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Collective Leadership and Hosting 

Barbara C. Crosby 

If scholars view collective leadership using a practice lens, they will wish to understand 

the practices that foster or hinder development of collective leadership in organizations or 

communities. I will focus on one such practice, hosting, and suggest that several theories can 

help us examine it. 

I define hosting as a situated, socio-material, temporal practice that can strengthen 

relationships among people who are familiar to each other while bridging differences among 

diverse strangers (see Crosby, 2017). Skills and interpretive schemes (or frames) associated with 

hosting are, I believe, vital for fostering collective leadership that nurtures more effective and 

humane organizations and communities.   

The focus on hosting as practice suggests attention to practice theory, which would view 

hosting as “a routinized type of behavior which consists of several elements, interconnected to 

one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, [and] a 

background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and 

motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, 249).  Practices, of course, occur in specific settings 

and systems (Crosby, 2017). This perspective fits with recent work in aesthetic leadership (Ropo, 

Parvlalnan, and Koivunen (2002), and also connects to Giddens’ (1979, 1984) structuration 

theory and to actor-network theory (Latour, 2005). Because I emphasize the importance of 

communication (and especially framing) in hosting, communication/framing theory also comes 

into play. 

Currently I am co-developing a three-year developmental evaluation project grounded in 

an unfolding effort to alter the social, organizational, and political ecology of entrepreneurship 
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by persons of color and minority business in the Twin Cities and across the U.S. Mainly 

qualitative methods seem appropriate to investigate how individual leaders and groups involved 

in this initiative use hosting skills to alter relevant frames  –  the way that stakeholders view each 

other and minority entrepreneurship – and seed collective leadership. I anticipate using a 

literature review and an expert focus group to further elucidate key hosting skills (especially 

those related to framing). I would use participant observation, interviews with key actors, and 

questionnaires following hosted events, as well as analysis of texts resulting from the events.  

Possible research questions: 

1. How does bringing diverse people together in well-hosted forums actually bridge 

differences and result in actions that promote common good? 

2. How does hosting as leadership practice bridge from individual to group to community 

and institutional levels? 

A first step is developing a clear understanding of what “well-hosted” means when we 

consider bringing a diverse group of stakeholders together to identify and solve a shared problem 

or take advantage of an opportunity. How does hosting differ from convening? What skills do 

hosts (leaders) need? 

We can then proceed to understanding the power of hosting through the lens of structuration 

theory, which directs our attention to the ideas, rules, media, modes, and methods that draw on 

deep structures and shape outcomes of signification, domination, and legitimation. The chief 

outcome of signification processes is creation and communication of shared meaning.  I would 

be interested in how hosting practices use particular ideas, rules, media, modes, and methods in 

order to foster stakeholders’ views of themselves as a group and help them develop composite or 
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over-arching frames that can foster institutional change. Practice theory, aesthetic leadership, and 

recent work by Kathryn Quick (2015) and Barbara Gray, Jill Purdy, and Shahzad Ansari (2015) 

suggest ways in which hosting by individual visionary leaders may result in new action frames 

and platforms that give rise to distributed leadership  and institutional change.  

The remainder of this preliminary research plan offers some initial definition of hosting 

and identification of key elements. The theoretical stance will be explained further and 

methodology described more fully. 

Hosting Definition and Key Elements 

In many cultural traditions, hosting is a valued practice. It involves welcoming guests, 

both people who are familiar and those who are strangers. Hosts must attend to the 

characteristics and needs of individual guests and the well-being of the group.  

 Hosting includes physical, emotional, and temporal elements. Hosts arrange physical and 

virtual spaces in ways that accommodate diverse guests and stimulate connections among them. 

Hosts are attentive human physio-emotional needs – for safety, for nourishment, for sensual 

stimulation – and to power differences, such as  those linked to gender, race/ethnicity, class, and 

physical ability.  The best hosts have an astute sense of timing. They ensure the scheduling of a 

gathering and sequencing of activities fit the needs of the guests and the group. They consider 

the “times” in which the gathering occurs. The “times” could affect the mood of the gathering, 

the topics of conversation, and more. 

 Hosting offers opportunities for sharing food, drink, and conversation. Astute hosts are 

sensitive to different cultural expectations or requirements connected to eating or sharing space.  
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 Finally, as Mark McKergow and Helen Bailey (2014) note, host leaders operate behind 

the scenes, in the spotlight, and in the gallery. They engage in preparations before a gathering, 

they step forward to welcome and guide, they move onto the gallery (or step away from the 

conversations) to get a sense of what is happening as the gathering proceeds. 

Theoretical Stance 

 In Leadership for the Common Good (Bryson and Crosby, 1992; Crosby and Bryson, 

2005) John Bryson and I used structuration theory to illuminate leadership and shared power. 

Drawing on Anthony Giddens’ (1979, 1984) work, we focused on three key inter-linked social 

practices:  

• the creation and communication of shared meaning in formal and informal forums, the 

work of visionary leadership 

• the making and implementing of policy decisions in formal and informal arenas, the work 

of political leadership 

•  sanctioning of conduct in formal and informal courts, the work of ethical leadership 

Each practice has three dimensions, illustrated here with examples from the creation and 

communication of shared meaning:  

• first dimension – observable actions (such as a issuing a manifesto outlining a new vision 

for minority enterprise) 

• second dimension – ideas, rules, media, modes, and methods (for example, use of 

manifestos) that link actions to the third dimension 
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• third dimension – deep structure of language and worldviews that affects the second 

dimension and is affected by the first dimension (for example, syntax of the English 

language) 

Leaders, we contend, have the most impact by helping groups use the elements of the 

second dimension to foster desired results in forums, arenas, and courts. We suggest above that 

the practice of hosting aligns most closely with the general social practice that we call creation 

and communication of shared meaning in formal and informal forums.  

Practice theory (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, and Savigny, 2001) directs 

attention to the presence of human bodies full of thoughts, tacit knowledge, motivations, and 

needs in forums, arenas, and courts. It also highlights the manipulation of physical artifacts and 

the design of physical spaces. In keeping with structuration theory it notes the importance of 

rules and rituals. The aesthetic view of leadership is closely aligned to practice theory in that its 

proponents see beauty in the dance among leaders and followers as they exchange knowledge 

through bodily presence and intense listening. Arja Ropo, Jaana Parvlalnan, and Nlina Koivunen 

(2002) draw attention to the collective body as well as the individual bodies that compose it. 

They say, “The bodily and social entities are inseparable in practice even if they are 

distinguishable theoretically. Social relations are based on the mutuality of gaze and touch, 

speech and listening, resonance of feelings and emotions” (35).  Collective leadership emerges 

through negotiation among the participants. Actor-network theory complements practice theory 

in its focus on the way in which relationships among humans and artifacts develop, stabilize, and 

change (Bryson, Crosby, and Bryson, 2009). 

As part of the design and use of forums, perhaps the most critical design consideration is 

interpretive schemes (ideas) that are rooted in deep structures of signification, but also are 



6 
 

subject to negotiation and reframing. In a forum, “competing, conflicting, or contradictory 

interpretive schemes must be partially mediated as a necessary condition for the emergence of 

concerted action. Norms of relevance and of pragmatic communication, as well as modes of 

argument and access rules, are crucial mediators among incompatible interpretive schemes” 

(Crosby and Bryson, 2005, 412). Gray, Purdi, and Ansari (2015), suggest that reframing occurs 

through “misfirings,” when a forum participant intentionally or unintentionally deviates from a 

“received” frame that someone introduces.  

Especially because the focal case involves entrepreneurship by persons of color, I will be 

attentive to how race/ethnicity and gender figure in hosting practice. Sonia Ospina and Erica 

Foldy (2009) see the potential for race/ethnicity to be a resource for individuals as they strive for 

more beneficial outcomes for their communities. They also have identified several practices that 

are helpful for building bridges between different groups while confronting inequities. These are 

prompting cognitive shifts, naming and shaping identity, engaging in dialogue about difference, 

creating equitable governance mechanisms, and weaving “multiple worlds together through 

interpersonal relationships” (Ospina and Foldy, 2010, 297). 

The creation of boundary objects as a means of bridging differences also has received 

attention in previous work (Bryson, Crosby, Bryson, 2009). Boundary objects include maps, 

discussion papers, plans, and mutually constructed collages that help people understand each 

other across various kinds of boundaries (departmental, organizational, disciplinary, cultural, 

etc.). For example, leadership educator Juana Bordas (2012) invites participants in her leadership 

development programs to help construct a family altar by bringing photographs and other 

mementoes of their families. 
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Finally, Kathryn Quick (2015) traces how citizens in Grand Rapids, Michigan, over a 30-

year period of “foruming” built a shared community platform that enabled collective leadership 

and collective impact. (In collective leadership, as she describes it, “individual leaders’ actions 

cannot be clearly identified and disentangled” [3]). Especially important were forums that 

leaders initiated in response to various challenges and opportunities in the community, extensive 

opportunities for co-creating agendas and work plans, and “creating new spaces for leadership in 

a network” (11).  

Methodology 

The study will use several modes of qualitative analysis: participant observation, 

cognitive mapping, semi-structured interviews, analysis of archival material and other texts, and 

case comparisons. A content analysis software, NVivo, will be used to discover themes in the 

interviews and texts. Although the project has a three-year time frame, it also will consider the 

two years prior to the evaluation effort, because the change effort began when the organization’s 

board hired a new CEO with the explicit assignment of transforming its work. 

A first step is to undertake a more thorough search (using a literature review and expert 

focus group) into the elements of hosting practice. This may lead to developing a protocol or 

checklist for hosting that can be used in participant observations and textual analysis.  

To the extent possible, John Bryson and I will act as participant observers at gatherings 

hosted by the organization that is launching the project aimed at altering the ecology of 

entrepreneurship by persons of color and minority business.  

The texts to be analyzed will include: minutes of the organization’s board meetings; 

cognitive maps resulting from interviews with the organization’s CEO; notes from retreats 

involving board and/or key staff; documents (including participant evaluations) resulting from 
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gatherings of key stakeholders; the websites of the organization and its partners; news coverage; 

and scholarly essays that have strongly influenced the CEO’s framing of the project.  

Additionally, I envision interviewing key participants at appropriate intervals. In an 

initial interview following the first gathering of key stakeholders, I will prompt retrospective 

accounts of how efforts to promote minority entrepreneurship have proceeded in the past and I 

will probe for impacts that the gathering had on the participants’ thinking about what changes are 

underway or possible. I will engage in what Quick (2015) calls “active interviewing” – that is, 

gathering study participants’ basic descriptions of what is occurring, but also asking about how 

they are interpreting the events. In subsequent interviews I will probe for impacts that more 

recent forums have had on key stakeholders’ view of each other and of potential change in the 

system of minority business assistance. 

The NVivo computer program will be used to analyze texts and interview transcripts. I 

will develop an initial coding scheme based on identified hosting practices and anticipated 

interpretive schemes. I will add to the scheme when I note additional relevant themes in the texts 

and transcripts. Regarding minority entrepreneurship I anticipate encountering the following 

interpretive schemes: 

• minority entrepreneurship is a social justice issue (including references to racial 

justice, civil rights, discrimination) 

• racism and poverty are systemic and therefore systems change is necessary 

(including references to institutional racism and institutional design) 

• minority entrepreneurship is an individual and societal good (including references 

to individual benefit and contributions to the society) 

• hard work is rewarded (those who fail must not be working hard) 
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• helping minority entrepreneurs is a charitable obligation (including references to 

charitable giving, volunteer assistance) 

• helping minority entrepreneurs is a business proposition 

Regarding hosting, I expect to find interpretive schemes that highlight differences among 

key stakeholders. For example, government representatives may be skeptical of business 

consultants. Minority entrepreneurs may assume that “white” executives don’t understand or 

truly care about their situation. Young entrepreneurs may view older entrepreneurs as out of 

touch with demands of the digital marketplace. Representatives of different organizations that 

support minority entrepreneurs may regard the other organizations as competitors for clients and 

revenues. 

 Regarding the emergence of a platform for enabling collective leadership, I will be alert 

to references to an emergent widely shared sense of mission and vision for the future that can 

facilitate the progression from individual to pluralist to collective leadership (Quick, 2015). 

 To consider the extent to which insights about the hosting practices in this project have 

more general applicability, I will compare the case to other reported cases – for example, 

Greening Grand Rapids (described in Quick’s article on collective leadership and collective 

impact) – in which entrepreneurial leaders have attempted to dramatically alter societal 

conditions. 
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