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COLLABORATIVE
LEADERSHIP
BUILDING A TEAM THAT LEADS TOGETHER

by Donna Douglass

Is it possible that proven leadership techniques used by

corporations to unite international teams might also work with

intergenerational camp staff? Can practices that bridge culture

gaps around the world bridge generation gaps? If so, what does

that look like? The following story illustrates a possible scenario. �iS
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Carl is the support staff director. 
His team goes above and beyond, often
solving issues before Carl knows about
them. They laugh together and help
each other whenever they can, even
though they look like a motley crew of
multi-racial men and women who range
in age from 18 to 61. This is because
Carl has chosen to lead collaboratively.

What is Collaborative
Leadership? 
Simply stated, it is co-laboring to reach 
a common goal. 

From the kitchen manager to the
maintenance man, everyone on Carl’s
support staff wants to help people con-
nect with God and each other at their

camp. Carl taps into that common 
purpose to unite and inspire his team.
Whenever he can, he encourages 
them with stories where the goal was
achieved and lives were impacted. In 
a sincere and specific way, he compli-
ments individuals and thanks them 
for the part they played in allowing 
that story to happen. They, in turn, 
feel deeply rewarded to be part of
something greater than themselves —
and motivated to do even more.

Although Carl is their director, he
primarily develops his influence with
the support staff through relationships.

For example, when the counseling
director, Cate, needed help working
through a staff conflict, Carl offered 
to help. His humble, but skillful assis-
tance in guiding the counselors to a
constructive resolution inspired his
team to go beyond their job description
and serve where they see a need. Some
of his commitment and passion rubbed
off on them.

Rising to the Challenge
Carl’s conflict resolution skills were 
put to the test as he worked through
major challenges between two of his
kitchen staff. Ultimately, the manager
chose to leave, but did so amicably
thanks to Carl’s investment in their 
relationship. As the date of her depar-
ture approached, Carl pulled the team
together and shared the story with
them. After answering their questions,
he refocused them on the way ahead:
there was now a hole to fill until a new
manager was found. 

Rising to the occasion, the mainte-
nance man, Mark, volunteered to do
inventory and ordering since he had
past experience with those things. 
Following his lead, the kitchen assistant
signed up for menu planning and 
supervision of kitchen volunteers. 
The photographer stepped up to cook
breakfasts and office staff settled on
helping with meal clean up.

Seeing that Mark would need to
reallocate significant time to the
kitchen, Carl asked if there was a 
maintenance function the team could
help with. That led to Carl offering to
take the bi-weekly trash dump runs. 
In turn, other staff members stepped
up to fill in other gaps that would come
with the shift in duties.

In the end, the team experienced on a
small scale the fulfillment of the organi-
zation’s purpose: they connected with �
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IN MEETINGS, HE MADE SURE HE LISTENED
CAREFULLY, AND THEN RESPECTFULLY

VOICED HIS SUGGESTIONS AND CONCERNS,
USUALLY PHRASING THEM AS QUESTIONS. 
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Anyone, anywhere in an organization can be a collaborative leader. Every one of

the qualities below can be developed. All a person needs to become a collabora-

tive leader is the desire and the willingness to change.

1 Invite people into the dream. Tap into people’s desire to be part of somethingbig — something that takes everyone working together to accomplish. 

2 Relinquish the “right” to authority based on position or title. Exchange it for

relationships with those you lead. Earn respect by setting an example and

living out the qualities you want in your teammates. 

3 Develop humility by focusing on the people and the purpose. Look for good

things people are doing and compliment them specifically and honestly. Thank

them for their work.

4Mine for good conflict. Ask enough questions to get everyone’s input. Not

everyone will agree, but they will be far more likely to buy in if you’ve heard

their concerns.

5 Ask questions. If information is the lifeblood of organizations, then questions

are the heart that makes it flow. Questions can draw the whole team into the

decision-making process, leading to the best possible course of action. 

6 Develop the next leader. Train her. Invest in her. Give her projects where she

can succeed and grow. Who knows? She might take your piece of the organi-

zation to places you never could. 

7 Learn. A collaboratively led organization rises or falls on the ideas of its

people. Seize all opportunities to learn: in person, online or in print.

8 Go slower to get there faster. Each person in whom

you invest your time might be the next to catch the

passion and jump on board — taking the organization

beyond what you ever hoped or dreamed.

—Donna Douglass

EXTRA INFO

HOW TO BECOME 
A COLLABORATIVE LEADER
8 tips for leading together



God when Carl pointed out how God
had prepared the team for this moment.
God brought to camp people with skills
beyond what they were hired to do. 
He was clearly at work, and the team
experienced the thrill of joining Him.

They also connected with each other
as they rose to the challenge before
them. Though the problem at hand 

was simply to meet the nutritional
needs of the campers, staff and volun-
teers, Carl reminded them that meeting
this need paved the way for those 

people to connect with God and each
other. After all, if they’re hungry they will
focus on their bellies, not the lessons!

How Carl Built His Team
Contrary to what one might think,
Carl’s team was made of ordinary
people. What set the stage for them to
work so selflessly and synergistically
was the relationships he had developed
between them. 

Carl began building his relationship
with each team member even before
they had arrived at camp. He connect-
ed with each one in the spring via
email and phone. He asked about their
family, school and life outside of camp.
He asked what questions or concerns
they had about working at camp. 

When his staff arrived at camp, he
continued to build relationships with
them. He showed new staff where they
would be living and gave them a quick
tour. He asked returning staff how he
could help them get their feet on the
ground for the summer. 

He intentionally built trust by
spending that extra time with them 
in the beginning, and by following
through with anything he’d said he’d do.
He continued to check in with them
often, usually at meals when they were
already gathered together. At those
informal meetings, he asked how they
were doing and if there was anything
they needed. If there were specific,
ongoing issues either at work or in
their home life, he checked on them
frequently and asked how he might
help. If they needed something for
work, he arranged for the need to be
met. Carl took care of his team so that
they could take care of the mission.

Additionally, Carl periodically met
with functional areas like the kitchen
staff and the office staff, and with 
the whole support staff together. At
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HE INTENTIONALLY BUILT TRUST BY SPENDING
THAT EXTRA TIME WITH THEM IN THE

BEGINNING, AND BY FOLLOWING THROUGH
WITH ANYTHING HE’D SAID HE’D DO.
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appropriate meetings, he had everyone
briefly share a bit of information about
themselves. Such intentional relation-
ship building helped teammates to
understand one another, which enabled
them to trust each other. Carl found
that some of this sharing came natu-
rally through Bible study discussions
and prayer requests. 

While Carl led the support team, 
he considered his team to be his fellow
departmental directors. These were 
the people with whom he worked to
further the mission of the camp as a
whole. With these folks, too, he con-
nected intentionally every day, asking
what they needed from support staff.
In meetings, he made sure he listened
carefully, and then respectfully voiced
his suggestions and concerns, usually
phrasing them as questions. 

Back in the dining hall, a volunteer
would occasionally comment on what
great work Carl was doing and how
humble he was. This always caught him
off guard. He never really thought
about the work he was doing. Some-
times it seemed to him that he didn’t
cross much off of his to-do list. He was
too busy encouraging others, seeking
out and funneling information and
helping everyone else move forward
in their jobs. 

In quiet, solitary moments of early
morning reflection, Carl would con-
template the impact of his work with
people and its huge cost in terms of
time. He found it deeply rewarding to
watch them grow personally and fulfill
their greater purpose. And he would
remind himself that the time he spent
pouring into people, they more than
paid back with their commitment and
passion. Despite the many little tasks
he never got to, both he and his team
were more than fulfilling their purpose.
And that is what really mattered.

Why Lead
Collaboratively?
By keeping his team focused on a clear,
compelling purpose and pouring into
them personally, Carl inspired his
diverse team to unite behind their shared
goal. In fact, they were so focused on the
goal that gender, personal and genera-
tional differences faded to insignificance. 

When leaders put their teammates
and their purpose before their own 
interests, the entire organization benefits.
In the case of Christian camps and con-
ference centers that seek to glorify God,
the kingdom of God benefits. Is there a
better reason to lead in this way? l
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A retired Air Force fighter pilot,

Donna Douglass grew up attend-

ing and working at camp. She now devotes herself

to her husband, Rich, their three little girls and the

church Rich pastors. What time remains, she invests

in the Association of Cedarbrook Camps, mentoring

women, participating in triathlons and writing.

CARL INSPIRED HIS DIVERSE TEAM TO UNITE
BEHIND THEIR SHARED GOAL. IN FACT, 
THEY WERE SO FOCUSED ON THE GOAL 
THAT GENDER, PERSONAL AND GENERATIONAL
DIFFERENCES FADED TO INSIGNIFICANCE.
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