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Abstract: This paper addresses |eadership skills needed for working in collaborative groups
across multidisciplinary settings. It aims to provide an overview of findings about leadership
development for people working in collaborative practice. The research project was
undertaken to inform course writers and teaching staff of a ‘leadership in action’ course on the
Bachelor of Applied Social Science degree developed at Waikato Institute of Technology and
offered for the first time in 2002. The research was carried out as a Masters in Educational
Leadership dissertation, and investigates leadership issues for seven professionals seen as
leadersin their professions who are working in collaborative practice across multidisciplinary
groups.

The paper explores what collabor ative practice means, and investigates |eader ship for effective
collaborative practice through analysis of literature, semi structured interviews and a focus
group. Joining forces to establish integrated and collaborative services models is a viable
approach for many communities and education, health and human service providers in the
present political and social times. People who lead collaborative teams may require specific
coordination and leader ship skills to enable the group to function effectively. The results of the
study show key themes evolving.
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I ntroduction

Joining together to establish integrated and collaborative services models is seen as a viable
approach for many communities and education, health and human service providers in the
present political, economic and social climate. Overseas this has been recognized for a number
of years. In Canada for example in the area of child, youth and family issues, there have been
significant changes. One such change occurred in 1996 when the British Columbia Ministry
for Child, Youth and Families was formed to bring together child, youth and family serving
programmes from five different government ministries. In New Zealand the areas of social
service, heath and education have only recently been changing with new strategies produced
by the Ministries of Education, Social Policy and Socia Development. This can be seen
through a number of government policy documents, which have recently been produced. The
ten-year strategic plan for Early Childhood Education called Pathways to the Future: Nga
Huarahi Aratiki, as an example, has three goals: To increase participation in quality ECE
services, improve quality of ECE services and to promote collaborative relationships. New
Zealand's Agenda for Children (June 2002) also has a number of key principles for government
policy and practice. These include collaboration: that Government agencies will work well
together, and with families and Whanau, iwi/Maori providers, community and voluntary
groups, local government and the private sector to promote the well-being of al children.



While there is a drive from the New Zealand Government for a joining together of groups from
education, social services, health and iwi- based practices to establish integrated and
collaborative services models, there is confusion about the meaning and process of
collaboration. Fullan (1993) argued that collaboration is one of the most misunderstood
concepts in educational change. Knapp et a (1998) identified the confusion amongst human
service providers where the collaborative integrated services model is being promoted. Along
with this confusion, there aso lies a question of how leaders can best function to guide the
collaborative process in order to achieve positive results effectively and efficiently. It is this
problem about |eadership in collaborative practice that | chose for investigation.

My interest in leadership of collaborative groups derives largely from ny involvement in the
curriculum development for the Bachelor of Applied Social Science (BASS) degree at Waikato
Institute of Technology (Wintec), which enrolls students from the fields of Counseling, Early
Childhood Education, Social Work, Maori Studies and Adult Education. | have also been a
member of a number of collaborative groups and am interested in the process of collaboration,
how it works, how leadership functions within the groups and why some groups work better
than others.

Why would leading collabor ative groups be different?

During my work on the BASS curriculum development project, | had a sense that as
collaboration between agencies, organizations and sectors is being encouraged at government
level, there may be different leadership skills required for leading groups involving people from
only one discipline area to those required for leading in a collaborative multidisciplinary way.
The diversity of opinions, knowledge, background and experiences that people would bring to
the collaborative groups could create problems.

The purpose of this research was to alow seven women who work in multidisciplinary
collaborative practice situations the opportunity to tell their stories about leadership in
collaborative practice. | hoped to find out what their experiences of working collaboratively
have been and what qualities they saw as important in their own and others' leadership, which
enabled the collaboration to work successfully.

M ethodology

This research was undertaken as part of a Masters degree programme in Educational
Leadership a the University of Waikato in Hamilton. It investigated leadership issues for
seven professionals seen as leaders in their fields who are working in collaborative practice
across multidisciplinary groups. The dissertation explored what collaborative practice means,
and investigated leadership for effective collaborative practice through analysis of literature,
semi structured interviews and a focus group.

My resear ch questions were therefore:

What are the percelved skills and understandings of leadership for collaborative practice
identified by leaders of seven NZ based collaborative organisations?

What can be done to improve the relevance of leadership development for those engaged in
collaborative practice?



The participants in this research were chosen by purposive sampling technique. The
participants are all local leaders in their respective fields of practice, and were suggested by
colleagues in the academic work setting of the researcher. The requirements | asked were that
the person should be a respected leader in their field of practice, who had experience of
working within a multidisciplinary collaborative setting. All participants have had diverse
careers with several changes in the types of jobs they have done. Participants are al currently
holding leadership positions in local organisations, and have responsibility for between 10 and
450 staff members.

What is collabor ative practice?

“Collaboration” has been defined as “the interaction of stakeholders with shared language and
values taking action toward collective goals (Fauske, 1999). The term stakeholder includes
anyone who has an interest in or who would be affected by the collaborative action. Some
literature describes collaboration as occurring along a continuum of degrees of integration
(Pappas, 1994, Orelove & Sobsey, 1991). The degrees of integration depend on the objectives
of any given project, and also the membership of the project team. As collaborative behaviours
develop and mature over time some members will be more experienced in their ability to
collaborate than others. Findings from the Nicholson et a (1998) study show that there appears
to be no one “cut and dried” model for collaborative practice involving different disciplines.
Rather, Nicholson et a suggest that the appropriate approach depends on the context and goals
of the work and on the organisational structure. Seashore Louis and Kruse (1995) suggest that
effective collaboration is that which provokes meaningful and productive discourse to empower
all while simultaneously protecting individual efficacy.

A literature review looking at collaboration in general terms revealed a number of themes
developing. These included:

7 Clear communication

” Decision-making

7 Team/ group coordination

7 Organisational structure and recognitionA commitment by diverse groups to a common
mission

” | dentifying spheres of competence and valuing diversity

7? Power sharing

Literature about L eadership for collaborative practice

How then does one learn to be a leader in a collaborative group if one of the key concepts of
collaborative practice is the sharing of power and leadership? The participative |eadership
approach emphasizes the benefits of shared leadership, delegation, and self-directed teams.
Some research does suggest that participative leadership, delegation, and self-directed teams do
facilitate greater motivation, commitment, and better quality of products and services and
organizational efficiencies in certain circumstances than when the leader or supervisor makes
decisions alone (Gardner & Nudler,1999).



Findings and Discussion

Fullan (1999) argued that a limitation of cross sectional studies on collaboration has been that
they have provided a snapshot of “what is out there, and how to get there remains in the black
box of collaboration” (p.33). Using Fullan’s metaphor, and in a similar vein (on a smaller
scale) to Slater’s (2001) study this project attempted to “open up the black box” by examining
participant’ s experiences of collaboration. It was interesting to note the essential characteristics
of collaboration described by the participants. During the focus group participants were asked
what would be included if we could develop a ‘collaboration kit', that is: a (black box) kit
containing the necessary skills, attributes and knowledge to be effective collaborators. As well
as those that have been identified in the five themes described below, the following were aso
agreed upon as being essential for successful collaboration: Influence of previous experiences
(family, marae, role models, education, bruises). One participant spoke of the “bruises’ that
people suffer from thelr experiences of leading collaborative groups- that effective
collaborative leaders are those that are “able to pass on lessons from the bruises’. Positive
results, trust, respect, passion and commitment with shared excitement were aso seen as
important and effective and healthy relationships are the key.

The experiences of these seven women are widely diverse and each of them discussed varying
rates of success in terms of working with different collaborative groups. There were five
themes that emerged from the findings, relating to how these particular leaders see success
when working with collaborative groups. These are that effective leaders in collaborative
practice:

1. Establish structuresfor facilitating communication

Given the nature of collaborative relationships it is understandable that participants identified
excellence in communication kills as a key competency for ‘expert collaborators. Although
all of the participants in this study have had training at various times in communication skills
and interpersonal relationship, thereis aneed for individuals working in collaborative groups to
reflect more deeply and deliberately on the content of their communication. Communication
skillsinclude listening skills, verbal skills, non-verbal communication, and non-verbal cues.

Knapp et al (1998) describe this category of competencies for interprofessional collaborators as
competence with interpersonal relationships- often referred to as ‘people skills'. This is the
capacity to interact effectively with others in ways that nurture the participation and effective
action of others. It isacknowledged by those who are working in collaborative groups that this
is often difficult and that the expert collaborator is frequently faced with conflict, lack of trust,
lack of motivation, or other emotionally volatile responses. The task of the expert collaborator
is to help change the interpersonal conditions in which they and others find themselves in, so
they can sustain more productive working relationships with others.

The area of emotional competencies is also critical for maintaining effective relationships
amongst group members. Daniel Goleman (1998) introduced the term emotional competency to
describe learned, job related capabilities or skills that individuals develop based upon their
emotional intelligence. Goleman (1998) identified five domainsin his description of emotional
intelligence including: self-awareness, managing emotions, motivating oneself, empathy, and
adeptness in relationships. The nature of collaborative relationships would make it fairly
critical that building emotional competence is a necessary skill for effective collaborators.



2. Make explicit team/group coordination, roles and responsibilities

Knapp et a (1998) describe this competency for expert collaborators as “competence with
group process and dynamics’(p.47). It is critica that those working collaboratively can
maximize the constructive use of team meeting time, ensuring that goals are jointly owned,
keeping individuals with divergent perspectives focused on joint tasks and other leadership
functions. Knapp et al (1998) state that the leadership function “can and must be shared within
the group as a hallmark of the collaborative group process and therefore they act in ways that
assume responsibility for group functioning and share control over group functions with others,
no matter what their formally assigned roles may be”.

3. Recognise the importance of organisational structureand support

Knapp et al (1998) call this competency “organizational savvy”. This enables expert
collaborators to understand and navigate different organizational contexts that come into play
when individuals with different professional backgrounds work together. “They can develop
the capacity to discern the relevant features of the multiple organizational environments in
which they work with others, both by asking the right questions about unfamiliar environments
and by helping introduce their collaborating partners to the nuances of their own organizational
cultures’ (p.49).

4. Value commitment by diverse groupsto a common mission

This leadership requirement is part of the competence described by Knapp et

a (1998) as understanding collaborative practice. They emphasize the importance of
collaborative professionals “having first of all a clear understanding of what collaboration is
and an appreciation of its complexities; they do not see this mode of professional work as a
simple way of fixing problems, nor do they blindly advocate collaborative solutions to all, or
even most human needs’ (p.44). Expert collaborators will be willing to discuss the ethical and
lega implications of groups working toward a common mission on a collaborative project, as
well as understanding the implications of attempting to fashion solutions that cross professional
boundaries.

5. Under stand each other’s strengths and value their differences

Knapp et a (1998) describe this leadership skill as “competence in responding to sociocultural
diversity”. This category traverses all other competencies and enables professionals to “work
with people whose perspectives differ substantially from their own, but makes explicit a
dimension of diversity that underlies all aspects of collaborative human services work: the fact
that individuals, groups, organizations, client populations, and communities all exist in
sociocultural contexts’(p.50). It acknowledges that sociocultural differences profoundly
influence how individuals approach their work and that often these differences reflect the
unequal distribution of power and resources amongst social groups. For effective collaboration
to take place it is important for people to “let go of their ego” and participate honestly and
openly in the process. Sergiovanni (1994) suggests that interdependent individuals have
enlarged their sense of self from a conception of “me” to asense of “us’. Transcending self to
Sergiovanni does not mean losing our identity but rather our egocentricity. Someone with a
personal agenda and who hasn’t let go of their ego can threaten the collaborative process.



Conclusions

A key realization for me during the course of this research project was that there is more to the
word ‘collaboration’ than just cooperating with others, joining in partnership with others or
consulting about a project. The concept of collaboration isin fact a complex one. Part of the
complexity arises because we are working with human beings and relationships, which can be
convoluted enough to start with. Collaboration amongst people from diverse disciplines also
entails untangling the structure and aims of different organizations, and their cultures, beliefs,
expectations and values. The role of leaders within interprofessional or interdisciplinary
collaborative groups is significantly different from working with a team of people from one
discipline area. The very nature of collaboration implies a sharing, and leadership therefore
must be a shared role, with team members taking shared responsibility for outcomes. Thisisa
significant shift in thinking about the leadership role, as in collaborative groups the leader is
prepared to involve others in decison-making. To have successful outcomes from the
collaborative group therefore all of the members must be “expert collaborators”.

This concluson has made a significant difference to my thinking about the teaching and
learning on the Bachelor of Applied Social Science degree. Two courses in particular have
potential for review: the Leadership in Action course and the Devloping a Personal framework
for Collaborative Practice courses. In the current programme the collaborative practice course
entails students taking part in a collaborative project which enables them to experience
firsthand the benefits and barriers to working collaboratively. The Leadership course has a
skills development component as students explore the theories of peer mentoring, as well as
theories of leadership. Already a number of changes have been identified as a result of this
research project, and a series of planning and discussion sessions have been planned for the
teaching team.

There is currently a groundswell of interest regarding collaboration among social services and
education to better serve the needs of children and families, particularly for those most likely to
encounter interrelated social, health and educational problems. There is a growing recognition
that social services are highly fragmented, often duplicative, that there are only limited
resources for these services and that the ‘clients' of social services remain in a disenfranchised
position (New Zeadland's Agenda for children, 2002). The drive towards an inclusive economy
and more future focused strategies include a drive towards greater collaboration and
rationalization of services within the education, socia services and health systems. One could
speculate that collaborative ventures are driven by economic expediency. But it is interesting
to note that during their investigation for the need for an interprofessional curriculum in
Washington, USA, Knapp et a (1998) recognized that:

There is growing evidence from both individual studies and research synthesis that when
carefully orchestrated, such integration of organization and effort can pay off in better health,
lower absenteeism, higher school achievement, lower rates of suicide, and other indicators of
social well being (Schorr and Both, 1991; Robison, 1993; Philliber Research Associates, 1994;
Wang, Haertel, and Walberg, 1994).

Thereis also evidence, however, that such collaboration is hard work, difficult to organize, and
fragile, aswell asinherently costly in most instances. Thereis no simple checklist of “how-to-
do-collaboration”.

It would appear that if the New Zealand Government wants further collaborative initiatives as a
way of moving New Zealand towards better standards of living, and increased integrated social



and educational services, then resourcing of the collaborative groups would become a key
issue. As adirect result of the government drive for agencies, communities, and educational
ingtitutions to collaborate it would aso follow that there is a need for interprofessional
education programmes in Aotearoa/lNew Zealand. The experiences of the seven women in my
study show that current leaders have often not had any formal education about collaboration
despite the fact that they have been practicing it in a variety of forms for some years. One
participant’s words about working collaboratively sum up for me one of the key vaues of
pursuing this way of working:

People who are working collaboratively are enriched by their work...you as a person
are acknowledged...in a sense it's that community of people, again which is rich
beyond the actual work.

Key References

Artz, S, & Anglin, J. (1997). Multidisciplinary team training for supervisors and managers.

Training for Ministry for Children & Families. Upper Fraser Valley region, BC. Canada.

Bishop, R., & Glynn, T. (1998). Culture counts. Changing power relations in education.
Palmerston North: Dunmore Press Ltd.

Brown, S, Flynn, M. & Wistow, G. (1992). Back to the future: Joint work for people with
learning disabilities. Leeds: National Development Team and Nuffield Institute.

Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1991). Principles for the practice of collaboration in schools.
Preventing school failures, 35(4), 6-9.

da Costa, JL. (1995). Teacher collaboration: the roles of trust and respect. Paper presented at
the American Educational Research Association Annual General Meeting, San Francisco.

Fauske, J.R. (2002). Preparing school leaders: understanding, experiencing & implementing
collaboration. International electronic journal for leadership in learning,(6),No. 6. Retrieved
April 9, 2002. http://www.ucalgary.ca/~igl!

From the Ground Up: Benchmarking the vison and values of our strategic social plan.
Newfoundland Canada. Retrieved April 20, 2003. www.gov.nl.ca/ssp.

Fullan, M. (1993). Change forces: probing the depths of educational reform  New Y ork:
Falmer.

Fullan, M. (1999). Change forces. the sequel. Philadelphia: Falmer.

Gardner, J.F., & Nudler, S. (1999). Quality performance in human services. Leadership, values
and vision. Maryland: Paul Brookes Publishing Co.

Goleman, D. (1998). Working with emotional intelligence. New Y ork: Bantam.

John-Steiner, V., Weber, R. & Minnis, M. (1998). The challenge of studying collaboration.
American Education Research Journal, 35(4), 773-783.

Karasoff, P. (1999). Opening the door to collaborative practice. Teacher Education Quarterly,
Fall 1999



Knapp, M., & Associates. (1998). Paths to partnership: university and community as
learnersin interprofessional education. Maryland, USA: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers Inc.

Metge, J. (2001). Korero tahi talking together. Auckland, New Zealand : Auckland
University Press.

Ministry of Social Development. (2002). New Zealand's Agenda for children. New Zealand.

Nicholson, D., Armitage, A., Artz, S., Burgess, J., Dyson, L., Fagan, J., & Purkis, M.
(1998). Working relationships & outcomes in multidisciplinary collaborative practice settings.
Summary report. British Columbia, Canada.

Orelove, F.P., & Sobsey, D. (1991). Educating children with multiple disabilities. a
transdisciplinary approach. Batimore, Maryland: Paul.H.Brookes.

Ovretveit, J. (1993). Coordinating community care: Multidisciplinary teams and care
management. Bristol, P.A.: Open University Press.

Ministry of Education. (2002) Pathways to the future: Nga Huarahi Aratiki. New Zealand.

Poulin, J. E., Walter, C.A., & Walker, JL. (1994). Interdisciplinary team membership: A
survey of gerontological social workers. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 22 (1/2), 93-
107.

Seashore Louis, K., & Kruse, S. (1995). Professional and community perspectives on
reforming urban schools. Thousand Oaks, California: Corwin Press.,

Sergiovanni, T.J. (1994). Building communitiesin schools. San Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Sheehan, N.W. (1996). Management issues in service co-ordination: The experience of the
resident services co-ordinator program. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 26(1/2), 71-
86.

Slater, L.C. (2001). Toward an understanding of collaboration based on stakeholder
participation in school improvement initiatives. A dissertation submitted to the Faculty of
Graduate Studies, University of Calgary in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree
of Doctor of Education. Alberta, Canada: Graduate Division of Educational Research.

Tertiary Education Advisory Commission (July, 2001). Shaping the Strategy Report,: New
Zedand: Ministry of Education.



