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Abstract
This article takes a contemporary look at distributed leadership in practice by drawing upon empirical evidence from a
large-scale project in the USA. Initially, it considers the existing knowledge base on distributed leadership and questions
some of the assertions and assumptions in recent accounts of the literature. The article also addresses some persistent
misconceptions associated with the concept of distributed leadership and points out that certain fundamental mis-
understandings still prevail. The article concludes by proposing that more evidence from practice would significantly
enhance the current evidential base and that the future development of distributed leadership would greatly benefit from
more input from practitioners.
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Introduction

A decade ago, in the field of educational management and

leadership, distributed leadership was described as the ‘new

kid on the block’ (Gronn, 2006: 1). As with any new idea, it

was both enthusiastically greeted by some and soundly

dismissed by others. No other leadership concept, it seems,

has caused so much controversy, angst and debate as dis-

tributed leadership. Yet, unlike so many other leadership

fads and fashions that come and go, distributed leadership

continues to be an influential idea within educational policy

and practice. Whether in the guise of professional capital,

collaborative networks or teacher-led reform, distributed

leadership remains a resilient and inherently practical lead-

ership concept (Hargreaves, 2016; Hargreaves and Ain-

scow, 2016; Harris, 2011; Harris 2013a).

Moving forward from the highly influential and seminal

account by Spillane et al. (2001) that is the cornerstone of

contemporary distributed leadership theory, it is clear that

new perspectives, additional accounts and contemporary

interpretations of distributed leadership continue to enrich

the growing knowledge base (e.g. Klar et al., 2016; Spillane

et al., 2015; Yuen et al., 2015). Without question, distrib-

uted leadership is now a term that is widely known and

used, largely but not exclusively to describe ‘leadership

that is shared within, between and across organizations’

(Harris, 2013a: 12). Although some have asserted that the

absence of a neat and consistent definition of distributed

leadership remains a limitation, in reality this has not hin-

dered empirical investigation or deterred continuing inter-

est in its practical application.

Issues of definition and impact

Inevitably, different interpretations and understandings

accompany any new theory or concept, and distributed

leadership has been no exception. Although it has been

argued that too much conceptual overlap can lead to con-

fusion, as with any idea, there should be some latitude to

view it in alternative ways and to see it through different

lenses. There are, however, certain core elements or essen-

tials that delineate this particular leadership concept from

numerous others. One of these core elements is the

emphasis on leadership as practice rather than leadership

as role or responsibility (Spillane and Diamond, 2007). In

addition, distributed leadership places an emphasis on

interactions rather than actions; it presupposes that lead-

ership is not simply restricted to those with formal lead-

ership roles but that influence and agency are widely

shared (Harris, 2013a).

Whereas leading theorists (Gronn, 2000; Spillane et al.,

2007) construe distributed leadership predominantly as a

frame of analysis, other scholars take a more practical or

applied view. This article draws upon this latter perspective

and in so doing inevitably runs the gauntlet of further

demonizing. As argued elsewhere, distributed leadership

is not inherently good or bad; it is neither ‘friend nor foe’
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(Harris, 2013b) as much depends on how it is conceptua-

lized, understood and enacted. Those taking an applied

view of distributed leadership are certainly not deluded that

it is some sort of panacea, as the latter part of the article

clearly outlines and illustrates.

Recently, an account of the literature on distributed

leadership concluded, rather pessimistically, that the

impact of distributed leadership remains questionable. It

stated that the gaps identified by an earlier literature review

of distributed leadership (Bennet et al., 2003) remain

unfilled, and point out ‘the failure to both clarify the con-

cept of distributed leadership and empirically define its

application’ (Tian et al., 2016; 146). These are bold asser-

tions indeed, particularly as important parts of the con-

temporary international literature on distributed

leadership were omitted (e.g. DeFlaminis, 2009, 2011,

2013; Hairon and Goh, 2015; Louis et al., 2013; Woods

and Roberts, 2016).

There are a number of issues worth noting when con-

templating how far the claims made in this review of the

literature have legitimacy. First, the desk-based study by

Bennet et al. (2003) was commissioned and conducted

when empirical studies of distributed leadership were in

relatively short supply, so the conclusion drawn about the

paucity of evidence was, at that time, accurate and justifi-

able. Second, it is certainly true that the concept of distrib-

uted leadership has been interpreted in a number of

different ways. At times, these different versions have col-

lided, but this does not necessarily equate with an abject

failure to clarify the term.

The other claim from this latest account of the literature,

and of most concern, is that those working in the educa-

tional leadership and management field have failed to

empirically define the application of distributed leadership.

But how far is this actually true? The scope of the review of

the literature conducted by Tian et al. (2016) neglected to

include many empirical and practical accounts of distrib-

uted leadership – in particular, important studies from

Europe, the USA and Asia. Possibly, this was because

such accounts did not appear in the eight academic jour-

nals that provided the basis for the review. If so, it seems

strange to denounce the lack of available empirical evi-

dence about the application of distributed leadership when

the authors did not actually go in search of such studies or,

indeed, include them.

All too often, important accounts of leadership practice

and application do not find their way into peer-reviewed

academic journals. Busy practitioners tend to share their

findings and disseminate them in other ways. Evidence of

application and practice are more frequently located in

research reports, case studies and teacher accounts. For

those leading large research projects, academic articles are

often the last set of publications to appear. Therefore, the

conclusion reached by Tian et al. (2016: 159) that neither of

the two research gaps identified by Bennet et al. (2003) has

been ‘fulfilled satisfactorily’ appears not only unfounded

but also imprudent.

This article deliberately moves away from claims,

counter-claims and conjecture to focus upon the substantial

issue of distributed leadership in practice. It does so in a

way that is both research-informed and research-based by

drawing upon evidence from a major, longitudinal,

research and development project in the USA (DeFlaminis,

2009, 2011, 2013). The Distributed Leadership Project

(DLP) provides contemporary empirical evidence about the

nature, effects and outcomes of distributed leadership in

practice.

Initially, the article outlines the origins and nature of the

DLP and then turns to the evidence of its effects. Subse-

quently, the article moves away from this particular study

to consider the ‘dark side’ of distributed leadership practice

and, in so doing, challenges some of the popular but largely

misleading notions associated with this leadership idea. In

concluding the article, the authors make a plea for a more

eclectic view of distributed leadership, where the important

research and development work of practitioners is both

recognized and included.

Distributed leadership in practice

The Annenberg Distributed Leadership Project was one of

the first efforts in the United States to deliberately take on

the challenge of building distributed leadership capacity in

a diverse set of urban schools. The City of Philadelphia,

which was identified by the United States Census Bureau as

having the highest levels of poverty in the 10 largest US

cities, was the site for the first project. When the project

began in 2004, Philadelphia was also among the largest

school districts nationwide, with 190,000 students (K-12)

enrolled in 263 schools. It had also been identified as one of

the most socio-economically, financially and academically

troubled school districts in the country. Unstable and inex-

perienced leadership contributed particularly to Philadel-

phia’s woes, with nearly one out of five schools (45

across the Philadelphia public system) under the direction

of a new principal.

The original project was funded by a 5-year grant from

the Annenberg Foundation and was led by the Penn Centre

for Educational Leadership (PCEL). It was developed to

operationalize a distributed perspective on leadership

within a robust intervention programme in 16 schools in

Philadelphia. Its prime aim was to create a stronger lead-

ership infrastructure to support school improvement

(DeFlaminis, 2009, 2011, 2013). The DLP targeted new

school leaders and their teachers in a systematic effort to

build distributed leadership teams and to build leadership

capacity for all Philadelphia schools. The success of the

programme in Philadelphia schools led to a 4-year replica-

tion in 19 Archdiocese of Philadelphia schools in 2010, and

a third replication and redesign in the York City School

District in 2015. Again, this subsequent work focused on

developing teacher leaders and building distributed leader-

ship teams.

The DLP purposefully operationalized what Spillane

describes as ‘principal preparation programs that work to

develop a distributed mind-set, helping principals to think

about leadership practice and to think about it from a dis-

tributed perspective’ (Spillane, 2006: 98). Evidence from
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evaluations of the project has illustrated how principals and

teacher leaders embraced aspects of the distributed per-

spective in their work. It highlighted the positive impacts

of the distributed leadership work, firstly on leadership

practices and secondly on building the capacity for instruc-

tional improvement (Abdul-Jabbar, 2013; Supovitz and

Riggan, 2012; Yoak, 2013).

In essence, the DLP prepared principals and teacher

leaders to function in distributed leadership teams in order

to improve instruction and to promote higher achievement.

This process was supported by leadership coaching, the

school-wide development of professional learning commu-

nities and other routines focused explicitly on instructional

improvement. The project provided practitioners with

explicit training that stressed a reliance on conjoint pro-

cesses and focused collaborative learning (Gronn, 2000;

Harris, 2013a).

The continuation and replication of the DLP stemmed

from positive, independent evidence of impact, confirmed

by a rigorous mixed-methods cluster randomized control

trial (Supovitz and Riggan, 2012). The strongest evidence

of the impact of the distributed leadership teams and their

work came from survey data comparing leadership teams in

the DL schools relative to those in control schools. These

data show statistically significant differences between the

DL teams and the leadership teams in the comparison

schools on a number of leadership team outcomes. These

included measures of: effective team functioning; school

leaders’ sense of efficacy; trust levels among team mem-

bers; trust levels between team members and their princi-

pal; perceptions of school influence; teacher satisfaction;

and member learning opportunities (Supovitz, 2009).

There is insufficient scope in this article to fully

outline the design, implementation and impact of the

DLP. There are a range of publications, however, that

underscore the positive effects of this intensive effort,

over the long term, to influence and expand the leader-

ship capacity of schools and to secure instructional

improvement (Cole, 2008; Gravin, 2013; Riggan,

2009; Riggan and Supovitz, 2008; Supovitz and Riggan,

2012). In summary, the DLP provides a powerful and

an important example of effective and lasting school

level change. It highlights how, under the right condi-

tions, distributed leadership can be a positive contribu-

tor to school transformation and improvement.

The dark side of distributed leadership

With any fashionable or popular idea, misunderstanding

and misinterpretation are an unintended but inevitable con-

sequence. For distributed leadership, once again, this has

certainly been true. On the practical side, distributed lead-

ership has been interpreted, by some, as little more than

delegation by another name, and has been used to justify

certain leadership approaches over others (Hargreaves and

Fink, 2009). On the academic side, as highlighted earlier, the

idea of distributed leadership has unleashed a wave of enthu-

siasm and a surge of discontent (Hall, 2013; Hartley, 2009,

2010). These clashing perspectives and interpretations, in

some cases, have served to obscure and even distort the

fundamental meaning of distributed leadership.

The next section deals with some prevailing and persis-

tent misconceptions concerning the practical application of

distributed leadership or, as some refer to it, the ‘prescrip-

tive, normative paradigm’ (Tian et al., 2016: 149). Here we

challenge the proposition that any form of distributed lead-

ership practice is inherently good or automatically associ-

ated with positive outcomes. In Distributed Leadership

Matters, Harris (2013a) devotes an entire chapter to

debunking this myth and this oft-quoted misinterpretation.

Those writing from an empirical perspective are cautious

not to over-claim the merits or benefits of distributed lead-

ership. Tian et al. (2016) note, as others have done before,

that there is always a need for more empirical verification,

particularly, but not exclusively, to offset the more roman-

ticized and idealized accounts of distributed leadership in

practice. This is certainly true: like any form of leadership,

distributed leadership is not inherently ‘friend or foe’.

In their book, The Dark Side of Educational Leadership:

Superintendents and the Professional Victim Syndrome,

Polka and Litchka (2008) provide valuable insights into the

ways in which leaders can create professional victims. The

findings illuminate the potential for bullying by those in

positions of power, especially when leadership is distribu-

ted unwisely and placed in the wrong hands. Other work

has similarly focused upon the negative aspects of leader-

ship actions and behaviours, including the destructive or

toxic aspects of leadership, at different levels (Blasé and

Blasé, 2000; Schryns and Handsborough, 2008).

As noted earlier, some critics have called into question

the motivation of those espousing distributed leadership,

particularly in a normative way. Some of those critiquing

distributed leadership tend to view it as a palatable way of

encouraging teachers to do more work or a form of exploi-

tative leadership. For example, in their writing, Hargreaves

and Fink (2009) warn that distributed leadership could sim-

ply be another, more attractive, mechanism for delivering

‘top down’ policies including standardized practice. Other

critics point to the ways in which distributed leadership

could be wilfully misunderstood or woefully misrepresented

by those in positions of authority (Bolden et al., 2009).

Those writing about distributed leadership fully

acknowledge this critique and indeed have provided exam-

ples in support of it. For example, Harris (2013a) provides

several vignettes of distributed leadership where those with

additional responsibility and authority in schools have used

it for detrimental, destructive and damaging purposes. Such

examples underline how distributed leadership can go

wrong, proving to be disastrous for those with formal

leadership responsibilities. The empirical evidence shows

that distributed leadership can be a force for positive orga-

nizational change but only under the right conditions

(Leithwood et al., 2009). The evidence also shows that

different patterns of leadership distribution result in

diverse outcomes and results (Heck and Hallinger, 2010;

Leithwood and Mascall, 2008). In short, distributed lead-

ership is not a panacea; it depends on how it is shared,

received and enacted.
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More misconceptions

There are two further misconceptions about distributed

leadership that are worth highlighting. These are: firstly,

equating distributed leadership with the notion that every-

one leads; and secondly, by assuming that there must be a

particular distributed leadership model to follow. Let us

look at the first of these. Distributed leadership essentially

means that those best equipped or skilled or positioned to

lead do so, in order to fulfil a particular goal or organiza-

tional requirement. Distributed leadership does not imply

that everyone is a leader or that everyone leads. As high-

lighted already, it is clear from the evidence that not all

forms of distributed leadership are enabling or impactful.

As the DLP highlighted, only by carefully building the

capability and capacity of certain informal leaders in a

school, whether teacher leaders or middle leaders, could

positive progress be made. The emphasis here is on the

word ‘certain’ rather than ‘all’. The empirical evidence

shows that for distributed leadership to be positively asso-

ciated with better organizational performance and out-

comes it has to be carefully crafted or constructed and

wisely executed (Camburn and Han, 2009).

Looking beyond the field of education, there are exam-

ples from other sectors that illustrate very clearly how the

best performing organizations secure a competitive advan-

tage through shared, collaborative or team leadership (Har-

greaves, Boyle and Harris, 2014). Although the term

‘distributed leadership’ may possibly be unknown to those

who work outside the education sector, the evidence shows

that it is one clear strategy deployed by organizations to

outperform others. Evidence also shows that in high-

performing businesses or sports teams, those in formal

leadership roles carefully share responsibility and authority

with those individuals who have the aptitude, ability and

conviction to lead, at a particular time, within an organiza-

tion (Hargreaves, Boyle and Harris, 2014).

A second common misconception about distributed

leadership is that there is some particular model that

schools need to follow, that there is some blueprint, some

road map, or some definitive guide. There are principles, of

course, and some guidance about the norms, strategies and

approaches that seem to work most effectively, but any

standardized prescription for distributed leadership should

be avoided at all costs. Alternatively, it is more useful to

think about the type of infrastructure or the conditions, at

the school level, that would support positive distributed

leadership in practice.

In this respect, Schmoker (2011) is helpful in outlining

the infrastructural essentials for schools that make distrib-

uted leadership a possibility, which are: ‘reasonably coher-

ent curricula (what we teach); sound lessons (how we

teach); and far more purposeful reading and writing in

every discipline, or authentic literacy (integral to both what

and how we teach)’ (Schmoker, 2011). He also notes, ‘as

numerous studies demonstrate, these essential elements are

only rarely implemented; every credible study confirms

that they are still pushed aside by various initiatives every

year, in the majority of schools’ (Schmoker, 2011). To

presume, therefore, that any form of distributed leadership

can simply self-combust into better organizational perfor-

mance and outcomes, without such an infrastructure being

in place, is just wishful thinking.

Possibilities

So what are the future possibilities for distributed leader-

ship and where will the new evidence come from? This

final section proposes that practitioners are critically

important in the development of new knowledge about

distributed leadership. Unquestionably, more empirical

research work is needed, and here researchers will make

their contribution, but evidence about the actual practice

of distributed leadership is also urgently needed. Those

working within and alongside schools therefore have an

important role to play in contributing to the knowledge

base by providing grounded examples of distributed lead-

ership in action.

The DLP has exemplified the potential for distributed

leadership to contribute to authentic school improvement,

school transformation and change. Consequently, going

forward, there is a real possibility that the on-going discus-

sion and debate about distributed leadership will reside at

the interface between practice, research and theory. Ulti-

mately, any future accounts of distributed leadership

should belong to those best placed to judge and evaluate

the real benefits and true limitations. Entrusting the idea of

distributed leadership to those who enact and practice it in

schools would seem not only timely but also an important

step forward in the next phase of its development.
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