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Learning Objectives

1. Define & understand the relationship between Organizational Systems 
theory & Collective Leadership model & its practice in health care

2. Understand how the Collective Leadership model is operationalized in 
a large social work department within a large hospital/health system 
setting

3. Identify strengths & limitations of the Collective Leadership model

4. Obtain necessary tools to consider whether a Collective Leadership 
model (or certain components of it) should be 

considered in your own departments/

organizations
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Session Agenda
I. Introduction

Background & Structure: Organization & Department

COVID-19: Department Response & Sequelae

Collective Leadership Model: History, Definition & Application to Department

II. Collective Leadership Model in Action

Development & Approval of Model 

Dual Reporting & Strategic Planning

Division of Work/Collaboration/Use of Self 

Model’s Evolvement: Communication, Advocacy & Buy-In

Successes & Challenges

III. Collective Leadership Enhancing Adaptive Leadership: Case Examples

IV. Conclusion

Lessons Learned

Application of Collective Leadership Model to Other Settings

V. Questions/Answers
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MSH SWS Covid-19 Response & Sequelae
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Collective Leadership: Its History & Definition

• Original concept: Mary Parker Follett (1924): “Power with others rather than power over 
others”

-Everyone can & should lead; success depends on the leadership within entire
group rather than the skills of one person

-People are internally & externally motivated—working together toward a shared
vision within a group & using their unique talents & skills to contribute to the
success. Lasting success is not possible without diverse perspectives &
contributions

• Next 70 years: many contributions to leadership & management theory helped lay the 
groundwork for collective leadership; late 1990s scholars returned to the idea of collective 
leadership in organizations, researched & published

• Based on tenets of Organizational Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1973)
• Collective leadership used in a variety of fields: 

health care, community development, 
educational leadership, environmental science, 
non-profit management & the military
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Organizational Systems Model
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Conditions for Collective Leadership
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Benefits of Collective Leadership
• Break Down of Silos
• Better Decisions & Increased Effectiveness
• Faster Acceptance & Implementation of Change & Innovation
• Increased Self-Direction & Motivation
• Stronger Professional Relationships
• Fosters Learning & Professional Growth
• Shared Responsibility
• Realizing Potential
• Inclusion
• Increased Engagement, Commitment & Investment
• Superior Productivity & Performance
• Sustainability
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Collective Leadership at MSH Department of Social Work Services

Historical Leadership Structure and Leadership Principles for All Staff
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Collective Leadership at MSH Department of Social Work Services

New Model to Lead the Department 

• Summer 2020-Unique Time in MSHS’ History
• Development & Approval of Model with Four Department Senior Leaders
• Dual Reporting of to CMO-Hospital, Sr VP-Health System (strategic planning)
• Division of Work/Collaboration/Use of Self in Leadership
• Model’s Evolvement-Communication, Advocacy & Buy-In on Multiple Levels
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-Communication & Presence to Department Managers & Staff

-Cohesion, Collaboration & Transparency to Department Staff

-Active Participation & Presence in Hospital/Health System Initiatives

-Learning & Accountability Among Department Co-Leaders

-Honesty & Transparency Among Department Co-Leaders

-Increased Ability To Work on Multiple Large Initiatives

-Reduced Decision-Making Time

-Increased Productivity

-Increased Empowerment of Other Managers & Staff

-Learning Different Perspectives & Possibilities About the Work

-Effectively Manage Dual Reporting on Hospital & System Levels

-Creating a Culture Based on Trust (ongoing)

Successes
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Challenges

Challenges

-Determining Lead Ownership on New Projects/Initiatives

-Prioritizing What/How Much to Share with One Another Given Time

Limitations

-Managing Time & Priorities Given Ever-Changing Landscape

-Staying Informed in Large Hospital/Health System with Different Players 

-Delegating Certain Responsibilities to Other Department Managers 

-Remaining Focused on the Big Picture/Future Vision

-Maintaining Uniqueness of Department when Moving Towards Systemness



Case Example One:
Communication Across All Levels of Department, 

Hospital & Health System

• Daily Leadership Huddle 
• Management Meetings
• Department Town Halls & Broadcast E-Mails
• SW Advocacy Committee (Professionalism)
• Dual Reporting 
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Case Example Two: Human Resources 
• Clinical Career Ladder
• Salaries, Promotions
• Covid Specific:, Masking, Social Distancing, Vaccination Requirements, 

Telehealth, Medical Leave, Federal Reduced Work Program, Bonus Pay 
• Recruitment & Hiring: Diversity, The Great Resignation, Applicant Market
• Recognition: Within Department, Within Hospital, Externally (Social 

Media)
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Case Example Three: Department Presence
• Department’s Active Participation in Hospital-Wide Meetings & Committees
• Maintaining Department’s Uniqueness During Time of “Systemness”
• Social Determinants of Health Initiative: Department’s Role/Ownership
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Case Example Four: 
Social Work Anti-Racism and Inclusion Initiative 

(SWARI)

Established in January 2021 to address all forms of racism and create greater 
diversity, equity and inclusion, with the goal of becoming an anti-racist Department

Images: SWARI Infographic & iStock



24

Lessons Learned
-Realize There Will Always be Critics Especially When Seeking Feedback

-Be Respected, not Always Liked

-Take Calculated Risks

-Seek Input from the Right People at the Right Time

-Make Informed, Firm Decisions, Explaining Rationale & Remaining Consistent

-Stay Grounded in Mission/Purpose of the Department/Profession

-Be Well Prepared: Know the History/Past Practice, Have the Data, 

Anticipate the Questions, Rehearse the Responses

-Convey Clear, Concise, Accurate Information, in all Forums, at all Times

-Accept that the Answer is not Always Apparent/Known

-Trust the Process: Sometimes Inaction is Action

-Identify Champions & Resources & When/How to Access Them

-Debrief After Key Meetings: Exchange Perceptions/Experiences/Determine Next Steps

-Leave One’s Ego at the Door/Be Open to Learning from Every Experience
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Consider Conditions for Collective Leadership (Wilbur’s Model)

-Assess Organization’s Environment & Openness to Innovative Change

-Speak to Trusted Others in Leadership (Internal/External to Organization) About the

Idea & Consider Their Feedback

-Determine Members of Collective Leadership Based on Current & Future Work Needs 

& Identify Complementary Education, Skills & Experiences

-Discuss Idea Among Potential Collective Leadership Members for Buy-In & Ownership

-Develop Proposal Outlining Clear Advantages/Disadvantages Including Fiscal &

Examples Where it is Successful (Internal/External to Organization) 

-Determine Presentation Plan (by Whom, to Whom, When, How, Various Phases &

Sequencing) 

Application of Model to Other Settings
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