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Our Common Leadership Challenges
Last year, the Statistical Abstract prepared by the United States Census Bureau portrayed what the New York
Times called “a century of changes in America.”  The demographics of today’s society bear little resemblance
to those 100 years ago, and the challenges faced by today’s leaders are radically different than those their
forebearers confronted.  Even the concept of who is a leader is a topic of much discussion in today’s world.
Few, however, doubt the role of leadership in bringing about social change. How the nonprofit sector
helps to develop those leaders is important to the pace and direction of social change.

As the W.K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF) enters the 21st century and considers the course of its
programming, it is important to understand and articulate the pressing leadership challenges individuals,
organizations, and institutions all face.  In this, the perspective of practitioners—grantees and fellows
who are engaged in leadership in their communities—is particularly relevant.

Leadership challenges have been identified in many venues: within Kellogg Foundation programming
initiatives, in survey responses from the Leading Change in the New Millennium Conference participants,
and as observations from the WKKF Leadership Scan (1998).  Within these contexts, the Kellogg Foundation
has identified eight themes around which leadership challenges tend to cluster.  For each theme, some of
the most frequently observed challenges are listed.

CHALLENGES
Policy

Challenges:

• Developing cross-jurisdictional policymaking structures.

• Fostering communication between existing levels of policymakers.

• Increasing citizen participation in the policymaking process.

• Responding to devolution of authority and responsibility.

• Supporting and training decision makers to reach out and listen to disenfranchised members of the community.

• Translating community-based experience and success into long-term policy change.

• Providing accurate and timely information to inform policymakers.

Leadership Challenges for Effective Public Policy
Globalization, devolution, diminished healthcare, youth engagement, shifting populations, and land use have
created many challenges for existing policymaking infrastructures. At local, regional, and state levels, there is
a lack of leadership and diminished capacity to develop effective and responsive public policies.  Many times
citizens are often neither knowledgeable about how to participate in the policymaking process, nor suffi-
ciently aware of the policy issues that affect their lives.  Creating a more responsive policymaking infrastruc-
ture, educating existing policymakers, and nurturing more effective citizen participation are some of the ways
grassroots leaders are beginning to address policy challenges.

Policy Challenges: Challenges related to the laws, regulations, and protocols formulated and
implemented by legislative bodies, agencies, and institutions that provide a framework for our
daily living.



Challenges:

• Developing collaborations and coalitions among community-based organizations (CBOs) to encourage learning, dialogue,
and sharing information on how to address common issues.

• Facilitating smooth leadership successions in community-based organizations.

• Developing sophisticated, expert, resourceful, flexible, and creative nonprofit leadership.

• Fostering and maintaining flexibility and responsiveness in the face of a rapidly changing environment.

• Effectively addressing devolution and meeting new needs for services.

• Developing a sustainable resource base.

• Using volunteers as an effective resource.

• Building linkages to knowledge-based institutions for technical support and assistance.

CHALLENGES
Organizational

Leadership Challenges for Sustaining Effective and Efficient Nonprofit Organizations
As all levels of government cut back on commitments to address community and social problems,
community-based nonprofit organizations have been attempting to fill the void.  Such organizations are
on the cutting edge of promoting change and are developing innovative approaches to solving community
problems.  In large measure, their effectiveness depends on the strength of their leadership and on their
ability to sustain themselves over time.  Often those who work for these organizations have a passion for
leading change but not necessarily the skills, networks, or systems that will sustain interest and maximize
impact.  To meet future leadership challenges, strengthening the leadership capacity of these organizations
will be essential.

Organizational Challenges: Challenges facing organized structures formed to achieve a specific
purpose or mission.



CHALLENGES
Personal

Challenges:

• Maintaining balance in personal life, i.e., between work and family, volunteer work consistent with personal mission, etc.

• Guarding against burnout.

• Establishing motivation and a larger interest beyond self.

• Finding a strong moral voice.

• Challenging acceptance of the status quo.

• Developing self-confidence.

• Confronting fear.

• Fostering a broad, global, inter-disciplinary, and intersectoral perspective.

• Finding time to reflect and question.

• Making space for others to lead.

Personal Challenges: Challenges facing individuals as they exercise personal influence and leadership
with others.

Personal Challenges
The personal challenges of leadership are often absent from discussions about leadership (Hickman and
Creighton-Zoller, Cutting Edge: Leadership 2000). Fellowship programs have been particularly effective
at addressing such challenges.  Creating space to discuss personal challenges has occurred primarily in
the context of multi-disciplinary leadership and fellowship programs.

Leadership requires courage, the ability to take risks, and a willingness to take sometimes unpopular
positions.  An effective leader needs self-confidence and a strong moral center. Other important leadership
skills include creating a balance between work and family, and between working too hard and taking time to
renew and reflect, and guarding against burnout.  Self-preservation can be a challenge for leaders who feel
called to make a difference for others, often at great personal expense. Often leaders are challenged to make
space so that others can lead. The long-term effectiveness of leaders requires successfully addressing
these challenges.



CHALLENGES
Systems Change

Challenges:

• Helping new and emerging leaders find their voice.

• Keeping pace with and responding to dramatic changes and advances in technology, communication,
and science.

• Responding to shifts in demographics.

• Capitalizing on diversity and inclusivity.

• Reducing racial and ethnic conflict and discrimination.

• Changing outdated infrastructures and policymaking bodies.

• Responding to the impact of globalization on the social, political, and economic systems in communities.

• Decreasing stress on the environment.

• Diminishing public cynicism.

• Strengthening democracy.

• Effectively addressing persistent youth problems ranging from social maladies (crime, substance abuse,
suicide, etc.) to basic needs (health care, nutrition, education, etc.).

• Recognizing individual components and their relationship to the whole.

• Aligning leadership around a vision and set of values at all levels.

• Understanding consequences of actions taken.

Systems Change Challenges: Challenges that involve complex interacting, interrelated, and
interdependent elements of multiple systems.

Systems Change Challenges
Our society is guided by systems that affect almost every facet of life. Examples of some of the more common
systems are education, health care, banking, transportation, and even government. Systems are characterized
by having multiple parts, that when brought together, create higher capacities, greater complexity, and
improved efficiencies, because of their relationships.

But systems are difficult to lead and even more difficult to change, as leaders fight the tendency for
institutionalization of the systems themselves. Due to the scope and complexity of our increasingly global
society, it is difficult to be an effective agent of systems change. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to consider a
comprehensive list of leadership challenges and the myriad factors that contribute to systems.



Challenges for Collaborative Partnerships:  Challenges facing associations of individuals, organizations,
and/or institutions that are working towards mutually agreed upon outcomes.

CHALLENGES
Collaborative Partnership

Challenges:

• Assessing personal strengths and weaknesses and seeking complimentary strengths in new partners.

• Developing partnerships between institutions and the communities they serve.

• Taking the time necessary to build collaborative, working relationships between people, organizations,
and institutions with diverse interests.

• Providing incentives for engagement in collaborative, consensus-building efforts.

• Addressing and overcoming unequal power relationships.

• Developing a shared vision that addresses the common good.

• Becoming effective advocates for systems change.

• Building partnerships that are sustainable beyond external funding.

• Participating in honest, straightforward negotiations.

• Creating effective “separation” procedures when work is completed.

• Resolving leadership and procedural issues common when partnerships come together.

Challenges for Collaborative Partnerships
Collaborative partnerships have been a primary means through which organizations can foster change in
communities, institutions, and policies, primarily by bringing together like-minded people or organizations
with complimentary resources to address difficult problems.   In order for collaborative partnerships to
effectively lead change, many challenges to developing and maintaining such partnerships must be
addressed.  These include motivating diverse stakeholders to engage in partnerships, building relationships
and trust among stakeholders who may have a history of conflict or who are suspicious of each other,
balancing the need for trust-building with action, and sustaining the capacity of partnerships to make
a difference over time.

One of the continuing challenges is to understand how best to build and nurture partnerships.  Increasingly,
organizations are building partnerships before committing to working together to achieve a specific change
objective, such as dealing with at-risk youth or community development planning.  By first strengthening
existing resources and then nurturing new partnerships, organizations can maximize the potential for
sustaining community change and effectively address policy challenges.



Challenges:

• Providing opportunities for emerging leaders (such as youth, traditionally underrepresented ethnic minorities, women, and
grassroots leaders) to acquire skills, practices, knowledge, and resources necessary to reach their potential and effect change.

• Investing in others even before they invest in themselves.

• Developing educational programs to train current and future nonprofit leadership.

• Promoting leadership development programs that have the capacity to reach small grassroots organizations and leaders.

• Developing leaders with multi-disciplinary perspectives.

• Developing leaders who have the capacity to enhance the leadership skills of others.

• Developing leaders who can change systems, organizations, and institutions.

• Developing leaders “in-place” —that is, where persistent problems and conditions can benefit from new leadership
perspectives.

Leadership Development Challenges: Challenges in promoting and supporting the growth of individuals
and groups to influence the beliefs and behaviors of others.

Leadership Development Challenges
As the potential for leadership has become more democratically distributed and is no longer reserved for an
elite few, there is an increasing challenge to develop this leadership potential.  Providing access to leadership
development opportunities is one way to achieve this outcome.  While there are a growing number of leader-
ship development programs, their reach and accessibility are still quite limited. This is particularly true for
traditionally underrepresented individuals, who may never have heard about leadership programs, or who
don’t have the resources to take advantage of them.  One way of addressing this leadership challenge may be
to develop leaders with the capacity and the commitment to enhance the leadership skills of others.  In this
way, organizations can leverage their investment in new leaders and pass on leadership skills to others.
Another strategy is for community-based organizations that have the credibility and the reach to provide
leadership development training to potential leaders that national organizations find difficult to reach.

In addition to access, there are challenges about how to develop leaders in order to maximize their ability
to foster change.  In this respect, WKKF research has shown that leadership potential is enhanced by a
multi-disciplinary perspective by promoting the capacity to support leadership skill development in others,
and by developing leadership in the context or actual environment where leadership will be practiced.
New programs are needed to reach out to those that are interested in working within time-honored
structures to create needed change.

CHALLENGES
Leadership Development



Challenges:

• Diminishing resistance to change-challenging entrenched interests and status quo thinking.

• Reconnecting isolated institutions to external communities of interest.

• Supporting change agents within institutions.

• Supporting change agents operating outside of an institution.

• Changing institutional rewards systems to create incentives for engaging and serving the community.

• Reversing institutional perspectives that see engagement with the community as being only of marginal value.

• Changing hierarchical structures that retard change to ones that promote visionary, change-making leadership.

• Creating a willingness to invest the necessary time and resources to build partnerships with the community.

• Shifting institutional understanding of self-interest to promote responsiveness and outreach to the community.

• Developing leaders with the willingness and ability to promote institutional change.

• Increasing diversity within institutions, particularly in positions of leadership.

• Increasing the flexibility, responsiveness, and relevance of institutions in a rapidly changing society.

• Fostering communication between institutions.

• Developing institutions’ sense of accountability to the communities and constituencies they serve.

• Aligning leadership and institutional vision from the president/CEO to those interactive with external partners
on a daily basis.

• Creating and communicating a shared vision.

Institutional Challenges: Challenges facing established, complex organizations.

Institutional Challenges
Institutions—such as those found in education, health care, and government—have been charged with
developing and managing systems that respond to the fundamental needs of people.  Institutions are often
large and cumbersome, and forces within them make change difficult. One of the biggest challenges is
supporting and developing leadership capacity for change at all levels within institutions.

Many institutions have become increasingly insulated from the people they serve, and are consequently
less responsive to their constituencies.. Organizations that will be successful in the new century need to
transform institutional policies and practices by making them more responsive.  While the full impact of
transformational practices will only be known in the years to come, there is a great deal of evidence that
identifies collaborative partnerships with communities as important components of institutional
change efforts.

CHALLENGES
Institutional



Challenges:

• Creating a common vision of a healthy community and establishing ownership of that vision as a solution to
community problems.

• Developing community leaders with the skills and vision to effectively address community concerns.

• Reducing suspicion of institutions that might be effective partners in building healthy communities.

• Developing new community leadership voices while honoring people in established leadership roles.

• Creating incentives, resources, and motivation for community members to invest in change efforts.

• Increasing access to the policymaking process.

• Reducing cynicism about the policymaking process.

• Shifting to an asset-based approach to community development.

• Overcoming unequal power relationships to permit collaboration.

• Creating an economic and social infrastructure adequate to effect change.

• Bridging political, racial, cultural, and economic boundaries.

• Addressing racism, histories of conflict, mistrust, and ignorance.

• Establishing a sense of mutuality and reciprocity among different interest groups.

• Developing and maintaining a systems orientation and a big-picture perspective on long-term community vitality.

• Motivating leaders to focus on overall community well-being rather than on a single problem, or their own
self-interest.

• Enlisting support and assistance from institutions and agencies charged with helping communities.

• Promoting an environment of diversity and inclusivity that brings new leaders to the forefront.

Community Challenges: Challenges facing a group of people with something significant in common,
e.g., location, shared beliefs and values.

Community Challenges
Creating healthy, sustainable communities requires strong, effective community leadership, and an infra-
structure of organizations, institutions, and policies that promote and foster community well-being. There are
many lessons to be learned about the kinds of challenges that individuals and institutions encounter as they
seek to build a stronger community.  Research has revealed that it is difficult to bring together single interest
groups that have a history of promoting their own self-interest, and have little experience working with others
to define a common vision that benefits the entire community.

As one WKKF grantee noted, a major challenge is to “power up communities.”  Often, communities do not
recognize their assets.  When a community sees only its problems and does not focus on the resources it has
to address challenges, then it will be difficult for that community to mobilize for change.  Identifying and
building on a community’s assets is critical to its ability to thrive over time.

CHALLENGES
Community



Developing a shared understanding of the common challenges that today’s leaders face will provide a
knowledgebase to craft strategies for addressing those challenges.  In our complex society, few things are
more important than capturing and disseminating “lessons learned” in the course of applying leadership in
our daily lives.

We hope that these observations will act as a guide for leaders of all types to focus on the many-faceted
challenges of a new century.  In so doing, today’s leaders will play a major role in helping the communities
of a changed America reach our common goals.

Web Sites
hyperlink “http://www.leadershiponlinewkkf.org” www.leadershiponlinewkkf.org: The W.K.
Kellogg Foundation’s web site on leadership and leadership development.

hyperlink “http://www.ccl.org” www.ccl.org: The Center for Creative Leadership offers a variety of
leadership development programs and services.

hyperlink “http://www.academy.umd.edu” www.academy.umd.edu: The James MacGregor Burns
Academy of Leadership has wide-ranging resources on leadership.

Books
Coming to Public Judgment, Daniel Yankelovich (Syracuse University Press, 1991)

Leadership for the Common Good, John M. Bryson and Barbara C. Crosby (Jossey-Bass, 1992)

Leadership: Multidisciplinary Perspectives, Barbara Kellerman, ed. (Prentice-Hall, 1984)

Leadership Without Easy Answers, Ronald Heifetz (Harvard University Press, 1994)

On Leadership, James Gardner (Free Press, 1990)

Reinventing Leadership: Making the Connection Between Politics and Business, Barbara Kellermen (State
University of New York Press, 1999)

Servant Leadership, Robert Greenleaf (Paulist Press, 1997)

Finding Your Voice, Larraine R. Matusak (Jossey-Bass Inc., 1997)

CONCLUSION

Additional Leadership Resources


