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Abstract 
 

This paper presents a 14-year case study that examines the process by which grassroots 
efforts of a few people concerned about a social problem developed into a coalition for creating 
social change for companion animals in a southern county in the United States. Each group of 
stakeholders in the collaboration holds a different world view based on its background, training, 
and experience. These different stakeholders, from individuals to organizations, have different 
levels of power. In this case, the coalition moved the power base from a few organizations to 
power within the coalition. In the process, this coalition fundamentally changed how the county 
approached animal welfare, which yielded distinct, clearly identifiable benefits. This paper 
explores the theory and practice involved in honoring different world views while shifting the 
bases of power in creating social change with adaptive leadership. 
 

Introduction 
 

The field of Critical Leadership Studies (CLS) seeks to develop what is unexplored or 
missing in mainstream leadership research. It defines leadership dynamics as the “shifting 
asymmetrical interrelations between leaders, followers and context” (Collinson, 2011, p. 182). 
This paper presents a case study that examines the process of developing a coalition for creating 
social change for companion animals in a southern county in the United States. Each group of 
stakeholders in the collaboration holds a different world view based on its background, training, 
and experience. This paper explores the theory and practice involved in creating social change 
when there is no single defined leader or organization. 
 

Discussion 
 

Social change is the transformation of culture and social institutions over time (Macionis, 
2002). According to Fine (2006), when a social problem arises, there are various ways the 
community can cope with it, including: (a) hope that the government will invest money and time 
to solve this problem, (b) continue to live with the ongoing problem, and (c) combine the diverse 
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skills and contributions from all sectors of society to change the situation through collaboration 
across boundaries.  

The actors in this study chose the third option. Collaboration takes much sustained effort 
over time to create a win/win for the object of change and the organizations and people involved. 
Therefore, social actors need to engage in persistent, sustainable action (Wells et al., 2007).This 
ongoing process can take years (in this case, 14 years, and it is currently ongoing).  

When developing a coalition, it is critical to take the stakeholders’ world views into 
account. World views involve differing perspectives, values, beliefs, cultures, training, and 
perspectives (Drath, 2001). When one group in the community sees a problem that other parts of 
the community do not, they face an adaptive challenge, that is, a “challenge confronting a 
community or organization for which it has no preexisting resources, remedies, tools, solutions, 
or even the means for accurately naming and describing the challenge” (Heifetz, 1994). The first 
step to address the challenge is to create a space where stakeholders with different points of view 
can listen to each other.  

To connect world views in a relational dialogue, leadership must find the space between 
the various world views while holding each world view as worthy, true, and real. Thus, adaptive 
leadership, which includes perspective taking, reframing, and suspending assumptions (Heifetz 
& Linsky, 2002) can develop through managing a relational capacity to ensure that all 
stakeholders are at the table and being heard.   

In 2002, four individuals with no single organizational affiliation organized a local 
animal welfare conference for the first time; the attendees listened to speakers and then broke 
into small groups to discuss and decide what steps should be taken to address the problem of 
companion animal euthanasia (Hamilton, 2010). Using Weick’s (1984) theory of small wins; this 
conference was the first step in the third of Fine’s (2006) options. Small wins build a pattern of 
low-cost successes that provide a continuous application of small advantages. If a small win 
succeeds, then the individuals involved receive reinforcement for further actions. A record of 
small wins can attract others and in the long run, can compile into a major win. If the small 
project fails, then that is not too damaging to morale, because not much was invested in the first 
place.  

The conference provided a place to recognize differences in the participants' world views. 
At the conference, three world views were present: the government (in the form of animal 
control), formally established bricks and mortar animal welfare groups, and animal rescue 
stakeholders (i.e., virtual rescue groups and interested animal lovers). As the movement's small 
wins increased over time, two distinct world views were added: the veterinary community and 
the public. Each group of stakeholders had its own world view with its own "truths" or mental 
models (Senge, 2006). For any collaboration to work, these mental models or truths must be 
bridged by relational learning, which does not judge other world views, but instead takes them 



into consideration to create a new collaborative world view that develops around the shared 
common values of all those involved.    

 

Procedures for Collecting Data 
 

Case studies offer a way to conduct empirical research within its real life context, using 
multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2003, p. 34). Data for this study were collected from several 
sources. Hillsborough County Animal Services (HCAS) provided the baseline data in the form of 
monthly workload reports and budgetary information, which they made available to me for this 
research. Additional budget and population information on Hillsborough County was obtained 
from the county website. The Humane Society of Tampa Bay (HSTB) provided quantitative 
reports of adoptions and sterilization surgeries performed. No More Homeless Pets in 
Hillsborough County (NMHP-HC) provided meeting minutes, plans, data analysis, and adoption 
numbers for its participating groups. Those working as part of the NMHP-HC coalition and 
agencies in other locales that had engaged in “best practices” provided other information. Data 
also included the minutes of numerous meetings that I attended as a participant observer over 10 
of the past 14 years. I also documented my participant observation through field notes and 
queried several participants involved in animal issues in the county. I then identified patterns in 
the various forms of data. 
 

Results 
 

The results are divided into four sections. The first section describes the context in which 
the first steps were taken. The second section describes the various stakeholders, the third section 
looks at the initial interactions and the existing power dynamics, and the fourth section examines 
leadership developing from a particular context over time.  
 
Context 
 Hillsborough County, located midway along Florida’s west coast, is comprised of 1,072 
square miles. Municipalities account for 163 square miles and the unincorporated area is 909 
square miles. Although geographically small, the county has a population greater than that of 
eight states and contains both a major city and rural farmland. The county’s total population is 
1,204,770 (Hillsborough County Planning Commission, 2008 estimate), including Tampa 
(342,100), Plant City (34,250), and Temple Terrace (24,080) (Hillsborough County Planning 
Commission, n.d., 2008 estimate). More than 804,340 people live in the county’s unincorporated 
areas. Thirteen percent (147,179) of the county population lives below the federal poverty line 
(U.S. Census, n.d.). Over 22.1% of the population is of Hispanic origin (U.S. Census, n.d., 2006 
estimate). The county saw a 19.8% increase in the human population between 1990 and 2000. 
According to the Hillsborough County Planning Commission website (n.d.), an average of 577 
people move into the county each week. From 2001 to 2007 the county grew by an additional 



17.6%. This leveled off in 2008-2009, with the growth of the county estimated at 1%. In 2004 
there were 460,700 households. As noted above, Hillsborough County is not totally urban in 
nature: It is the state’s 3rd-largest agriculture-producing county and ranks 19th in the United 
States for total number of farms (USDA, n.d.). 
 

Companion animal euthanasia has long been a problem in Hillsborough County. Even 
though it is Florida’s 4th largest county, it has euthanized more animals than any other county in 
the state (Humphrey, 2003; McCartney, 2007). An internal audit in 1996 found that it cost the 
county $168 to catch, house, and dispose of an animal. The euthanasia rate at HCAS during the 
time period 1996-2007 was 82% (see Figure 1). At the same time, Bartlett, Bartlett, Walshaw, 
and Hallstead (2003) noted the rate of euthanasia in Michigan shelters in 2003 was 40% for dogs 
and 57% for cats. The rates for euthanasia in Ohio shelters actually decreased from 1996 to 2004, 
from 65% to 56.8%, and adoption rates increased from 24.5% to 33.6% (Lord et al., 2006). Yet 
Hillsborough County’s euthanasia rate remained constant at 82% with a .98 correlation to the 
intake (Hamilton, 2006). Thus, this was a cost not only in companion animal lives, but also in tax 
dollars. 
 

 

Fig. 1. Total impounds and euthanasia, Hillsborough County Animal Services, 1998-2015. 
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