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Leadership as Partnership

by Karen Hutchins Bieluch

As our world becomes increasingly
connected and interdependent,
our vision for leadership also needs to
evolve. Increasingly, businesses, govern-
ments, and universities and colleges are
working in partnerships to cross orga-
nizational boundaries and share knowl-
edge and accomplish things that can
only be achieved when working together
(Bednarek et al. 2018). This change in
how we work together not only shifts how
leadership is viewed, but also uncovers a
range of new questions about the skills
needed to effectively develop a collabora-
tive leadership approach in partnerships.
During my career, I have had the
good fortune to participate in a number
of university-community/nonprofit part-
nerships, working with groups such as
Alewife Harvesters of Maine, the Bangor
Area Stormwater Group, and the Maine
Winter Road Maintenance Working
Group, to name a few. I have also studied
partnerships. These experiences have
made me rethink what it means to be a
leader and have pointed to new opportu-
nities and new questions about leadership.
To perhaps oversimplify past leader-
ship approaches, they often were orga-
nized around a single leader who guided
the work and the decision making.
Whether heading up a corporation, a
nonprofit, a school, or a healthcare
center, for example, that leader was ulti-
mately charged with making many of
the decisions about how things should
go. Partnerships often involve a different
form of leadership: a single individual is
typically not in charge; the individual
who takes the lead at different points of
time depends on expertise, the issue
being addressed, and the stage of the

process; and the group may be constantly
in the process of renegotiating the way
forward. Leadership in this context
needs to be more dynamic than may be
necessary in a single-leader decision-
making model. Leadership in multi-
institutional partnerships is further
complicated by the need to understand
not only the individuals involved in the
partnership, but also their institutions
and the ways those institutions constrain
and enable them in the partnership.

Part of my research has involved
investigating what groups and individ-
uals want from community-university
partnerships. This research is a valuable
way to begin to see what leadership will
be needed if partnerships are to achieve
the expectations held for them. In Maine,
an important kind of partnership for
addressing sustainability issues facing
the state is between municipalities
(urban, rural, northern, southern)
throughout the state and universities
with academic resources that could be
put to work for municipal problem
solving, growth, and change.

Universities are increasingly entering
into partnerships, but often do so with
limited knowledge of what partners—
such as municipalities—want and need
from such relationships. Since universi-
ties are in the business of generating
new knowledge, and partnerships will
often be built around drawing on this
capacity, key questions are who makes
the decisions about what knowledge is
needed, how will information be
collected, how will the findings be used?
Additional questions include who will
lead in making these decisions, and how
could the potential partnerships use this

information to create effective collabo-
rative leadership?

In my research, representatives from
municipalities throughout the state were
asked through a mail survey to provide
information about how they wanted to
be involved in decisions about studies
that would serve their needs: did they
want to lead or be involved in devel-
oping the focus, in collecting the data, in
analyzing the data, and/or in putting the
data to use? Our study yielded inter-
esting findings about preferred strategies
or models of partnership (Table 1).

As the results demonstrate, most
respondents preferred a collaborative
approach to partnership—and leader-
ship—where university researchers and
municipal officials work side by side in
some, but not necessarily all, aspects of
the research partnership (Bieluch et al.
2016). It is easy to assume that partner-
ship means that all partners will want to
be involved in every element of decision
making and activity. Our results indicate
that the hopes and expectations of munic-
ipal partners are much more nuanced.
They see opportunities for collaborative
leadership in decisions about what infor-
mation would be helpful to collect. The
actual data collection and data analysis,
they indicate, might well be done under
the leadership of the university researchers.
And when it comes to using the results,
the municipal leaders see opportunities
for using their own municipal resources
to implement the findings in ways that
work for their municipality.

But municipal official preferences
were also influenced by other factors
related to the partnership, such as offi-
cials confidence that researchers can
help address problems, the type of issue
being addressed (for example, economic,
environmental, social), the level of trust
in university partners, the reasons for
trusting university partners (for example,
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TABLE 1: Response of Municipal Officials to Community-University Research Partnership Strategy Options
Type of Problem Proposed . Percentage of
Partnership Identification Research Solutions Implementation Respondents
Le?d: . University University University Local government
University as I 2

researchers researchers researchers officials (LGOs)
Lead Partner
ol LGOs/Universit Universit Universit
University as ¥ y y LGOs 28
. researchers researchers researchers
Consulting Partner
Facilitate: LGOs/Universit Universit LGOs/Universit:
University as ¥ Y ¥ LGOs 27
A researchers researchers researchers
Facilitating Partner
Ul LGOs/niversity - LGOsUniversity. . LGOsUniversity - LGOs/University
University as 18
Full Partner researchers researchers researchers researchers

trust in having shared values, trust in
technical knowledge), and prior experi-
ence with university researchers.

While there is much left to learn
about what leadership in partnerships
looks like, these studies encourage us to
check our expectations and preferences in
these relationships and suggest important
questions about what leadership looks
like when working in partnership. The
findings suggest that when partnerships
are a central part of addressing complex
problems, it will be important to find
ways to not simply work in lock step or to
assume that everyone must be involved in
every decision. Leadership and decision
making in partnership will sometimes
involve “handing off the baton” at crucial
points and trusting the other partners to
move alone, to work independently. But
trust and understanding do not neces-
sarily come easily in long-term partner-
ships. Missteps and too much
independent work and decision making
can erode the sense of working in collab-
oration. Thus, leadership in partnerships
also requires responsiveness to and an
awareness of each partner’s perceptions
and expertise, a willingness to learn and
adapt, and open, effective, and regular
communication among partners. Too

much independence and we lose the
generative potential of partnerships. Too
much interdependence and partnerships
may fail to thrive or move too slowly to
address issues of concern. Finding the
balance requires a delicate interplay of
people, personalities, and institutions and
a willingness to change our expectations
of leadership as we work together. s

REFERENCES

Bednarek, A.T., C. Wyborn, C. Cvitanovic,
R Meyer, R.M. Colvin, PEE. Addison,
S. L. Close, et al. 2018. “Boundary
Spanning at the Science-Policy
Interface: The Practitioners’
Perspectives.” Sustainability Science
1-9. doi.org/10.1007/s11625-018-0550-9

Bieluch, Karen H., Kathleen P. Bell,
Mario F. Teisl, Laura Lindenfeld,
Jessica Leahy, and Linda Silka.
2016. “Transdisciplinary Research
Partnerships in Sustainability
Science: An Examination of
Stakeholder Participation Preferences.”
Sustainability Science 11(2): 87-104.
doi: 10.1007/s11625-016-0360-x

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Many thanks to Dr. Linda Silka (Senator
George J. Mitchell Center for Sustainability
Solutions, University of Maine, Orono)

for her guidance on this article, and for

helping me to see the potential of commu-
nity-university partnerships. Thank you
also to my colleagues who conducted

the research | referenced in this piece,
including Linda Silka, Laura Lindenfeld,
Kathleen Bell, Jessica Leahy, and Mario
Teisl, and to the municipal officials who
contributed to the research and the
community partners with whom | have
worked.

Karen H. Bieluch
is an assis-

tant research
professor with
the Senator
George J.
Mitchell Center
for Sustainability
Solutions at

the University of Maine. She is also the
practice-based learning specialist for the
Environmental Studies Program (ENVS)

at Dartmouth College, where she helps
integrate community-based work into
ENVS academics. Her research examines
community-university research partner-
ships, environmental communication and
behavior, citizen science, and place and
community identity.

MAINE POLICY REVIEW « Vol. 27, No. 1 « 2018

35



	Leadership as Partnership
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1530118520.pdf.kJeqc

