process of leadership based on the system’s agreements, goals, and plans. The 

system wide leadership relies heavily on the plan, but ultimately is spread throughout 

the system. (See Figure 12.) 
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Figure 12  

The System: Serving the Purpose 

 

 
As illustrated in Figure 8, at the system level of leadership, there are multiple people 

engaged and interconnected through various processes and activities, that influence the system’s 

product, purpose, and partnership. All leadership theories relevant to this research emphasize 

purpose (the cause, the issue, the problem, or the collective agenda), product (public value), and 

partnership (stakeholders, collaborative, or members) as foundational elements of the system’s 

existence. Thus “making things happen” at the system level means that processes of influence, 

accountability, and taking responsibility are happening simultaneously within different groups, 

tribes, levels of leadership, where various actors have the will to participate voluntarily and 

contribute to these processes. When that happens, what seemed to be an abstract idea at the 

beginning of the system’s formation is now a collective idea that is grounded in a common 
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purpose, “which unites those who created it and motivates them to act together to achieve it” 

(Morse, 2010, p. 232).  

Global Action Networks (GANs) specifically are useful for understanding the 

developmental stages of multi-sector collaboration that intend to remain loosely coupled. GANs 

are a more recent phenomenon, representing a “new type of ‘global system’ bubbling up all 

around us in response to the inability of traditional strategies to address critical global 

challenges” (Waddell, 2009, p. 1). Waddell claimed that GANs “must become more 

decentralized if they are to reflect their empowerment missions and maintain their agility” (p. 9).  

In situations where the system remained loosely coupled, resources were generated 

through multiple sources, encouraging the members to be creative and flexible. By diversifying 

the resources, the system has better chances for sustainability (not being dependent on one 

member who can walk away at any time, or the funder who can change their priorities and stop 

the funding). The core group is concerned with facilitating the flow of resources and maintaining 

trust in the system by monitoring the progress, sharing the information openly, engaging 

members in shaping the evolutionary purpose. These observations are in alignment with 

literature addressing the formation of inter-organizational partnerships, collaborations, and 

networks (Baker & Faulkner, 2017; Crosby & Bryson, 2010; Dufays & Huybrechts, 2014; 

Glasbergen, 2010; Novak, 2008; Ospina et al., 2020; Waddell, 2009).  

Purpose. Crosby and Bryson (2010) highlighted that to develop and sustain inter-

organizational networks, crossing boundaries, the leaders must engage in inclusive, participatory 

and democratic processes. From an integrative leadership perspective, creating a common 

purpose is at the core of integration process. As Morse (2010) stated:  
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Processes that engage stakeholders in authentic dialogue facilitate integration—the 

creation of shared purpose. Indeed, it may be that the key difference between 

collaborative success and failure is the level of actualizing true integration around 

purpose, or not. (p. 244) 

It is the responsibility of several actors (formal and informal leaders) to enact leadership 

through activities and behaviors that keep core values and the purpose of the collaboration alive 

(Sun & Anderson, 2010). The purpose of the system may evolve over time as the environment in 

which the system exists changes. The purpose is being sustained by actors who have strong 

passion for the cause or issue, development of a shared vision (joint decision making), and a plan 

that provides guidance as to how the system is going to go about achieving that purpose. 

Integrative leadership scholars refer to these activities as planning activities (Crosby & Bryson, 

2010, pp. 221–222), where the leadership function is to engage the stakeholders and integrate 

individual interests and visions of each stakeholder group into one coherent strategy. Crosby and 

Bryson (2010) proposed that “leaders are more likely to guide cross-sector collaborations to 

success if they help participants combine deliberate and emergent planning,” and “if they ensure 

planning processes include stakeholder analyses, emphasize responsiveness to key stakeholders, 

use the process to build trust and the capacity to manage conflict, and build on the competencies 

and distinctive competencies of the collaborators.”  (p. 222). These propositions are aligned with 

the Complexity Leadership Theory, suggesting that administrative leadership, among other 

responsibilities, “engages in planning, builds vision, allocates resources to achieve goals, 

manages crises and conflicts, and manages organizational strategy” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 

19).  
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With the system’s maturity, members might remain the same, however the actors 

representing those members change. This presents a dynamic where the purpose of the system is 

constantly under scrutiny. The leadership team has the responsibility to integrate the new actor’s 

perspectives. Their new perspectives may identify an emergent need and bring forth emerging 

solutions, thus adaptive capacity of the system needs to be the focus of the core leadership group 

Partnership. Once the plan is in place, the process of influence is enacted to engage the 

system leaders at all levels in collaboration activities, while maintaining the partnership and 

managing the network dynamics. Complexity Leadership Theory suggests that adaptive 

leadership emerges as a result of the contexts and mechanisms contributing to network dynamics 

(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Multi-level adaptive leadership refers to various levels of traditional 

hierarchy, where complex adaptive systems inevitably form in response to the changing 

membership and organizational contexts in which the members exist. Since adaptive leadership 

is the emergence of “change behaviors under conditions of interaction, interdependence, 

asymmetrical information, complex network dynamics, and tension,” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 

309) the processes of influence are focused on building trust, strengthening relationships, and 

gaining collective voice.  

Issues of trust and power are raised by network managers, who are often hired to 

implement the plan, according to Vangen & Huxham (2003). Embracing, empowering, 

involving, and mobilizing members are the activities described by Vangen and Huxham that lead 

to collaborative advantage and a sense of ownership (p. S66). Similarly, GANs are most 

successful when “stakeholder organizations perceive themselves as ‘owners’ of the GAN 

(sometimes reflected in the formal membership structure)” (Waddell, 2009, p. 3). Vangen and 

Huxham (2003) noted: 
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Embracing members does not in itself empower them to have a voice in the collaboration 

or to contribute to the shaping of its agenda. Creating an infrastructure in which people 

and organizations can be enabled to participate in a collaboration seems to be a very 

central aspect of many partnership managers’ leadership role. (p. 309) 

By default, and legal constraints, most systems organize as non-profit organizations to 

provide the infrastructure that is necessary for sustaining the collaboration activities (Crosby & 

Bryson, 2010; Vangen and Huxham, 2003; Waddell, 2009). Depending on the skills and abilities 

of its leaders, the system will remain loosely coupled or not.  

Realizing the potential of GANs, CASs, and other forms of multi-stakeholder, loosely 

coupled systems require a different way of organizing, “where networks are key organizing 

logic” as opposed to traditional, hierarchical organizations. Collaborative governance and 

governing by network are also helpful concepts and frameworks in understanding the dynamics 

of sharing power and leadership responsibilities across multiple stakeholder groups. Crosby and 

Bryson (2010, p. 224) stated that “in order to survive and accomplish its goals, a collaboration 

must have means of setting policies, coordinating activities, and monitoring outcomes,” 

confirming the governance and operating structures may take different shapes based on the 

nature of partnership, economics, and the outcomes it desires to achieve.  

Product. From a Complexity Leadership Theory perspective, leadership is viewed “as an 

emergent, interactive dynamic that is productive of adaptive outcomes” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 

299), which supports the notion that individual actors (partnership) engage in the processes that 

impact this dynamic and ultimately the outcomes (product). Complexity leadership occurs in the 

environment where problems are complex and require new thinking and learning, and a change 

of existing systems, including adapting new behaviors. These types of environments present a 
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leadership challenge that cannot be managed through traditional known means of performance 

management and control. Thus, differentiation between management development and 

leadership development is critical to acknowledge.  

Management development is about the “application of proven solutions to known 

problems, whereas leadership development refers to situations in which groups need to learn 

their way out of problems that could not have been predicted (e.g., disintegration of traditional 

organizational structures)” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 300). This is important to note because as 

the system matures there are formal leadership roles that are established to assist with 

coordination of activities, providing expertise, allocating resources, and with that a sense of 

stability and direction. People in those roles make all the difference. If they approach their role 

from a purely “management” perspective, assuming only an administrative form of leadership, 

they may need to develop capacity for adaptive and enabling leadership within themselves and 

others. Weddell (2009) suggested that GANs “must build their managerial, network, and change 

development competencies” (p. 9) to realize its full potential and sustain over time. 

Table 8 summarizes the stages of development and frameworks related to CASs 

(Complexity Theory), GANs, Integrated Public Leadership, and Loosely Coupled, Multi-

Stakeholder Leadership. Contingencies and constraints in the integrative leadership framework 

change overtime, thus impacting the other four areas of the framework. “By focusing on 

emergent leadership dynamics, CLT implies that leadership only exists in, and is a function of, 

interaction; despite this, there are roles for individual leaders in interacting with (i.e., enabling) 

this dynamic” (Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007, p. 18). Global Action Networks have not yet achieved 

their full potential according to Weddell (2009), who predicted that GANs “will function not as a 

set of distinct directives from the top down, but as a fluid system addressing problems and 
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opportunities” (p. 13). These frameworks of system development and leadership enactment are 

supportive of the theory of leadership in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system that suggest 

that enactment of leadership behaviors and activities occurs at four levels, where different groups 

of actors take responsibility, influence each other, and hold self and others accountable.   

Table 8  

Comparison of System Development Stages and Frameworks for Studying Leadership  

Framework 
(Author) 

Stage /Level 1   Stage/Level 2 Stage / Level 3  Stage /Level 4  

Understanding 
integrative 
leadership in cross 
-sector 
collaborative 
settings  

Initial 
conditions  

Processes and 
Practices  
 

Structure & 
Governance  

Outcomes & 
Accountabilities  

Contingencies & Constraints 
 

Global Action 
Networks  

Initiating  Problem 
/Solution 
Definition  

Infrastructure 
Development  

Realizing the 
Potential  

Complexity 
Leadership   

 Adaptive  Administrative Enabling  

Loosely Coupled, 
Multi-Stakeholder 
Systems  

Taking 
responsibility  

Inviting to 
Collaborate  

Forming 
Leadership 
Team  

Balancing 
Chaos and 
Order  

 
Summary 

In this chapter I compared the existing leadership models and frameworks to my findings.  

I engaged in further discussion about the leadership in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system 

theoretical elements: four levels (taking responsibility, inviting to collaborate, forming a 

leadership team, and balancing chaos and order) and four dimensions at each level (what, why, 

how, and who).  
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The theory emerged from the use of a grounded theory approach; it is intended to provide 

clarity about the phenomenon of leadership in a system where stakeholders are loosely connected 

and have no direct reporting or formal accountability structure to produce the results on behalf of 

the system. The leadership occurs at four levels, where different people take responsibility, 

influence others, and provide accountability while collectively serving the purpose. This theory 

does not explain the cause and effect of various leadership behaviors, specific traits, or 

characters, and it does not provide clarity on the effectiveness of any type of leadership in a 

loosely coupled system. Instead, the theory demonstrates how collective responsibility can occur 

(leadership) in a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system, where no one has direct authority 

over all actors of the system.   

In the next chapter I return to my own reflections and observations and highlight key 

insights that emerged during the data analysis, comparison, and theorizing. I will also focus on 

the implications for the organization development field, leadership development programs, 

consultants, leaders, and facilitators of the loosely coupled systems. The final chapter concludes 

with recommendations for future research and final reflections.  
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Chapter 6 

Key Insights, Implications, and Recommendations 

This chapter brings my research journey to conclusion. I will share key insights that 

emerged from the study as it relates to my own experience and broader understanding of how 

leadership occurs in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems. These insights emerged from 

theorizing activities, data analysis, and review of existing relevant leadership literature. Further, I 

share potential implications for the field of organization development, leaders and leadership 

development, as well as practitioners that are involved in the development and sustainability of 

loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems. Finally, I provide recommendations for future 

research.  

Key Insights  

Where There is a Will, There is a Way  

One of my current partners’ mottos is “where there is a will, there is a way.” Both of us 

are frustrated with individuals who do not seem to have “the will” to do something different, to 

address the challenge that they are facing, to take responsibility for self (let alone others). We 

have many differences, including ideology and values, yet we were able to bring our best selves 

to this venture to serve a greater purpose together.  

I found that at the core of all the systems I interacted with during the course of this 

research, there were two to four people (most commonly three), who were willing to “put 

themselves out there” and propose something to the larger group of stakeholders that will require 

more people to buy-in to the idea and commit their resources (mostly time at the beginning) in 

order to get it done. It is not clear which one of the three the stakeholders are “following.” It was 

clear, however, that all three together had a powerful combination of the skills and abilities, 
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connections, and reputation, as well as image and authority (real or perceived) to convince the 

stakeholders that the idea is worth exploring.  

Then the leadership work begins: communicating, coordinating, and convening the 

stakeholders to shape the collective will. The coalition of the willing emerges from these 

activities; it is at that point that the original troika needs to let go of power so that the coalition of 

the willing can own the venture and share responsibility for it.  

The future of the system depends on the integrity of these three individuals and the trust 

those invited to collaborate have in their intent. If they do what they said they will do, if they 

model collaboration and treat all members as “equal” contributors and partners, and if they share 

ownership of the enterprise by using “we” language and facilitating collective ownership, there is 

a chance that the system will continue to develop. And, as it does, the role of the “coalition of the 

willing” is to sustain the “collective will” and integrity of the system designed to bring people 

together for a greater good, where the greater good is defined, shared, and owned by all 

stakeholders.  

The Power of Walking Away  

Every single member has the power to walk away. When the system is held together by 

commitment to shared purpose, partners are bound by a strong belief that they can achieve 

greater impact by working together. Those who do not share that belief eventually leave the 

system. Those who remain work hard to ensure that the collaborative nature of the system 

remains in place as they join their resources to achieve a better outcome for all involved.  

I did not explore power theories in depth, but to the extent that I did touch on the current 

school of thought as it relates to the power concept, I noticed parallels between research on 

power dynamics in partnerships and research on a “new type of leadership,” such as shared 
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leadership, collaborative leadership, and leadership for the common good. Power relationships, 

empowerment, and balancing power are the common focus of the researchers’ discussions in 

both research arenas. I have not yet identified one piece of work that focused specifically on the 

power of walking away, yet I observed that phenomenon clearly influencing how leadership is 

happening; most recently at the global level with the United States “walking away” from various 

multi-country collaborative efforts, such as United Nations and World Health Organization.  The 

power of walking away acknowledges that everyone has the power to leave or disengage.  

When the system’s existence and the pursuit of the common good depends on partners 

maintaining membership in the system, the power of walking away creates a leadership 

challenge where behaviors and actions of others can only be influenced through trusting 

relationships, managing interests, and moral authority. Individuals, not organizations, have the 

responsibility for holding moral authority and integrity of the system designed to produce 

outcomes that align with interests of all involved.  

What’s in It for Me  

I noticed that it was easier for the participants to refer to “organizational” interest versus 

personal interest. It was also notable that, if the individual did not have any personal interest in 

the system, they deferred to organizational interests not being met when justifying their absence 

of interest in becoming involved with the system.  

It is critical to engage individuals within the member organizations whose personal 

interest aligns with the interest of the loosely coupled system they are invited to be part of, not 

just the organizational interest alignment, thus “inviting the right people.” Personal interest can 

be related to various elements of the system: passion for the cause the system is designed to 

address, passion for changing and building systems in general, interest in being part of something 
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bigger, interest in being with a “special” group, interest in being seeing as innovative and 

courageous, interest in networking and expanding personal social capital, and interest in learning 

and being curious about what is happening.   

Each actor representing the organization asks themselves, what’s in it for me. If they 

cannot see personal benefit from participation, but they are assigned to simply represent the 

organization, the chances are they are not going to fully engage in the activities of the system. If 

enough members are disengaged from the heart of the system (its purpose), they find themselves 

looking for a “strong” leader who will take over and lead the charge or dissolve. If a formal 

leader is appointed to lead the system, the challenge that leader will have is to keep everyone 

informed and connected to the purpose enough to ensure that the system survives. Depending on 

the formal leader’s capabilities, the system may change the purpose (to better align with the 

leader’s vision and passion) and the organizational structure (to better align with the leader’s 

view of leadership and organizations).  

Embracing the Paradox 

The “both/and” concept is constantly at play with shared (or common) and individual (or 

self) vision, interests, benefits, and values. Each dimension of leadership is embracing the 

paradox of a shared and individual perspective on the:  

• purpose of the system (why the system is needed and continues to exist);   

• power and political process (how things get decided, and trust is built);  

• resources and economics (what gets done or produced), and  

• people themselves (who takes responsibility for the values that hold them together).  

Multiple participants expressed frustration with how “things are” or “how things were,” 

when the processes of engagement did not seem to lead anywhere. Most reverted to “either/or” 
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mentality in efforts to bring some order and structure to the situation and speed things up. In 

multi-stakeholder environments, especially in multi-sector situations, there is a great diversity of 

opinions of “how things ought to be.” Embracing the differences in worldviews and looking for a 

both/and solution is a key to designing a system that will sustain over time as a loosely coupled 

system.  

Systems that were able to remain loosely coupled over time were able to achieve that by 

maintaining the balance between individual and collective: responsibility, action, ownership, 

interest, benefit, and vision. All that was possible through “highly architectured,” intentional, and 

ongoing engagement processes.  

Trust is a Currency  

People must be able to trust each other’s intentions in order to bring their self-interest 

into the equation. If people do not feel safe to express their self-interest and openly articulate it, 

there is never going to be enough trust in the intentions of others which allows for the dynamic 

of politicking and manipulation take place.  

Trust has not been mentioned as an organizational value or shared value of the group in 

any of the systems included in this research, instead it was mentioned as a foundation upon 

which everything else is built. More often, trust was mentioned when there was a deficit, “lack 

of” trust. Not one participant talked about the trust as something that the group valued or did not 

value, all participants however affirmed the importance of having trust. It was almost as though 

the trust was a resource, just like money was a resource without which the system could not be 

sustained.  

Coalition of the willing is responsible for modeling trust and building trusting 

relationships among themselves and others initially. This is accomplished by being transparent, 
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sharing data, and by trusting first (it is hard to be trusted by those you do not trust yourself). 

Sharing resources in the form of money, knowledge, social capital, power, and trust was 

something the founders had in common. 

When the System Becomes the Who  

When the system becomes the “who” and replaces the role of the people in thinking, 

evolving, adapting, and creating, it becomes a tightly coupled system that is concerned with its 

own existence for the sake of survival. The processes, agreements, and structures that are 

designed to bring order are now the life of the system. Imagine the living, breathing organism 

that inhales and exhales, whose heart expands and contracts as the system interacts with the 

external environment and internalizes the resources that sustain its life. That is an image of a 

loosely coupled system that exists to live in harmony with all its actors and members for the 

purpose of addressing the need that no single party can address alone. Now, imagine a system as 

a mechanical clock; it has a single purpose of telling the time and is organized to deliver on that 

purpose with precision and accuracy. This was the desire of many of the participants interviewed 

for this study, yet once achieved it is no longer loosely coupled. The mechanistic nature of the 

system allows no room for error, misalignment, or neglect of the parts. Instead, the system that is 

working like a clock is designed for achieving efficiency and effectiveness, often for the purpose 

of its own survival and preservation. 

Implications 

This study has implications for the organization development field, both scholars and 

practitioners, leaders and leadership development programs, facilitators and consultants who find 

themselves in the position of helping facilitate the formation, development, and sustainability of 

loosely coupled systems.  
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Implications for Organization Development Field  

Multi stakeholder, loosely coupled systems are not new. Various groups, including social 

movements, terrorist organizations, international and national alliances, multi-national agencies, 

and global or local action networks have been in existence for decades. The United States is the 

most visible example of a loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system where 50 states act as 

independent governments, who joined together to share resources for the benefit of all.   

When Orton and Weick (1990) set on a path of re-conceptualizing loosely coupled 

systems in 1990, they discovered five different voices, from which loose coupling has been 

studied and explained: causation, typology, effects, compensation, and organizational outcomes 

(p. 204). All five voices, to their surprise, perceived loose coupling as a state as opposed to 

permanent, sustainable-over-time condition. Scholars’ inability to conceptualize loose coupling 

as both “determinate, closed systems searching for certainty and indeterminate, open systems 

expecting uncertainty” (p. 204) created a barrier to understanding the nature of loose coupling 

and the development of organizational models that could support loose coupling through 

organizational design. 

In the last three decades, the shift from an industrial era to a knowledge economy, 

development of social entrepreneurship, and globalization introduced complexities and 

organizational dynamics that need to be reckoned with. Organizational outcomes of loose 

coupling, as proposed in loose coupling theory by Orton and Weick (1990), are now being 

noticed: persistence (harder to break), buffering (easier to prevent spread of problems), 

adaptability (allows for experimentation, collective judgement, and preservation of dissent), job 

satisfaction, and overall effectiveness. New concepts and theories have been introduced, 

including complex adaptive systems (CAS) and global action networks (GAN), in an attempt to 
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capture and understand the complexity of “neural-like networks of interacting, interdependent 

agents who are bonded in a cooperative dynamic by a common goal, outlook, need, etc.” (Uhl-

Bien et al, 2007, p. 299). By embracing a view of organizations as loosely coupled, open-natural 

systems, organization development scholars and practitioners might be able to understand “the 

fluidity, complexity, and social construction of organizational structure” (Orton & Weick, 1990, 

p. 218).  

The leadership in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems theory posits that there is a 

sequence of events that is naturally occurring in which various individuals contribute to 

leadership happening. The four levels of leadership and four dimensions provide some clarity on 

how the system’s structure and processes can be co-created and who needs to be involved at 

what time to ensure that the potential of loosely coupled systems is realized. The framework 

presents a way of visualizing the system’s leadership processes that bring clarity to how they 

interact and influence each other.  

Implications for Leaders and Leadership Development  

The focus of this research was on leadership phenomenon. Viewing leadership as a 

process and a set of activities is also not new concept, however truly understanding what the 

processes are and how they are interrelated is an important contribution to understanding 

leadership work and competencies necessary to do that work.   

A different type of leadership requires a different type of development program that 

focuses on developing a set of skills and competencies for collaboration, trust building, and 

system’s thinking to name a few. There are natural collaborative leaders who have been 

successful in these situations, but most are not equipped to function as collaborative leaders. The 

turnover of executive directors and CEOs of these systems is high, often associated with the 
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founder’s syndrome. Founders who were serving in the role of the idea holder are not clear on 

what and how to transition. The intimacy of the relationships, trust, and the power is not a check 

list that is easy to transfer; it requires a system wide leadership to be re-configured around a new 

actor or set of actors.  

According to Waddell (2014), there are “four to five dozen GANs in relatively advanced 

stages of development, and many others are being developed” (p. 1). Crosby and Bryson (2010) 

also acknowledged the rise of public problems and challenges that will require a different type of 

leadership. The potential of Global Action Networks or any other type of loosely coupled system 

that is organized to address these global challenges may not be realized if there are not enough 

individuals able to lead them in a way that sustains loose coupling of authority and strengthens 

the technical core. The challenge that is already noted by Waddell (2014), Crosby and Bryson 

(2010), and others, is that “leading collaborative initiatives is not necessarily a comfortable or 

rewarding experience” (Vangen & Huxham, 2003, p. S74). Leadership development programs 

must prepare individuals for the environment, where leadership is no longer associated with the 

charisma and brilliance of one, but instead it is the ability of many to pull together their 

brilliance, courage, and passion to lead the collective will. 

I’ve identified six areas of leadership development that would aid in leading in a loosely 

coupled, multi stakeholder system. First, leadership development programs must focus on 

preparing future leaders for the future challenges, a world where organizations are no longer 

viewed as tightly coupled mechanical systems, but instead are ever evolving, highly complex, 

and adaptive systems. Leading in the environment of ever-changing actors, shifting political 

dynamics, and interconnected and interdependent but autonomous units requires a group of 

leaders who bring their unique skills and abilities to the leadership process. Learning co-
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leadership will require experimentation and self-awareness, where future leaders practice leading 

in collaboration with others.   

Second, developing a new vocabulary that will convey the intention to collaborate, share, 

and serve the purpose of the system is a critical leadership skill. Actors who were identified as 

leaders intentionally used “we” and avoided “I” language even outside of their system, i.e., 

interview environment. I also noticed the use of concepts and language that is not typically used 

in describing traditional leadership practices, such as: 

• convening versus running the meetings; 

• facilitating versus leading the process;  

• inclusion versus negotiation of interests;  

• nurturing versus managing the relationship;  

• managing projects, initiatives, expectations versus people;  

• navigating versus managing conflict;  

• listening versus telling;  

• balancing versus controlling the power dynamics.  

This is a small representation of concepts that were most notable in my interactions and 

conversations with the participants.  This list can be expanded with additional terminology that 

can help individuals who are considering being involved in loosely coupled multi-stakeholder 

systems to shift their world view and understanding of leadership as both people and processes.  

Third, in loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems, accountability is one of the most 

challenging leadership responsibilities, as so much of the work is not necessarily visible, 

tangible, or even measurable. In many cases, the impact is not seen for decades. However, the 

existence of the system is the outcome that is desired by multiple stakeholders, who see the value 
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in collaboration itself versus what that collaboration can realistically produce. Accountability of 

others happens through maintaining and modeling self- accountability. Leadership development 

has to focus on developing self-accountability measures and techniques. Those who were able to 

demonstrate self-accountability inspired accountability in others.  

Fourth, the leadership process occurs at different levels simultaneously and sometimes by 

the same people. Leaders must be able to recognize at what level of leadership they are enacting 

processes of influence, accountability, and responsibility, so they behave in a way that enables 

conditions for collaboration and facilitate collective ownership of the idea the system is designed 

to address. Learning to adapt and shift the behavior, communication style, or approach based on 

the audience was described as a “unique” ability of formal and informal leaders in this research.  

Fifth, knowing which situations are more natural and which may require a reliance on 

peer leaders is a critical leadership skill. It also contributes to knowing when to step in and take 

responsibility and when to step back and share power. The image of stepping in and stepping 

back as opposed to stepping up and stepping down represents a mindset shift that is required to 

be effective in a system where there is no ladder to climb so to speak. In order to engage 

effectively in the process of stepping in and out, leaders must trust that someone else they are 

yielding to is going to follow through, or is better equipped for a particular situation or time. This 

comfort and confidence comes from strong relationships and ties, thus learning how to build 

trusting relationships is a necessary element of leadership development. When it comes to 

sharing power, the trusting relationships are not about gaining power and control, instead they 

are about sharing power and control with those you trust have moral authority and ethical 

standards to step in for a particular leadership function. 
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And, finally, self-awareness and humility are the two qualities that were identified by 

participants as key ingredients for building trusting relationships and a sense of ownership 

among the various groups. Those with an open mind and selfless attitude were often relied on 

and trusted with inviting the right people, forming a leadership team, and holding the space. 

Leadership development programs need to focus more on the self-awareness skills that help the 

leaders gain confidence in not knowing, not having all the answers, embracing differences, and 

being comfortable with asking, inquiring, supporting, and learning along with others, even 

though they might be relied on for expert advice or “strong” leadership. Leaders must learn how 

to refrain from taking over and playing the role of expert, and instead engage with the experts in 

co-creating a new way or “know how.”   

All actors in the loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder system have the potential to engage 

in and impact the leadership processes, thus they need to understand how leadership occurs and 

what constitutes leadership work. By sharing the responsibilities across the system, processes of 

accountability and influence are more complex and dynamic. Thus, the new leaders need to learn 

practical ways of how to balance chaos and order by embracing the paradox that lies within each 

dimension of leadership: 

• Who: individual versus shared responsibility; 

• Why: individual versus shared interest; 

• How: individual versus shared action;  

• What: individual versus shared agenda. 

By attending to each dimension of leadership at all four levels, the leaders collectively 

will enable conditions for collaboration (sustainability of loose coupling), facilitate generative 
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dynamics (engagement processes), and coordinate activities that produce desired outcomes 

(flexible structure).  

Implications for Consultants and Facilitators  

Consultants and facilitators who engage in establishment, development, or support of 

loosely coupled multi-stakeholder systems might benefit from understanding the various levels 

of leadership happening, so the engagement processes can be designed to support and strengthen 

the leadership process. Each level of leadership represents a phase in the development process of 

the system and must address all the elements identified in the four dimensions in order to move 

to the next stage. As the system matures, all four levels and four dimensions at each level must 

be attended for the system to sustain over time. The facilitators are useful in engaging with 

various leadership groups to ensure inclusive, equitable participation, where all leaders have an 

opportunity to be part of the process and not be facilitating themselves. The consultants are 

useful because they provide an objective and neutral perspective on the issue that the system is 

being designed to address. These roles are very different and serve different purposes. There 

needs to be acknowledgment and separation of roles and responsibilities among the consultant 

and facilitator if both are part of the same process. The following four stages could be used by 

consultants and facilitators as they plan the developmental journey of the system.  

Stage 1. At this stage, the founders and originators must agree on how they will share 

leadership, what they are bringing to the relationship, what roles and responsibilities they 

assume, and how they are going to coordinate and communicate amongst themselves. If the 

consultant or facilitator is not one of the founders, then the role they might play is to support the 

founders in conceptualizing an initial idea, identifying the key stakeholders to be invited to the 
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initial meeting, and convening the initial meetings. The intentionality and focus should be on the 

relationships and understanding each other skills and capacities.  

Stage 2. At this stage, the coalition of the willing is being identified through initial 

meetings and conversations that focus on confirming the need for a new system, gaining 

commitment from the right people, and outlining the overall process for engaging a larger group 

of stakeholders. Consultants or subject matter experts are sought to help with the formation of 

the problem to be addressed, whereas facilitators are helpful in maintaining the neutrality on the 

content and holding the space where members have an opportunity to participate equally in 

establishing the norms and expectations for their involvement. It is important not to rush this 

stage and allow the coalition of the willing to establish the collaborative behaviors and norms. 

The coalition of the willing play a critical role in establishing the foundational elements of the 

system: agree on shared values, establish shared interest, and develop a shared power structure.  

Stage 3. At this stage, the core group emerges through the process of identifying various 

work groups and committees. Actors are encouraged to take responsibility for the roles necessary 

to continue the system’s development. The foundational elements, agreed to earlier, inform the 

leadership process and who will be best to serve in formal leadership roles. Facilitators can help 

with consensus building and planning activities where these foundational elements are tested and 

reflected upon. These agreements will be adjusted over the course of the system’s formation, and 

as new members join. Nothing is ever set in stone, which might be difficult for some members to 

accept. For that reason, to mitigate ambiguity and provide a sense of clarity and stability, 

documentation of all the processes and agreements as well as tracking and reporting on progress 

is key. Consultants and facilitators should pay close attention to these developments and 

encourage the members to take ownership of communication, connecting, and convening. 
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Consultants and facilitators might be providing support, but not “owning” these leadership 

activities, unless they are also part of the system and intend on staying involved beyond the 

formation period.  

Stage 4. At this stage, the work of the system begins to take shape. The activities shift 

from planning and thinking to doing. Leadership will be tested through its ability to deliver on 

the promise of the system and agreed upon outcomes. Reality of life brings various challenges to 

the process, including new actors (members might be leaving or joining, support staff might be 

hired) and resources (sharing or allocating the resources available). Consultants are often relied 

on for subject matter expertise and guidance at this stage. It is important for consultants to avoid 

taking over the leadership process and instead provide expertise and encourage the leaders to 

continue to make decisions collectively. These decisions must include shared vision, priorities or 

short term goals, and progress and accountability measures. Facilitators must focus on helping 

and guiding the transition of responsibilities from founding members to the core group of actors, 

including executive director or coordinator that might be hired to support the system. Managing 

the expectations and navigating new relationships is a difficult task for new actors. As leaders 

focus their efforts on integrating the new actors into the process, building trusting relationships, 

and influencing each other to accomplish the desired outcomes, the facilitators and consultants 

can play an important role of keeping the whole group engaged in reflection, evaluation, 

assessment, and future planning.  

Facilitators and consultants are part of the leadership process, especially if they are 

involved in the system’s formation; they impact the development of the system and the 

leadership capacity. By attending to the dynamics of the leadership process, setting the tone, and 
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modeling the collaborative behaviors, they influence not only what gets created, but also how it 

gets created.   

Facilitators and consultants must remain neutral to the dynamics of power and refrain 

from siding or taking cues from one member or partner, but not the others. As actors learn to 

trust each other and assume co-responsibility for various leadership activities, it is critical to 

support that emerging dynamic. It was evident that documenting everything and sharing 

information transparently was the key to gaining trust in the process. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The literature review in this study revealed that most of the research has been focused on 

either individual leaders or work or project teams, where the dynamics of shared leadership and 

emergent leadership are explored. Teams have been under investigation since T-groups (training 

groups) were first introduced. Collaborative and integrative leadership has been mostly pursued 

in the research design as individual leadership, focusing on capabilities of one to integrate the 

interests of many toward a common good. The shared leadership concept is largely investigated 

in leaderless work teams, however leadership teams are not explored to the extent for us to see 

and understand how leadership is shared among established leaders. Future studies should focus 

on leadership teams and groups, who are identified as leaders at various stages of system 

development or at various levels of leadership happening (the we/founders, the coalition of the 

willing/founding members, the core group of formal and informal leaders).  

Power and influence are identified in the literature as two of the most important 

leadership tools, focusing on the impact and effects of various types of power on the leaders’ 

ability to influence others. What was not clear is how leaders are influenced by other leaders. 

The theory of leadership in a loosely coupled multi-stakeholder system suggests that the “power 
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of walking away” has an impact on how leadership happens. I suggest further examination of this 

phenomenon through phenomenological study. Some questions might be:  

• Why do some members walk away and others do not? 

• What prevents some members from walking away? What is holding them back?  

Leading collective will is another concept that was brought forward through this 

grounded theory; this states that once the idea is institutionalized, the system itself (the alignment 

of the purpose, the structure, established processes, and the partnership agreements) performs the 

leadership role and, if well designed, provides the infrastructure for leadership happening. 

Further study of mature loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems through the case studies will 

help illuminate how to sustain the systems’ loose coupling of authority over time. Looking into 

paradoxes of self and shared or individual and collective concepts might be helpful to understand 

the inherent conflict that provides the stress and the tension necessary to hold the system 

together.  

When it comes to actors who assume leadership roles and responsibilities, it is critical to 

have the “right” people in those roles. More research is necessary to identify what traits and 

qualities are contributing to their capacity to co-lead effectively in the shared power, 

collaborative environment. I recommend quantitative studies measuring the correlation or 

identifying the impact of qualities such as humility, systems thinking, and courage on the overall 

leadership process happening in a loosely coupled multi-stakeholder system.  

Finally, the role of facilitators and consultants appeared to be critical in the early stages 

of system development. I suggest further research into what their role is and how they in fact 

support the leadership process. I did not include consultants in my original design, nor did I ask 

that question specifically related to consultants or facilitators of the participants. I discovered 
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later that their contribution to the leadership process was essential. The one focus group that I 

was able to engage included the consultants and facilitators, but the focus of that focus group 

was to help identify the Level 1 leadership activities: taking responsibility, specifically who takes 

responsibility for what, how, why, and when. The focus group participants helped identify the 

“willingness to collaborate” and “ability to set aside territorialism” as key qualities of those 

invited to collaborate, but they also emphasized the need for “paid professionals who support the 

collaborative as facilitators.” This finding was consistent with other participants relying on 

facilitators and consultants at the early stages of system formation. I suggest further research is 

needed to understand the role of paid professionals and how they influence leadership happening.  

Final Reflections  

The system is people. When we say that the system is not working, or blame the system 

for what is happening or not happening, we have to remember the people that are maintaining 

that system, as well as their role, function, and responsibility. In a loosely coupled, multi-

stakeholder system, if loose coupling is maintained, the system has an opportunity to evolve and 

adjust as new people join the system, get engaged and express their perspective freely. As long 

as the people are there to contribute, engage, and partner on the work of the system, they most 

likely will provide a critical eye to what is happening and ensure that the system is true to its 

purpose. If, on the other hand, the system is tightly coupled and the new people are indoctrinated 

into the system with limited to noability to engage, question, or contribute to the direction and 

overall values and vision, that is when the system is prone to become the who and maintain the 

status quo for the sake of survival.  

In a system that is more traditional and is defined by law as one type of organization or 

the other, the laws dictate how it needs to be organized legally, how resources need to be 
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managed, and what oversight is required for the system to be in good standing before the law. 

These rules and regulations are the foundational elements of the organizational structure and to 

some degree expectations for leaders, who are ultimately responsible before the law for how the 

system operates, and before the stakeholders for the results it achieves. To become more 

efficient, leaders of these systems adapt behaviors and implement policies and procedures that 

they can control, manage, and enforce. 

In my research, several systems eventually organized as 501(C3) non-profits, because 

that is what allowed them to centralize operational controls and be independent financially from 

one of the members, thus becoming a neutral actor. The role of the neutral actor is to hold all the 

members together, stay focused on the purpose, and ensure a clear way of operating, with the 

executive director assuming the responsibility that the laws are followed and the right practices 

are in place to be legitimate, trusted, and credible.  

Those systems that remain loosely coupled and were able to achieve success or continue 

to serve their purpose, did so by staying true to their purpose and commitment to partnership. 

The money, power, and the idea were shared by many within the system. It is not concentrated in 

one actor or one member. The leadership work and responsibility is to ensure distribution of 

resources according to collective agreements, distribution of power (decision making), and 

shared ownership of the idea.  

If we consider a view of organizations as an arch stone bridge that helps people to get 

from point A to point B (that is the purpose), we can imagine a structure in which the pressure 

and resistance co-exist to hold the arch (Fursman, in personal communication, December 15 

2020). What holds the bridge together is the force and resistance. Without one the other is not 

useful: if there is no force, there is nothing to resist, if there is no resistance the force 
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overwhelms and the bridge (the system) crumbles. In this metaphor, the force and resistance 

represent the dynamics of power and influence, chaos and order, and self and collective 

paradoxes creating a structure that can hold strong. This structure can only be built on good will, 

high morality, and trust in everyone’s intentions to serve the common good.  

“Too many leaders are building structures and designing organizations through 

organizational charts and boxes, and then think about culture” (personal interaction, Jamieson, 

December 14, 2020). In loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems, the culture and the structure 

are forming and evolving together. Each member brings their own culture and perspective on 

how things ought to be. There is a common acknowledgement that leadership roles are 

necessary, yet they have to be operating from a mindset of we, collaboration, and humility. That 

is the next evolution we must prepare for. As Weddell (2009) noted: 

The transformation from empires to a nation-state global system only occurred with the 

end of British Empire after World War II and the more recent breakup of the Soviet one.  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, four-fifths of the world’s population lived under 

monarchs or empires; as late as 1950, 70 percent of the world lived under non-

democratic rule. Today nation states are considered the norm and democratic regimes 

have become much more pervasive. We know our current global action structures are not 

producing outcomes we want. (p. 14) 
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Appendix A 

Letter of Inquiry 

Seeking Support in Identifying Eligible Sites and Participants for Research 
 

Dear ____  
 
Current times and challenges that we are facing as a society are demanding collaboration and 
collective action, yet we know very little about how to lead these types of organizations. Limited 
research in this area reveals a need to examine and provide some clarity on how leadership 
happens in systems when no one specifically is in charge and lines of authority are not as clear as 
in traditional hierarchical systems.  
 
I am seeking willing individuals to recruit for my doctoral research about the leadership 
phenomenon in loosely coupled systems, where individual members represent other 
organizations from at least two different sectors.  If you are aware of an organization that would 
fit this description, please share this inquiry directly or let me know who I can recruit from that 
organization.  
 
Research approach:  
The grounded theory research approach calls for data collection (interviews, observations, and 
focus groups) and comparative analysis happening simultaneously. I will be following the leads 
and looking for more information as the study unfolds, thus additional sites and individuals can 
be added as I continue the work and discover themes that need to be further clarified.  
 
Eligibility criteria for organization:   

1) interorganizational networks and collaboratives, where individual and organizational 
members establish rational forms of action towards a common goal (legally formed or 
not);  
2) members are representatives of the multiple organizations, representing at least two 
different sectors (government, business, non-profit, education, etc.) 

 
Participants of the study will include all willing and available actors of this loosely coupled 
system. I intend to include at least three individuals from each site, who can describe the 
leadership phenomenon from different perspectives.  
 
Expectation for participants:  

- In person or online interview (1-2 hours)  
- Possibly one more follow up interview, if necessary (1 hour)  
- Focus group participation (optional) 

 
Please let me know if I can answer any questions you might have, provide additional clarity or 
information about the study.  
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I hope you can introduce me to your colleagues or organizations that you think will be good for 
this research. I can be reached at 763.XXX-xxxx or via email: fursXXXX@stthomas.edu 
 
Respectfully,  
Irina Fursman, Doctoral Candidate  
University of St Thomas   
Minneapolis, MN  

 

  



306 

Appendix B 

General Consent Form 

 
 

Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the 
study.  

You are invited to participate in a research study about leadership in systems that are 
loosely coupled and include multiple stakeholders, representing various organizations or 
individuals. The title of this study is Leadership in Multi-stakeholder, Loosely Coupled Systems. 
You were selected as a possible participant and are eligible to participate in the study because 
you are (or were) affiliated with the organization that meets the research criteria. The following 
information is provided to help you make an informed decision whether or not you would like to 
participate. 
 
What will you be asked to do?  
 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:   

• Participate in at least one 1-1 interview (interview will be in person or via video 
conference)  

• Initial interview will last 1-2 hours, follow up interviews may last 30 min – 1 hour  
• I estimate to include 6-9 organizations in this study, each organization is different in size, 

membership, and the length of their existence. I intend to interview at least three people 
from each organization (currently involved or who were involved in the past).  

• The interviews will be audiotaped, if we meet in person, or videotaped, if we meet online. 
I will transcribe all the tapes and destroy the recordings after the transcripts are complete. 
I will keep the transcripts in the cloud, password protected folder.  

• Due to the nature of this study, follow up procedures are to be determined; you may be 
asked to continue to provide your thoughts and insights, share information and engage in 

Research Participation Key Information 
“Leadership in multi-stakeholder, loosely coupled systems” 

 

 

 
 

Participating in this study has risks: 
There are slight risks for participants, 
including exposing vulnerabilities and 
various dynamics between members, 
staff, and other actors.  Reputation of 
some members might be at risk.  

What you will be asked to do:  
We ask participants to participate in the 
interviews  
The time commitment is about 2 hours 
and the study will take place at the 
place of the participant’s convenience 
(office, neutral location, researchers 
office or online via web conferencing)  
 



307 

an additional interview or focus group. You will have a choice at any point during the 
study to disengage and remove yourself from further follow up.  

 
What are the risks of being in the study?  
 
There are slight risks for participants, including exposing vulnerabilities and various dynamics 
between members, staff, and other actors. The reputation of some members might be at risk. To 
mitigate these risks:  

• All comments and observed behaviors will be coded.  
• Nothing from the interviews and observations will be made public or available to other 

members of the same organization/group.  
• Themes and categories will be derived from all interviews and observations and not 

attributed to a specific incident or a group.  
• Code names will be used to protect the identity of the individuals and groups.  
• Information gathered will be kept in confidence and in a secure password protected 

location.  
 
Here is more information about why we are doing this study:  
 
This study is being conducted by Irina Fursman, Doctoral Candidate at the University of St 
Thomas. This study was reviewed for risks and approved by the Institutional Review Board at 
the University of St. Thomas.  
 
The purpose of this research is to understand how leadership occurs in a multi-stakeholder, 
loosely coupled system where members represent independent entities (individuals or 
organizations) who share a common purpose and exist to advance common good. I intend to 
understand leadership phenomenon, including the contingencies, acts and processes, 
relationships, and the individual style, and skills and competencies that made them successful.  
 
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. 
 
Your privacy and confidentiality is important. Here is how your personal information will be 
protected:  
 
If requested, your privacy will be protected while you participate in the initial interview part of 
the study. You will be in control of the location you choose to conduct the interviews. If you 
choose to also participate in the follow up focus group, your privacy cannot be guaranteed during 
that part of the study. 
 
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any reports I publish, I will not include 
information that will make it possible to identify you. The types of records I will create include: 

• Audio and/or video recordings of our interview(s)   
• Transcripts of the recordings  
• Personal observation notes and memos  
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I will be the only person with access to these records. I will securely store them on the university 
provided secure cloud location, password protected. I will be able to access the data from any 
device with the password, the data will be password protected at all times, including when 
traveling.  
 
All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years once the study is completed. 
Institutional Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas have the right to inspect all 
research records for researcher compliance purposes.  
 
This study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw from the research with no penalties of 
any kind.  
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future relations with anyone related to this study or the University 
of St. Thomas. There are no penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you 
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty. Should you decide to 
withdraw, data collected about you will be destroyed unless it is already de-identified or 
published and I can no longer delete your data. You can withdraw by submitting your note of 
intent to withdraw from the study to fursxxxx@stthomas.edu at any time. You are also free to 
skip any questions I may ask. 
 
Who you should contact if you have a question:  
 
My name is Irina Fursman. You may ask any questions you have now and at any time during or 
after the research procedures. If you have questions before or after we meet, you may contact me 
at 763.xxx.xxxx and fursxxxx@stthomas.edu. You are also welcome to contact my advisor, Dr. 
David Jamieson at jami1396@stthomas.edu. Information about study participant rights is 
available online at https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/. 
You may also contact Sarah Muenster-Blakley with the University of St. Thomas Institutional 
Review Board at 651-962-6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns 
(reference project number 1497786)  
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT: 
 
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above 
information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction and I consent to participate in 
the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I give permission to be audio recorded during this study.  
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Study Participant  Date 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________  
Print Name of Study Participant  

mailto:furs6473@stthomas.edu
mailto:furs6473@stthomas.edu
mailto:jami1396@stthomas.edu
https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/
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___________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Researcher      Date 
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Appendix C 

Video Recording Consent Form 

 
Title of Study: Leadership is Multi-Stakeholder, Loosely 
Coupled Systems 
 
IRB Tracking #: 1497786 
 

 
Institutional Review Board 

 
Video Recording Consent Form 

 
As part of this research study, the researcher is requesting to video record interviews conducted 
online via Zoom. You have the right to deny this request, and no video recordings will be 
taken. Permission to take photographs or video recordings is completely voluntary; you may 
request that the photographs or video recording be stopped, erased, or destroyed in part or in 
full at any time. In any use of photographs or video recordings, your name will not be identified. 
Please indicate below the uses of photographs and/or video recordings to which you consent.  
 
___________ I consent to video recording my participation in this study.  
Initials 
 
__________ The video recording may be studied by the researcher for use in the  
Initials  research project.  
 
By signing this form, you, the participant, indicate that you have read the description above and 
give your consent for the use of video recording as indicated above.  
 
_____________________________________________________________________  
  
Signature of Participant       Date 
 
_____________________________________________________________________   
Participant’s Name 
 
_____________________________________________________________________  
  
Signature of Primary Investigator      Date  
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Appendix D 

Focus Group Consent Form 

 
Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.  

You are invited to participate in a research study about leadership in systems that are 
loosely coupled and include multiple stakeholders, representing various organizations or 
individuals. The title of this study is Leadership in Multi-Stakeholder, Loosely Coupled Systems. 
You were selected as a possible participant in a focus group related to this study because you 
have professional experience providing consulting or facilitation services to organization(s) that 
meet the research criteria. The following information is provided to help you make an informed 
decision whether you would like to participate or not.  
 
What will you be asked to do?  
 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:   
 

• Participate in one focus group discussion and one follow up interview, if necessary (focus 
group and 1-1 interviews will be conducted via video conference).  

• Focus group will last 2 hours, follow up interviews may last 30 minutes to 1 hour.  
• I estimate to include 3-6 consultants in the focus group, who have experience working 

with loosely coupled, multi-stakeholder systems.  
• The focus group discussion will be recorded (audio only, even if one participant does not 

sign). 
• if at least one participant does not sign the video recording consent form). I will 

transcribe all the recordings through REV transcription services and destroy the 
recordings after the transcripts are complete. I will keep the transcripts in the UST Office 
365, password protected OneDrive folder.  

• Due to the nature of this study, follow up procedures are to be determined; you may be 
asked to continue to provide your thoughts and insights, share information and engage in 
an 1-1 follow up interview. You will have a choice at any point during the study to 
disengage and remove yourself from further follow up.  

Research Participation Key Information 
“Leadership in Multi-Stakeholder, Loosely Coupled Systems” 

 
 
 

 

 
 

Participating in this study has risks: 
Lack of privacy and identifiability are 
risks in the research. 

What you will be asked to do:  
We ask participants to participate in the 
focus groups 
The time commitment is about 2 hours and 
the focus group discussion will take place 
online via a Zoom call 
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What are the risks of being in the study?  
 
This study has lack of privacy and identifiability risks.  
 
Here is more information about why we are doing this study:  
 
This study is being conducted by Irina Fursman, Doctoral Candidate at the University of St 
Thomas. This study was reviewed for risks and approved by the Institutional Review Board at 
the University of St. Thomas.  
 
The purpose of this research is to understand how leadership occurs in a multi-stakeholder, 
loosely coupled system where members represent independent entities (individuals or 
organizations) who share a common purpose and exist to advance common good. I intend to 
understand leadership phenomenon, including the contingencies, acts and processes, 
relationships, and the individual style, and skills and competencies that made them successful.  
  
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. 
 
Your privacy and confidentiality are important. Here is how we will protect your clients’ and 
your personal information. 
 
If you choose to participate in the focus group, your privacy cannot be guaranteed. However, if 
requested, your identity can be partially protected while you participate in the focus group. If you 
choose to remain anonymous during the focus group discussion, you will be able to remain off 
camera and use a pseudonym in place of your name (this will require to either call into the zoom 
meeting via your phone, then I (the host of the meeting) will change the phone number to your 
selected pseudonym or when logging in via computer, change the name of your account to your 
pseudonym. Your voice can still be recognizable; thus, the risk of identifiability is still present.  
 
If requested, your privacy will be protected while you participate in the follow up interviews part 
of the study. You will be in control of the location you choose to conduct the interviews.  
 
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any reports I publish, I will not include 
information that will make it possible to identify you or your clients. The types of records I will 
collect and create include: 
 

• Audio and/or video recordings of the focus group   
• Transcripts of the recordings  
• Personal observation notes and memos  
• Documentation about your clients and your work  

 
I will be the only person with access to these records. I will securely store them on the University 
provided secure cloud location, password protected. I will be able to access the data from any 
device with the password, the data will be password protected at all times, including when 
traveling.  
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All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years once the study is completed. 
Institutional Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas have the right to inspect all 
research records for researcher compliance purposes.  
 
This study is voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw from the research with no penalties 
of any kind.  
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future relations with anyone related to this study or the University 
of St. Thomas. There are no penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you 
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty. Should you decide to 
withdraw, data collected about you will be destroyed unless it is already de-identified or 
published and I can no longer delete your data. You can withdraw by submitting your note of 
intent to withdraw from the study to fursxxxx@stthomas.edu at any time. You are also free to 
skip any questions I may ask. 
 
Who you should contact if you have a question:  
 
My name is Irina Fursman. You may ask any questions you have now and at any time during or 
after the research procedures. If you have questions before or after we meet, you may contact me 
at 763.xxx.xxxx and fursxxxx@stthomas.edu. You are also welcome to contact my advisor, Dr. 
David Jamieson at jami1396@stthomas.edu. Information about study participant rights is 
available online at https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/. 
You may also contact Sarah Muenster-Blakley with the University of St. Thomas Institutional 
Review Board at 651-962-6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns 
(reference project number 1497786)  
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT: 
 
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above 
information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction and I consent to participate in 
the study. I am at least 18 years of age. I give permission to be audio recorded during this study.  
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Study Participant  Date 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________  
Print Name of Study Participant  
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Researcher      Date 

mailto:furs6473@stthomas.edu
mailto:furs6473@stthomas.edu
mailto:jami1396@stthomas.edu
https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/
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Appendix E 

 Permission for Observation 

[Organization’s Letterhead] 
 
Date  
 
Irina Fursman 
Address 
City, MN 55xxx 
 
Dear Irina Fursman, 
 
I have reviewed your research proposal, entitled “Leadership in Multi-Stakeholder, Loosely 
Coupled Systems,” and grant permission for you to observe [ insert a type of meeting] and obtain 
documents related to previous meetings of […]  for your study. It is understood that your study 
aims at understanding leadership phenomenon, including individuals’ behaviors, organizational 
processes and structures, relationships and acts that constitute organization’s ability to achieve a 
common goal.  
 
It is further understood that:  

• No video or audio recordings will be conducted. 
• Letter of introduction to the research and intent for observations will be shared with the 

participants in advance. If one of the meeting participants is opposed to observations, no 
observations will be conducted.  

• At the beginning of the meeting, the researcher will introduce herself and address any 
questions that might surface and ensure that everyone is comfortable with observations 
going forward.  

• At any point during observations, anyone at the meeting can call for withdrawal from the 
study and research process without consequence. Observations will stop. All data 
collected up until that point will be destroyed and not used in the analysis.  

• There are slight risks for participants, including exposing vulnerabilities and various 
dynamics between members, staff, and other actors. The reputation of some members of 
the group might be at risk. All comments and observed behaviors will be coded. Nothing 
from the observations will be made public or available to other members of the group. 
Themes and categories will be derived from several observations and not attributed to a 
specific incident or a group. None of the groups will be named in the final research (code 
names will be used). 

• Confidentiality of data will be maintained by keeping all notes secure in the password 
locked notebook and stored in the cloud (St Thomas Office 365 account) with a password 
protection. Password is changed every three months.  

  
Sincerely,  
 
Official Signature  



316 

Name of Signer, Title of Signer  
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Appendix F 

Invitation to Participate in Second Interview / Focus Group 

Dear ________  
 
Thank you for your contribution to the study thus far, your contributions are greatly appreciated!  
 
I am following up to share with you that I have completed individual interviews with all who 
expressed the willingness to participate from your organization, total of ___ interviews. My 
initial analysis suggests that more clarity is needed about ______________   
 
I would like to invite you to participate in the [second round of interviews] or [focus group 
discussion] on _________ [insert date] at ____________ [insert location]. This discussion will 
include x participants, who are willing to assist the research process in generating more in depth 
understanding of _____________ .  
 
IF INVITATION IS TO PARTICIPATE IN THE FOCUS GROUP 
 
What to expect:  
During the focus group, I will facilitate a discussion about the emerging categories and look to 
the group for more clarity and insight into what patterns, relationships, and properties are true in 
your situation as it relates to leadership phenomenon.  
 
Please let me know if you are willing to participate in ______________.  
 
Thank you,  
 
Irina Fursman, Doctoral Candidate  
University of St Thomas  
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Appendix G 

List of Participants 

Name System 
Maturity  

Length of 
Involvement  

Gender 
Identification 

Role  System  Case 
Number 

Masha Mature 10 -15 She/Her Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#1 

1 

Anna  Mature 3-5 She/Her Founding 
Member/ED 

System 
#1 

2 

Karina Mature 10 -15 She/Her Board Member / 
Volunteer  

System 
#1 

3 

Valentina Startup 1-2  She/Her Founding 
Member/Founder 

System 
#2 

4 

Vlad Startup 1-2  He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#2 

5 

Katya Startup 1-2  She/Her Board 
Member/Volunteer 

System 
#2 

6 

Sergei Startup 1-2  He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#2 

7 

Misha Mature 16+ He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#3 

8 

Dima Mature 10 -15 He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#3 

9 

Darya Mature 6-9 She/Her Member (non-staff) System 
#3 

10 

Leonid Mature 1-2  He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#4 

11 

Nikolai Developing  3-5 He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#5 

12 

Alona  Startup 1-2  She/Her Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#6 

13 

Elizaveta Developing  1-2  She/Her Board 
Member/Volunteer 

System 
#6 

14 

Maximus Developing  1-2  He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#6 

15 
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Name System 
Maturity  

Length of 
Involvement  

Gender 
Identification 

Role  System  Case 
Number 

Oksana Mature 16+ She/her Founding Member / 
Consultant 

System 
#7 

16 

Zhenya  Mature 10 -15 They/Their  Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#7 

17 

Galina Mature 10 -15 She/Her Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#8 

18 

Ivan Startup 1-2  He/His Executive 
Dir/Founder 

System 
#9 

19 

Alla Developing  3-5 They/Their  Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#11 

23 

Volodymyr Mature 16+ He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#10 

21 

Boris Mature 16+ He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#10 

20 

Yura Mature 16+ He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#10 

20 

Peter Mature 6-9 He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#10 

22 

Oleg Mature 3-5 He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#12 

24 

Yulia Mature 10 -15 She/Her Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#13 

25 

Viktor Mature 16+ He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#13 

26 

Nadya Mature 16+ She/Her Member (non-staff) System 
#13 

27 

Tolik Startup 1-2  He/His Founder/Founding 
Member 

System 
#14  

28 

Eugene Developing  1-2  He/His Staff/Coordinator/ED-
non founder 

System 
#15 

29 

 
 
  



344 

Proposition  
 

Corresponding 
Dimension of 
Leadership  

Corresponding 
Level of 
Leadership  

of process and structure as well as outcomes. Astute 
leaders will reframe disputes in ways that can appeal 
across sectors.  

Proposition 20: Cross-sector collaborations are most 
likely to create public value if leaders design them (or 
help them emerge) in such a way that they build on 
individuals' and organizations' self-interests along 
with each sector's characteristic strengths, while 
finding ways to minimize, overcome, or compensate 
for each sector's characteristic weaknesses. 

Shared Interest  Forming a 
Leadership 
Team  

Proposition 21: Cross-sector collaborations are most 
likely to create public value if leaders explicitly seek 
the production of positive first-, second-, and third-
order effects.  

Product   

Proposition 22: Cross-sector collaborations are more 
likely to be successful if leaders insist on an 
accountability system that tracks inputs, processes, 
and outcomes; use a variety of methods for gathering, 
interpreting, and using data; and use a results 
management system built on strong relationships with 
key political and professional constituencies. 

Sustainability  Balancing Order 
and Chaos  
 

Proposition 23: Cross-sector collaborations are most 
likely to create public value if leaders demonstrate 
resilience and engage in regular reassessments. 

Sustainability  Balancing Chaos 
and Order 

Proposition 24: The normal expectation ought to be 
that success will be very difficult to achieve in cross-
sector collaborations, regardless of leadership 
effectiveness. 

Shared Power  Forming 
Leadership 
Team  

 


