
A  G U I D E  T O

C O - L E A D E R S H I P

Co-CEOs are a real thing, and many companies

have successfully applied this leadership

approach. Other companies have tried and

failed at sharing the top post. Concerning the

massive body of leadership research, there is not

a lot of literature on co-leading. The lack of

research seems mostly due to the maverick and

charismatic mystique of famous leaders, and

leadership studies on how these few abnormal

figures operate (think: Gates, Zuckerberg,

Branson, Buffett, et al.). But Bill Gates had a co-

leader, Paul Allen, in the not so humble

beginnings of Microsoft. Republican Rome had

co-leaders in every major city, and it worked for

them for centuries. Is creating a co-leading

structure in your best interest? Only you will

have the answer to that question. 

 

As you filter through the logistics of the decision,

here are some best practices to consider along

the way (Sally, 2002):
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Co-leaders arrive and depart together. If you choose a co-leader strategy and one of

you leaves, don’t replace them until both leaders are replaced.

Co-leaders must have no chance of immediately and permanently ascending to solo
leadership. Be sure to have a permanent structure and assurance of such in place.

Co-leaders' assignments must be “lot-worthy.” Roughly equal importance to the roles

of the leaders, they could be randomly assigned or divvy up responsibilities according to

passion and energy.

There may be two leaders, but there is one office —set up an office for both co-leaders

as a symbolic gesture.

Co-leadership is part of a system of general power-sharing. This sets a more stable

structure to facilitate organizational goals over individual goals

A co-leader has formal veto power over any decision. Any “no” by a co-leader, always

outweighs “yes.”

When called upon, co-leaders have to sacrifice “their own.” In addition to veto power,

this rule encourages a high level of communication between the joint leaders.

A co-leader never speaks ill of the other to an audience of any size. It shouldn’t need

to be said, but perception management is highly essential.

Successful co-leaders capitalize on their duality. Leverage your time and personalities

to the company’s advantage.

A co-leader must practice a certain degree of self-denial and humility. Leave the ego

at home and elevate the organization above all else.
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