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Distributed Leadership in 
Communities 



How do we stay relevant? 
Inclusive? Impactful? 

What leadership 
roles / functions 
exist within a 
community? 



Context

People own what they help create 

• Participation in leadership groups deepens people’s 
commitment to the process in a very concrete way

• Collaboration is hard…. But rewarding 

• ‘full-on’ to ‘lite’ utilisation of the framework  – i.e. can embed 
within a terms of reference or can be lighter touch, perhaps 
more informal or fluid

• Groups can be self-assigned, carefully assigned or randomly 
assigned. Ongoing named basis or during a meeting 

• Functions need time on the agenda to come together and focus 
on their task

• Take what is useful, leave what is not 



~seven groups
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• Agenda activists

• Community keepers

• Critical friends

• Social reporters

• External messengers

• Value detectives

• Organisational brokers



Agenda activists: driving the learning forward
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• Take the lead on shaping our joint learning 
agenda

• Agenda activists are the custodians of the 
learning agenda for our community. They  keep 
track of issues, challenges, and learning 
opportunities. They invite the community to 
push the agenda 

• They pay attention to emerging learning needs 
and opportunities, productive themes and 
questions, key insights and promising lines of 
thought, as well as requests and possible action 
steps.

• They push the inquiry, deepen the thinking and  
question assumptions

• They keep track of this evolving agenda

They might ask: 

• What key issues facing community 
members? 

• What challenges and opportunities are 
worth pursuing together?

• Who will take responsibility for making 
sure it happens?



Community keepers: weaving the social fabric
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• Take the lead in ensuring that all voices are at 
the table

• Community keepers are custodians of the 
dynamics of the community and their effects on 
its learning capability. This includes 
relationships of trust, power dynamics, egos, 
and the voices that are present or absent, being 
heard or ignored. 

• They pay particular attention to voices, levels of 
participation, and issues of power. 

• If necessary, they should be encouraged to 
intervene at any time if they see an issue

They might ask: 

• Who is here at this event? Who is not? 
Do we have the right people at the 
meeting? Are some people missing?

• Whose voices are being heard? Whose 
are not? Why? What can be done about 
it?

• Are issues of power coming in the way 
of learning?

• Is language an issue?



Critical friends: reflecting on the process
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• Take the lead on noticing what’s working and 
what’s not

• Critical friends pay attention to the process and 
capture feedback about what’s working well 
and what’s not. They monitor the level of 
engagement, the response to activities, and the 
general atmosphere.

• They reflect on what is working well - and not. 
They collect and provide feedback and 
suggestions.

• They should also be encouraged to intervene 
during the event if they feel that things are not 
going well

• *Sometimes we combine this role with that of 
the Community keepers 

They might ask: 

• What is working well? What is not?

• What kinds of learning activities and 
innovations seem to engage people?

• How could we do some things better to 
make best use of our time together?

• Are we learning from past



Social reporters: creating a shared memory
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• Take the lead on creating a shared, internal 
memory

• Social reporters help their community capture 
and generate a shared memory of what 
happens 

• social reporting tends to be informal, visual and 
a representation of perspectives from different 
places and angles.

• The shared memory provides an entry point for 
newcomers and an evolving reference for old-
timers.

• * Sometimes we combine this group with 
external messengers 

They might ask: 

• What insights, stories, and community 
outputs should be captured and 
recorded during this event? 



External messengers: communicating with external audiences
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• Taking a lead on crafting a public narrative

• External messengers consider who outside the 
community may benefit from being informed of 
what is happening.

• External messengers are responsible for 
identifying who the potentially interested 
parties are, what types of outputs or 
communication would be valuable for them, 
and how best to present the community’s 
messages.

• *Sometimes we combine external messengers 
with Social Reporters / Organisational Brokers

They might ask: 

• Who are the key external audiences 
and how are they best reached?

• What are the key messages we want 
to convey out of this meeting? 



Value detectives: making value-creation visible

10

• Take the lead on making the value created by 
the community visible

• value detectives ferret out nuggets of value that 
the community has created—or could 
potentially create– and make them visible with 
stories, indicators, and when relevant 
quantitative measurements.

• CoPs produce value for both people and 
organisations, in terms of improved capabilities 
and performance. This value, however, is not 
always obvious, as it often manifests outside 
the group, when members apply what they 
have learned. 

• There is a balance between being thorough and 
being realistic.

They might ask: 

• Who has a value-creation story to 
share?

• What indicators would demonstrate 
value creation? How would we capture 
it? 

• Who needs to be aware of the value 
created by the community? What do 
they need to know and why?



Organisational brokers: connecting with organisational stakeholders
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• Take the lead on negotiating the interface with 
organisational / system stakeholders

• Organisational brokers are custodians of the 
interface between the community and 
organisational /system stakeholders. 

• They are responsible for finding ways to align 
the community’s agenda, activities, and outputs 
with organisational strategies—and how the 
work of the community can feed back into 
strategy

• * sometimes we combine this role with the 
external messengers.

They might ask: 

• How does the community fit into wide 
organisational contexts and agendas? 
What is the strategic argument for this 
community?

• Who are organizational stakeholders? 
How can we engage them? What are 
their expectations? What resources do 
they offer?
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Organisational 
brokers

Take the lead on 
negotiating the 
interface with 

organisational / system 
stakeholders

Agenda activists

Take the lead on 
shaping our joint 
learning agenda

Community keepers

Take the lead in 
ensuring that all voices 

are at the table

Critical friends

Take the lead on 
noticing what’s 

working and what’s not

Social reporters

Take the lead on 
creating a shared, 
internal memory

External messengers

Taking a lead on 
crafting a public 

narrative

Value detectives

Take the lead on 
making the value 

created by the 
community visible



Over to you… 
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Choose the card role appeals to you most

- What drew you to this role?

- Why is this function beneficial to the community? 

2. Are there any gaps in you CoP? 

- People not present?

- Functions not represented? 

3. Practically, how might you take this forward?  

- How do you want to use framework? … Formal allocated 
roles? Informal, fluid arrangements? …just scrap it all! 
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