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Abstract

Collaboration is one of the most effective approaches to addressing today’s complex issues, yet people 
are not always adequately prepared to work this way. In this paper, we introduce the Four Dimensions 
of Collaborative Leadership—developing an interconnected worldview, enhancing interpersonal skills 
and capacities, creating a sense of belonging, and managing the collaborative process—as a framework 
for building individual readiness. Because collaboration depends on people working well together, we 
propose incorporating these into individual professional development opportunities to enable more 
effective partnerships. 

The Need for Collaborative Leadership 

Collaboration is the process of working together toward a shared vision, purpose, or goal. It can be 
an effective way to address complex challenges, especially those that can’t be met by a single person or 
organization. However, not all collaborative efforts are successful. Because collaboration is often the 
best (or required) approach, it is important to understand why some thrive where others fail. One reason 
for failure is that people simply don’t know how to do it well. It takes skill, and yet the practice of 
collaborating is often an afterthought to whatever it is one is collaborating about. 

As collaboration has become more popular as a way to solve complex challenges, a range of valuable 
trainings has emerged. Often, the focus is on the mechanics: how to break out of silos, how to identify 
common goals, how to design social impact networks, and the like. In our experience, however, 
individual collaborative leadership skills and capacities also need more attention than they currently 
receive. This applies both to those who convene and facilitate, and those who participate in collaborative 
efforts. 
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Common Challenges to Collaborative Processes

Strengthening collaborative skills and capacities helps ensure that they are prepared to fully participate. 
This can range from helping them address a specific need to showing them how to move out of 
the familiar command-and-control leadership paradigm that makes collaboration more difficult. 
Following are some of the common challenges that arise when people have not developed the necessary 
collaborative skills and capacities. 

> Not Understanding the Collaborative Process

Those more accustomed to working within a single organization may expect that meetings have a 
pre-identified purpose tied to their overarching goals and strategic plans. However, when multiple 
organizations come together, it is often necessary to have a process that helps them identify their mutual 
interests—something that may require several rounds of conversation. People who have not developed 
collaborative leadership skills will sometimes mistake this for a lack of structure or rigor, become 
frustrated, and act in ways that undermine the process.

> Taking a Transactional Approach

Some are reluctant to fully participate in collaborative efforts unless they can ensure that it will be 
immediately and directly valuable to themselves or their organizations. This stems from a lack of 
understanding that the value of collaboration comes from everyone’s participation, which cannot be 
achieved if individuals hold back. It is impossible to derive the full value of collaboration while hanging 
back and standing apart from it. It is important to help people notice that a transactional approach is 
actually counter to producing the value they are seeking.

> Defaulting to the Persuasive Leadership Paradigm

Persuading others to follow a specific vision through the force of argument or charisma is a common 
leadership paradigm. In a collaborative setting, with people from different organizations coming 
together as peers, an insistence on one’s own vision can damage relationships. Instead, what’s called 
for is listening, being responsive, carefully considering different opinions or ideas, and allowing the 
best approach to emerge through respectful interaction. Developing collaborative leadership skills and 
capacities helps people resist the impulse to insist on their own vision and instead, engage in a more 
relational way, leading to integrated ideas that often provide multiple benefits.



The Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership    |    3

> Struggling to Recognize the Value of Collaboration

For those who haven’t developed collaborative leadership skills and capacities, it can be a challenge to 
recognize the full spectrum of value that working this way produces. Some collaborative projects are 
oriented around concrete outcomes, the value of which is easy to recognize. But most are also valuable 
in more subtle ways. 

For instance, a collaborative process may focus on a specific challenge. Through working together, 
participants may also recognize the larger context within which their individual challenges exist, which 
can help reorient their actions to address root causes instead of symptoms. Furthermore, the full value 
may not reveal itself immediately but instead, unfold over time and outside the parameters of the issue 
that initially brought the group together (e.g., by building enduring relationships that may help them 
in the future). Developing collaborative leadership skills and capacities allows individuals to create the 
conditions by which this kind of value may emerge, to participate in a way that supports them, and to 
recognize them as they happen.

Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership

Addressing these challenges (and others) requires the application of four essential skills and capacities. 

1.	 Developing an interconnected worldview.

2.	 Enhancing interpersonal skills and capacities.

3.	 Creating a sense of belonging.

4.	 Managing the collaborative process.

Each dimension is a lens through which individuals can build awareness, insight, skills, and behaviors 
that increase their personal capacities and support better collaborative outcomes.

1. Developing an Interconnected Worldview

Interconnectedness is a fundamental quality of the world. If we can recognize this, we can shift 
from seeing mostly separate things to seeing relationships and the dynamics they produce, which can 
inform how we participate in the world. An interconnected worldview helps us identify the need for 
processes that enable collaborating across boundaries, valuing connections to people and partners, and 
recognizing the larger systems that connect to issues that are important to us.
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2. Enhancing Interpersonal Skills and Capacities

Collaboration fundamentally depends on relationships between people. In many cases, it occurs 
across organizations or jurisdictions, outside the hierarchy of any one group. This requires a unique 
interpersonal skillset, one that includes listening, humility, empathy, a willingness to experiment, 
patience (to discover points of mutual interest), and tolerance for a process that is likely more ambiguous 
(and often less controllable) than one might be used to.

3. Creating a Sense of Belonging

Successful collaboration requires all partners to feel welcome. For participants to reveal their needs 
and interests, explore creative solutions, and facilitate shared ownership and accountability, trust, 
respect, and connection are required. The work to create a sense of belonging happens at multiple levels, 
including initial invitations to participate, agenda development, consideration of collective values that 
might drive a project, and so on.

4. Managing the Collaborative Process

Collaborations don’t happen on their own; someone needs to help partners discover what they want 
to do and how they want to do it, and to integrate the knowledge-building, relationship-building, and 
problem-solving elements of collaboration into a cohesive approach. Regardless of their role, all partners 
benefit from a better understanding of how to design and facilitate the process of collaborating well so 
that they can participate in a way that best supports successful outcomes. 

The Four Dimensions Work in Concert

Collaboration works best when people have skills and capacities in all four dimensions. 

Imagine a large forest split into multiple properties, each with a different owner. A fire in one part of 
the forest creates a challenge for everyone as it does not respect property lines. Therefore, the solution 
requires working together to create a more fire-resilient landscape. An interconnected worldview helps 
us shift from thinking about our property only, to seeing that all the properties are part of a single 
interconnected forest. It helps us identify the need for collaboration and recognize the interdependence 
we have with our neighbors.

Interpersonal skills help us talk to these neighbors and listen to their positions, which may be different 
from our own. They help us create and maintain the relationships needed to work together as well as to 
help everyone feel like they are part of the process rather than simply subject to it. Imagine a scenario 
where the partners include nonprofit land trusts, public agencies, Tribal nations, and timber companies. 
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Any successful collaboration will have to take on the very real challenge of making sure all of these 
parties feel they belong at the table.

Finally, the process of working together needs to be organized and managed. It requires structure 
and facilitation, including with such basics as when meetings occur and what will be on the agenda. 
Mechanisms for follow-up, making sure ideas move into action, are also needed.

If all of these dimensions are attended to, those who have a stake in the well-being of the forest are more 
likely to find a way to work together to achieve outcomes they couldn’t manage on their own.

The Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership in Practice:  

Case Studies

In practice, the Four Dimensions are not separate. Rather, they constitute a holistic way of working. 
Developing these dimensions of collaborative practice prepares people to be responsive in many kinds of 
situations. The following examples demonstrate both the interconnected nature of the Four Dimensions 
and their benefits. 
 

Case Study: Forest Health in the Santa Cruz Mountains

The Santa Cruz Mountains Stewardship Network (SCMSN) is a collaborative of 25 organizations. 
At a recent convening, some members discussed the tricky optics of selling the trees that are removed 
during forest health thinning projects. The projects are ecologically beneficial, but it can be difficult to 
communicate that to the public.

The members doing these projects shared their current and planned projects, how they were structuring 
them financially, (e.g. were their organizations selling the trees or were contractors responsible for the 
actual sale), and how they were communicating to stakeholders. As the discussion progressed, there 
was a shift in the feeling in the room. That a critical mass of organizations were doing or considering 
projects helped other organizations feel more comfortable considering their own. Practical information 
was shared that could enable future projects to be done more easily and effectively. Because the 
members of the SCMSN steward a large percentage of land in the region, a shift in the room is a shift 
in the system of land stewardship in the region as a whole. Collaborative dialogue led to improved 
stewardship practices.

This example illustrates some of the Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership. The SCMSN is 
based on the idea that individual organizations’ lands are best understood within a regional context. 
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The SCMSN’s manager built on this idea by introducing concepts from systems thinking and network 
theory in educational sessions (i.e., managing the collaborative process) to help network members 
develop an interconnected worldview, which strengthens the practice of seeing individual forest health 
projects in the context of the health of the region’s forests.

In addition, from the beginning, SCMSN members affirmed the importance of including a diversity 
of stewardship approaches. The partnership includes land trusts, public agencies, timber companies, 
universities, and Tribal nations. Their focus on the connectedness of the land and the value of different 
stewardship types has led to a sense of belonging in which different voices and opinions are valued. 
Consequently, the SCMSN has developed a consistently collegial and respectful culture, one that 
demonstrates links between the Four Dimensions: developing an interconnected worldview and a sense 
of belonging supports the development of interpersonal skills and capacities that support collaboration.

Case Study: Co-Producing a Bison Shared Stewardship Strategy

Increasingly, Tribal nations, the Department of Interior (DOI), states, private conservationists, and other 
partners have been collaborating to restore American bison across North America. Guided by the 2020 
DOI Bison Conservation Initiative, the DOI invited federally-recognized Tribal nations to nominate 
individuals to work alongside agency staff to co-produce a national strategy. This collaboration also 
strengthened relationships between participating Tribal nations and the federal government. Participants 
practicing the Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership proved pivotal to the success of the effort. 

Before the process began, participants and facilitators recognized that individuals’ willingness to 
contribute would depend on all Indigenous and federal participants feeling valued and heard. To 
create this sense of belonging, participants contributed to the design of the process itself by identifying 
culturally appropriate structures in which to convene and hosting the gatherings at venues on Tribal 
lands. Meetings focused on developing relationships and shared understanding, and included field trips, 
meals, storytelling, and activities led by Indigenous participants. 

Throughout, participants practiced interpersonal skills that enabled cross-cultural understanding and 
fostered the levels of trust that were critical for working together. To understand one another’s cultures; 
reckon with historical attempts to eradicate both bison and Indigenous peoples; and uncover complex 
ecological, economic, cultural, and governance systems influencing bison restoration, they engaged 
courageously and openly, with humility and humor. 

Experienced facilitators managed the process by emphasizing building trust, mutual understanding, 
and a common vision to achieve shared goals. In taking time to see connections across seemingly 
separate cultures and systems, participants embraced an interconnected worldview and were able to 
identify innovative pathways for bison restoration partnerships that can be implemented within different 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/bison/bison-shared-stewardship.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/bison/protecting-bison.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/bison/protecting-bison.htm
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contexts. By practicing the Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership, they also navigated distrust to 
strengthen relationships between Tribal nations and the federal government. 

Reflections

In both case studies, we see the importance of the Four Dimensions of Collaborative Leadership. Their 
outcomes depended on individuals developing the skills and mindsets to participate. It isn’t hard to 
imagine someone who didn’t understand the collaborative process being frustrated with having multiple 
authors engaged in developing a national bison strategy. Someone who took a more transactional 
approach might have found it pointless to spend time on field trips and storytelling. Developing the skills 
and capacities described in the Four Dimensions and weaving them into the process design allowed 
outcomes to emerge from group interaction rather than being imposed by a top-down authority. These 
collaborative, organic approaches often lead to more buy-in and thus, longer-lasting results.

It is noteworthy that the Four Dimensions can be activated in a variety of ways. Two examples include 
the SCMSN’s systems thinking and network theory training sessions and the  process design of the 
Bison Shared Stewardship Strategy that made room for Indigenous cultural practices. 

Individuals who develop Four Dimensions skills and capacities can help grow a culture in which the 
collaborative process is understood and valued and a generous reciprocal approach is expected. With 
this approach, common challenges outlined earlier in this paper are not so much addressed as they are 
made irrelevant. While challenges to the collaborative process may still occur, they tend not to arise to 
the same degree when individuals practice the Four Dimensions.

Finally, developing an interconnected worldview, enhancing interpersonal skills and capacities, creating 
a sense of belonging, and managing the collaborative process can and should be integrated into personal 
and professional development offerings. Giving people the tools and framing needed to employ these 
dimensions in their work will enhance their confidence and ability to collaborate. In turn, their efforts 
will become stronger, more enduring, and more likely to achieve desired outcomes.
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