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Overview

ʳ Background and context: global political scene, South African politics, 

#FeesMustFall, the gay debate in the Dutch Reformed Church

ʳ One possible interpretation ðfailings of current leadership

ʳ An alternative conceptualisationof leadership ðdistributed leadership

ʳ Towards a South African dialogismé



























Organisational/societal context and 
leadership

ʳ Leadership is a generic concept used particularly in the business world

ʳ Conjures up visions of strength, authority, competence, action, power

ʳ Means different things to different people ðit is not a concept with fixed 

meanings: manager, visionary, facilitator, functionary, controller, performer, 

motivator, inspiration

ʳ The relationship between organisational/societal context and leadership is 

critical

ʳCan we deduce from events in our recent past that the traditional ôhero leaderõ is  

now defunct? 

ʳ Should we move from a focus on leaders to a focus on leadership? What kind of 

leadership?



Our current context: a VUCA world? 
(Johansen 2012)

ʳVolatile

ʳUncertain

ʳComplex

ʳAmbiguous



Leadership in a VUCA world (Johansen 
2012)

ÅVisionVolatile

ÅUnderstandingUncertain

ÅClarityComplex

ÅAgilityAmbiguous



Distributed leadership 

as a possible 

alternative?



Distributed leadership

Á Concept originated in social psychology in the 1950s

Á Gained currency in 1990s, particularly in school improvement literature ðmore 

recently in higher education

Á Comprises a view of leadership as less the property of individuals, and more as 

the contextualisedoutcome of interactive, rather than unidirectional, causal 

process (Gronn2002)

ÁActivity is distributed or ôstretched overõ multiple people and leadership is 

spread throughout the organisationðsystems perspective



Distributed leadership (2)

ʳ It is not about the agency and power of individuals but structurally 

conjoint agency, the concertiveactions performed by pluralities of 

interdependent organisationmembers.  

ʳ Concertiveaction is more than numerical or additive action which 

represents the aggregated effect of a number of individuals contributing 

their initiative and expertise in different ways.  

ʳ Concertiveaction is about the additional dynamic which is the product 

of conjoint activity ðthe outcome is a product that is greater than the 

sum of their individual actions 



Distributed leadership (3)

Three patterns of concertiveaction:

-spontaneous collaboration: leadership practice arises in response to 

particular problems and requirements - people with different skills and attributes 

interact in productive relationships to bring about a solution or complete a task of 

common interest ðleadership is exercised within the relationships as collaborators 

come to recognize each others skills and attributes

- role sharing: intuitive working relations - two or more people work 

constructively within implicit frameworks of understanding ðleadership changes as 

collaborators utilize each otherõs skills and attributes to complete different aspects 

of a task ðinterdependency and reliance on each other - shared role space ð

mutual trust is the key factors

- formal relationships: working together in agreed structures, enabling 

leadership roles to be officially recognized ðinstitutionalised practice



Distributed leadership (4)

Three distinctive elements of distributed leadership:

ʳ Emergent property: leadership is an emergent property of a group or network 

of interacting individuals ðthis contrasts with leadership as a phenomenon 

which arises from the individual. 

ʳ Openness of boundaries: it is predisposed to widen the conventional net of 

leaders ðwhich groups or individuals are to be seen as contributors to 

leadership? 

ʳ Leadership according to expertise: varieties of expertise are distributed 

across the many, not the few ðnumerous, distinct, germane perspectives and 

capabilities can be found in individuals spread throughout the organisationð

if these are brought together, it is possible to forge a concertivedynamic 

which represents more than the sum of the individual contributions



Distributed leadership (5)

ʳ It may be top-down when senior leaders distribute leadership functions or 

when leaders share power and responsibilities among members of the 

institutional community

ʳ It may be bottom-up and spontaneous when collaborating teams of 

professionals work together to build networks within their institutions and with 

their communities

ʳ It leads to a division of labour that takes account of the skills and attributes of 

community members and the requirements for leadership on specific aspects 

of a task



Distributed leadership (6)

òTaking this view, leadership is about learning together and constructing 

meaning and knowledge collectively and collaboratively. It involves 

opportunities to surface and mediate perceptions, values, beliefs, 

information and assumptions through continuing conversations. It means 

generating ideas together; seeking to reflect upon and make sense of 

work in the light of shared beliefs and new information; and creating 

actions that grow out of these new understandings.It implies that 

leadership is socially constructed and culturally sensitive. It does not 

imply a leader/follower divide, neither does it point towards the 

leadership potential of just one person.ó (Harris 2003, cited by Bolden 

2007). (my emphasis)



Wilfred Drath, in his book The Deep Blue Sea (2002), urges us look beyond the 

wave crests (formal ôleadersõ) to the deep blue sea from whence they come (the 

latent leadership potential within the organisation). 



DL: New architecture for leadership

Agency 
(traits/ behaviours
of individual 
leaders

Structure (systemic 
properties and role 
structures in 
organisations)

Activity



Distributed leadership can beé

Devolved

Formalmechanisms for distributing roles and 

responsibilities across the organisation

Embedded within organisationalstructures

Orchestrated from the top

Drawson ôhardõ power (formal authority, 

control of resources)

Emergent

Individuals,groups and teams willingly tak on 

responsibility and generate new ideas and 

initiatives ðemerges from interplay between 

collective engagement and individual agency

Operates outside formal organisational

structures

Emerges from across the organisation

Drawson ôsoftõ power (charisma, expertise, 

relationships)



Aligned

Emergent

Misaligned

Planned
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Dimensions of distributed leadership

Source: Thorpe, Gold & Lawler, 2011


