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Abstract 

The world is becoming more complex and interdependent, creating volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) conditions that challenge the 

effectiveness of traditional forms of leadership. Under conditions of complexity the 

future is unknowable, and the ability to discern cause-and-effect relationships is 

limited due to multiple, interacting systems. For advancements in leadership science 

to address adequately this changing global context of complexity, more inclusive and 

integrative theoretical perspectives are needed that cut across a variety of theoretical 

domains (Day & Thornton, 2018). In particular, further development surrounding 

collective, contextual, and affective understandings of leadership are required 

(Hernandez et al., 2011).  

 

In essence, existing theoretical constructs for leadership in environments of 

complexity are inadequate. I propose a theory of “collective self-leadership” (CSL), 

building on Kerr and Jermier’s substitutes for leadership (1978), Weick and Roberts’s 

collective mind (1993), Manz’s self-leadership (1986, 2015), Uhl-Bien and Arena’s 

leadership for organizational adaptability (2018), and incorporating constructs from 

the fields of evolutionary biology, neurobiology, and affect science. Implications of 

the theory are explored, including revisiting ideas about the relationship among 

power, influence and leadership, and the importance of good theory for developing 

appropriate solutions to challenging problems confronting organizations.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Today, there are numerous examples of traditional hierarchical leadership failing 

under volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA)1 conditions. Kellerman 

(2012) describes this shifting landscape in her book, The End of Leadership, stating 

that the nature of leadership has fundamentally changed in the current era—in part as 

a result of a more empowered follower due in large measure to advances in 

technology. Other scholars have also identified contextual changes, such as increased 

globalization and technological change, as changing the idea of leadership (Eberly et 

al., 2013).  

 

Einstein is famous for saying that theory determines what we can observe. 

Correspondingly, the right solutions to the challenges that plague us in today’s world 

can be best understood through theories that adequately take new contextual 

complexities into account (D. S. Wilson, 2019). The power of generating such 

theories is the ability to see the phenomenon of leadership from a different 

perspective, enabling more informed explanations, improved understanding, and 

better decision making. In this dissertation, I theorize about a new form of leadership, 

what I call “collective self-leadership” (CSL), that I believe is essential for mobilizing 

coordinated intention and action in the VUCA world in which we find ourselves.  

 
                                                
1	The term VUCA is attributed to the U.S. Army. One of the earliest documented uses was by General 
Maxwell Thurman in a presentation to the U.S. Army War College Strategic Leadership Conference in 
1991 (Mackey, 1992).	
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In the remainder of this chapter, I provide a chapter-by-chapter overview of my 

dissertation. The overview identifies and explains the essential building blocks of my 

theory of collective self-leadership. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of the 

importance of developing new theories of leadership in today’s VUCA context, and I 

explain how and why a theory of collective self-leadership fills an important void.  

Establishing the Domain of My Theorizing 
In Chapter 2, I describe the personal experiences, recurring questions, and streams of 

literature that originally influenced my interest and inquiry into the domain of 

collective self-leadership. This approach is consistent with Hatch (2013) and 

Mintzberg (2014) who affirm the role of personal experience and asking simple, 

powerful questions as compliments to deep exploration of the literature when 

building theory. As a retired Captain in the U.S. Coast Guard and a maritime 

consultant to nations around the globe, I have decades of personal experience with 

organizations struggling to ensure mission success in an increasingly complex world.  

 

I cite three specific professional influences provoking me to reconsider the 

effectiveness of traditional ideas about leadership: failures of imagination (“9/11” 

attacks), failures of initiative (Hurricane Katrina response), and failures to adapt 

(post-Katrina restructuring). These experiences have led me repeatedly to ask a 

simple question: “What if we didn’t need organizational leadership as typically 

understood and experienced, i.e., hierarchical leadership?” What might organizing for 
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coordinated intention and action look like under conditions of complexity if we 

moved away from traditional hierarchical theories of leadership? 

 

To answer these questions and to further establish the domain of my theorizing, in the 

second part of Chapter 2, I examine the nature and dynamics of complexity. 

Environments of complexity are characterized by environmental forces that impede 

direct understanding of cause-and-effect relationships within systems—for example, 

multiple external forces acting upon an organizational system generating many 

possibilities of how elements within the system interact (Waldrop, 1992; Kurtz & 

Snowden, 2003). Unlike conventional conditions of order where collection and 

analysis of data and systems thinking allow for informed courses of action for 

predictable results, under conditions of complexity, the inability to assume stable 

cause-and-effect relationships requires the benefit of gaining multiple perspectives in 

order to identify patterns and corresponding methods of influence (Kurtz & Snowden, 

2003). Under such conditions, expert opinion and experience, often hallmarks of 

traditional hierarchical forms of leadership, may be of limited value in favor of 

catalyzing dynamic learning across and among multiple organizational actors to 

develop new perspectives and actionable insights. The application of new knowledge 

changes the behavior of actors operating within the system that in turn further affects 

the behavior of the system (Flack & Mitchell, 2020). Such a dynamic complicates 

traditional leadership approaches centered on goals or visions to be attained. New 

ideas about leadership are needed in conditions of complexity.  
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Self-Leadership and Related Constructs 
In Chapter 3, I explore literature related to self-leadership, including substitutes for 

leadership, self-management, shared leadership, followership, and stewardship.  

The origins of self-leadership can be sourced back to Kerr and Jermier’s (1978) work 

on substitutes for leadership, which was instrumental in identifying certain conditions 

under which hierarchical leadership is not necessary—and perhaps even 

detrimental—for achieving desired organizational objectives and employee 

satisfaction. In organizations, issues of power and control are closely related (Hatch, 

2013). In settings where individuals have a high degree of autonomy to perform, the 

ability to self-lead is seen as valuable, because as Manz (1986) points out, “the self-

influence system is the ultimate system of control” (p. 586) and reduces the overhead 

costs of employee management. Thus, self-leadership is “a comprehensive self-

influence perspective that concerns leading oneself toward performance of naturally 

motivating tasks as well as managing oneself to do work that must be done but is not 

naturally motivating” (Manz, 1986, p. 589).  

 

The idea of collective self-leadership builds on Kerr and Jermier (1978) and Manz’s 

(1986) work but also draws from the work of Weick and Roberts (1993) on collective 

mind—a pattern of interactions in a social system supporting purposeful, attentive, 

conscientious action among all members. The collective mind is considered superior 

to the leader brain of one, as “no matter how visionary or smart or forward-looking or 

aggressive that one brain may be, it is no match for conditions of interactive 
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complexity” (Weick & Roberts, 1993, p. 378, emphasis added). Furthermore, 

collective mind infers a shared intentionality driving “collective mental processes in 

organizations” (Weick & Roberts, 1993, p. 357) whether that intention is reliability, 

efficiency, adaptability, or some other qualitative dimension.  

Complexity and Leadership for Organizational Adaptability  
In Chapter 4, I outline why complexity science has been applied to organizational 

development and leadership as a means to better understand and improve 

organizational performance. Under conditions of complexity (i.e., VUCA), the basic 

premise is that the future is unknowable and the ability to discern cause-and-effect 

relationships is limited due to multiple, interacting systems. In general, leading 

research papers on complexity leadership support the importance of systems and 

contexts over individual leaders, of organizational learning, of bottom-up innovation, 

of processes supporting dialogue over analytical processes, and of gaining multiple 

perspectives in lieu of tools designed for rational analysis. Under leadership for 

organizational adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018), adaptive organizations require 

three forms of leadership: entrepreneurial, operational, and enabling. Entrepreneurial 

leadership pursues exploration by creating new knowledge, skills, products, and 

processes to sustain the future viability of the firm. Operational leadership maximizes 

exploitation by managing systems, structures, and processes that produces results 

through selection, refinement, execution, and efficiency. Enabling leadership provides 

integration by bridging entrepreneurial leadership and operational leadership and by 

creating, engaging, and protecting “adaptive space” needed to nurture and sustain the 
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adaptability process. Uhl-Bien & Arena (2018) propose that in conditions of 

complexity, adaptability is as important as performance, but we “can not assume one 

gets us the other” (p. 100).  

Evolutionary Biology, Neurobiology and Affect Science  
In Chapter 5, I argue that a theory of collective self-leadership as a substitute for 

hierarchical leadership in an environment of complexity must also incorporate 

constructs from the fields of evolutionary biology and affect science. This is in 

recognition of the fact that leadership is a dynamic phenomenon, and attempting to 

conceptualize and study its development from any one theoretical perspective (e.g., 

motivational, emotional, behavioral) will yield only limited results according to Day 

and Thornton (2018). They offer that “more inclusive and integrative perspectives are 

needed that cut across a number of theoretical domains” (p. 372).  

 

From the perspective of evolutionary biology, the capacity to engage or appeal to the 

“hearts and minds” of others requires understanding of how “hearts” (i.e., bodies) and 

minds actually work in relation to each other in a biological sense. Engaging with 

“other cooperative people in close-knit groups…is reflected in the design and 

mechanisms of the human body and brain” (Wilson, 2019, p. 150–151, original 

emphasis). Evolutionary biology suggests there is no dividing line between one’s 

biology, being human, and culture such that individuals cannot be understood except 

in the context of small groups. According to Wilson (2019), “well-functioning groups 

are required for both individual well-being and efficacious action at scale (p. 114), 
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suggesting the appropriate level of analysis is the group (rather than the individual) in 

terms of organizational leadership and effecting changes at scale.  

 

Affect science, specifically the theory of constructed emotions (TOCE), adds another 

important layer to the idea of collective self-leadership. TOCE is a biologically-

informed, psychological explanation of who we are as human beings, which accounts 

for both evolution and culture (Barrett, 2017). One of its basic premises is that, 

through construction, “we perceive the world not in any objectively accurate sense 

but through the lens of our own needs, goals, and prior experience” (Barrett, 2017, p. 

157). Collectively, insights from evolutionary biology and affect science provide a 

much richer, biologically informed perspective of human behavior with subsequent 

implications for the development of well-informed leadership theory.  

Toward a Theory of Collective Self-Leadership 
Building on my personal experience, the simple question, “What might organizing for 

coordinated action look like under conditions of complexity if we moved away from 

traditional theories of leadership and instead look toward the literature on self-

leadership, collective mind, complexity, adaptability, evolutionary biology, affect 

science, and related constructs?” In Chapter 6, I elaborate on the initial contours of a 

theory of collective self-leadership. Collective self-leadership, informed by both 

evolutionary biology and affect science, aligns with the ‘power’ of social construction 

and higher-level states beyond selfish-interests. Thus, my dissertation proposes that in 

environments of complexity, the interaction of interdependent agents exhibiting a 
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high degree of self-leadership, engaging within the dimensions of organizational 

interaction bounded by context (loose over tight), content (learning over knowledge), 

and connection (other over self), while anchored to a prevailing organizational 

mindset (collective intentionality), “collective self-leadership” (CSL) acts as a 

substitute for hierarchical leadership in an environment of complexity.  

 

In sum, I define collective self-leadership as a condition of synchronous, heedful 

action among a collective exercising high-order self-leadership, oriented at the group 

level, and anchored to a collective intentionality [independent of hierarchical 

leadership] to ensure organizational fitness in an environment of complexity. 

Synchronous means that the actions are occurring at the same time or during the same 

time period. Heedful action is the outcome of training and experience that weave 

together thinking, feeling, and willing (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Collective refers to 

individuals who act as if they are a group (Weick & Roberts, 1993). Collective 

intentionality is “the power of minds to be jointly directed at objects, matters of fact, 

states of affairs, goals, or values” (Schweikard & Schmid, 2013). It manifests in a 

variety of ways, including shared intention, joint attention, shared belief, collective 

acceptance, and collective emotion. High-order self-leadership refers to a community-

oriented commitment of individuals within a collective, rather than a self-oriented 

commitment, often requiring self-sacrifice to achieve. Fitness is the degree to which 

desired organizational identity equals organizational culture as realized through 

collective intentionality, i.e., choice coupled with commitment.  
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Implications for Future Research and Practice 
In Chapter 7, I outline three key implications of a theory of collective self-leadership 

and its supporting science. The first implication considers the power and 

shortcomings of the process of biological social construction, a process that is natural 

and valuable in how we evolved specific to the intertwining of reason and emotion 

but with limitations important to be aware of. The second revisits ideas about the 

relationship among power, influence, and leadership. I offer my perspective on the 

core essence of leadership that distinguishes it from power and within the influence 

continuum and offer that most conceptions of leadership fail to fully account for the 

power (influence) embedded within formal positions of authority. Finally, I offer a 

compelling example of the importance of getting theory “right” in order to find 

appropriate solutions to enduring challenges. An example of prevailing economic 

theory is presented and found unsupportable from the science (evolutionary biology 

and affect science) used to support articulation of a theory of collective self-

leadership (CSL). 

A Word on Theorizing, Theory, and Theory Building 
Lewin (1951) famously declared, “There is nothing so practical as a good theory” (p. 

169). And because “there is lack of agreement about whether a model and a theory 

can be distinguished” (Sutton & Staw, 1995, p. 1), Box (1976) offers  “all models are 

wrong but some are useful” (p. 793), underscoring the real value of good theory: 

usefulness.  
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What, how, why, who, where, when 
According to Whetten (1989), complete theory must contain four elements:  

• What 

• How 

• Why, and 

• Who, where, and when 

“What” identifies the factors (variables, constructs, concepts) that describe the 

phenomenon of interest—in my case, leadership, followership, self-leadership, 

collective intention and action, etc. “How” speaks to the relationship among the 

factors and employs boxes and arrows to delineate patterns and elements of causality 

even if the researcher is unable to test these relationships. Collectively, the “what” 

and “how” determine the domain of the theory and are often illustrated with visual 

representations. “Why” addresses the underlying psychological, economic, or social 

dynamics that justify the selection of factors and the proposed causal relationships—

in my case, conceptual explanations drawn from theories of self-leadership, collective 

mind, adaptability, evolutionary biology, and affect science. These explanations 

provide the theoretical glue that holds the model together. Finally, the application of 

“who, where, and when” places temporal and contextual constraints on the emerging 

theory—in my case, environments of complexity. This aids in understanding the 

generalizability of core propositions. In summary, Whetten (1989) proposes that good 

theory “should push back the boundaries of our knowledge by providing compelling 

and logical justifications for altered views” (p. 491).  
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Theorizing as a creative process of interim struggles 
Sutton and Staw (1995), acknowledge that the process of building theory is often 

messy and “full of internal conflicts and contradictions” (p. 373), but it is not just a 

matter of presenting references, data, lists of variables and constructs, diagrams, and 

hypotheses. Like Whetten (1989), they argue that good theory requires rich 

conceptual explanations that weave the model together. Weick (1995) agrees with 

Whetten (1989) and Sutton and Staw (1995) but argues theory building must be seen 

as a process (theorizing) rather than a product (theory). It is an ongoing conversation 

comprised of a series approximations and “interim struggles” as a result of multiple 

rounds of activities such as abstracting, generalizing, relating, selecting, explaining, 

synthesizing, and idealizing. Mintzberg (2014) affirms Weick’s (1995) view of 

theorizing as a creative emergent process and claims,  

We get interesting theory when we let go of all this scientific 
correctness, or to use a famous phrase, suspend our disbeliefs, and 
allow our minds to roam freely and creatively—to muse like mad, 
albeit immersed in an interesting, revealing context… Theory is 
insightful when it surprises, when it allows us to see profoundly, 
imaginatively, unconventionally into phenomena we thought we 
understood. (Mintzberg, 2014, p. 10)  
 

Mintzberg (2014) goes on to state, “Theory development is really about discovering 

patterns…recognizing similarities in things that appear dissimilar to others, i.e., 

making unexpected connections. Theory is about connections, and the more, and the 

more interesting, the better” (p. 25). Mintzberg’s view is that as scholars, our 

obligation is to stimulate thinking, and a good way to do that is to offer alternate 

theories—multiple explanations of the same phenomena.  
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Theory determines what we can observe 
Hatch (2013) embraces the value of multiple perspectives in helping us to see the 

world in new ways: “Defining relationships between concepts builds theory, but 

related theories form even bigger chinks: theoretical perspectives. Theoretical 

perspectives evolve from similarities in the way phenomena are defined, theorized, 

and studied” (p. 8). Over the past 50 years, the modern, symbolic, and post-modern 

perspectives have prevailed, and Hatch (2013) cites the influence of Kuhn’s The 

Structure of Scientific Revolutions combined with Allison’s The Essence of Decision, 

an examination of the Cuban Missile Crisis from different theoretical perspectives, to 

have “inspired many organization theorists to adopt multiple perspectives” (p. 18). 

Figure 1 highlights the main distinctions among these three theoretical perspectives. 

Hatch proposes it is the practice of theorizing that yields benefits through a cycle of 

reflection, application, refinement, and connection to other theories to expand 

collective knowledge.  
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Figure 1. Theoretical Perspectives of Modern, Symbolic, and Post-Modern 
 

One of the most insightful historical examples concerns the work of early pioneers in 

the field of quantum mechanics. In 1927, a young German physicist Werner 

Heisenberg credited the guidance given by Albert Einstein in a personal conversation 

as providing the key breakthrough in the development of the uncertainty principle, 

integral to the nascent quantum field theory of physics: “As [Heisenberg] put it later 

in one of his interviews, ‘I just tried to turn around the question according to the 

example of Einstein’”(Holton, 2004, p. 6). “While the theory determines what can be 

observed, the uncertainty principle showed [Heisenberg] that a theory also determines 

*Source:	Hatch	(2013)	

MODERN*	
1960s	and	1970s	

SYMBOLIC*	
1980s	

POSTMODERN*	
1990s	

Knowledge	is:	
	Universal	 	 	 	 	Par,cular 	 	 	 	Provisional	

	
Knowledge	is	developed	by:	

	Facts/Informa,on 	 	 	Meaning/interpreta,on 	Denial/Deconstruc,on	
	
Model	for	human	relaOonships:	

	Hierarchy 	 	 	 	Community 	 	 	 	Self-determina,on	
	
Overarching	goal:	

	Predic,on/Control 	 	 	Understanding/Tolerance 	Apprecia,on/Libera,on	
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what cannot be observed” and proved critical to Heisenberg’s advancement of 

quantum mechanics (Holton, 2004, p. 7). 

The goal of my theorizing  
This is a theoretical dissertation, and my goal in writing it is to follow Box’s maxim 

and offer a model that may be useful. I took Mintzberg’s advice and let my mind 

roam freely and creatively. Like Weick (1995), I conducted my theorizing in what 

seemed like an endless series of conversations, approximations, and interim struggles. 

Drawing on Whetten (1989), I attempted to link literature from the fields of 

complexity science, self-leadership, collective mind, adaptability, evolutionary 

biology, and affect science to explain the what, how why, who, where, and when of 

collective self-leadership as an alternative to traditional hierarchical forms of 

leadership in contexts of extreme complexity. Building on Holton (2004) and Hatch 

(2013), I did this in hopes of helping us see the world in new ways. 
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Chapter 2: Establishing the Domain of My 
Theorizing  

I am fond of saying that we are all victims of our own experience. Thus, as one might 

expect, the selection of my dissertation topic was the culmination of two primary 

influences, my professional experience and my academic experience. I believe my 

professional experience is relevant to my dissertation, the selection of topic, and my 

efforts at theorizing. To modify a perspective borrowed from Damasio (2019), a 

neuroscientist, regarding the relationship between feeling and reason, my professional 

and academic experience was “an inseparable, looping, reflective embrace. The 

embrace can favor one of the partners [over time] but it involves both” (p. 171). This 

perspective is consistent with organization theorist Hatch (2013), who claims that 

experience (in her case international experience) leads to profound changes in 

personal understanding “that affect your approach to description, analysis, and 

explanation—in other words, how you theorize” (2013, p. x). Finally, the words of 

Mintzberg (2014) also struck a chord regarding my selection of a dissertation topic: 

First, I start with an interesting question, not a fancy hypothesis. 
Hypotheses close me down; questions open me up. I have started with, 
for example: What do managers do? How do organizations structure 
themselves? How do strategies form? And now: How can we redress 
the balance in this economically obsessed world?  I think of this 
approach as pull, not push, and I believe it key to theory development. 
Let yourself be pulled by an important concern out there, not pushed 
by some elegant construct in here. Take your lead from behavior in 
practice. (p. 11, emphasis added)  
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In this chapter, I follow the advice of Damasio (2019), Hatch (2013), and Mintzberg 

(2014) and take my lead from behavior in practice. I relate a series of experiences in 

my own leadership career that caused me to ask the question, “What might organizing 

for coordinated action look like under conditions of complexity if we moved away 

from traditional, hierarchical theories of leadership?” Furthermore, given prevailing 

ideas about power, influence, and leadership, what is the core essence of leadership 

that distinguishes it from other forms of influence?  

Anchoring My Theorizing in Personal Experience 
At the time of entering the Benedictine University Values-Driven Leadership PhD 

program in 2017, I was working as an international consultant based in the U.S. 

Before beginning work as a consultant and moving to the United Arab Emirates, I had 

retired as Captain in the U.S. Coast Guard in 2009 after 27 years of service at home 

and abroad. Within the Coast Guard, risk management is a highly valued skill. 

Practitioners of risk management are familiar with “establishing the context” as the 

foundational step of any credible assessment of risk. Likewise, an appreciation of the 

context from which this dissertation evolved is equally important. My professional 

experiences regarding leadership were a combination of both intra and inter 

perspectives. That is, leadership from both an intra/personal perspective (inside out) 

and from an inter/organizational perspective (outside in).  

Intra/Personal perspective 
Conducting the operational missions of the U.S. Coast Guard is demanding work. 

Whether search and rescue (SAR), law enforcement, or maritime security, crews take 
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to the sea or air to perform their job. Missions might be conducted over a period of 

many hours for air and boat crews, or a matter of days, weeks or even months for ship 

crews. Many times the work is done under the most demanding environmental 

conditions, e.g., stormy seas, torrential rain, howling gales, darkness or poor 

visibility, and the occasional full-blown hurricane. If good judgment is a large part of 

effective leadership, the connection between one’s physical state and sound decision-

making is often a visceral, full-bodied experience proportional to one’s level of 

responsibility.  

 

The aviation community was far and ahead of the ship community, for example, in 

recognizing the role of crew fatigue in aviation mishaps, i.e., human error, and setting 

appropriate operating standards. The ship community has since made comparable 

strides. The important point here is, operationally, I experienced effective leadership 

as an ability to reconcile one’s physiology, the intra dynamic (what is being felt), with 

the inter dynamic of effectively engaging with others to collectively accomplish the 

mission. The value of this operational experience was observing first-hand the intra 

dynamic as always present and influencing one’s behavior, decisions, and interactions 

with others, whether personally and consciously acknowledged or not. Under truly 

demanding circumstances, being ignorant of, or denying one’s physiological state can 

have disastrous consequences in exercising leadership.  
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Certainly many land-based office jobs or positions have tremendous responsibility 

with the associated stress. However, take that same land-based office responsibility 

and place it in a three-dimensional space—the bridge of a patrol boat, for example—

that is heaving and rolling for hours or days on end, resulting in extreme fatigue, even 

nausea or vertigo under severe conditions, and the leadership complexity is 

heightened. Clearly, how one relates to others and vice-versa in dynamic 

environments in the exercise of leadership is greatly influenced by their physiological 

state. Perhaps equally important, the practical aspects of one’s focus, intention, and 

motivation seemed much more relevant when operating under demanding, dynamic 

conditions. Things may go awry, and that happens, yet the nature of one’s focus, 

intention, or motivation was often—rightly or wrongly—linked to character, a 

moderator if not mediator of one’s competence.2   

 

My experience is that one’s assessment of leadership competence, self and others, is 

most often not registered cognitively, but viscerally; it is felt and often becomes the 

de facto measure of competence. Thus, my operational assignments fostered an 

enduring interest in the physiological dimensions of effective leadership, and I 

subsequently spent more time exploring leadership from a human physiology 

perspective—for example, the role of nutrition, kinesthesia, and cognition/perception 

(neuroscience) in effective leadership: essentially, supreme recognition that what’s 

                                                
2A mediator - moderator relationship of character to competence is instructive in that full mediation 
means character explains competence, whereas in a moderating relationship, character influences 
competence.  



 

19 

going on “inside” affects how leadership is enacted “out there” thus the importance of 

a “full body” interdisciplinary approach to understanding the physiological 

dimensions of leadership. The ability to know oneself (in this moment) to best lead 

oneself, in order to capably serve others, establishes an inextricable link between self-

leadership and applied leadership.  

Inter/Organizational perspective 
Three significant experiences influenced my ideas about leadership from an inter 

organizational perspective. In 2000, I was detailed to the Secretary’s Office of 

Intelligence and Security (OIS) at the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) to 

support interagency efforts developing national policies and strategies for improved 

drug interdiction, land, and maritime security. This office was created by 

Congressional action after the terrorist bombing in 1988 of Pan Am flight 103 over 

Lockerbie, Scotland. The creation of the office was meant to address institutional 

challenges of providing relevant and timely threat and security information to 

commercial transportation providers, specifically the airline industry. The office was 

staffed in part by a team of detailees from agencies within the U.S. Department of 

Transportation: e.g., FAA, Coast Guard, etc. In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, OIS 

was a key part of the interagency process to improve security across our 

transportation network, ports of entry and borders, and especially the aviation sector 

with the impending stand-up of the new Congressionally-mandated Transportation 

Security Administration (TSA).  
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I was asked to represent DOT on the interagency team working under the direct 

supervision of General Wayne Downing, USA, (Ret.), the newly appointed White 

House National Director, to develop the nation’s first National Strategy for 

Combatting Terrorism (NSCT).3  In completing work on the NSCT, I was mindful 

that the creation of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2002 was 

meant to focus and integrate the nation’s collective safety and security activities and 

coordinate a unified effort to prevent and respond to emerging threats. This need was 

underscored by the “9/11 Commission,” charged with investigating the events leading 

up to and following September 11, 2001, citing an overall collective “failure of 

imagination” as a major contributor to the government’s inability to connect the dots 

and prevent and adequately respond to the attacks (National Commission on Terrorist 

Attacks Upon the United States, 2004). This experience taught me that organizational 

bureaucracy and constraints can overcome the best individual efforts to anticipate 

plausible scenarios, raise necessary alarms, and feel empowered to take appropriate 

action.  

 

In the late summer of 2005, several years after the creation of DHS, Hurricane 

Katrina struck the Gulf Coast of the U.S. Its massive impact on the nation’s safety 

and security highlighted the criticality of a timely, coordinated response amongst 

DHS agencies and other federal, state, and local partners extending well beyond 

terrorist attacks. However, the government’s collective efforts to prepare for and 

                                                
3	General Downing’s team leader for developing the NSCT was Navy SEAL Bill McRaven who later 
when on to oversee Operation Neptune Spear, the campaign to capture/kill Osama Bin Laden.		
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respond to Hurricane Katrina were largely inadequate and inefficient. Despite near 

real-time media coverage of entire communities cut-off from assistance and 

individuals in clear distress, response efforts seemed incapable of acknowledging the 

need and figuring out how to bring all agencies together for a coherent, humane 

response. Notwithstanding my own agency’s laudatory response, the U.S. House of 

Representatives Select Bipartisan Committee to Investigate the Preparation for and 

Response to Hurricane Katrina (2006) described the federal government’s collective 

efforts as “a failure of initiative” (p xi). This experience taught me that dynamic times 

require “a head, heart, hands” approach—the ability to identify and deliver collective, 

informed, integrated, action on-demand without waiting for direction or authorization.  

 

In late 2006, after returning from a one-year assignment to the Middle East in support 

of maritime security operations, I was asked to co-lead an internal U.S. Coast Guard 

working group to assess the organization’s existing command and control structure 

and devise recommendations to ensure our own ability to prevent and respond to 

emerging homeland security threats in the maritime environment given the national 

experience with the aviation sector and 9/11. After extensive review, in developing 

our proposed course of action, we concluded: 

[recent] catastrophic events have highlighted the critical importance of 
robust, coordinated and adaptive homeland security operations. The 
American public demands and deserves that agencies charged with 
ensuring our nation’s safety and security, not only incorporate lessons 
learned from past events such as 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, but also 
continuously examine their own structures, functions and protocols to 
ensure they are best configured to meet today’s and tomorrow’s 
threats. Embracing this idea of proactive introspection is critical to 
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improving the nation’s ability to prevent against and respond to 
emerging homeland security threats, realizing the potential of DHS 
through coordinated mission execution, and ensuring our efforts are 
never characterized as a “failure to adapt.” (C2 Report, 2006, p. 11, 
original emphases) 
 

This experience taught me that change is constant and happening, desired or not, 

directed or not, as well as the importance of consciously, collectively influencing the 

process of daily evolution.  

 

Through these experiences, the importance of organizational adaptability, supported 

by imagination and initiative, was seared into my professional psyche. Thus, my 

significant professional experiences centered on the need to reconcile the intra-

leadership dynamics with the inter-organizational dynamics for a more coherent 

understanding of leadership under dynamic conditions, i.e., VUCA.  

Anchoring My Theorizing in the Field of Complexity Science 
Even before the swift arrival of the COVID-19 Global Pandemic in early 2020, the 

leadership challenges of operating in a highly globalized and interdependent world 

was cause for concern. Different characterizations of our era, such as Globalization 

4.0, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the Age of Networks, Artificial Intelligence and 

Robotics, and the Anthropocene Epoch4, are illustrative of constant, widespread, and 

perhaps irreversible changes that call into question the efficacy of traditional 

leadership approaches (Davenport & Mahidhar, 2018; Kellerman, 2012; Ko & Rea, 

                                                
4Anthropocene Epoch—the human age: a proposed “new geological epoch that recognizes humanity's 
impact on the planet” (Subramanian, 2019).		
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2016; Pearce & Manz, 2005; Scharmer et al., 2001, Schwab, 2016; Schwab, 2018; 

Senge, Hamilton & Kania, 2015; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). 

Climate change itself is often attributed to the cumulative affects of globalization and 

multi-level environmental challenges affecting the very viability of our planet 

(Jackson, 2017; Caradonna, 2014). There are other “wicked problems” (Rittell & 

Webber, 1978) such as major challenges in the areas of public health and socio-

economic development, underscored by the current global pandemic and the 

seemingly incongruent goals of effective mitigation and sustained economic activity.  

Understanding contexts of complexity 
The idea that our world is growing more complex and uncertain is not new. Interest in 

theorizing the nature of effective leadership in an environment of complexity has 

grown rapidly in the last 10–15 years, with conceptual frameworks such as 

complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), leadership in complex adaptive 

systems (Schneider & Sommers, 2006), and leadership for organizational adaptability 

(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Kurtz and Snowden’s (2003) Cynefin framework is 

helpful for understanding complexity. Its creators are explicit in its use as a sense-

making tool rather than a categorization tool (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Cynefin Framework (Kurtz & Snowden, 2002) 
 

According to Kurtz and Snowden (2002), there is no optimal quadrant per se, only a 

more advanced understanding of the dynamics in play to assist in determining 

appropriate leadership and decision making for each domain. Specific to conditions of 

complexity, Kurtz and Snowden (2003) state that cause-and-effect relationships exist, 

but both the number of agents and the number of relationships make categorization 

and analytic techniques virtually impossible to conduct: “Emergent patterns can be 

perceived but rarely predicted” (p. 469). Relying on structured methods that may 

identify patterns in retrospect and as the basis for new procedures is fraught with peril 

One	way	to	consider	Complexity	
(“Cynefin”	framework)	
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since it is likely that only new patterns will emerge, rendering such procedures 

inadequate: “Thus, relying on expert opinions based on historically stable patterns of 

meaning will insufficiently prepare us to recognize and act upon unexpected patterns” 

(Kurtz & Snowden, 2003, p. 469). This is important given that executives in 

organizations (i.e., those with positional power) are often presumed to possess the 

necessary experience to perform capably today. In times past, that may have been a 

reasonable assumption; but in today’s dynamic business and political landscape, past 

executive experience may have a significant shelf-life. In environments of 

complexity, Kurtz and Snowden (2003) argue the sources of patterns may not be 

detectable, and attempts to observe them can be perturbed by the very observation 

itself. Thus,  

the decision model in this space is to create probes to make the 
patterns or potential patterns more visible before we take any action. 
We can then sense those patterns and respond by stabilizing those 
patterns that we find desirable, by destabilizing those we do not want, 
and by seeding the space so that patterns we want are more likely to 
emerge. Understanding this space requires us to gain multiple 
perspectives on the nature of the system. (p. 469)  
 

Supporting this perspective is the work of Brown & Eisenhardt (1998) researching 

companies operating in high-velocity industries where leaders are required to find an 

optimal balance “between mechanistic and organic approaches that combine clear 

responsibilities and priorities with extensive communication” (p. 7). This leads to an 

orientation of neither over-planning nor over-reacting as essential for operating in 

complex environments (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998). According to Hackman and 

Oldham,  
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Extensive communication with colleagues and the external 
environment is likely to create feedback on performance, while clear 
responsibilities and priorities provide autonomy and accountability for 
significant aspects of the task. These, in turn, create intrinsically 
motivating jobs and, ultimately, high performance. (as cited in Brown 
& Eisenhardt, 1998, p. 15) 
 

Such an environment is largely devoid of traditional hierarchical leadership. 

In search of collaborative forms of complexity leadership 
A long-standing and respected commentator on the changing global landscape is 

Schwab (2016, 2018), founder and CEO of the World Economic Forum. An intimate 

observer of the capacity for global leaders to understand and address the challenging 

dynamics of a global marketplace for over thirty years, Schwab (2016) identifies 

three very important factors of the current era vastly different from past revolutions—

the velocity of the change, the breadth and depth of the change, and the systems 

impact of the change—an observation underscored to perfection given what the world 

has experienced in the first few months of 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 global 

pandemic. The interdependent nature of today’s global systems of commerce, 

transportation, and information have created greater levels of complexity whereby the 

multiplicity of discrete drivers of change—natural and man-made—such as 

pandemics, implantable/wearable technologies, artificial intelligence, and the internet 

of things are fostering tipping points resulting in dramatic, sweeping, and enduring 

social impacts.  
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According to Schwab (2016), the practical implication of all of this is a mismatch 

between an appropriate understanding of the changes underway across all sectors and 

the necessary leadership required to address them. Even prior to the sweeping impact 

of COVID-19, the pace of technological change interlaced with the effects of climate 

change prompted Schwab to observe that “Globalization 4.0 has only just begun, but 

we are already vastly underprepared for it” (Schwab, 2018).  

 

Others have noted such changes as requiring unprecedented collaboration among 

different organizations, sectors, and even countries (Senge et al., 2015). This 

collaboration includes massive use of artificial intelligence and cognitive 

technologies, which are “arguably the most disruptive forces on the horizon because 

they employ capabilities—including knowledge, perception, judgment, and the 

wherewithal to accomplish specific tasks—that were once the exclusive domain of 

humans” (Davenport & Mahidhar, 2018, p. 20). 

 

During times of crisis or dynamic conditions, it is often assumed such conditions 

require top-down direction and leadership to be successfully mitigated. But expecting 

such an outcome is not only unwise, it is also counter to recent experience. In writing 

about the current pandemic national response, Allen (2020), a historian of 

constitutional democracy at Harvard University, identifies a governance gap. From 

Allen’s perspective, our current predicament is both a failure of the incumbent to use 

the presidency as the foremost teaching platform in the country, coupled with the 
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failure of American citizens in engaging one another about their circumstances “and 

finding some sort of shared purpose” (Allen, 2020, p. 36). Allen goes on to state,  

A common purpose is not some airy-fairly thing. It is a practical tool 
that allows people to achieve something together. In effect, it is a map 
marked with a destination, a guide that permits collaborative 
navigation. A common purpose is perhaps the most powerful tool in 
the democratic toolkit, particularly in a crisis, because it can yield the 
solidarity that induces people to do hard things voluntarily rather than 
through authoritarian compulsion. Yet the tool is disintegrating from 
disuse. (p. 36) 
 

Reliance on top leadership at the expense of the collective is a caution not without 

precedent. In Samet’s Leadership: Essential Writings by our Greatest Thinkers, the 

author quotes John Adams’s admonition over 200 years ago that his fellow citizens 

“consider themselves as the fountain of power” and “must be taught to reverence 

themselves, instead of adoring their servants, their generals, admirals, bishops, and 

statesman” (as cited in Rothman, 2016, p. 64). 

 

In summary, the literature on complexity science supports my professional experience 

in illustrating that a relatively simple set of rules—and shared intention—embodied 

by the unit/group/team can serve to enable organization robustness in the face of 

dynamic challenges: in essence, like Proteus, the will and ability to reconfigure one’s 

capabilities fit for purpose on demand.  

Anchoring My Theorizing in the Field of Leadership 
My PhD studies, which began in 2017, reinforced my perception that within the 

academic literature the concept of leadership had become amorphous in many ways, 
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especially given that “leadership scholars have yet to agree on a definition of 

leadership” (Hernandez et al., 2011, p. 1182). In moving through the academic 

literature, it appeared researchers added ever more creative prefixes to the word 

leadership as a way to distinguish their leadership perspective or challenge specific to 

a prevailing context, e.g., adaptive leadership, shared leadership, relational leadership, 

complexity leadership, etc. I was therefore intrigued when early in my program of 

studies, our cohort had the opportunity to hear from Kellerman on her ideas contained 

in The End of Leadership (2012). Kellerman argued the nature of leadership has 

fundamentally changed in the current era as a result of a more empowered follower 

due in large part to advances in technology and social media. The scholar questions 

whether the leadership industry itself is capable of actually teaching and developing 

the leaders needed today, a question still generating much debate among scholars and 

practitioners.  

The need to move beyond leader-follower models of leadership 
Hernandez et al. (2011) offer that prevailing differences in how leadership is defined 

have resulted in disparate approaches to conceptualizing, measuring, investigating, 

and critiquing leadership, and this breadth makes it difficult to create a coherent 

picture of the state of leadership theory and research and to guide the next stage of 

theory development. Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) proposed a taxonomy for classifying 

leadership research according to the leader, the follower, and the leader–follower 

relationship, where each could be analyzed from different levels (e.g., the individual, 

dyad, group, organization level). However, as Hernandez et al. (2011) point out, the 
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Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) taxonomy ignores the context in which leaders, followers, 

and their relationship are embedded (Avolio, 2007) as well as other important 

domains such as groups and teams.  

 

Drath et al. (2008) claim that, although numerous definitions of leadership have been 

proposed over the last century, “almost all of them share the ontological assumption 

that the concept of leadership deals with three entities: leaders, followers, and 

common goals” (p. 638). However, as the contexts calling for leadership have 

become increasingly shared and collaborative, the “tripod ontology” of leaders, 

followers, and common goals increasingly impose unnecessary limitations on 

leadership theory and practice (Drath et al., 2008, p. 636).  

The opportunity to integrate affect, context, and collaboration 
Hernandez et al. (2011) suggest that two elements, identified as the locus and the 

mechanism, are present in all leadership theories. The locus is the source from which 

leadership arises, including an individual (e.g., the leader), multiple people (e.g., 

followers, collectives, dyads), and/or the context within which people interact. The 

mechanism is the means by which leadership is enacted, including traits, behaviors, 

cognition and affect (see Figure 3). The authors offer that locus and mechanism are 

analogous to the “nouns” and “verbs” of leadership; they argue that “further 

development of the follower, collective, and context loci and the affect mechanism 

are needed” (p. 1165).  
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Figure 3. The Loci (Nouns) and Mechanisms (Verbs) of Leadership 
 

Of particular interest is the authors’ treatment of context as a locus of leadership. 

Theories in this category describe features of the environment as giving rise to 

leadership. These include theories that “take into account relationships beyond a 

predefined group and/or recognize the power of the context such as team members’ 

social networks, cultures, or norms within an organization in explaining the source of 

leadership” (Hernandez et al., 2011, p. 1167). Other aspects of the organizational 

environment, such as uncertainty and crisis, can also influence the formation of 

leadership.  

Source:	Hernandez,	M.,	Eberly,	M.	B.,	Avolio,	B.	J.,	&	Johnson,	M.	D.	(2011).	The	loci	and	mechanisms	of	leadership:	
Exploring	a	more	comprehensive	view	of	leadership	theory.		
	

Leader		 Followers		Context		 CollecNves		 Dyads		

“Nouns”	

Affect		
“to	feel”		
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32 

 

A process-oriented leadership framework developed by Dinh et al. (2014) is helpful 

in positioning collective self-leadership among leadership theories. Briefly, Dinh et 

al. (2014) conducted a literature review of the top-tier leadership publications for the 

period 2000–20125 and selected only papers that were original research, whether 

qualitative, quantitative, theoretical, or methodological, and where leadership was the 

core topic. From these 752 articles, leadership theories were grouped under two broad 

categories, established theories and emerging theories. The researchers evaluated the 

papers from a leadership process perspective with the idea that understanding the 

processes helps identify the limitations of current theory. They suggest that “a 

framework that organizes theory by levels of analysis is important because leadership 

occurs within contexts created by individuals, groups, and larger organizational 

systems, and the nature of leadership processes may vary with each level” (Dinh et 

al., 2014, p. 37).  

 

A notable conclusion by the authors is that future research needs “integrative 

perspectives that consider how disparate leadership theories relate or operate 

simultaneously to influence the emergence of leadership phenomena” (p. 55). 

Similarly, Lord, Day, Zaccaro, Avolio, and Eagly (2017) predicted “analyses of 

collective leadership will be elevated beyond teams to the organizational and 

                                                
5	Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Administrative Science 
Quarterly, American Psychologist, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Management, 
Organizational Behavior & Human Decision Processes, Organizational Science, Personnel 
Psychology, and The Leadership Quarterly.	
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interorganizational levels, where leadership networks influence organizational 

capacity, adaptive cultures, and sustainable effectiveness” (p. 446).  

 

Drath et al. (2008) argue that as contexts calling for leadership become more 

collaborative and peer-like, a leadership ontology focused on leader-follower-goals is 

likely to hamper increased understanding in leadership theory and practice. 

Hernandez et al.’s (2011) placement of context alongside leader and follower as a 

locus of leadership is explicit recognition that context can act as a direct determinant 

of the nature of leadership. Referencing Uhl-Bien et al. (2007), they propose that 

context is not just an antecedent, mediator, or moderator of leadership but “an actual 

‘spring’ that generates leadership” (p. 1167).  

 

Finally, I reflected a great deal upon the insights gleaned from a presentation, “Seven 

Issues that have Limited Leadership Research,” given at the ILA Conference, 

Brussels, Belgium (October 12–15, 2017). The presenter, Lord, was earlier in the 

conference recognized with a lifetime achievement award for his leadership research. 

He believes the community needs to validate key assumptions driving leadership 

research writ large: “One can look backwards at what has happened to build an 

explanatory theory that generalizes to the future.” This seemed to be a clarion call to 

come to terms with a more turbulent world and growing interdependencies that 

preclude clear cause-and-effect analysis over time: that is, leadership experience of 
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“what has been” as inadequate in a world of systems of systems, networks, and 

tipping points.  

 

Such a world places a premium on effective, informed, coordinated action within an 

organizational setting by individuals motivated by a collective intentionality and 

further operationalized by high-order self-leadership that instills an orientation for 

action beyond self-interest. An idea like collective self-leadership is appealing for 

such dynamic conditions and worthy of exploring. 
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Chapter 3: Self-Leadership and Related 
Constructs  

Self-Leadership Theory  
Within the social sciences, the concept of self-leadership evolved in the 1980s from 

cybernetic systems theory and research on self-management within the organizational 

context (Manz, 1986). Self-management was an elaboration on ideas advanced under 

Kerr and Jermier’s (1978) notion of substitutes for leadership. The general line of 

reasoning around self-management is that many organizational factors are responsible 

for performance, and in some circumstances, these variables may act as a substitute 

for a leader’s influence on performance (Kerr & Jermier, 1978). Since all employees 

engage in some level of self-managing behavior, organizations should deliberately 

influence such processes for the performance benefit of both the organization and the 

employee (Manz & Sims, 1980). Therefore, organizational theory should account for 

a more expanded view of self-influence processes “to address redefining one’s tasks 

and one’s relationship with and/or perception of tasks so that desired performance 

results from a natural motivational process” (Manz, 1986, p. 591).  

 

The result of improved self-management in organizations is a corresponding 

reduction of the overhead costs of employee control systems (money, time, attention), 

while concurrently desired employee performance is sustained over time due to work 

that is now more naturally rewarding. Thus, “the self-influence system is the ultimate 

system of control” within organizations (Manz, 1986, p. 586).  
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In contrast to self-management, self-leadership has been proposed to be its own 

theory of leadership as a process of self-influence supported by specific categories of 

strategies: behavior-focused, natural reward, and constructive thought process (Manz, 

1986; Neck & Houghton, 2006). Behavior focused strategies are geared towards 

increasing personal awareness to match behaviors to required tasks, increase positive 

outcomes, and reduce negative outcomes. Natural reward strategies are intended to 

create conditions where one becomes inherently motivated to perform necessary tasks 

by designing/redesigning activities supporting task accomplishment or altering one’s 

perception of the tasks such that attention is focused on the pleasant aspects of the 

work and away from the less pleasant. Constructive thought patterns are designed to 

foster a mind state conducive to self-affirming ways of thinking that improve 

performance, using positive self-talk, mental imagery, and other techniques (Manz, 

1986; Neck & Houghton, 2006).  

 

Neck and Houghton (2006) propose that self-leadership is “a normative concept that 

provides behavioral and cognitive prescriptions inspired by self-regulation, social-

cognitive, self-control and intrinsic motivation theories” (p. 275). The relationship 

between self-leadership and these theories may be summarized as follows. As it 

relates to self-regulation theory, self-leadership promotes specific strategies to 

improve the self-regulation process. As it relates to social-cognitive theory (SCT), 

self-leadership leads to increased levels of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is one’s 
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assessment of the ability to perform, which in turn influences level of effort and 

perceived likelihood of success. As it relates to self-control/self-management theory, 

self-leadership improves performance by leveraging strategies of self-control such as 

self-observation, self-goal setting, cueing strategies, self-reinforcement, self-

punishment, and rehearsal. These strategies were originally used in clinical settings in 

order to manage addictive or self-destructive health-related behaviors (e.g., smoking 

cessation or eating disorders) and have been shown to produce sustainable results in 

many cases (Mahoney & Arnkoff, 1978, 1979).  

 

The difference between self-leadership and self-management is that self-management 

is about actions taken to reduce the gap between specified behavior (standards) and 

current behavior, whereas self-leadership is about getting clear on the standards in the 

first place, i.e., are they relevant to me? If not, why do I think not, and should I care? 

To the extent that one’s work may be reframed or re-contextualized to provide 

meaning or tap into one’s sense of accomplishment or satisfaction, individuals will 

overcome challenges in an effort to increase feelings of competence and self-

determination (Manz, 1986; Neck & Houghton, 2006).  

 

However, self-leadership as a distinct theory is not without its critics. Neck and 

Houghton (2006) identify several areas where critics take aim: (a) self-leadership 

literature is conceptual and backed by few empirical studies; (b) no measures of self-

leadership are widely accepted as valid and reliable; and (c) self-leadership may be 
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conceptually indistinct from other theories of self-motivation, self-control, and self-

regulation such as Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy, Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-

determination theory, and Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) construct of flow.  

 

The majority of self-leadership research to date has centered on cognitive and 

behavioral strategies that may be employed for improved self-performance for 

whatever purpose (Manz, 2015; Neck & Houghton 2006). Proponents of self-

leadership offer that “core to the concept is the development and application of 

effective strategies largely in circumstances where employees enjoy considerable 

autonomy and require significant self-influence to successfully navigate tasks” 

(Manz, 2015, p. 133). Nevertheless, even advocates acknowledge that the extent of 

the uniqueness of self-leadership and its value for understanding and shaping one’s 

behavior is a question that should be further addressed by future empirical research 

(Neck & Houghton, 2006). That self-leadership is a collection of strategies appears to 

be accepted, whereas self-leadership as a distinct theory remains a matter of debate.  

Shared Leadership  
Shared leadership theory moves beyond leadership as a hierarchical construct to 

leadership as a dynamic social process (Wassenaar & Pearce, 2018). Rather than 

trying to understand leadership from the perspective of what leaders do (e.g., attitudes 

and actions specific to a role), shared leadership is seen as “a dynamic, interactive 

influence process among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one 

another to the achievement of group or organizational goals or both” (Pearce & 
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Conger, 2003, p. 1). The influence process involves lateral influence among peers and 

may also include upward or downward hierarchical influence (Pearce et al., 2008).  

 

Shared leadership is often seen as an umbrella term encompassing other related 

concepts such as “collaborative, collective, connective, distributed, networked, 

rotated” leadership (Pearce & Wassenaar, 2015, p. 1). However, categorized, 

leadership is shared in the sense that the leader-follower roles rotate or shift among 

members.  

 

The historical basis for shared leadership is derived from the confluence of  “the law 

of the situation” (Wassenaar & Pearce, 2018, p. 171), a dynamic under which (a) 

rather than position, the situation dictates which person is best suited to lead given 

their skills and experience; (b) leader emergence or selection within a group occurs 

rather than by formal appointment; and (c) theory of empowerment where members 

are actively engaged and participative in the leadership process. In 2008, an 

informative exchange of letters between Pearce et al. (2008) regarding key aspects of 

shared leadership theory published in The Leadership Quarterly, calls attention to the 

need for an integrated model of leadership that accounts for the flow of influence in 

many directions, i.e., top-down, bottom-up, and lateral. The authors write that the 

purpose of their exchange was to move leadership theory and practice beyond a 

historical reliance on the traditional top-down model “to one that recognizes and 

encourages multi-directional influence processes in ways beneficial to organizational 
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effectiveness and member self-efficacy—one that takes full advantage of the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities of all workers, whatever their organizational level” (p. 

626).  

 

In a meta-analysis of shared leadership and team effectiveness, Wang, Waldman and 

Zhang (2014) show that shared leadership is a strong predictor of positive group 

outcomes particularly in contexts of complexity: “When work is more knowledge-

based and interdependent, there is a stronger relationship between shared leadership 

and outcomes. This finding provides further insight into the circumstances under 

which shared leadership might provide the most utility” (p. 191). When confronted 

with environments of complexity, some form of shared leadership is likely an 

imperative for successful organizational outcomes. Additionally, according to Manz 

(2015), effective shared leadership within any particular group is dependent upon 

high levels of self-leadership, where each member is able and willing to either lead or 

follow depending upon their experience and capacities.  

Followership Theory 
Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, and Cartsen (2014) claim that “the study of followers, key 

to the leadership process through their enactment of followership, has been largely 

missed in the leadership literature” (p. 83). It goes without saying that there can be no 

leadership without followers. Of specific interest is what followers do—or don’t do 

—that enables leadership to manifest. Traditional concepts of leadership have given 

way to more explanatory models that further expound upon the relationship between 
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leaders and followers in effective leadership. Two general approaches have been 

advanced: one based on roles and one based on process. From a role-based 

perspective, followers are seen as being acted upon within a hierarchical construct, 

e.g., a supervisor directing a subordinate. However, as DeRue (2011) points out, by 

implicitly endorsing a unidirectional influence pattern, this perspective overlooks the 

behavioral interdependencies involved in the leadership process, particularly the ways 

in which actors “co-construct the process of leading and following through mutual 

influence and the interdependent acts of leading and following” (p. 126). 

 

From a process perspective, the focus is on followers and associated behaviors where 

leadership is co-created in social and relational interactions between people (Uhl-Bien 

et al., 2014). DeRue (2011) describes this as “a social interaction process where 

individuals engage in repeated leading-following interactions, and through these 

interactions, co-construct identities and relationships as leaders and followers” (p. 

126). He further proposes that the direction of influence in leading–following 

interactions moves up, down, and laterally in formal organizational structures, 

resulting in patterns of interactions that permit adaptation to dynamic conditions. 

Over time, through repeated interaction, these leader-follower relationships form 

group-level leadership structures that range from centralized to shared patterns of 

leading and following, reflecting powerful social construction forces at play among 

individuals synchronized for a purpose. Central to this theory is the concept of double 

interacts:   
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According to Hollander and Willis (1967), the basic unit for describing 
interpersonal influence is a double interact, whereby the behaviors of 
one actor are contingent on but also influence the behaviors of other 
actors. These double interacts form a contingent response pattern 
where future action is a function of prior interactions and feedback 
loops among actors. In the context of leadership, when an individual 
engages in a leadership act, the influence of that act on the leadership 
process and the group is contingent on the response of other actors 
(e.g., whether they follow or not). Moreover, it is the response of other 
actors that ultimately shapes how the focal individual engages in the 
leadership process going forward. Thus, actors engaged in the 
leadership process are both leading and following simultaneously 
(Hackman & Wageman, 2007), and the act of following is equally as 
influential as an act of leading. (as cited in DeRue, 2011, p. 129)  
 

If we understand leadership as an interactional process of leading-following double 

interacts, leadership and followership become inseparable, and leadership theories 

need to be reconceptualized to account for the contingent response patterns and 

interdependencies that exist between leaders and followers. From this perspective, 

one actor’s following (which is also a form of leading) gives meaning and legitimacy 

to another actor’s leading (which is also a form of following), and this 

interdependence is fundamental to understanding how leadership processes emerge 

and evolve in groups (DeRue, 2011). 

 

Looking beyond leader-follower dynamics, Sturm, Vera and Crossan (2017) cite 

recent business crises as an indicator that researchers are missing critical elements of 

leadership and propose “entangling character and competence—that is, binding them 

together across time—produces the leadership we seek” (p. 349). This further 

suggests that effective leadership in the age of complexity most likely is not a leader-
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follower-centric construct but is derived from independent agents who rely on 

“character developed through a cycle of awareness, judgment, intent, behavior, and 

reflection” (Sturm et al., 2017, p. 351) and who synchronize power (influence in 

action) across time under conditions of interdependency. Furthermore, properly 

describing this dynamic may require de-coupling from legacy leader/leadership and 

follower/followership definitions. 

Stewardship Theory 
According to Hernandez (2012), stewardship is about placing the long-term best 

interest of a group ahead of personal goals and individual self-interest. It is counter to 

the more prevalent agency theory that proposes that humans as rational actors 

maximize their own self-interest. Stewardship serves the interest of multiple 

individuals and stakeholders; thus, it is qualitatively different from altruism or 

organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB). “Stewardship is theoretically and 

conceptually distinct from altruism, organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs), and 

behaviors that result from classic social dilemmas” (Hernandez, 2012, p. 175). 

Stewardship focuses on long-term interests and consequences of decisions, a central 

difference from OCB. This is enabled by developing an “other-regarding” perspective 

where shared leadership is central to stewardship and focuses on the influence of 

peers and team members instead of only the dyadic form of leaders/followers 

(Hernandez, 2012).  
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The Potential and Promise of Collective Self-Leadership 
I recalled, from my early research exploring the origins of self-leadership and Kerr 

and Jermier’s (1978) substitutes for leadership, that in hierarchical organizations, 

under certain conditions, traditional leadership was not necessary and perhaps even 

detrimental to achieving desired outcomes. Against this backdrop of a radically 

transformed context for leaders, the idea of collective self-leadership as a substitute 

for hierarchical leadership in an environment of complexity emerged.  

 

Sharpening this point a bit further, in a play on Kellerman’s (2012) title, The End of 

Leadership, my area of focus is exploring under what conditions collective self-

leadership could exist such that the end of needing leadership within an 

organizational setting would be the core operating paradigm. This may seem a rather 

fantastical proposition, but when considered in the context of sweeping global 

changes, to include the age of artificial intelligence, it becomes most relevant. 

 

The goal of my research is to understand the origins of self-leadership, its evolution, 

and how individual self-leadership might evolve to a state that “collective self-

leadership”—that is, a condition of synchronous, purposeful, collective action among 

many members exercising self-leadership at the group and organizational level 

independent of hierarchical leadership to achieve organizational outcomes. This is 

recognition that leadership embodies both an intra and inter personal dynamic (Eberly 

et al., 2013). This realization provided the initial insights for asking, “What 
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constitutes organizational success operating in an age of complexity?” I suggest that a 

theory of collective self-leadership addresses this question based on the building 

blocks of three specific ideas: substitutes for leadership, collective mind and mind as 

body and brain.  

Substitutes for Leadership 
In the 1960s and 70s, Hollander (1961) and others advanced the idea that leaders can 

emerge as a result of the situation dynamics or upon selection by members of a group, 

i.e., someone exercising leadership not assigned by management. Kerr and Jermier 

(1978) later added to the formulation by identifying certain conditions in hierarchical 

organizations that acted as substitutes for leadership. These include tasks that are 

intrinsically satisfying, tasks that by their nature provide performance feedback, 

“mature group structures” that provide “stable performance norms”; thus, “the 

existence of written work goals, guidelines, and groundrules (organizational 

formalization) and rigid rules and procedures (organizational inflexibility) may serve 

as substitutes for leader-provided coordination under certain conditions” (Kerr & 

Jermier, 1978, p. 379–380). The following is a foundational insight: Conditions can 

be created (or exist) where hierarchical leadership is not necessary—perhaps even 

detrimental—for achieving desired organizational performance and employee 

satisfaction. 

Collective mind 
The idea of collective self-leadership also draws from the work of Weick and Roberts 

(1993) and their ideas of “collective mind”—“a pattern of heedful interrelations of 
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actions in a social system” (p. 357) where heedful is defined as “qualities of mind” (p. 

361) supporting purposeful, attentive, conscientious action. Heedful performance is 

the culmination of training and experience “that weave[s] together thinking, feeling, 

and willing” (p. 362). Furthermore, collective mind infers a shared intentionality 

driving “collective mental processes in organizations” whether that intention is 

reliability, efficiency, adaptability, or some other qualitative dimension (p. 376). An 

additional foundation insight can be found in this work: 

A culture that encourages individualism, survival of the fittest, macho 
heroics, and can-do reactions will often neglect heedful practice of 
representation and subordination. Without representation and 
subordination, comprehension reverts to one brain at a time. No matter 
how visionary or smart or forward-looking or aggressive that one brain 
may be, it is no match for conditions of interactive complexity. 
Cooperation is imperative for the development of mind. (Weick & 
Roberts, 1993, p. 378, emphasis added)  
 

This reveals the power of the collaborative many over the competitive one—

especially in environments of complexity.  

Mind as body and brain—An interdisciplinary perspective 
Leadership as a phenomenon is defined, written about, and experienced in a multitude 

of ways and continues to evolve. In large measure, leadership is a cultural 

phenomenon that is discussed, researched, and taught as a reflection of prevailing 

social norms and values. For example, for the period ranging from 1900 to the 

present, Day and Antonakis (2018) divide leadership research into nine major schools 

classified according to time period and productivity (defined as the indicative degree 

to which the school attracted research interest in a specific period of time): Of the 
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nine schools, research for six are seen as currently very active—

biological/evolutionary, information-processing, new leadership6, relational, 

contextual, and trait, whereas the Skeptics, contingency and behavioral school are 

seen as generally inactive.  

 

An interdisciplinary approach is recognition that perspectives outside one’s primary 

field may result in frame-breaking change (Gersick, 1991; Tushman et al., 1986). 

Specific to leadership theory, Day and Thorton (2018) offer that  

Leadership is a dynamic, evolving process. As such, it incorporates 
behaviors, perceptions, decision making, and a whole host of other 
constructs. Thus, leadership by nature is an eclectic phenomenon, and 
attempting to conceptualize and study its development from any one 
theoretical perspective (e.g., motivational, emotional, behavioral) will 
yield only limited results. More inclusive and integrative perspectives 
are needed that cut across a number of theoretical domains. (Day & 
Thornton, 2018, p. 372) 
 

Improving understanding of the power of leadership in aligning or appealing to the 

’hearts and minds’ of others requires a better understanding of how hearts (bodies) 

and minds actually work in relation to each other from a biological sense. This is 

another foundational insight: Improved understanding of leadership, as a human 

phenomenon, must draw upon disciplines beyond the social sciences. In this 

dissertation, I draw heavily on the fields of evolutionary biology, neurobiology, and 

affect science. Applying these different lenses will serve first to expand and then to 

                                                
6 Includes charismatic, visionary, and transformational 
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sharpen the contours of self-leadership and its novel application as a collective 

condition in a VUCA environment (hereafter referred to as complexity). 

Contribution 
The study anticipates making a new and meaningful contribution in two ways. First, it 

shows how many ideas about leadership in complex, dynamic environments are 

qualitatively different from legacy leadership. That is, it demonstrates how, in adding 

ever-new prefixes to the word leadership (e.g., shared leadership, complexity 

leadership, and quantum leadership), the field has moved far beyond the actual 

meaning of leader/leadership and follower/followership, ostensibly bumping up 

against the realities of a new socio-behavioral dynamic. This current fungibility 

distorts the core meaning embedded within those terms such that a lowest common 

denominator definition of leadership prevails, i.e., “a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 2016, p. 6).  

 

Furthermore, something is fundamentally different about the nature of our times. 

According to Eberly et al. (2013), “In the past 2 decades, we suggest that leadership 

has changed as a function of contextual changes such as increased globalization and 

technological change” (p. 435). Schein (2010) is even more explicit: “With the 

changes in technological complexity, especially in information technology, the 

leadership task has changed. Leadership in a networked organization is a 

fundamentally different thing from leadership in a traditional hierarchy” (p. xi). Thus, 

secondarily, the study makes a new and meaningful contribution in developing and 
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proposing a theory of collective self-leadership as a substitute for leadership at the 

group and organizational level in an age of complexity. This is analogous to self-

leadership as a substitute for leadership at the individual level under certain 

conditions (Kerr & Jermier, 1978).  
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Chapter 4: Complexity Science and Leadership 
for Organizational Adaptability  

Research scholars have long identified that top down, bureaucratic, and hierarchical 

leadership constructs are ill suited for realities in the knowledge-worker age (Pearce 

& Manz, 2005; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). During the industrial revolution, ideas about 

leadership were largely driven by command and control approaches to improve 

standardization and outputs. Thus, in an age of complexity and networks, it would 

seem logical that new forms of leadership are needed. As a phenomenon, within any 

collection of individuals, leadership may exist in varying degrees for all concerned. 

However, leadership may not exist as traditionally known, in new organizational and 

societal settings where individuals collectively demonstrate a high-degree of self-

leadership. Ideas about shared leadership, organizational ambidexterity, followership 

and stewardship, presented in Chapter 2, provide important insights on collective self-

leadership as a substitute for leadership in an age of complexity. Additionally, a 

significant contribution is Uhl-Bien and Arena’s (2018) leadership for organizational 

adaptability (LfOA). While LfOA was not included in Rosenhead, Franco, Grint, and 

Friedland’s (2019) review of complexity theory in leadership, LfOA does address 

aspects of complexity through its recognition that organizational longevity is directly 

related to an ability to adapt to changes in the environment. 

The Application of Complexity Science to Leadership 
Interest in the application of complexity science to the domain of leadership studies 

has substantially increased in recent years as a promising avenue for improving 
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organizational performance. Rosenhead et al.’s (2019) extensive literature review and 

analysis addressed the following question: What can we learn collectively from 

complexity theory that can inform leadership research and practice? According to 

their research, Mintzberg and Waters were among the first to apply the vocabulary of 

complexity theory to the formation of management strategy. Stacey followed and then 

and Wheatley, further linking complexity theory to the fields of strategy and 

leadership. According to Rosenhead et al. (2019), a central tenet of Wheatley’s work 

is that established views of leadership and management were “based on mechanistic 

science and that these no longer produced effective results” (p. 4) and thus required 

updating to account for advances in modern science to include complexity theory. 

 

The authors found that over time, the idea of complexity leadership has taken hold 

within leadership studies, although its categorization within the field has varied. 

Rosenhead et al. (2019) identify Avolio et al. (2009) addressing complexity 

leadership as a new genre along with forms of leadership that are shared, collective or 

distributed, as well as Gardner et al. (2010) referring to the concept as ‘new’ along 

with neuroscience-based approaches. Rosenhead et al. (2019) also point to Dionne et 

al.’s (2014) work with complexity leadership as a form of multi-level research and 

Dinh et al.’s (2014) identification of complexity leadership as a “systems thematic 

category [that] consists of contextual, complexity, social network and integrative 

approaches, each of which attempts to capture various aspects of the contextual 

features within which leadership phenomena unfold” (p. 6).  
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With such a wide range of perspectives and methodological approaches, Rosenhead et 

al. (2019) acknowledged that their review and analysis was itself complex given the 

diversity of names and approaches assigned to the study of complexity leadership 

among various leadership scholars. In the end, Rosenhead et al. (2019) analyzed the 

top-10 most-cited complexity leadership papers, grouped under six different 

categories. These are listed in Table 1:  

Table 1. Top 10 Most Cited Complexity Leadership Papers* 
 

Theoretical Framing Rank/Citation 

Complexity leadership theory ➊ Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) 
➋ Marion and Uhl-Bien (2001) 
➑ Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) 
 

Cynefin/Contextual theory of leadership ➌ Snowden and Boone (2007) 
➍ Osborn et al. (2002) 
 

Leadership in a complex adaptive system ➎ Schneider and Somers (2006) 
 

DAC Framework: Leadership ontology-
direction, alignment, and commitment 

➏ Drath et al. (2008) 

Emergence and self-organisation ➐ Plowman, Solansky et al. (2007) 
➒ Lichtenstein & Plowman (2009) 
 

Dialogue and storytelling in a complex 
adaptive system 

➓ Boal and Schultz (2007) 

*Top 10 Most Cited Complexity Leadership Papers according to Web of Science and grouped by 
theoretical framing 
Source: Rosenhead et al. (2019, p. 9) 
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Complexity leadership theory 
Authors within the complexity leadership theory (CLT) camp, according to 

Rosenhead et al. (2019), are explicit in the claim that “contemporaneous methods and 

approaches to leadership are inappropriate to the current context” (p. 9) where the 

need for adaptability and learning is paramount. CLT can thus be described as a 

theory that projects a need for organizational and leadership change to enable new 

requirements for twenty-first century organizations. It reflects a “dynamic 

relationship between the bureaucratic, administrative functions of the organization 

and the emergent, informal dynamics of complex adaptive systems” (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007, p. 298).  

The Cynefin framework and contextual theory of leadership 
The Cynefin framework and the contextual theory of leadership are nearly identical. 

Cynefin, as presented in Chapter 2, was developed as a sense-making framework for 

assisting in decision making: “It originated in the practice of knowledge management 

as a means of distinguishing between formal and informal communities and as a 

means of talking about the interaction of both with structured processes and uncertain 

conditions” (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003, p. 467). However, the framework was also 

applied in other areas, including leadership, strategy, management, training, cultural 

change, policy-making, product development, market creation, and branding.  

 

Core to this framework is challenging the universality of three assumptions that are 

pervasive in the practice of decision making and policy development in organizations, 

namely “(a) order, (b) rational choice, and (c) intent, where the actions of others are 
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assumed to be the result of intentional behavior” (Rosenhead et al., 2019, p. 10). 

Although these assumptions may be true in many instances, they are not true in all 

cases, and therefore, Cynefin theorists suggest that an alternative approach is 

necessary for informed decision-making. The Cynefin framework addresses this 

variability by sorting the issues facing leaders into five contexts defined by the nature 

of the relationship between cause and effect: Simple7, complicated, complex, chaotic, 

and disorder. The first four “require leaders to diagnose situations and act in 

contextually appropriate ways. The fifth, disorder, applies when it is unclear which of 

the other four contexts is predominant” (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 70).  

 

Contextual leadership theory follows the Cynefin framework by more than a decade, 

and according to its originators, it was developed to ensure that “human agency is not 

replaced with mechanistic prescription” (Osborn et al., 2002, p. 797). One difference 

between contextual leadership theory and the Cynefin framework is that the disorder 

domain and its interface with the other four domains are not included. A second 

distinction is that the Cynefin framework “was developed to help practitioners—

leaders who make decisions—whereas contextual leadership theory was developed to 

explain leadership to those who study leadership” (Rosenhead et al., 2019, p. 11).  

                                                
7	The name of the “simple” category was renamed to “obvious” in 2014 in order to underscore the 
point that in such situations, the relationship between cause and effect is obvious to all (Berger & 
Johnston, 2015, p. 237, n. 7, as cited in Rosenhead et al., 2019, p. 11). 
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Leadership in complex adaptive systems  
Leadership in a complex adaptive systems, according to Schneider and Somers, 

(2006), is about how leadership influences “emergent self-organization through the 

mediating variables of organizational identity and social movements” (p. 362). The 

authors take the approach of comparing general systems theory (GST) to complex 

systems, where open systems are associated with GST and complex adaptive systems 

(CAS) with complexity theory. According to Schneider and Somers (2006), GST has 

had a large influence on leadership research and is variously characterized as a form 

of systems thinking, such as Hunt’s theory of leadership based on Jaques’s general 

theory of bureaucratic organizations; a form of contingency thinking, such as 

Fiedler’s contingency model; or a blending of leadership with management such as in 

Schneider’s work. The authors argue that open systems leadership associated with 

GST is understood as “incremental influence over and above compliance with routine 

direction” (Schneider & Somers, 2006, p. 356), whereas leadership in complex 

adaptive systems often does not rely upon formal authority structures: In complex 

adaptive systems, “leadership is often independent of and even contrary to authority 

structures as it influences processes of emergence or self-organization” (p. 356). This 

highlights a difference in the process of leadership and requires that leaders in 

complex adaptive systems are qualitatively different from leaders in open systems. 

 

Rosenhead et al. (2019) note that while other researchers have advanced the idea of 

organizational identity and social movements as mediating variables for how 

leadership might influence emergent self-organization, Schneider and Somer’s (2006) 
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approach is distinct in that it applies the insights of complexity theory, namely 

nonlinear dynamical systems, chaos theory, as well as adaptation as a “metaphorical 

lens” and “formal hypothetico-deductive propositions with variables” (p. 11). The 

idea of complexity science as a metaphor for leadership will be revisited later in this 

review. 

The DAC framework: Direction, alignment, and commitment  
Drath et al.’s (2008) DAC framework suggests that a leader’s objective is to provide 

followers with a common direction, align actions in support of a common goal, and 

generate commitment from followers to subsume their own interests and benefit 

within the collective interest and benefit. While not specifically derived from 

complexity science, Rosenhead et al. (2019) chose to include the DAC framework in 

their review because it discusses shared leadership, distributed leadership, complexity 

leadership, and relational leadership “as exemplars, which show that existing 

conceptions of leadership are inadequate” (p. 11).  

 

Citing the observations of both Stogdill and (later) Bass that there are almost as many 

different definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define 

it, Drath et al. (2008) disagree with leadership scholars who describe leadership 

theory as being highly diverse and lacking integration. As described in Chapter 1, 

Drath et al. (2008) claim that the apparent diversity of leadership theory and 

definition is actually unified by an underlying ontological assumption, virtually 

unquestioned within the field, that “the concept of leadership deals with three entities: 
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leaders, followers, and common goals” (p. 638). They present various examples to 

underscore their claim (Table 2).  

Table 2. Leadership Definition Examples 
 

Definition Source 

“Leadership is a process whereby an individual 
influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 
goal” 
 

(Northouse, 2004, p. 3) 

“Leadership is the process of persuasion or example by 
which an individual (or leadership team) induces a group 
to pursue objectives held by the leader and shared by the 
leader and . . . followers”  
 

(Gardner, 1990, p. 1) 

“Leadership can be defined as the nature of the 
influencing process—and its resultant outcomes—that 
occurs between a leader and followers and how this 
influencing process is explained by the leader's 
dispositional characteristics and behaviors, follower 
perceptions and attributions of the leader”  
 

(Antonakis, Cianciolo, 
& Sternberg, 2004, p. 5) 

“Leadership is an influence relationship among leaders 
and followers who intend real changes that reflect their 
mutual purpose” 
 

(Rost, 1991, p. 102) 

Leadership as “a process of social influence in which one 
person is able to enlist the aid and support of others in 
the accomplishment of some task”  
 

(Chemers, 1997, p. 1) 

“defining effective leadership as successful influence by 
the leader that results in the attainment of goals by the 
influenced followers . . . is particularly useful” 
  

(Bass, 1990, p. 14)  

Source: Adapted from Drath et al. (2008) 
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The importance of Drath et al.’s (2008) contribution is identifying that “an ontology 

of leaders, followers, and shared goals is too narrow to support emergent theory” (p. 

639) in areas such as shared and distributed leadership, applications of complexity 

science, and relational approaches to leadership.  

Emergence and self-organization  
According to Rosenhead et al. (2019), research on emergence and self-organization 

questions the degree of control leaders actually have, claiming leaders can, at best, 

influence rather than control outcomes. Understanding how leadership mechanisms 

and actions are involved in the process of emergence and self-organization within a 

complex adaptive system are the primary focus. Rosenhead et al. (2019) point out that 

Plowman et al. assume that organizations are complex systems and therefore that the 

existence of emergence and self-organization are given. Their contribution is to 

present a range of three modes that the leader can adopt to influence emergence and 

self-organization: disrupt existing patterns; encourage novelty; and act as 

sensemakers.  

 

The authors of the review also discuss how Lichtenstein and Plowman, based on three 

empirical studies of emergence, build on Plowman et al.’s previous work and propose 

four sequential conditions for emergence which, in combination, appear to generate 

and explain emergent order: (a) dis-equilibrium state, (b) amplifying actions, (c) 

recombination/self-organization, and (d) stabilizing feedback. Lichtenstein and 

Plowman further identify the necessary behaviors for enacting a leadership of 
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emergence as disrupting existing patterns (embrace uncertainty, surface conflict, and 

create controversy); encourage novelty (allow experiments and fluctuations, 

encourage rich interactions through a culture of relational space); sensemaking and 

sensegiving (create correlation through language and symbols, recombine key 

resources, e.g., space, capital); and integrating local constraints (consciously 

stabilizing the newly emergent order) (as cited in Rosenhead et al., 2019). 

Dialogue and storytelling in complex adaptive systems 
The final “theoretical frame” of the top-ten most-cited complexity leadership papers 

addresses dialogue and storytelling in complex adaptive systems. Here, Rosenhead et 

al. (2019) point out that the work of Boal and Schultz is explicit in its use of 

complexity theory as an analogical concept for the study of leadership and 

organizations. They also point out that Boal and Schultz claim many scholars and 

practitioners are attracted to complexity theory because it seems to explain “‘practical 

organizational issues and management problems—handling fast-changing 

environments and competition and creating and maintaining flexible and resilient 

organizations’” (as cited in Rosenhead et al. 2019, p. 34). 

 

Rosenhead et al. (2019) criticize Boal and Schultz for using an analogical rationale to 

adopt complexity. They claim that Boal and Shultz make their choice of theory 

ideological rather than scientific “by invoking a particular historical, psychological 

and cultural Weltanschauung”8 (p. 12). However, taking issue with leadership 

                                                
8 Derived from the Germanic word for worldview  
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scholars that may chose complexity theory as a frame precisely because it furthers 

their research concerns seems an unjustified criticism since Einstein himself affirmed 

that “it is the theory which decides what can be observed.”9   

 

Notwithstanding this issue, Boal and Schultz (2007) explore what they call the 

surprising and innovative behaviors that emerge from the interaction of groups, 

seemingly without a need for centralized control. They suggest that the role of 

leadership in such systems must be strategic. They define strategic leadership as a 

series of decisions and activities, both process-oriented and substantive in nature, 

through which the past, present, and future of the organization coalesce. Strategic 

leadership builds bridges between the past, present, and future by reaffirming values 

and identity to ensure continuity and integrity as the organization struggles with 

complexity and uncertainty (Boal & Schultz, 2007). The authors place dialogue and 

storytelling as a central mechanism explaining how strategic leaders are involved in 

the emergence of new behaviors in complex adaptive systems. 

 

From Rosenhead et al.’s (2019) perspective, Boal and Schultz identify with a process-

based view of leadership. They also see Boal and Schultz’s concepts of supervisory 

and strategic leadership as being aligned with Uhl-Bien et al.’s concepts of 

administrative and enabling leadership under complexity leadership theory, where 

                                                
9 Attributed to a personal communication between Albert Einstein and Werner Heisenberg, 1926. 	
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supervisory and administrative are analogous with command and control and strategic 

and enabling are analogous with shaping and inspiring vision.  

Recurring Themes of Leading in Contexts of Complexity 
Rosenhead et al. (2019) caution that despite their substantive review, they were 

unable to find unified definitions of complexity and its related constructs. They claim 

that some authors use formal variables extensively in their propositions while others 

do not use them at all, and yet, many of the propositions in the respective articles and 

frameworks “assume the stable existence of a number of concepts” (p. 12), such as 

complex adaptive systems, organizational identity, nonlinear interactions, tags, and 

leadership (p. 12). They argue that while this lack of clarity around focal constructs 

made it difficult to identify conceptually robust points of convergence between 

complexity theory and the study of leadership, they did discover a number of 

recurrent themes in the articles. The themes include rejection of individual agency, 

learning, bottom-up innovation, dissonant dialogue, and the limited role of 

established tools and techniques. 

Rejection of individual agency  
Complexity leadership focuses on an organization’s need for change in response to 

changes in the environment or situational developments and holds the perspective that 

such change likely cannot be achieved through direct control but rather through 

influence of multiple organizational actors. Complexity leadership often seems to 

imply that there is no role for human agency in the world of complexity because [the] 

focus is on the systems and the contexts over and above individual leaders” 
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(Rosenhead et al., 2019, p. 14, emphasis in original). However, it is important to 

distinguish between the leader’s role in making oversight decisions by virtue of their 

formal position, and creating the environment by which individual agents within their 

supervisory control interact dynamically doing the business of the organization 

largely without any direct influence by the leader.  

 

This is not a novel concept per se. As far back as Kerr and Jermier (1978), creating 

conditions as substitutes for leadership has been researched and documented but 

usually under conditions of highly routinized work. Regardless, one’s interpretation 

of the work within any organizational context remains largely an act of personal 

choice and agency. This is in large measure the demarcation between self-

management and self-leadership, the heightened ability to reflect on the work to be 

performed and find meaning—or not—that leads to greater degrees of self-

responsibility. Self-leadership involves reframing work in a more meaningful way, or 

in some cases, accepting the work as not measurably meaningful but necessary for 

meeting personal obligations, e.g., putting food on the table for the family until a 

better opportunity arises.  

Learning  
This emphasis stems from the central finding of complexity theory: that for systems 

of any complexity, the future is unknowable. It is not enough for leaders to adjust 

their behavior in response to feedback on the effectiveness of their previous actions 

relative to pre-established targets; they also need to reflect on the appropriateness of 
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the assumptions used to set up those actions and targets in the light of unfolding 

events. According to Rosenhead et al. (2019), this sort of learning does not usually 

take place within organizations that place a premium on conformity and maintaining a 

common culture.  

 

However, there are examples of organizations that create and maintain a cultures that 

routinely revisit assumptions underlying organizational decisions and actions and 

actively promote novelty, creativity, and adaptation, as documented in Kegan and 

Lahey’s (2016) work on deliberately developmental organizations (DDOs). A DDO 

takes adult development theory and the gradual evolution of people’s meaning-

making systems and psychological capabilities and applies them at scale so that the 

organization itself is the incubator of capability as part of its daily operations and a 

strategic approach to culture: “The relationship between realizing human potential 

and organizational potential in companies is a dialectic, not a trade off” (p. 6).  

Bottom-up innovation  
Rosenhead et al. (2019) suggest that complexity leadership theorists “emphasize the 

importance of openness to accident, coincidence, and serendipity” (p. 15). Rather 

than pursuing stable equilibrium, they encourage organizations and leaders to 

“welcome disorder as a partner, and use instability positively” (p. 15). In this way, 

“new possible futures” emerge out of the “ferment of ideas,” which organizations and 

leaders “should try to provoke,” and organizations can continuously re-invent 

themselves (Rosenhead et al., 2019, p. 15).  
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Specific to this point, the work of Kurtz and Snowden (2003) is important in that it is 

offered as a sense-making framework. These researchers are clear in stating that each 

domain (i.e., simple, complicated, complex, chaos, and disorder) requires a 

corresponding leadership orientation. That is, its purpose is to assist leaders who 

make decisions by assisting in recognizing the environment their organization is 

experiencing in order to take appropriate actions. Adaptive leaders learn to recognize 

and appreciate complexity as liberating because it allows them to “stop applying 

methods designed for order and instead focus on methods that work well in un-

ordered situations” (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003, p. 466). This perspective is also an 

important counterpoint to the claim that complexity leadership discounts use of 

established tools and techniques (addressed in a following section).  

Dissonant dialogue  
Complexity leadership values dissonance within organizations as reflective of 

dissonance in the complex external environment. In contexts of complexity, the 

strategic role of leadership is to facilitate processes of dialogue that lead to 

innovation, rather than to rely on elaborate analytic processes (Rosenhead et al., 2019, 

p. 15). Kurtz and Snowden (2003) propose that the decision model in this space is to 

create probes to make patterns or potential patterns more visible before taking action. 

Once action is taken, leaders can stabilize desirable patterns, destabilize undesirable 

patterns, and seed the space so that new desirable patterns are more likely to emerge. 

Understanding this space requires leaders to gain multiple perspectives on the nature 
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of the system. It is a time to stand still, pay attention, and gain new perspective on the 

situation rather than relying on the ingrained patterns of past experience to determine 

a response. The situation determines the tools at hand, and within a complexity 

environment, the role of the leader is to probe in order to sense and then devise 

actions to influence patterns supporting desired effects.  

Limited role of established tools and techniques  
From Rosenhead et al.’s (2019) perspective, under complexity leadership, the role for 

the tools and techniques of rational analysis is seen as extraordinarily limited. They 

claim that virtually the entire portfolio of quantitative tools established to support 

leadership or management foresight is either ignored or explicitly eliminated, because 

“they are viewed as an unhelpful means of taming complexity” (Rosenhead et al., 

2019, p. 15). In contrast, Kurtz and Snowden (2003) claim that it is not a matter of 

tools and techniques per se but finding the appropriate tools and techniques specific 

to a given environment. The methods, tools, and techniques of the known and 

knowable domains are often inadequate for contexts of complexity, while “narrative 

techniques are particularly powerful” for increasing multiple perspectives “to make 

patterns or potential patterns more visible” for decision makers (Kurtz and Snowden, 

2003, p. 469). In an environment of complexity, where multiple systems are in play, 

all members are sensors. The cumulative effect of deliberately probing, sensing 

patterns, and developing strategies relies on the creative use of many different tools 

and techniques.  
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Leadership for Organizational Adaptability (LfOA) 
Leadership for organizational adaptability (LfOA) is a theoretical framework 

proposed by Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) that centers on “how leaders can position 

organizations and the people within them to be adaptive in the face of complex 

challenges” (p. 89). Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) developed LfOA through a synthesis 

of research across a variety of fields and disciplines to provide the foundation for a 

new metatheory addressing the need for organizational adaptability. They cite this 

need as a core premise of organizational studies, dating back nearly seven decades to 

Schumpeter’s work. The authors state that while the issue of organizational 

adaptability has been addressed in depth across a variety of disciplines and fields due 

to its importance, what is lacking is consolidation of findings through a “leadership 

lens” (p. 90).  

 

LfOA takes the foundational work of complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien at al., 

2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009), and adds to it literature on ambidexterity theory, 

dynamic capabilities, innovation and networks, and complexity theory. As presented 

previously, complexity leadership theory suggests that “three entangled leadership 

roles” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 298) are needed to enable learning, creativity, and 

adaptive capacity of complex adaptive systems in knowledge-producing 

organizations: adaptive leadership, administrative leadership, and enabling leadership.  
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In their LfOA framework, Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) refine the three leadership 

roles: Adaptive leadership is recharacterized as “entrepreneurial leadership” and 

defined as “leadership that works to create new knowledge, skills, products and 

processes to sustain the future viability of the firm” (p. 98), similar to March’s (2011) 

notion of exploration. Administrative leadership is recharacterized as “operational 

leadership” and defined as “leadership in the formal systems, structures and processes 

that produces results through selection, refinement, execution and efficiency” (p. 98), 

similar to March’s notion of exploitation. Enabling leadership is retained but its 

definition refined to account for bridging entrepreneurial leadership and operational 

leadership by “creating, engaging and protecting ‘adaptive space’ (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017) needed to nurture and sustain the adaptability process” (as cited in Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2018, p. 98).  

 

Adaptive space serves a dual function of “engaging tension” and “linking up agents” 

(Uhl-Bien, 2018, p. 100). It engages tension by constructively promoting differences 

in perspective to find creative solutions for internal and external challenges. It links 

up agents across individual and organizational levels to scale novelty and innovation 

into beneficial new order in operational systems. In this framework,  

Leaders enable adaptive space and the adaptive process by creating 
structures and processes (e.g., semistructures, temporary 
decentralization, collaboration, brokering, network cohesion, adaptive 
capabilities, absorptive capacity) that effectively engage conflicting 
(i.e., tension) and connecting (i.e., integration) to trigger and amplify 
emergence (i.e., innovation, adaptive  responses) into new adaptive 
order (i.e., reintegration) for the organization. (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 
2018, p. 98) 
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In essence, LfOA is a process model in which leaders enable adaptive space by 

engaging conflicting and connecting to advance ideas into the operational system that 

lead to new adaptive order (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). It is distinct from traditional 

approaches to leadership and organizational change in that it is a multi-faceted, 

systems-level approach to designing adaptive organizational structures, enabling 

networked interactions, nurturing innovation, and providing leadership development 

that combines collaboration (social capital) with individual performance 

(human/intellectual capital). It is a non-hierarchical process that can occur at any 

level and be engaged in by individuals in any position, whether formal or informal 

leaders. To add theoretical depth to LfOA, Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) draw from the 

fields of organizational ambidexterity, dynamic capabilities, innovation and networks, 

and complexity.  

Organizational ambidexterity and dynamic capabilities 
In order to ensure long-term viability, organizations must balance the need to 

innovate and the need to produce and deliver goods or services. These competing 

demands may be viewed as exploration activities, i.e., creating new knowledge, skills 

and processes, and exploitation activities, using existing knowledge, skills, and 

processes (March, 1991). Achieving or sustaining organizational ambidexterity is 

exceptionally challenging, as it requires balancing between organic or decentralized 

structures promoting exploration and mechanistic or centralized structures driving 

exploitation. Such an approach requires organizational leaders to balance or 

deliberately vacillate between these two orientations and their supporting actions.  
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Organizational ambidexterity is achieved through the creation of supporting contexts 

in which individuals choose how and where to focus their energies. Although the 

process may initially be driven by top-down initiatives, “the goal is to allow 

leadership to emerge from the organization at all levels, and for that leadership to be 

inherently ambidextrous” (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004, p. 50). According to Uhl-

Bien and Arena (2018), leadership for ambidexterity is dependent upon leaders who 

“promote and support initiative taking, cooperation, brokering, and multi-tasking. 

This requires self-criticality (i.e., always looking to improve) and a collaborative style 

of leadership that encourages alternative views and novel approaches” (p. 90).  

 

Related to organizational ambidexterity is the notion of dynamic capabilities, a 

perspective derived from the resource-based view of the firm (Barney, 1991; Penrose, 

1959). Similar to work on LfOA and organizational ambidexterity, dynamic 

capabilities theory identifies capabilities as being either operational or dynamic. 

Operational capabilities are those supporting exploitation activities and may be 

viewed as the collective knowledge of the enterprise enabling prescribed day-to-day 

operations and procedures. Dynamic capabilities are those advancing exploration 

activities and may be viewed as the organization’s collective ability to harness local 

learning as a function of experimentation and collaboration across the enterprise. The 

dynamic capabilities transformation process generates new configurations of 

resources and operating routines as a result of external forces (exogenous shock) 
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colliding with internal forces (endogenous entrepreneurship). Uhl-Bien and Arena 

(2018) equate “endogenous entrepreneurship” with their notion of “entrepreneurial 

leadership” where organizational adaptation comes from an ongoing process in which 

established capabilities are reshaped by individuals acting with the aim to improve 

organizational processes, and where leadership interventions take the actions of these 

individuals and encode them into higher-level organizational capabilities. It is both a 

bottom-up and top-down process of enabling organizational adaptability.  

 

Both organizational ambidexterity and dynamic capabilities perspectives recognize 

that tension is generated among exploration and exploitation activities. But rather 

than a problem to be solved, tension appropriately managed is seen as beneficial for 

spawning insights for new ways to organize or operate. Therefore, leadership for 

adaptability requires paradoxical thinking and a shift from managerial control 

mindsets to encouraging leadership at every level (Andriopoulus & Lewis, 2010). The 

primary focus of organizational leaders is to enable systems for advancing both 

efficiency and innovation by combining centralized purpose with decentralized power 

(Child & McGrath, 2001; Uhi-Bien & Arena, 2018).  

Innovation and leveraging network architecture 
Innovation is largely driven by new ideas. By enabling network structures and roles, 

leaders can assist and influence a staged idea process comprised of idea generation, 

elaboration, championing, and implementation to support innovation. A combination 
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of personal and structural dynamics is necessary for success and varies depending 

upon the stage. For example, Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017) 

argue that dyadic tie strength (e.g., emotional closeness, duration and 
frequency, Granovetter, 1973) is critical in facilitating the micro needs 
of the early innovation process (i.e., idea generation and elaboration), 
while network structure (e.g., ego network and structural holes, Burt, 
1992, 2005) is critical in navigating the social dynamics in the latter 
stage (i.e., championing and implementation) … Leaders, therefore, 
need to understand that network features  that work at one stage 
will not work at another. (as cited in Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018, p. 94) 
 

According to Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018), each idea journey is unique due in large 

part to individual differences, such as the cognitive styles of those involved in the 

process. Leaders, therefore, need to vary their styles and strategies appropriately. For 

example, the authors point out Burt’s (1992, 2005) social networks rich in structural 

holes, where there is a lack of direct connection between two or more entities, as 

more amenable to innovation for leaders with an adaptive cognitive style (“doing 

things better”)—whereas closed networks with densely interconnected contacts are 

more amenable to leaders with an innovative cognitive style (“doing things 

differently”). The authors also point out that “Soda and Zaheer (2012) apply network 

architecture to show how organizations can combine ‘informal social networks with 

formal organizational structures and processes to leverage the organization's multiple 

networks into value-creating capabilities’” (p. 94). 

 

Additionally, Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) authors draw upon Tsai (2001) and the use 

of network architecture (informal social networks and formal organizational 
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structures) to discover and share opportunities, promote learning, and transfer 

knowledge as core to the innovation process and occurs in a shared context in which 

different units are intentionally linked to one another. To maintain organizational 

adaptability by leveraging network architecture, leaders must be skilled at 

orchestrating two essential meta-routines. The first is managing adaptive tension and 

requires activation of internal processes in response to environmental pressures. The 

second is transferring knowledge back to the organization and involves assimilating 

knowledge acquired externally (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). 

Complexity and emergence  
Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) offer that in conditions of complexity, emergent order 

(i.e., adaptability) arises from the interaction between the simultaneous presence of 

elements that disturb the system and elements that stabilize the system: that is, a state 

between order and chaos. Stacey (1992) refers to this space as bounded instability. 

Structures, planning, and control actions support order, whereas pressures, conflict, 

and tension push toward chaos. The transformation process in a context of bounded 

instability is one of continuous internal self-organizing provoked by instabilities in 

the environment, which leads to emergent order (Stacey, 1995). Successful 

transformation requires avoiding equilibrium adaptation in states of instability and 

instead embracing and even promoting “uncertainty, surprise, unknowability, and 

open-endedness” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018, p. 95). In this context, leadership occurs 

amid group dynamics and in the self-organizing organizational learning processes 

through which innovation occurs (Stacey, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018, p. 95).  
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Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) further distinguish complex systems from complex 

adaptive systems (CAS). Complex systems are structured for efficiency and control, 

rather than adaptability (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995), 

whereas, complex adaptive systems are those that adapt and evolve with the 

environment (Holland, 1995, 1998). Complex adaptive systems are characterized by 

adaptive space—the interface between the need to innovate and the need to produce 

(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Importantly, in complex adaptive systems, leaders must 

pay attention to how they affect and are affected by the informal networks in which 

they take part and how they use networks to advance innovation through conflict and 

dialogue within boundaries (Carley & Lee, 1998; Stacey, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 

2009). This is a critical interpersonal dynamic requiring considerable leadership skill.  

 

Additionally, the concept of emergence has important implications for LfOA. In 

emergence, order arises from the actions of interdependent agents who pursue change 

based on local knowledge and feedback from others (Chiles et al., 2004; Hayek, 

1988; Stacey, 1995; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). It occurs when “system-level order 

spontaneously arises from the action and repeated interaction of lower level system 

components without intervention by a central component” (Chiles et al., 2004, p. 

502). Emergence is generated through social mechanisms that include conflicting 

constraints (tension/conflicting) and amplification (intergration/linking). During 

phases of conflicting constraints, new ideas are fostered when interdependent agents 
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are brought together by common need and must work through differences to produce 

an adaptive response to a complexity pressure. During phases of amplification, 

networks are leveraged in ways that help an idea or innovation gain momentum (Uhl-

Bien & Arena, 2018).  

Enabling adaptive space in contexts of complexity 
Taken together, research from innovation, networks, and complexity position 

leadership for organizational adaptability as enabling an organization to operate as a 

complex adaptive system in actions to leverage network dynamics and structures. 

According to Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018), “leaders enable complex adaptive systems 

by creating semistructures (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995) that promote interaction, 

intuition, and improvisation” (p. 96).  

 

Organizational adaptability is characterized by a core tension between the need to 

innovate and the need to produce. Adaptability occurs in the interface between these 

tensions and is associated with new organizational forms. These forms, or processes, 

are ambidextrous and fluid (e.g., semistructures, Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; 

absorptive capacity, Zahra & George, 2002). The adaptive process involves 

transforming organizations from one state to another to enhance fitness with the 

environment. This adaptive process depends on knowledge, learning, and information 

flows (e.g., knowledge transfer, knowledge spillovers) that enable generation and 

emergence of novelty (Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Rosenkopf & McGrath, 2011) and 

innovation (Tsai, 2001). This process occurs across time, starting with idea 
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generation, and proceeding into elaboration, championing/amplification, adoption and 

implementation (Perry-Smith and Mannucci, 2017). In large-scale organizational 

change it involves different people at multiple levels, with appropriate innovation and 

networking skills, and requires leaders who can catalyze the emergent innovation 

process by understanding and tapping the power of employee networks (Arena et al., 

2017). 

 

The adaptive process requires that organizations move away from status quo. Most 

organizations, however, are designed as complex systems rather than complex 

adaptive systems (Stacey, 1995). Complex systems differ from complex adaptive 

systems in that they are structured for efficiency and control rather than adaptability 

(Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995). This leads to the problem 

of core rigidities in which organizations pull back to equilibrium, even in the face of 

complex challenges from the environment (Stacey, 1995). Complex adaptive systems 

overcome this problem by enabling “adaptive space” (Arena et al., 2017; Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2017) that generates adaptability in the interface between the competing 

demands of exploration (i.e., entrepreneurial activity) and exploitation (i.e., 

operational core). Adaptive space engages the tension (e.g., conflicting) created by 

these pressures and uses integration mechanisms (e.g., connecting) to enable 

emergence of adaptive responses (e.g., knowledge, innovation, learning) that can be 

implemented into the operating core in the form of new adaptive order (i.e., new 
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configuration of resources and operating routines) (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Cepeda 

& Vera, 2007). 

The uniqueness of LfOA 
The uniqueness of LfOA is further proposed by Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) in their 

claims that it “looks different from what we typically associate with strong 

leadership” and is “less hands on” and “more behind the scenes” than “traditional 

leadership” (p. 100). Because leader behaviors focus primarily on brokering, 

facilitating, connecting, and energizing—and are “more distributed, involving sharing 

credit and working collaboratively, rather than hierarchically” (p. 100)—the authors 

claim it often goes unnoticed or unrecognized in organizational settings. Additionally, 

the authors cite a 2015 World Economic Forum Report identifying the most critical 

skills needed in today’s workplace as complex problem solving, critical thinking, 

creativity, people management and coordinating with others—all behaviors identified 

in their review as being associated with leadership for organizational adaptability.  

 

Although LfOA is rich in describing what leaders must do, it is less so in explaining 

precisely how. Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) further elaborate on this circumstance. 

Citing Fiedler, the authors claim that leadership requires contingency theorizing and 

such approaches defy describing exactly what leaders do because it depends upon the 

situation. Uhl-Bien and Arena claim that, in true contingency fashion, the ways 

leaders engage with and enable the adaptive process will vary but the process will 

remain the same. It is represented by a process framework describing the function and 
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role of entrepreneurial, enabling, and operational leadership, which together enable 

the adaptive process in organizations (see Figure 4).  

 
 

Figure 4. Leadership for Organizational Adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018) 
 

Implications of LfOA 
LfOA underscores some important implications for organizational leadership. First, 

LfOA is primarily concerned with adaptability rather than performance, the 

assumption being that long-term sustainability depends heavily on adaptability and, 

“sometimes adaptability requires taking a hit on the numbers in the short term to 

enable sustainability in the long term. Therefore, adaptability as well as performance 

should be considered as an important component of leadership success” (Uhl-Bien & 

Arena, 2018, p. 101). Second, LfOA is not a “feel good” (p. 101) model of leadership 

and requires leaders to operate in environments outside of order and predictability, 
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involving tension, conflict, and uncertainty while requiring creativity and a high 

threshold for ambiguity and corresponding levels of stamina and tenacity. Third, 

LfOA is not a hierarchical construct. It can occur at any level and people in any role 

or position (informal or formal leaders) can engage in it. Fourth, LfOA is very much 

concerned with the structure, process and organizational dynamics within which 

leadership for organizational adaptability occurs. Finally, LfOA is rich with what 

leaders need to do, but thin on the how, or the mechanism, by which it gets done. 

Furthermore, implicit in what leaders need to do is an assumption that “leaders” 

equates to formal positions of authority (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018).  

 

Recalling DeRue (2011), even when the terms leadership and followership are viewed 

as inseparable, they remain fundamentally distinguishable entities subject to a 

plethora of definitions. As such, the terms remain hostage to all previous efforts to 

define their relationship to one another. For example, in adopting LMX theory, one’s 

interpretation of leadership is through the lens of in-groups and out-groups. These 

terms provide the structure for understanding, and thus the explanation of leadership 

phenomena will always be in terms of in-groups and out-groups. Likewise, in using 

the terms “leadership” and “followership,” “followership” (n.d.), by definition, is “the 

capacity or willingness to follow a leader”; “follow” (n.d.) is also defined as “to go, 

proceed, or come after.” Therefore, followership connotes a “come after” relationship 

with leadership as a deeply embedded social concept. This realization supports 
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moving beyond LfOA into an idea of collective self-leadership with an accompanying 

mind state that transcends leadership or followership. 
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Chapter 5: Evolutionary Biology, Neurobiology 
and Affect Science  

Biological/Evolutionary Lens 
In exploring the important question of why leadership even exists as an 

acknowledged historical phenomenon, a biological/evolutionary perspective provides 

compelling insights. Here, the work of van Vugt is instructive in outlining the 

possible reasons. Van Vugt (2018) employs a four-question process focused on the 

function, history, mechanism, and development of leadership to better understand its 

emergence: that is, the role of leadership, how it evolved, how it works, and how it 

develops over time. This four-question process is derived from the work of Nobel 

laureate Tinbergen (1907–1988), a Dutch biologist who believed that to understand 

fully the product of any evolutionary process, including traits, all four components 

must be addressed (as cited in D. S. Wilson, 2019).  

 

Using this framework, van Vugt concludes that since the evolution of the origins of 

modern humanity 2.5 million years ago, the main function of leadership has been to 

address coordination challenges “among our group-living species” (van Vugt, 2018, 

p. 197). These challenges take the form of group defense, resolving intra-group 

conflict, coordinating movement from one location to another, and collecting and 

sharing of necessary resources, e.g., food and shelter. Along this evolutionary path, 

both group size and leadership structure have evolved with the development of 

language (100,000 years ago) and technology (from the more primitive, e.g., bronze 
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and the wheel, to the extraordinary technological advancements of the last 250 years). 

Employing an evolutionary biology lens has important implications for understanding 

effective leadership today. In fact, evolutionary biologist D. S. Wilson (2019) claims 

that a firm understanding of evolutionary theory “is required to solve the problems of 

our age” (p. 11).  

Core design principles 
Wilson recognizes Ostrom, a Nobel laureate, in using evolutionary theory to solve 

“real-world” problems (D. S. Wilson, 2019). Ostrom received the Nobel in 

Economics for her work studying the tragedy of the commons, situations where 

managing common resources often collapse when all parties strive to maximize their 

own self-interest, a fundamental tenet of the rational actor under economic theory. D. 

S. Wilson (who worked with Ostrom for a time) states that under such circumstances, 

the traditional economic approach is to either try and privatize the resources or 

initiate top-down regulation. What was novel about Ostrom’s approach was forgoing 

the use of mathematical formulas and researching and maintaining a global database 

of groups actually trying to manage their common resources. What Ostrom 

discovered were real examples of groups effective in their common resource 

management without resorting to either privatization or top-down regulation (e.g., 

Turkish fisherman and Maine lobstermen) (D. S. Wilson, 2019).  
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D. S. Wilson (2019) offers that Ostrom’s great achievement was identifying eight 

core design principles (CDP) that made the difference between group success and 

failure:  

• CDP1: Strong group identity and understanding of purpose;  

• CDP2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs, i.e., everyone doing 

their fair share;  

• CDP3: Fair and inclusive decision-making;  

• CDP4: Monitoring agree-upon behaviors;  

• CDP5: Graduated sanctions;  

• CDP6: Fast and fair conflict resolution;  

• CDP7: Local autonomy; and  

• CDP8: Polycentric governance, i.e., the idea that relationships among groups must 

embody the same principles as the relationships among individuals within groups, 

which speaks to scalability. (p. 117–120) 

While many of these may seem obvious, D. S. Wilson (2019) cautions that at the time 

of Ostrom receiving the Nobel in 2009, “homo economicus” was still predominant in 

economic theory: Thus, Ostrom’s core design principles “were not obvious to the 

economics profession, which is why Ostrom merited their highest honor” (p. 120).  

 

Although Ostrom’s contribution was specific to groups and common pool resources, 

advocates have proposed that since the core design principles follow from the 

evolutionary dynamics of cooperation in all species in general, and the biocultural 
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evolution of our own species in particular, this enables the CDPs to be used as a 

practical framework for increasing the efficacy of many kinds of groups (D. S. 

Wilson et al., 2013). According to D. S. Wilson (2019), while the CDPs are necessary 

for effective group governance, they may not be sufficient. The researcher argues that 

almost all groups need the CDPs because they all need to cooperate in one way or 

another, but they might also need additional design principles to accommodate their 

particular objectives or to manage particular constraints. D. S. Wilson (2019) calls 

these auxiliary design principles (ADPs) and suggests that they are as important for 

the groups that need them as the CDPs. Additionally, the implementation of the CDPs 

and ADPs are necessarily contingent on context. While “nearly all human groups can 

benefit from the CDPs and the appropriate ADPs” (p. 122–123), each group must find 

the best way to implement them, which depend critically on local knowledge.  

Multi-level selection  
Against the backdrop of Ostrom’s work is the importance of multi-level selection 

(MLS) theory, which affirms that all groups requiring cooperation to achieve shared 

goals need the same core design principles (D. S. Wilson, 2019). Ideas about 

Darwin’s theory of natural selection are rife in the business world where demanding 

conditions are often justified or defended by a “survival of the fittest” mentality. 

Amazon, one of the most successful companies ever by both sales and market value 

reportedly employs practices referred to within the company as “purposeful 

Darwinism” (Kantor & Streitfeld, 2015, para. 4). In invoking such a perspective, the 

importance of an improved biological basis for understanding leadership dynamics is 
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necessary. Does individual “fitness” lead to group fitness, or is it the other way 

around? How does our biology influence group dynamics?  

 

D. S. Wilson (2019) claims there is no dividing line between biology, human, and 

culture such that individuals cannot be understood except in the context of small 

groups. He writes: “Well functioning groups are required for both individual well-

being and efficacious action at scale” (p. 114). Thus, it is essential that groups evolve 

the traits that enable everyone within the group to thrive. Furthermore, he argues 

group-level selection exists as a combination of both genetic and cultural adaptations, 

and that cultural group selection can happen at a speed limited only by the speed of 

the innovation adopted, i.e., astonishingly quick in the information age. The 

implication of this is that cultural group selection and development using the 

appropriate CDPs and ADPs “must become more intentional and deliberative than 

ever before” (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 196).  

 

Famed biologist E. O. Wilson (no relation to D. S. Wilson) concurs with D. S. 

Wilson, claiming that “during the biological organization of societies, natural 

selection has always been multi-level” (2019, p. 18). Even Darwin recognized the 

applicability of natural selection theory to human groups as well as individuals (Haidt 

& Kesebir, 2010). The authors point to how Darwin believed that tribes with 

members  

possessing in a high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, 
courage, and sympathy, were always ready to aid one another, and to 
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sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious over 
most other tribes; and this would be natural selection. At all times 
throughout the world tribes have supplanted other tribes; 
and…morality is one important element in their success (p. 815).  
 

A shortcoming of this perspective is the so-called free-rider problem recognized by 

Darwin. Yet, he believed dynamics existed within human groups that made 

selfishness ultimately self-defeating. These included the need for a good reputation 

and the impact of religion promoting community over selfishness (Haidt & Kesebir, 

2010). In the 1960s and 70s, prominent thinkers advanced convincing arguments 

against the prevalence of human group level selection (popularized by Dawkins’s The 

Selfish Gene). However, according to Haidt and Kesebir (2010), in the last 20 years, 

three theoretical breakthroughs have solidified the foundation for multi-level 

selection. The first is major transitions theory (ca. 1997), which derived from cases in 

which the evolution of a mechanism for suppressing free-riding at one level led to 

cooperation by entities at that level. Increased cooperation produced enormous gains 

for the emergent group, largely through division of labor. The “super-organisms” 

produced through division of labor spread rapidly, outcompeting and marginalizing 

less cooperative groups (E. O. Wilson, 1990, p. 816).  

 

The second breakthrough is recognition that human culture is a biological adaptation 

allowing humans to find different pathways beyond the free-rider problem. Dual 

inheritance theory (Boyd & Richerson, 1985) espouses that humans develop through 
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two separate pools of information, genetic pools, and cultural pools. According to E. 

O. Wilson (1990),  

The evolutionary processes are different—cultural mutations can 
spread rapidly and laterally when they are copied by other group 
members, whereas genetic change is slower and spreads only by 
descent—but the two pools of information interact and mutually shape 
each other over the course of dozens or hundreds of generations. (p. 
816) 
 

The third breakthrough is quite recent and is the discovery that even genetic evolution 

can happen more rapidly than previously believed and that it has accelerated in the 

last 10,000 years. Within the context of group-level selection, cultural group selection 

can influence genetic group selection through changes in patterns of thought, activity, 

and interaction, especially as they are related to geographical migration and new 

technologies. In these cases, “cultural innovations that lead groups to prosper and 

grow… become more wide-spread as groups with the innovation replace or assimilate 

less successful groups” (Richerson & Boyd, 2005, as cited in Haidt & Kesebir, 2010, 

p. 818). By way of example, one can easily acknowledge social media (e.g., Twitter, 

Facebook) as the cultural innovation enabling nascent pro-democracy groups to 

successfully outmaneuver and displace long-entrenched political (and often tribal-

affiliated) groups during the Arab Spring.  

 

In 2007, D. S. Wilson and E. O. Wilson emphasized the significance of the multi-

level nature of Darwin’s theory of natural selection: “Selfish individuals might out-

compete altruists within groups, but internally altruistic groups out-compete selfish 
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groups. This is the essential logic of what has become known as multilevel selection 

theory.” (p. 328). The proper level of analysis is critical to effective understanding of 

social theory and practice and hence leadership at scale. From Wilson’s perspective 

on MLS theory, what is most important to sustained success is group selection traits 

over individual traits. That is, the appropriate level of analysis is to look first at what 

makes groups successful, then individuals, then large-scale organizations and society.  

 

D. S. Wilson points to Grant’s Give and Take as providing an excellent example of 

MLS at work. Grant (2013) identifies three broad social strategies in work 

environments: giving, matching, and taking. Givers freely give, matchers only give 

when they expect to get, takers try to get without giving whenever possible. 

According to Grant’s research, givers are spectacularly successful when they work 

with other givers but are taken advantage of when surrounded by takers, as expected 

by multi-level selection theory. Companies that implement the eight CDPs are thus 

likely to be “meccas” for giving while companies characterized by “taking” 

employees are likely deficient in the CDPs (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 141).  

 

These insights raise the question, “What is good leadership under these 

circumstances?” In coming full circle, theories matter because, in the words of 

Einstein, they determine what we observe. And getting the right solutions is doubtful 

without the right theory. From an evolutionary perspective, why the phenomenon of 

leadership exists in the first place across the millennia remains a critical question. 
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This speaks to understanding the deeper-evolved functions of leadership—essentially 

as a process of influence over the establishment of goals, logistics of coordination, 

monitoring effort, and administering rewards and punishments (van Vugt, 2018). 

Perhaps most importantly, this perspective sheds light on the idea of an evolutionary 

mismatch between the creatures that we have evolved to be and the dynamic 

environment faced today. For example, “In ancestral human societies, leaders 

emerged from the bottom up through their knowledge, personality, or moral virtues. 

In modern industrial and bureaucratic organizations, leaders are appointed top-down, 

by managers more senior in the organizational hierarchy” (van Vugt, 2018, p. 209). 

Therefore, leadership theory accounting for evolutionary biology dynamics is a 

critical lens.  

 

To summarize, specific to the idea of collective self-leadership, evolutionary biology 

suggests there is no dividing line between biology, human, and culture such that 

individuals cannot be understood except in the context of small groups. Thus, what is 

important for sustained success is group selection traits over individual traits. 

Additionally, evolutionary biology supports the idea of both genetic and cultural 

adaptation as a function of innovation; but whereas genetic evolution may occur over 

long periods of time, cultural evolution in the age of advanced social technologies can 

happen astonishingly quickly.  
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Neurobiology lens  
Neurobiology provides important contributions for improved understanding of both 

self-leadership and leadership, especially the relational aspects. Not unlike advancing 

improved organizational understanding through the study of people, process, and 

technology, the interplay among mind, body, and others is likewise important to 

advance understanding of the inner workings of leadership. The idea of self-

leadership is always in play, in that, ideally one is mindfully attending to leading 

themselves, assessing their next best action given their goals and the prevailing 

context while simultaneously attuned to their interactions with others—as individuals, 

within a team, group, or other social context. However, according to Neck and 

Houghton, 2006), “although people are natural self-regulators in that goal-

directedness is inherent in the life process, they are not innately effective self-

regulators” (p. 277). Herein is the primary raison d’être for self-leadership: improved 

self-regulation in the pursuit of goal-directed activity in a personal meaningful way.  

 

A neurobiology perspective offers important insights for both self-leadership and 

leadership theories. For the last 20 years, leadership and management scholars have 

looked to neuroscience and related disciplines for improved understanding of 

leadership dynamics to include decision making, perception, judgment and leader-

follower relations (Boyatzis, 2014). Specific to neurobiology, this includes the critical 

areas of determining context, self-regulation, focus, role of emotions, integration, and 

relationships. Humans both influence and are influenced by their environment (D. S. 

Wilson, 2019; Siegel, 2018, 1999). For example, the work of Heaphy and Dutton 
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(2008) has demonstrated the receptivity of human physiological systems to positive 

social interactions and its importance within an organizational setting. Such positive 

interactions serve to stimulate neurotransmitters that improve feelings of 

connectedness (oxytocin) while reducing those associated with increased stress, thus 

improving physiological resourcefulness within the workplace (Zak & Winn, 2016).  

 

Furthermore, our state of mind, i.e., level of consciousness, is determined by a variety 

of factors and inputs, most being beyond our level of conscious awareness. Tegmark 

(2017) suggests that unconscious information processing is more the rule than the 

exception: Of the roughly 10! (ten million) bits of information that enter our brain 

each second, we can be aware only of a tiny fraction, with estimates ranging from 10 

to 50 bits (p. 291–292), indicating that the information processing we are consciously 

aware of is merely the tip of the iceberg. For example, activation of the mirror-neuron 

network—when one person mimics the actions of another or senses how they feel—

results in brain-to-brain transmission primarily below the level of consciousness 

(Boyatzis, 2012). Our state of mind, or level of consciousness, affects how we think, 

and in turn, our mind can affect how our brain operates (Siegel, 2018, 1999; 

Tegmark, 2017).  

Role of intention 
Neuroscience, or at least neurobiology as articulated by Siegel at the UCLA Mindful 

Awareness Research Center, provides insight on the role of intention. Intention is a 

difficult concept to address by behavioral scientists. From a behaviorist perspective, 
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all that is readily observable is one’s behavior, thus determining someone’s 

underlying intentionality; and even motivation is often seen as engaging in mere 

speculation. As explained by evolutionary biologist D. S. Wilson (2019), 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the physical mechanisms 
that cause us to behave as we do were as mysterious as the 
mechanisms of genetic inheritance. The techniques required for 
cognitive psychology and neurobiology to become sciences didn’t 
exist yet. Speculations on how the mind worked were exactly that; 
speculations that relied on introspection and little else. Against this 
backdrop, behaviorism originated as cutting-edge science because it 
enabled learning to be studied purely on the basis of environmental 
inputs and behavior outputs and didn’t require mechanistic knowledge 
about how the mind works. (p. 99)  
 

The benefit of employing a neurobiology lens assists in better understanding the 

behaviorist’s “black box” of human behavior to include insights on intention and 

motivation that affects both performance (e.g., focus) and relationships (e.g., 

authenticity). Specific to intention, Siegel’s (2018) perspective is that intention can be 

experienced as an inner voice of the individual—that is, self-talk—which in turn 

focuses one’s attention: in essence, applied self-leadership. His pithy neurobiology 

summation: “Where attention goes, neural firing flows, and neural connection grows” 

(p. 97). This would be analogous to persistent organizational actions and reminders to 

inculcate organizational mind-state, i.e., shared intention.  

 

From both a self-leadership and leadership perspective, this finding, supported by 

modern scientific studies, is important for at least two reasons. First, it underscores 

the plasticity of the brain where intention fostering focused attention can literally 
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rewire the brain and in turn change how we think and behave. Seigel (2018) describes 

a state of mind as an energy flow pattern that brings together intention, memory, 

emotion, and behavioral reactions into a state of readiness to be activated and linked 

to each other and therefore more likely to be activated together. In this way, persistent 

mental states can become traits, where a trait “essentially is a baseline propensity or 

way of behaving that happens without effort or conscious planning in a person’s life” 

(Siegel, 2018, p. 88).  

 

Second, Siegel’s (2018) concept of how the mind works (a function of mind, body, 

and environment) is greatly influenced by complexity theory, where self-organization 

is a fundamental emergent property. From Siegel’s perspective, the mind is a self-

organizing process. The process of unfolding can be constrained or optimized. A 

system that is either too rigid or too chaotic is not optimized. A system moving 

towards optimization is flexible and adaptable and increases its level of integration. 

Seigel (2018) writes:  

The linking of differentiated parts of a complex system is how the 
emergent self-organizing property that regulates how that system 
unfolds over time – how it self-organizes – moves toward optimal 
functioning. In other words, integration (…the balancing of 
differentiation and linkage) creates optimal self-organization with its 
flexible and adaptive and functioning. (p. 10)  
 

From Siegel’s (2018) perspective, interpersonal connections—relationships—are how 

we share information and energy: “Simply put, we are connected to people and the 

planet, and these connections deeply, meaningfully, and medically define and shape 
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who we are. The self is more than the common image of a solo self isolated in the 

head or the body alone” (p. 83). As mentioned previously, intention is a deliberate 

mental activity that focuses the direction of energy within the mind. Siegel’s (2018) 

research reveals, for example, that a state of kind intention activates particular brain 

patterns that are integrative. They link regions of the brain together, enabling the 

coordination and balance of neural firing (p. 88).10 Thus, our “self” is at all times 

“both inner and inter” (Siegel, 2018, p. 95). Fredrickson’s (2013) concept of 

positivity resonance is another example of a dynamic that supports improved 

integrative states, which can become an enduring trait of health. Fredrickson (2013) 

underscores that emotional states affect perception ability—such that negative states 

impair and positive states broaden one’s ability—to perceive contextual information, 

a particularly important finding for dynamic environments.  

 

Specific to a theory of collective self-leadership, neurobiology helps explain how 

one’s intentionality can influence human physiological systems, either positively or 

negatively.11  Given that the mind is seen as a self-organizing process, this process 

can either be constrained or optimized. A system moving towards optimization 

increases its level of integration, and Siegel’s research shows states of kind intention 

towards others activate particular brain patterns that are integrative. Thus, effective 

self-leadership, to include effective self-regulation, may be seen as both an inner and 

                                                
10 Linkage among system parts, e.g., brain structures, does not remove the differences but maintains 
their unique contributions. According to Siegel (2018), “integration is more like a fruit salad than a 
smoothie” (p. 10–11).  
11 “Resonant leaders attract, dissonant ones repel” (Boyatzis, 2012, p. 1).	
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intra influencing process enabling a positive state of synchronous, purposeful, 

collective action among many members. These connections in turn define and shape 

who we are.  

Affect Science: Role of Emotions  
A “biologically richer theory of mind” grounded in realistic neuroscience (Barrett, 

2017, p. 220) can improve understanding of ourselves, how we relate and connect 

with others, and, by extension, improve our understanding of effective leadership in 

an age of complexity. Integral to sound leadership is effective decision-making 

enabled by good judgment (Tichy & Bennis 2007). The history of humans as rational 

economic actors (homo economicus), motivated entirely by self-interest has a deep 

history in the Western world and has long guided economic theory and policy 

(Barrett, 2017; Tsao & Laszlo, 2019; D. S. Wilson, 2019). Of course, considerable 

research evidence supports that human beings are far from rational in many aspects of 

decision making. Within the last 20 years, both Kahneman and Thaler have been 

awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics, 2002 and 2017, respectively, specifically for 

their contributions to behavioral economics and for demonstrating a wide array of 

emotional and cognitive biases affect human decision-making.  

 

Additionally, the work of neuroscientists, such as Damasio, has long shown that for 

effective decision-making, “feelings and reason are involved in an inseparable, 

looping, reflective embrace. The embrace can favor one of the partners, feeling or 

reason, but it involves both” (Damasio, 2018, p. 171). If the rational actor model is 
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more myth than truth, this has profound implications in a world comprised of global 

interdependent systems of commerce, finance, and transportation supported by new 

and evolving networked information systems, i.e., Globalization 4.0 (Schwab, 2018). 

If emotions are so integral to our decision-making process then a better understanding 

of emotions is essential. Here, the groundbreaking work of Barrett’s pursuit of 

scientifically answering the basic question—“What is an emotion?”—becomes most 

relevant.  

A theory of constructed emotions (TOCE) 
Repeatedly unable to replicate seemingly straightforward foundational experiments 

verifying emotional fingerprints as part of her early PhD work, Barrett’s subsequent 

research counters that the 2,000 year-old view that human emotions are triggered—as 

a kind of brute reflex, with each basic emotion traceable to a certain part of the 

brain—is actually false (Barrett, 2017, p. xi). The classical view that without reason, 

humans are reduced to emotional beasts enjoys widespread acceptance and is deeply 

entrenched in our education, culture, and legal system. Rather, based on detailed work 

that has been replicated by other researchers across the globe, Barrett has convincing 

evidence that emotions are actually constructed. Barrett acknowledges she is not the 

first to propose that emotions are made. Her theory draws from a “broader scientific 

tradition called construction which holds that your experiences and behaviors are 

created in the moment by biological processes within your brain and body” (Barrett, 

2017, p. 32).  
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Barrett’s theory of constructed emotions draws from three disciplines of construction: 

social construction, psychological construction, and neuroconstruction. From a social 

construction perspective, “the social world is negotiated, organized, and constructed 

by our interpretations of objects, words, actions, and events, all of which are 

communicated through symbols” (Hatch, 2013, p. 33–34). Where emotions are 

concerned, social construction theories focus on how feelings and perceptions are 

influenced by social roles and beliefs but discount how those circumstances may 

affect the brain (Barrett, 2017).  

 

From a psychological construction perspective, it is believed that the psychological 

events called anger, sadness, and fear are not basic, elemental building blocks or  

“atoms of emotion,” but instead are mental events that result from the interplay of 

more basic psychological ingredients that are themselves the result of evolution 

(Barrett, 2009, p. 5). Thus, in contrast to the classical view where basic emotions 

have dedicated mechanisms in the brain, (e.g., a fear center), this view proposes that 

emotions are highly variable and “are not, in principle, distinct from cognitions and 

perceptions” (Barrett, 2017, p. 34).  

 

Neuroconstruction proposes that the same general principles of construction hold true 

for the brain’s physical architecture. Barrett gives the example of two neurons 

connected by a synapse. Although the neurons exist in the objective sense, “there is 

no objective way to tell whether the two neurons are part of a unit called a circuit or 
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system or whether each neuron belongs to a separate circuit where one regulates the 

other. The answer depends entirely on human perspective” (Barrett, 2017, p. 34). 

 

Equally important is the discovery that brain connections are not driven solely by 

genes alone and that experience is a contributing factor for the brain’s plasticity. 

Thus, our genes turn on or off (are “expressed’) in different contexts:  

That means some of your synapses literally come into existence 
because other people talked to you or treated you in a certain way. In 
other words, construction extends all the way down to the cellular 
level. The macro structure of your brain is largely predetermined, but 
the microwiring is not. As a consequence, past experience helps 
determine your future experiences and perceptions. (Barrett, 2017, p. 
34)  
 

The theory of constructed emotions thus integrates key tenets from all three 

construction perspectives: social construction illuminates the importance of culture, 

symbols, and concepts; psychological construction offers that emotions are 

constructed by the interplay of core systems of both the brain and body; and from 

neuroconstruction, that experience wires the brain, and perceptions are influenced by 

past experiences.  

Mind, brain, and body 
“Every mental activity has a physical effect as well” (Barrett, 2017, p. 175).  

An important contribution from evolutionary biology is the idea that nervous systems 

are a relatively recent evolutionary phenomenon. Damasio, an eminent physician and 

neuroscientist, rejects the idea that mind is derived solely from what the brain does: 
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For the basic reason that before there were brains, before there were 
nervous systems, there were bodies that were doing extremely 
complex things, and that nervous systems are sub-products of bodies 
that need to have a regulator for their complexity…We need to realize 
that we do not have brains served by the body; it’s the other way 
around. We have bodies that are served by the nervous system. Once 
you see nervous systems as the servants of life and not the other way 
around, things begin to make a bit more sense. (as cited in Siegel, 
2018, p. 125)  
 

Both and Damasio and Barrett have studied the process by which humans come to 

know feelings, which is not to be confused with emotions. The basic system for 

human feelings starts with the interoceptive network within the nervous system, 

which is comprised of nervous fibers running from virtually “every nook and cranny 

of the body” to the brain for the sole purpose of “surveillance over the state of life” so 

that the brain can intervene as needed when appropriate (Damasio, 2018, p. 57). 

Damasio identifies three important considerations of this system. First, chemical 

molecules originating in the nervous system may enter the bloodstream, directly 

affecting metabolism. Second, the first tier of interoception signals is delivered to the 

brain below the level of conscious awareness such that resulting corrective actions are 

“for the most part, not consciously deliberated” (p. 58). Third, this body surveillance 

is not only advantageous for constantly knowing the state of the organism, but also 

critical for anticipating and predicting future states.  

 

This prediction loop is core to Barrett’s theory of constructed emotions. This 

perspective draws from the fact that human brains are prediction machines rather than 

the commonly proposed idea of an organ waiting to react to stimulus. In fact, intrinsic 
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brain activity—one of neurosciences great discoveries in the last ten years—is not 

responding to the outside world but actively creating it for each of us, constantly 

making predictions, comparing it to real-time sensory input, resolving errors, 

including filling in details consistent with past experience, and continually creating 

and revising one’s “mental model of the world” (Barrett, 2017, p. 58–62). Evolution 

wired our brains to be efficient at prediction and they are always predicting our 

energy needs in order to keep us alive. Thus, an “emotion is your brain’s creation of 

what your bodily sensations mean in relation to what is going on around you in the 

world” (Barrett, 2017, p. 30).  

Energy, “body budgets,” and concepts  
Core to the effective functioning of any biological system is available energy. For 

humans, the brain is always predicting, and its most critical mission is dynamically 

predicting our energy needs to keep us alive (Barrett, 2017). Affect is the general 

sense of feeling that we experience and is dependent upon the interoception network 

described previously. Affect is combination of valence and arousal: that is, a measure 

of unpleasant/pleasant, and calm/agitated. A person’s affect can be described as a 

single point on a circumplex. See Figure 5.  
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Figure 5. An Affective Circumplex (Barrett, 2017) 
 

Affective feelings, like upset and distressed are a simple summary of our budgetary 

state: “So, your interoceptive network controls your body, budgets your energy 

resources, and represents your internal sensations all at the same time” (Barrett, 2017, 

p. 70). An important distinction between humans and other animals is that the mere 

act of thinking about or imagining a person (e.g., spouse, boss, etc.) or situation (e.g., 

skydiving, dancing, etc.) can impact our “body budget” (heart rate, breathing, blood 

pressure) even if we’re not moving or have no conscious plans to move (Barrett, 
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2017). The implications are profound in terms of the idea of interpersonal connection 

and the resulting energy transfers:  

When it comes to managing your body budget, your brain does not 
have to go it alone. Other people regulate your body budget too. When 
you interact with your friends, parents, children, lovers, teammates, 
therapist or other close companions, you and they synchronize 
breathing, heart beats, and other physical signals, leading to tangible 
benefits. Holding hands with loved ones, or even keeping their photo 
on your desk at work, reduces activation in your body budgeting 
regions and makes you less bothered by pain… If you grow up in 
poverty, a situation that leads to chronic body-budget imbalance and 
an overactive immune system, these body-budgeting problems are 
reduced if you have a supportive person in your life. In contrast, when 
you lose a close, loving relationship, and feel physically ill about it, 
part of the reason is that your loved one is no longer helping to 
regulate your budget. You feel like you’ve lost a part of yourself 
because, in a sense you have … Every person you encounter, every 
prediction you make, every idea you imagine, and every sight, sound, 
taste, touch, and smell that you fail to anticipate all have budgetary 
consequences and corresponding interoceptive predictions. Your brain 
must contend with this continuous, ever-changing flow of 
interoceptive sensations from predictions that keep you alive. (Barrett, 
2017, p. 71) 
 

The foregoing provides an important foundation for the idea and implications of 

Barrett’s theory of constructed emotions. Interoception, as a fundamental part of the 

prediction process, is a key ingredient of emotion. Affect, on its own, does not tell 

you what sensations mean or what to do about them. One way to make meaning is by 

constructing an instance of emotion. This is, of course, counter to the classical idea 

that emotions are triggered and certain emotions reside as fingerprints in specific 

parts of the brain, e.g., anger, fear, happiness. Barrett (2017) underscores that the 

uniqueness of her theory is not that humans construct instances of emotion by 

categorization, but rather  
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to show that categorization constructs every perception, thought, 
memory, and other mental event that [we] experience, so of course you 
construct instances of emotion in the same manner. This is not 
effortful, conscious categorization [but] rapid automatic categorization 
performed constantly by your brain, in every waking moment, in 
milliseconds, to predict and explain the sensory input that you 
encounter. Categorization is business as usual for your brain, and it 
explains how emotions are made without needing fingerprints … 
Emotions are not reactions to the world, they are your constructions of 
the world. (p. 86, 104) 
 

Our brains employ concepts to make sensory signals meaningful, creating an 

explanation for where they came from, what they refer to in the world, and how to act 

on them. These perceptions are so vivid and immediate, they compel us to believe 

that we experience the world as it is, when we actually experience a world of our own 

construction. Much of what we experience as the outside world begins inside our 

heads. When we categorize using concepts, we go beyond the information available, 

“making meaning of sensations from interoception and the five senses” (Barrett, 

2017, p. 86)  

Collective intentionality 
Emotions are social reality. According to Barrett, emotions become real to us through 

two human capabilities that are prerequisites for social reality. The first is a group of 

people to agree that a concept exists, like bottle, money, or happiness. This shared 

knowledge is “collective intentionality” and is a “foundation for every society” 

(Barrett, 2017, p. 134–135). Emotion categories are made real through collective 

intentionality. For example, in order to communicate an instance of anger to someone 

else, both persons need a shared understanding of the concept “anger.” Additionally, 
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humans are unique with the use of words and language. Words are integral for how 

humans develop and transmit purely mental concepts. Thus, Barrett’s (2017) view is 

that emotion concepts, like all concepts, make meaning; concepts prescribe action and 

the concept’s ability to regulate your body. That is,  

an instance of emotion, constructed from a prediction, tailors your 
action to meet a particular goal in a particular situation, using past 
experience as a guide … depending on how you categorize your 
sweating, panting state [i.e., excitement, fear], your body budget may 
be affected differently … every instance of emotion  involves some 
body budgeting for the immediate future. (p. 139)  
 

These three functions are specific to the individual. But emotion concepts have two 

other functions that draw other individuals into one’s circle of social reality: emotion 

communication and social influence. These two functions require other people—the 

ones being communicated with or influencing—to “agree that certain body states or 

physical actions serve particular functions in certain contexts. Without this collective 

intentionality, one person’s actions, no matter how meaningful they are to him, will 

be perceived by others as meaningless noise” (Barrett, 2017, p. 139).  

Emotional granularity  
One implication of the theory of constructed emotions is the importance of 

granularity in the construction of our emotional experiences. A key component of 

emotional intelligence (EI) is to gain new emotion concepts and hone existing ones. 

“People who make highly granular experiences are emotion experts: they issue 

predictions and construct instances of emotion that are finely tailored to fit each 
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specific situation” (Barrett, 2017, p. 180). One way to improve this skill is to learn 

new words, or expand vocabulary by being well read:  

Words seed your concepts, concepts drive your predictions, 
predictions regulate your body budget, and your body budget 
determines how you feel. Therefore, the more finely grained your 
vocabulary, the more precisely your predicting brain can calibrate your 
budget to your body’s needs. In fact, people who exhibit higher 
emotional granularity go to the doctor less frequently, use medication 
less frequently, and spend fewer days hospitalized for illness. This is 
not magic; it’s what happens when you leverage the porous boundary 
between the social and the physical. (Barrett, 2017, p. 181)  
 

Studies demonstrate that an improved ability to finely distinguishing among 

unpleasant feelings expands one repertoire for appropriate action specific to the 

prevailing context (Barrett, 2017). This has clear implications for the study of 

leadership. 
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Chapter 6: Toward a Theory of Collective Self-
Leadership  

In this chapter, I present my emerging theory of collective self-leadership as a 

substitute for traditional/hierarchical forms of leadership in contexts of complexity. 

My argument proceeds as follows: 

• Theories of complexity and organizational adaptability tell us that in VUCA 

environments, traditional/hierarchical forms of leadership are no longer adequate. 

Under conditions of complexity, the future is unknowable, the ability to discern 

cause-and-effect relationships is limited, and what is known (often attributable to 

past experience) is less important than what must be learned to address emerging 

conditions. In this context, more shared, collaborative forms of leadership are 

required that emphasize systems and contexts over individual leaders, anticipatory 

organizational learning, bottom-up innovation, practices that support dialogue 

over analytical processes, and the application of multiple perspectives in lieu of 

tools designed for rational analysis. 

• Theories of evolutionary biology, affect science, and collective mind also support 

the need for more shared, collaborative forms of leadership. Evolutionary biology 

and specifically multi-level selection theory hold that small groups are the 

fundamental unit of human social organization, and thus the appropriate level of 

analysis for understanding human and organizational behavior is the group. D. S. 

Wilson (2019) put it succinctly when he wrote, “Groups need to come first in our 

analysis because well-functioning groups are required for both individual well-
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being and efficacious action at scale” (p. 114). Therefore, the notion of leadership 

must be seen not as an individual phenomenon but as a collective phenomenon 

and must be enacted according to the core design principles for well-functioning 

groups.  

• Affect science and specifically Barrett’s (2017) theory of constructed emotions 

(TOCE) support the need for shared, collaborative forms of leadership by 

demonstrating that emotions are constructed social realities made real through 

“collective intentionality.” Emotional categories such as hope, joy, or anger are 

indistinguishable until they are given shared meaning through language. These 

shared meanings form a collective intentionality and are considered foundational 

for every human group in that they prescribe action, regulate behavior, and create 

culture. According to L. F. Barrett, “A mind emerges in a brain that is in continual 

conversation with its body, the physical surroundings, and the other brains-in-

bodies that make up the social world” (personal communication, June 12, 2020).  

• Barrett’s (2017) idea of collective intentionality is closely related to Weick and 

Roberts’s (1993) notion of collective mind. According to Weick and Roberts 

(1993), collective mind is superior to the brain of a single leader, as “no matter 

how visionary or smart or forward-looking or aggressive that one brain may be, it 

is no match for conditions of interactive complexity” (p. 378). In contexts of 

complexity, collective intention and collective mind can be understood as a shared 

set of clear, simple priorities, which make possible effective organizational 
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learning and enacting for maintaining organizational fitness to the prevailing 

environment.  

• The theory of constructed emotions also underscores that human reason and 

emotion are in constant interplay such that no human decision is free from the 

influence of emotion. This conclusion, along with the idea from evolutionary 

biology that the well-being of the individual is wholly dependent on the well-

being of the group, calls into question the legitimacy of characterizing human 

beings merely as rational actors interested only in maximizing their own self-

interest with little regard for the common good.  

• Theories of human development provide further support for the idea of regard for 

the common good as a core organizing imperative for human groups. They 

suggest at the highest developmental stages, the idea of “self” gives way to an 

“other” orientation. That is, whether from a leadership, adult development, or 

moral reasoning perspective, the highest levels of functioning are representative 

of a willingness to recognize and act to protect the interests of others even above 

our own—in essence, to sacrifice. Thus, even an idea of self-leadership represents 

stages of increasing development and self-efficacy in one’s ability to be self-

aware and act in accordance with higher virtues enabling commitment and 

sacrifice.  

• It is here that I propose the idea of collective self-leadership (CSL) as a substitute 

for traditional/hierarchical forms of leadership in an age of complexity. According 

to Manz (2015), effective shared leadership within any particular group is 
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dependent upon high levels of self-leadership, where each member is able and 

willing to either lead or follow depending upon their experience and capacities. 

As such, I define collective self-leadership (CSL) as “a condition of synchronous, 

heedful action among a collective exercising high-order self-leadership, oriented 

at the group level, and anchored to a collective intentionality to ensure 

organizational fitness in an environment of complexity.”  

• CSL builds on leadership for organizational adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2018). LfOA offers that three types of “leadership” are needed to achieve 

organizational adaptability: entrepreneurial leadership, enabling leadership, and 

operational leadership, with leaders’ overall responsibilities varying from 

brokering and facilitating to engaging and deconflicting to shepherd new ideas 

into operational processes and routines. CSL makes the case that the three 

environments of “entrepreneurial,” “enabling,” and “operational” each have a 

respective “collective intentionality”—namely, creativity, adaptability, and 

efficiency. Furthermore, it assumes that interdependent agents within the 

system—anchored to the prevailing mindset, while acting within the dimensions 

of context, content, and connection—are able to achieve the respective collective 

intentionality independent of hierarchical leadership.  

• As an illustration, consider again DeRue’s (2011) notion of double interacts in the 

leader-follower relationship. Assume DeRue’s dynamic and fluid leading-

following process occurred at ever-faster intervals such that the leading-following 

double interacts moved beyond discernable leading-following behaviors to a way 
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of being. In terms of an analogy, think of alternating currents powering a light 

bulb. The alternating direction and flow of current is otherwise unobservable 

(without instrumentation), yet the effect—constant illumination of the light 

bulb—is readily apparent. Likewise, a fast and fluid mind state of “leading-

following” as a way of being, sensing, and perceiving illuminates possibilities of 

engaging not from leadership or followership thinking but from both/and 

thinking. I posit that such an orientation transcends the dichotomous leadership-

followership relationship into a state called “collective self-leadership” and is 

made possible by collective intentionality and interactions bounded by the 

dimensions of context, content, and connection.  

 

To fully elaborate my emerging theory, below I provide a robust definition of 

collective self-leadership; discuss the importance of collective intentionality as an 

anchoring organizational mindset; explore the centrality of individual development, 

virtue, character, higher-level values, and “zone of sacrifice” to collective self-

leadership; explain how to operationalize collective self-leadership; and use the 

example of General Stanley McChrystal alongside the book Team of Teams to 

illustrate collective self-leadership in action.  

Collective Self-Leadership (CSL) Defined 
I define collective self-leadership as a condition of synchronous, heedful action 

among a collective exercising high-order self-leadership, oriented at the group level, 

and anchored to a collective intentionality (independent of “hierarchical” leadership) 
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to ensure organizational fitness in an environment of complexity. “Synchronous” 

means that the actions are occurring at the same time or during the same time period. 

“Heedful action” is the outcome of training and experience that weave together 

thinking, feeling, and willing (Weick & Roberts, 1993). “Collective” refers to 

individuals who act as if they are a group (Weick & Roberts, 1993). “Collective 

intentionality” is “the power of minds to be jointly directed at objects, matters of fact, 

states of affairs, goals, or values” (Schweikard & Schmid, 2013, p. 1-a). It manifests 

in a variety of ways, including shared intention, joint attention, shared belief, 

collective acceptance, and collective emotion (Schweikard & Schmid, 2013). “High-

order self-leadership” refers to a community-oriented commitment of individuals 

within a collective rather than a self-oriented commitment, often requiring self-

sacrifice to achieve. “Fitness” is the degree to which desired organizational identity 

equals organizational culture as realized through collective intentionality, i.e., choice 

coupled with commitment.  

Anchoring organizational mindset—Collective intentionality 
In an environment of complexity, the starting point for a theory of collective self-

leadership is the anchoring organizational mindset, i.e, the collective or shared 

intention specific to the desired organizational posture. I use the word “posture” 

deliberately rather than “goal” or “vision.” By definition, while operating in an 

environment of complexity, cause-and-effect relationships may exist but in 

retrospective coherence—that is, known only after the fact and defying prediction 
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given that other contributing factors in an emergent system may preclude the same 

patterns developing again (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003).  

 

For organizations to operate as complex adaptive systems, the goal is maintaining 

fitness relative to the anchoring mindset in the prevailing environment where, over 

time, organizational products or services continue to meet stakeholders’ needs. Focus 

on stakeholders is deliberate in assuming products and services align with stakeholder 

expectations, i.e., are delivered in a socially responsible manner. An assumption 

stakeholder input creates a feedback loop helping to ensure that organizational 

impacts in delivering products or services are known and addressed as part of 

ongoing operations over time. In the words of Stacey (1992), “instead of intention to 

secure something relatively known and fixed [e.g., a vision], it becomes intention to 

discover, what, why, and how to achieve” (p. 146). For example, in some industries 

(e.g., health care, commercial aviation, power generation) the need for reliability is 

paramount for success and becomes core to how the organization postures for fitness. 

Thus, I argue the idea of collective intention incorporates the power of a clear and 

simple set of priorities, core to an ambidextrous organization, with Stacey’s 

infeasibility of vision creation in an environment of complexity. Thus, organizational 

mindset can be expressed as collective intentionality as defined previously. It is a 

focus on “how we can intend, not the specific pattern of action that is a strategy, but 

the effective learning and political behavior that makes it possible for a pattern to 

emerge” (Stacey, 1995, p. 146). 
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Levels of development—Leader, morality, adult, self-leadership 
It is instructive that researchers from various disciplines have identified levels of 

human development as significant within their respective domains. For instance, 

Collins (2001) writes of five levels of business leader development while 

acknowledging that the highest, Level 5, may be beyond those without the personal 

development that allows for the duality of humility and fierce resolve. He claims that 

“Level 5 is an empirical finding, not an ideological one” (p. 70).  

 

Similarly, how does one actually reach a state of moral and ethical reasoning as a 

foundation for ethical leadership? One of the most cited sources for better 

understanding this process is Kohlberg’s stages of moral development. An eminent 

psychologist at the University of Chicago, Kohlberg (1981, 1984) identified six 

stages that one may pass through in attaining the highest level of moral reasoning, an 

antecedent of ethical behavior:  

1. simple obedience, (conduct to avoid punishment);  

2. conformity to group behavior (actions to gain personal rewards);  

3. “good boy”–“good girl” orientation (conduct to avoid dislike and rejection);  

4. duty orientation (conformity to avoid censure by authority); 

5. social contract driven (abiding by rules to maintain the common good); and 

6. conscience orientation (universal laws of conduct predicated upon a sense of 

justice and not rules alone).  
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E. O. Wilson (1978) has observed that most humans progress to stage four or five as 

part of normal mental development consistent with one’s level of intelligence and 

training. At stage four, Wilson observes that individuals are at the approximate level 

of morality reached by baboon and chimpanzee troops. At stage five, reasoning is 

largely based on a legalistic or contractual orientation, that is, interactions are viewed 

as transactional in nature and based on rules. Stage six might be considered the 

Golden Rule stage. It is predicated on one’s ability to empathize and see issues from 

another’s perspective, anchored by a sense of justice. Taken from this viewpoint, we 

humans have only two developmental stages beyond the average baboon to 

distinguish ourselves as the moral and ethical caretakers of the planet—and each 

other—while engaged in business. A different mindset can make a significant 

difference.  

 

Another perspective is adult development theory (Kegan, 1994, 1982), and proposes 

that adults develop through five stages or orders of mind. Stage one is impulsive mind 

(early childhood). Stage two is imperial mind (adolescence), and a small percentage 

of adults never develop beyond this stage. Stage three is socialized mind, which 

represents the majority of the adult population. In this stage, a person is able to think 

abstractly and be self-reflective about their actions and the actions of others. Stage 

four is self-authoring mind, which represents some of the adult population. In this 

stage, a person assumes ownership of their work and is self-guided, self-motivated, 

and self-evaluative. Stage five is self-transforming mind, which represents very few 
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in the adult population. In this stage, an evolving self can understand issues and 

occurrences from many different perspectives and respond accordingly.  

 

Self-leadership can be viewed as a continuum of development comparable to adult 

development theory. Personal strategies supporting self-leadership, i.e., self-

regulation, self-efficacy, self-control, etc., evolve as one’s personal—and ethical and 

moral—development evolve. This is consistent with Manz’s (2015) use of the term 

“self-leadership high road” as a metaphor for higher-level self-influence practices and 

concerns that remain relevant to one’s role within the workplace or society writ large. 

Figure 6 is a summary of these development theories.  

 

Level	4:	Effec+ve	Leader	
Catalyzes	commitment	to	and	
vigorous	pursuit	of	a	clear	and	
compelling	vision;	s7mulates	the	
group	to	high	performance	standards.	

Level	5:	Level	5	Execu+ve	
Builds	enduring	greatness	
through	a	paradoxical	combina7on	of	
personal	humility	plus	professional	
will.	

Level	3:	Competent	Manager	
Organizes	people	and	resources	
toward	the	effec7ve	and	efficient	
pursuit	of	predetermined	objec7ves.	

Level	2:	Contribu+ng	Team	
Member		
Contributes	to	the	achievement	of	
group	objec7ves;	works	effec7vely	
with	others	in	a	group	seCng.	

Level	1:	Highly	Capable	
Individual	
Makes	produc7ve	contribu7ons	
through	talent,	knowledge,	
skills,	and	good	work	habits.	

	
Stage	4:	Self-Authoring	mind	
(some	of	adult	popula+on)	
“Own”	their	work,	are	self-guided,	
self-mo7vated,	self-evalua7ve.	
	
	

	
Stage	5:	Self-Transforming	
mind	(very	few	adult	popula+on)	
An	evolving	self,	can	understand	
issues	and	occurrences	from	many	
different	perspec7ves.		
	

	
Stage	3:	Socialized	mind		
(majority	of	adult	popula+on)	
Able	to	think	abstractly,	be	self-
reflec7ve	about	their	ac7ons	and	the	
ac7ons	of	others.	
	

Stage	2:	Imperial	mind	
(adolescence,	and	small	percent	of	
adult	popula+on)	

Stage	1:	Impulsive	mind	
	(early	childhood)	 Stage	1:	Simple	obedience	

Conduct	to	avoid	punishment.	

Stage	5:	Social	contract	driven	
	Abiding	by	rules	to	maintain	the	
common	good.	

	

Stage	6:	Conscience	orienta+on	
Universal	laws	of	conduct	predicated	
upon	a	sense	of	jus7ce	and	not	rules	
alone.	

Stage	4:	Duty	orienta+on	
Conformity	to	avoid	censure	by	
authority.	

Stage	2:	Conformity	to	group	
behavior		
Ac7ons	to	gain	personal	rewards.	

Stage	3:	“Good	boy”	–	“good	
girl”	orienta+on		
Conduct	to	avoid	dislike	and	rejec7on.	

-Responsibility	
Inten7ons	and	ac7ons	

aligned	to	transcendent	

principles.	

	
-Authen+city	
Alignment	with	ethics,	

wellness,	sustainability	

	

-Capacity	
Improved	collabora7on,	

mind-body	connec7on,	

fitness.	

Collins	Levels	of	Leadership	 Kegan’s	Stages	of	Adult	
Development	

Kohlberg’s	Stages	of	Moral	
Development	

Manz’	Higher-level	
Self-leadership	
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Figure 6. Summary of Development Theories 
 

In describing the self-leadership high road, Manz (2015) underscores the importance 

of development in the areas of virtues, emotion, collaboration, and related shared 

leadership practices (p. 133). Virtue is defined as “consisting of extraordinary 

intentions and actions based on higher-level values that involve transcendent 

principles and high aspirations and connect with meaningful purpose” (Manz, 2015, 

p. 140; Manz, Cameron et al., 2008). Ultimately, the self-leadership high road 

accounts for individuals improving in three fundamental areas: authenticity, 

responsibility, and expanded self-leadership capacity, where the latter serves to 

support authenticity and responsibility largely through improved self-influence of 

emotion, as “emotions can have a powerful effect on our outlook and behavioral 

choices,” in part, affecting elements of one’s character (Manz, 2015, p. 143). Manz’s 

treatment of authenticity centers on a better understanding of “how high is the why” 

of self-leadership, and it offers the example, “Is the why that is implied to be for 

serving customers, other stakeholders, and the greater good really primarily for 

personal gain, perhaps even at the expense of others?” (p. 139). This becomes a 

question of clarity with respect to one’s intention or motivation. Relatedly, Manz 

addresses increased responsibility primarily through the lens of corporate social 

responsibility and virtue.  

 

When we consider Hernandez’s (2012) definition of stewardship, “the extent to which 

an individual willingly subjugates his or her personal interests to act in protection of 
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others’ long-term welfare” (p. 174), and Drath et al.’s (2008) definition of 

commitment, “the willingness of individual members to subsume their own efforts 

and benefits within the collective effort and benefit” (p. 647), this willingness to 

recognize and act to protect the interests of others even above our own—to 

sacrifice—is high-order self-leadership at play. Figure 7 is illustrative of a “zone of 

sacrifice,” representative of a high-order concern for others that lies beyond mere 

self-interest.  

 

Figure 7. High Order Self-Leadership—“Beyond Self” 
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Contributes	to	the	achievement	of	
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Individual	
Makes	produc7ve	contribu7ons	
through	talent,	knowledge,	
skills,	and	good	work	habits.	

	
Stage	4:	Self-Authoring	mind	
(some	of	adult	popula+on)	
“Own”	their	work,	are	self-guided,	
self-mo7vated,	self-evalua7ve.	
	
	

	
Stage	5:	Self-Transforming	
mind	(very	few	adult	popula+on)	
An	evolving	self,	can	understand	
issues	and	occurrences	from	many	
different	perspec7ves.		
	

	
Stage	3:	Socialized	mind		
(majority	of	adult	popula+on)	
Able	to	think	abstractly,	be	self-
reflec7ve	about	their	ac7ons	and	the	
ac7ons	of	others.	
	

Stage	2:	Imperial	mind	
(adolescence,	and	small	percent	of	
adult	popula+on)	

Stage	1:	Impulsive	mind	
	(early	childhood)	 Stage	1:	Simple	obedience	

Conduct	to	avoid	punishment.	

Stage	5:	Social	contract	driven	
	Abiding	by	rules	to	maintain	the	
common	good.	

	

Stage	6:	Conscience	orienta+on	
Universal	laws	of	conduct	predicated	
upon	a	sense	of	jus7ce	and	not	rules	
alone.	

Stage	4:	Duty	orienta+on	
Conformity	to	avoid	censure	by	
authority.	

Stage	2:	Conformity	to	group	
behavior		
Ac7ons	to	gain	personal	rewards.	

Stage	3:	“Good	boy”	–	“good	
girl”	orienta+on		
Conduct	to	avoid	dislike	and	rejec7on.	
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High-order self-leadership is ideal in contexts of complexity. Organizational 

ambidexterity theory advances the idea that high levels of both learning and execution 

are necessary for organizational success in dynamic and challenging environments 

(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Thus, ambidextrous employees are identified as those 

“sufficiently motivated and informed to act spontaneously, without seeking 

permission or support from the superiors” (Birkinshaw and Gibson, 2004, p. 50). In 

building organizational ambidexterity, Birkinshaw and Gibson’s (2004) research 

underscores there is no single path to creating ambidexterity, and “there is no single 

leadership model for an ambidextrous organization,” however, ambidextrous 

organizations do have in common the importance of exhibiting “a clear and simple set 

of priorities” (p. 52). Organizational contextual ambidexterity is enabled by both high 

social support (security and latitude) and high-performance management (motivation 

and accountability). In summary,  

an ambidextrous organizational context can be achieved through a 
variety of means, but they all share one thing in common: They enable 
individuals in the organization to exhibit initiative, cooperation, 
brokering skills and multitasking abilities [by creating a supportive 
context] in which individuals make their own choices about how and 
where to focus their energies. Leadership, in other words, becomes a 
characteristic displayed by everyone in the organization. (pp. 51, 55, 
emphases added) 
 

Thus, one could logically derive that an ambidextrous employee is an employee 

demonstrating a high level of self-leadership within an enabling environment. 

Comparable to development theories presented earlier, this perspective implicitly 
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acknowledges stages, levels, or a continuum of self-leadership capability where one 

becomes more oriented to supporting collaborative and coordinated actions.  

The importance of content in collective self-leadership 
Content is about generating new ideas or knowledge as a result of dynamic learning. 

Ostensibly, the more dynamic the environment, the greater the “content” required, 

that is, output as it relates to learning that supports new patterns of action best 

matched for organizational success. In complexity environments, critical knowledge 

gained may be the result of selected pilot projects or an “execution-as-learning” 

feedback loop (Edmondson, 2012). Given the accelerated pace of change, especially 

in complexity environments, the ability for teaming on demand is an advantage. 

According to Schein, “Teaming in today’s and tomorrow’s world will be about 

learning… [and] the mindset of teaming has to be focused on how to get the job done 

with the team resources available, and that is a learning process” (as cited in 

Edmonson, 2012, p. xii). The greater the complexity, the less likely experience 

(know-how) from old patterns of interaction is relevant. Since a learning mindset is 

critical to organizational success in an environment of complexity, Stacey (1992) 

offers important insights now supported from a neuroscience/biological perspective: 

If we wish to learn new things in highly uncertain situations, we need 
to approach the learning task from a different perspective. We must 
come to that task with open, questioning minds rather than an attitude 
of seeking to win. We have to discuss threatening issues and expose 
the assumptions we are making about the motives of others so that 
those assumptions can be publicly tested. If this is not done, we will 
end up making decisions on the basis of untested information…. 
Trying this mental model takes a great deal of effort, and it is very 
easy to slip back into the mode in which we conceal things and seek to 
win rather than to learn. (p. 177) 
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Conditions of dynamic learning require members to “fight against the desire for 

instructions that specify process steps and guarantee results” and “requires us to 

accept our individual and collective fallibility” (Edmonson, 2012, p. 224–225). Such 

qualities are characteristic of high-order self-leadership. 

The importance of context in collective self-leadership 
The dimension of context incorporates several key concepts. Hernandez et al. (2011) 

“define context following Johns (2006: 386) as being ‘situational opportunities and 

constraints that affect the occurrence and meaning of organizational behavior’” (p. 

1167). According to Hernandez et al. (2011), context may include “team members’ 

social networks, cultures, or norms within an organization in explaining the source of 

leadership” including “other aspects of the organizational environment such as 

uncertainty and crisis” (p. 1167). Given cultures or norms are “a pattern of shared 

basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation 

and internal integration (…) A product of joint learning” (Schein, 2010, pp. 18, 21), 

there is clear recognition of context as either a substitute for leadership at the group or 

organizational level, or even “generating leadership.” 

 

According to Barrett’s research, creation of context is largely dependent on 

physiological functions that operate automatically and beneath our own level of 

awareness. Our past experience helps determine future experiences and perceptions 

(Barrett, 2017). Given a more informed understanding of how our emotions are 

constructed should force us to rethink context as a leadership locus (noun) 
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independent of the mechanisms (verbs) of affect and cognitions as presented in 

Hernandez et al. (2011). According to Barrett (2017), “What you feel alters your sight 

and hearing. Interoception in the moment is more influential to perception, and how 

you act, than the outside world is” (p. 78). Within an organizational setting, context is 

largely determined by the prevailing culture. How one sizes up others (e.g., 

professional or unprofessional), events or incidents (e.g., opportunities or problems), 

is largely driven by organizational culture, where biologically speaking, culture “is a 

system of goal-based concepts to manage ourselves and each other” (Barrett, 2017, p. 

144).  

 

The “tightness-looseness (the overall strength of social norms and tolerance of 

deviance)” has been studied at the national, organization, and individual level 

(psychological processes specific to “prevention focus, self-regulation strength, need 

for order, self-monitoring”) (Gelfand et al., 2011, p. 1102). Context as a dimension 

may be viewed as degrees of freedom to act, where “tight” is little/no autonomy and 

“loose” is considerable/complete autonomy to act independently, while embedded 

within a social reality that is constructed by us and with others. “A strong context is 

where everything is predictable” (Avolio, 2018). Thus, context may “equal” 

organizational culture in some settings.  

 

Let’s consider some examples. In an organization with a collective intentionality of 

reliability, such as a high reliability organization (HRO), implicit to reliability are 
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repeatable processes. In these organizations, failures are not encouraged and rewarded 

per se, but rather they are cultures where it is “safe to report and discuss problems, 

and promot[e] habits of vigilance that support rapid detection and responsiveness” to 

errors (Edmonson, 2012, p. 163). Contrast a collective intentionality of reliability 

with one of innovation where “the keys to success are thinking big, taking risks, and 

experimenting” and failing often to succeed sooner (p. 163). Cameron and Quinn’s 

Organizational Culture Assessment Inventory (OCAI) is widely used and is based on 

the assumption that all organizations possess a mix of competing values characterized 

as compete, control, collaborate, and create (see Appendix I). Similarly, Drath et al. 

(2008) offer that it is enactment of leadership beliefs through leadership practices that 

leads to the outcome of leadership, namely, direction, alignment, and commitment. 

Thus, context is not a dimension in which leadership “happens,” but rather context is 

actively constructed largely dependent upon prevailing beliefs. This is supported by 

Barrett’s (2017) work: “we see what we believe” and “feeling is believing” (p. 78). In 

an environment of complexity, it is proposed that organizational mindset, “collective 

intentionality,” rather than a specific direction (vision) is most important, and how 

that collective intentionality is realized, e.g., reliability, is influenced by the 

prevailing context jointly created.12  

                                                
12 Thus, organizational “fitness” might be considered the degree to which desired organizational 
identity (OI) aligns with organizational culture (OC).  
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The importance of connection in collective self-leadership 
Connection is about one’s relationship to others and the environment. Consideration 

and application of key ideas and concepts drawn from the disciplines of evolutionary 

biology and affect science add important perspectives in considering a theory of 

leadership in an environment of complexity. In leadership theory, ideas about level of 

analysis are important in attempting to fully understand leadership dynamics (Dinh et 

al., 2014). Within evolutionary biology, the equivalent concept is target of selection. 

D. S. Wilson (2019) stresses that “individuals are products of social interactions,” and 

his work as an evolutionary biologist recognizes “the primacy of the small group as a 

unit of selection in human evolution” (p. 167). Evolutionary biologists are 

predisposed to understanding the “normal condition” for species: So, the answer to 

the question—  

what is the ecology that humans are adapted for?—is other 
humans…[and] it’s not just other people that have been a constant 
throughout our evolutionary history, but other cooperative people in 
close-knit groups … and this is reflected in the design and mechanisms 
of the human body and brain. (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 150–151, 
original emphasis) 
 

To support this perspective, he cites research demonstrating the human brain is wired 

to “seamlessly integrate personal and social resources,” that nurturance or 

prosociality is a “master variable for human welfare,” and even the “perception of 

belonging” [to a group] can alter one’s sense of efficacy and ability to perform for the 

better (p. 167–168). Furthermore, multi-level selection is always at work. In the 

words of famed biologist E. O. Wilson (2019):    
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An individual in a group that competes with other members for food, 
mates, and status is engaged in natural selection at the individual level. 
Individuals that interact with other group members in ways that create 
superior organization through hierarchies, leadership, and 
cooperation, are engaged in natural selection at the group level. (p. 87, 
emphasis added)  
 

Furthermore, emotions scientist Barrett (2017) offers that “you can’t be a self by 

yourself” (p. 191): “A mind emerges in a brain that is in continual conversation with 

its body, the physical surroundings, and the other brains-in-bodies that make up the 

social world” (L. F. Barrett, personal communication, June 12, 2020). From an 

evolutionary perspective, the challenge is that within groups, “selfishness beats 

altruism”; however, “altruistic groups beats selfish groups” (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 

78)—and thus “connection” as a function of the appropriate target of selection, 

namely, desirable group traits over individual traits.  

Beyond leaders and followers  
CSL is a substitute for leadership specific to groups, i.e., not dependent on a leader-

followers goal construct. As such, there are no leaders or followers per se, only a 

collective—a group of members—aligned to “collective intentionality” and to each 

other, the outcome of training and experience that weave together thinking, feeling, 

and willing (the relationship aspect). I offer that in environments of complexity there 

is a “leveling” of  “the power and influence of leaders, of people in positions of 

authority…while the power and influence of followers, ordinary people, has been 

enhanced” (Kellerman, 2012, p. 36). Under CSL, the leader and followers have been 

completely leveled by aligning to collective intentionality. And without a leader and 
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followers, by traditional definition, it is not leadership but a different socio-behavioral 

dynamic taking place. This doesn’t make it bad or less, only “not leadership” as 

commonly defined. Furthermore, in environments of complexity, this leveling is by 

necessity: Recalling Weick and Roberts (1993),  

Without representation and subordination, comprehension reverts to 
one brain at a time. No matter how visionary or smart or forward-
looking or aggressive that one brain may be, it is no match for 
conditions of interactive complexity. Cooperation is imperative for the 
development of mind. (p. 378, emphasis added) 
 

In summary, the building blocks for a theory of collective self-leadership are depicted 

in Figure 8. As illustrated, collective self-leadership is dependent upon an accepted 

collective intentionality that is operationalized through the dimensions of context, 

content, and connection. It recognizes powerful evolutionary and biological processes 

within and between people that create social reality as a function of body, brain, and 

mind—a collective mind. When viewed through this lens, collective self-leadership 

can be a match for the conditions of interactive complexity. This realization has 

important implications for ideas about leadership under conditions of complexity.  
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Figure 8. “Building Blocks” for Collective Self-Leadership 
 

Understanding LfoA through collective self-leadership  
Applying the CSL model to LfOA provides another opportunity to illustrate the 

explanatory power of CSL (see Figure 9). Here, the dimensions of context, 

connection, and content are graphically displayed where each dimension is 

represented by an x, y, and z axis respectively.  

©McClellan	2020	

“Subs&tutes	for	leadership”	

“The	end	of	needing	leadership”	

Collec&ve		

Inten&onality	

(Intra)	Brain	–	Body	–	Mind	(Inter)	

Social	

Construc&on	
Primacy	of	the	

group	

Collec&ve	

Mind	

Self-Leadership	

•  Affect/emo&on	

•  Neurobiology	

•  Evolu&onary	

Biology		

	

issues	of	efficiency	

and	energy…	based	

on	predic&on…	

GROUP	

SELF	

-Context	
-Content	

-Connec/on	

How	CSL	gets	

“opera/onalized”	



 

126 

Figure 9. CSL Applied to LfOA 
 

The three working environments of “entrepreneurial,” “enabling,” and “operational” 

are each associated with their respective “collective intentionality”—namely 

creativity, adaptability, and efficiency. Each dimension is characterized as a 

continuum. For “content,” this continuum represents “knowing” at one extreme and 

“learning” at the other—that is, the availability of necessary information specific to 

the task, challenge, or problem, where the required information is known and 

available, to not known and not available, and thus a function of collective learning 

and sharing. The “connection” axis represents a continuum with a “self” orientation at 

one extreme and an “other” orientation at the other extreme—with the difference 
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being a change in the quality of open-ended mindfulness that fosters increased 

connectedness (Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). The “context” continuum represents degrees of 

freedom to act with “tight” at one end and “loose” at the other. Here, culture is a 

major influence in terms of the level of prescribed actions and expected behaviors.  

 

Collective intentionality represents shared intention as a function of organizational 

culture (OC) and organizational identity (OI). The organization is ‘fit to purpose’ 

where OI “equals” OC. For example, in an organization with a collective 

intentionality of reliability, the identity of reliability is fully matched to the culture 

(manifestations) of reliability. This is consistent with Weick and Roberts (1993): 

“Our analysis suggests that most of these differences can be subsumed under the 

generalization that high-efficiency organizations have simpler minds than do high-

reliability organizations” (p. 376, emphasis added). Figure 10 illustrates the spatial 

placement of three distinct collective intentions (creativity, adaptability, efficiency) 

within the “3C” cube of possibility.  

 

Creativity collective intentionality is representative of “loose” context, “self” 

connection, and “learning” content. The explanation is that creativity is often derived 

from a strong personal perspective or point of view (self orientation) within an 

environment supporting expression (loose context) and a mix of what is known and 

what is discovered in the process of creating. Efficiency is likely representative of 

operating from a “self” orientation (tasks matched to responsibilities) within a tight 
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context (specified rules or norms) and known content (clear, proven procedures). 

Adaptability is aligned to medium context (some flexibility in degrees of freedom to 

act), high learning content (e.g., “execution as learning”), and high “other” orientation 

(e.g., focus on meeting the needs of stakeholders).  

 

Figure 10. Collective Intentionality Mapped with CSL “3C” Dimensions 
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the old system and replace it with an entirely new managerial architecture” 

(McChrystal, Collins, Silverman & Fussell, 2015, p. 197). I believe McChrystal’s 

new operating paradigm is an example of collective self-leadership at work:  

Our new architecture was shared consciousness, and it contained two 
elements. The first was extreme participatory transparency—the 
“systems management” of NASA that we mimicked with our 
[operations & intelligence] forums and open physical space. This 
allowed all participants to have a holistic awareness equivalent to the 
contextual awareness of purpose we already knew at team level. The 
second was the creation of strong internal connectivity across teams—
something we achieved with our embedding and liaison programs. 
This mirrored the trust that enabled our small team to function. 
(McChrystal et al., 2015, p.197, original emphasis) 
 

McChrystal essentially reversed the normal operations of military bureaucracy of 

information flow directed to the top of the pyramid for senior-level decision making 

and instead created protocols to push information down “so that subordinates, armed 

with context, understanding and connectivity, could take the initiative and make 

decisions” to execute on opportunities real-time (McChrystal et al. 2015, p. 216). The 

lubrication that made this work was a ruthless commitment to transparency and 

information flow where all members ensured “the visibility that, under shared 

consciousness, had become the standard” (p. 217). While certainly extraordinary and 

perhaps rare, McChrystal pointed out that visionary leaders had employed versions of 

shared consciousness consistent with their times, citing British Admiral Nelson’s 

leadership and victory at Trafalgar in 1805. Noteworthy in this example is Nelson’s 

“nurturing of the independent decision-making abilities of his subordinates” while 

concurrently spending “decades cultivating their individual qualities as decision 
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makers” (2015, p. 215, emphases added). Although shared consciousness was critical 

to his efforts, it was also the combined effect of several other factors that led to his 

success. McChrystal’s “collective intentionality” was organizational agility, a slightly 

different quality than adaptability. A demonstration of agility scaled from small teams 

to the enterprise level to improve effectiveness in dynamic, complex (networked) 

environments.  

 

Elite military teams may exhibit a “collective team consciousness” in executing their 

operational missions, “developed through years of practice, cooperation, bonding and 

service” (McChrystal et al., 2015, p. 93). The expectation of performing under 

dynamic conditions makes mutual trust, and the ability for team members to link their 

purpose with the context of operations, paramount. Additionally, given the high-risk 

nature of operations, commitment to purpose is not merely declared but revealed 

through designed hardships to test one’s depth of perseverance (McChrystal et al., 

2015). Thus, interdependent members linked to collective intentionality was 

operationalized through high-level self-leadership (“zone of sacrifice”), dynamic 

learning, “other” orientation, and a context permitting maximum degrees of freedom 

within strategic boundaries.  

Summary   
It is proposed that in environments of complexity, the interaction of interdependent 

agents exhibiting a high degree of self-leadership, engaging within the dimensions of 

context (loose orientation), content (learning orientation), and connection (other 
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orientation), while anchored to a prevailing organizational mindset (collective 

intentionality), collective self-leadership (CSL) acts as a substitute for leadership, 

builds on LfOA, and prompts reconsideration of traditional ideas about leadership, 

power, and control. A graphic depiction of the CSL theorizing journey is presented in 

Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. CSL “Map of the Terrain” 
 

A question is, “Can CSL be taught?” The answer is yes. However, like many 

organizational leadership and development concepts, learning comprehension and 
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as part of necessary change and transformation for addressing dynamic environments. 

The Team of Teams vignette in this chapter (McChrystal et al., 2015) and deliberately 

developmental organizations (Kegan & Lahey, 2016) are examples of CSL-like 

organizations. I believe one of the strengths of CSL is operationalizing “collective 

intentionality” through the dimensions of context, content, and connection. These 

dimensions are meso and apply beyond single levels of analysis: thus, scalable in 

practice.  

 

For the foreseeable future, our world is likely to remain in a VUCA state. The 

prevalence and duration of dynamic leadership has waxed and waned across the ages. 

But in true complexity fashion common to this era, periods of relative calm—or 

dynamic disruption—may prevail, part and parcel of expanding interacting 

interdependent systems that defy prediction. A timeless quality of “good leadership” 

is foresight: the ability and inclination to contemplate the future and prepare 

accordingly. That includes thoughtful reexamination of proven constructs, such as 

leadership, as the world continues to evolve—planned or not, directed or not. 

Implications of a new “uber modern” perspective are explored in the next chapter 

with specific attention to the concept of “leadership.”  
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Chapter 7: Implications for Future Research and 
Practice 

In proposing a theory of collective self-leadership (CSL), I have grappled with three 

important considerations. The first is the uniqueness of environments of complexity. 

Researchers at the Santa Fe Institute in New Mexico, arguably the home of the study 

of interdisciplinary complexity science, remind us that in complex systems, “the last 

thing that happened is almost never informative about what’s coming next” (Flack & 

Mitchell, 2020, p. 1). Under conditions of complexity, the world is constantly 

changing due to factors outside our control colliding with our own interventions, a 

qualitatively different environment for the application of traditional ideas about 

leadership, goals, and direction.  

 

The second is specific to an improved understanding of leadership as 

contemporaneously characterized. In developing the idea of collective self-leadership, 

the process of identifying a substitute for traditional/hierarchical leadership helps 

illuminate and clarify the purpose of the item being substituted. In other words, 

unpacking leadership as “a process of influence” has helped (at least in my mind!) 

identify the core essence of “leadership” that may endure regardless of context. 

Finally, the importance and role of theory writ large helps to expand our 

understanding and devise solutions to the problems we face—many of which are not 

neatly contained to single disciplines of study and research. “Nothing is obvious all 

by itself” (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 120), and the best indicator of whether we have 
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correctly figured things out is to look around and observe the condition of the world 

we face. 

An Environment of Continuous Social Construction 
Environments of complexity are inherently challenging because they run counter to 

natural human tendency to default to linear cause-effect thinking (Flack & Mitchell, 

2020).  

Like swarms of fireflies, all human societies are collective and 
coupled. Collective, meaning it is our combined behaviour that gives 
rise to society-wide effects. Coupled, in that our perceptions and 
behaviour depend on the perceptions and behaviour of others, and on 
the social and economic structures we collectively build… the 
collective results of our actions feed back, in both virtuous and vicious 
circles, to affect the system in its entirety – reinforcing or changing the 
patterns we initially perceived, often in nonobvious ways. (Flack & 
Mitchell, 2020, p. 1, original emphasis) 
 

This description of human societies and group interaction by complexity scientists is 

very much aligned with the perspectives of both evolutionary biology and affect 

science as presented earlier in this dissertation. Thus, “leading” in environments of 

complexity is perhaps more euphemism than actual description in recognizing the 

increased complexity that exists within growing systems of interdependence and 

feedback loops. This is a significant qualitative shift for organizations and people, 

especially with the realization that the dividing line between biology and culture is 

porous (Barrett, 2017; D. S. Wilson, 2018). An important insight derived from 

environments of complexity is that “no particular social reality is inevitable, just one 

that works for the group” (Barrett, 2017, p. 286). Thus, “social reality” can be seen as 

a “human superpower”—but it is only a superpower if we know we have it and create 
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it (Barrett, 2017, p. 287). As such, our inputs into social reality—our values and 

practices—remain important. The concepts we invoke in relation to the feedback 

mechanisms in play is an area for further study.  

Revisiting Power, Control, Influence, and Leadership 
At its most basic level, organization theory accounts for the exercise of power to 

accomplish organizational goals. Power “pervades all aspects of organizing and 

therefore needs to be given consideration in theories involving every other concept 

found in organization theory” (Hatch, 2013, p. 229). Hatch (2013) further argues, 

“Power and control are closely related in that power is often expressed in the form of 

control” (p. 233). For example, cybernetic control systems are one form of control 

mechanisms employed by organizations to achieve alignment between organizational 

goals and employee activities by setting standards and administering positive and 

negative feedback to meet those prescribed standards (Manz, 1986; Hatch, 2013). In 

organizations, the link between power and responsibility is often very tight. “To avoid 

paralysis, primary power must accompany primary responsibility”—thus the idea of 

responsibility and accountability implies a formal leader role (Allison & Zelikow, 

1999, p. 166).  

 

Sturm and Antonakis (2015) define power as “having the discretion and the means to 

asymmetrically enforce one’s will over entities” (p. 139). One’s role or position is a 

type of power. French and Raven (1959) identify position power to include reward, 

coercive, and legitimate power. Sources of power also include structural, cognitive, 
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and physical traits (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015; Sturm & Monzani, 2018). Influence is 

also a type of power. Influence is “the process of affecting the thoughts, behaviors, 

and feelings of another person, [and] is vital to the discussion of leader power 

because the nature of leadership is an influencing process” (Sturm & Monzani, 2018, 

p. 277). However, leadership as commonly defined (see Table 2) is not necessary to 

achieve organizational objectives. As far back as Kerr and Jermier (1978), 

“substitutes for leadership” have been identified for achieving desired organizational 

outcomes under certain conditions. The relationship between power and leadership is 

deserving of attention because “there is a gap in the literature with how these 

constructs fit together” (R. Sturm, personal communication, June 10, 2020). If we can 

speak of organizational theory writ large without specific mention of leadership, is 

leadership synonymous with organizational power, or is it the antidote to managerial 

bureaucracy? Or something else entirely different? And, if the nature of leadership is 

an influencing process, what distinguishes the concept of leadership from other acts 

or methods of influence?  

 

Definitions are building blocks that permit construction of higher-order concepts, 

models, and theories. Drath et al. (2008) have argued that leadership theories from the 

last 100 years can be distilled down to a “leader-follower-goal” ontology. While very 

useful, such theories are ill-suited to environments of “collectives”—individuals 

working together to accomplish outcomes (Drath et al., 2008; Pearce et al., 2008). 

Drawing on Bennis’s (2007) “tripod,” the most commonly cited definitions of 
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leadership explicitly identify a leader and followers (see Table 2). Pursuit of a 

common goal beyond a leader-follower construct would not, by common definition, 

be an act of leadership under the tripod. Furthermore, because “leader” is often 

assigned to a role, e.g., Chairman, VP of Sales, etc., their corresponding behaviors are 

often attributed as “leadership.” This becomes problematic in understanding the 

impact of “leadership” influence separate from position power. As Edmondson 

(2012) has recognized in her decades of research on teams:  

[W]e are both hard-wired and socialized to be acutely sensitive to 
power and hierarchy. This means most people are well aware of where 
they fall in the power hierarchies at work. In addition, their position 
shapes their perceptions of how safe it is to take interpersonal risks 
within their team or group…Though leaders often preach 
empowerment, they may be unaware of the differences in rank or 
status and, therefore, may not do enough to ensure that a message of 
empowerment is delivered in a psychologically safe environment. (p. 
131–132) 
 

I offer that even in this articulation of power and hierarchy by one of the world’s 

foremost scholars on the importance of teams/teaming to better compete in the 

knowledge economy, the word “leader” in the above quote is implicitly synonymous 

with a formal position of authority. Thus, most discussions of leadership, whether 

academic or in practice, have sensitized all of us to associate “leader” to a formal 

position of authority. This raises the question of whether leadership influence can be 

perceived independent of such authority. If workers are acutely tuned to power 

differentials/hierarchy, can formal leadership influence—however benevolent—ever 

be disentangled from the reality of possessing “the discretion and the means to 

asymmetrically enforce one’s will” (Sturm & Antonakis, 2015, p. 139)?  
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Influence—The “how” makes all the difference 
Leadership defined as a “process of influence” is wholly inadequate without 

specificity as to the “how.” Gardner (2006) suggests that at its core, leadership is 

about changing minds, i.e, beliefs:  

Leaders almost by definition are people who change minds—be they 
leaders of a nation, a corporation, or a non-profit institution…I shall 
reserve the phrase “changing minds” for the situation where 
individuals or groups abandon the way in which they have customarily 
thought about an issue of importance and henceforth conceive of it in a 
new way. (pp. 1–2) 
 

Gardner (2006) identifies seven factors involved in “change of mind”: reason, 

research, resonance, representational redescription, resources and rewards, real world 

events, and resistances. Gardner, a cognitive psychologist, tells us the first four of his 

seven levers for changing minds (reason, research, resonance, and representational 

redescription) are available to a mind that is open to the possibility of change. The 

fifth factor, resources and rewards, is used to tip minds towards the desired way of 

thinking; and the sixth, real world events, relates significant happenings that shift 

perspectives of whole groups and even nations, e.g., 9/11 attacks and perceived public 

safety and security. Gardner’s seventh factor, resistance, is less a lever than an 

acknowledgement of resistance to change, as people grow older or due to deeply held 

beliefs.  

 

Cialdini’s (2006) Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion is of interest in 

categorizing influence tactics as “weapons” and provides an examination of their use 

by “compliance practitioners” to “produce a distinct kind of automatic, mindless 
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compliance from people” (p. xiv). Cialdini’s “weapons of influence” are the skills and 

tactics of reciprocity, commitment and consistency, social proofs, liking, authority, 

and scarcity. Such means are not automatic disqualifiers of leadership influence as 

currently defined.  

 

Singer’s (1995) Continuum of Influence and Persuasion is another informative 

perspective. Originally presented to better explain “thought reform” (also known as 

“coercive persuasion”), Singer’s typology is instructive in categorizing discrete 

dimensions of influence that distinguish education, advertising, propaganda, 

indoctrination, and thought reform along a continuum. Key discriminators are 

direction and degree of exchange, the structure of the persuasion, type of relationship, 

deceptiveness, tolerance for differences, and methods employed. (See Table 3.)  It is 

clear from Singer’s typology that means and motive make all the difference in how 

influence is characterized, i.e., the structure of persuasion (instructional, authoritarian, 

hierarchical). 

Table 3. Continuum of Influence and Persuasion (Singer, 1995) 
 
 Education  Advertising   Propaganda   Indoctrination  Thought Reform  

 Focus of 
body of 
knowledge  

 Many bodies 
of knowledge, 
based on 
scientific 
findings in 
various fields.  

 Body of 
knowledge 
concerns product, 
competitors; how 
to sell and 
influence via 
legal persuasion.  

 Body of 
knowledge 
centers on 
political 
persuasion of 
masses of people.  

 Body of 
knowledge is 
explicitly designed 
to inculcate 
organizational 
values.  

 Body of knowledge 
centers on changing 
people without their 
knowledge.  

 Direction & 
degree of 
exchange  

 Two way 
pupil-teacher 
exchange 
encouraged.  

 Exchange can 
occur but 
communication 
generally one-

 Some exchange 
occurs but 
communication 
generally one-

 Limited exchange 
occurs, 
communication is 
one-sided.  

 No exchange 
occurs, 
communication is 
one-sided.  
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 Education  Advertising   Propaganda   Indoctrination  Thought Reform  
sided.  sided.  

 Ability to 
change  

Change occurs 
as science 
advances; as 
students and 
other scholars 
offer 
criticisms; as 
students & 
citizens 
evaluate 
programs. 

 Change made by 
those who pay for 
it, based upon the 
success of ad 
programs by 
consumers law, 
& in response to 
consumer 
complaints.  

 Change based on 
changing tides in 
world politics 
and on political 
need to promote 
the group, nation, 
or international 
organization.  

 Change made 
through formal 
channels, via 
written 
suggestions to 
higher-ups.  

 Change occurs 
rarely; organization 
remains fairly rigid; 
change occurs 
primarily to improve 
thought-reform 
effectiveness.  

 Structure 
of 
persuasion  

 Uses teacher-
pupil structure; 
logical 
thinking 
encouraged.  

 Uses an 
instructional 
mode to persuade 
consumer/buyer.  

 Takes 
authoritarian 
stance to 
persuade masses.  

 Takes 
authoritarian & 
hierarchical 
stance.  

 Takes authoritarian 
& hierarchical 
stance; No full 
awareness on part of 
learner.  

 Type of 
relationship  

 Instruction is 
time-limited: 
consensual.  

Consumer/buyer 
can accept or 
ignore 
communication.  

 Learner support 
& engrossment 
expected.  

 Instruction is 
contractual: 
consensual  

 Group attempts to 
retain people 
forever.  

 Deceptive-
ness  

 Is not 
deceptive.  

 Can be 
deceptive, 
selecting only 
positive views.  

 Can be 
deceptive, often 
exaggerated.  

 Is not deceptive.   Is deceptive.  

 Breadth of 
learning  

 Focuses on 
learning to 
learn & 
learning about 
reality; broad 
goal is rounded 
knowledge for 
development of 
the individual.  

 Has a narrow 
goal of swaying 
opinion to 
promote and sell 
an idea, object, or 
program; another 
goal is to enhance 
seller & possibly 
buyer.  

 Targets large 
political masses 
to make them 
believe a specific 
view or 
circumstance is 
good.  

 Stresses narrow 
learning for a 
specific goal; to 
become something 
or to train for 
performance of 
duties.  

 Individualized 
target; hidden 
agenda (you will be 
changed one step at 
a time to become 
deployable to serve 
leaders).  

 Tolerance   Respects 
differences.  

 Puts down 
competition.  

 Wants to lessen 
opposition.  

 Aware of 
differences.  

 No respect for 
differences.  

 Methods   Instructional 
techniques.  

 Mild to heavy 
persuasion.  

 Overt persuasion 
sometimes 
unethical.  

 Disciplinary 
techniques.  

 Improper and 
unethical techniques.  

 

Hernandez et al. (2011) propose a better understanding of leadership theories from 

the past 100 years through their mechanisms and loci framework, identifying the 
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sources (leader, context, followers, collectives, dyads) and means (traits, behaviors, 

cognitions, affect) of leadership. Of significance under this framework is recognition 

of “‘context’ as “‘an actual ‘spring’ that generates leadership” (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007, as cited in Hernandez et al., 2011, p. 1167, emphasis added). This is 

categorically far beyond a process of influence: It is a source of generation. This is 

important because such examples demonstrate “the process of affecting the thoughts, 

behaviors, and feelings of another person” (Sturm & Monzani, 2018, p. 277) need not 

be an influence process exclusive to individuals.  

 

It is not the intent of my dissertation to explore all facets of marketing, sales, 

negotiation tactics, or persuasion in general as it relates to influence. It is my intent to 

demonstrate that commonly accepted definitions of leadership in the research 

literature that use the term “influence,” or “process of influence” without any 

additional qualifiers as to the “how” are inadequate in credibly describing the 

dynamic of leadership. By way of example, any definition of leadership that can 

readily account for the sale of a vehicle between a used car salesman and a young 

family of four as “a process of influence to achieve a common goal” is a pretty low 

bar.  

Good intention and willingness to be influenced—Prerequisites for 
leadership  
I have proposed that in environments of complexity, the interaction of interdependent 

agents exhibiting a high degree of self-leadership, engaging within the dimensions of 

context (loose orientation), content (learning orientation), and connection (other 
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orientation), while anchored to a prevailing organizational mindset (collective 

intentionality), collective self-leadership (CSL) acts as a substitute for hierarchical 

leadership. CSL theory differs from other complexity theories because it proposes 

that terms such as “enabling leadership” and “administrative leadership” actually 

confuse leadership with exercising administrative control (application of power) 

while also acknowledging that a leader-follower(s)-goal construct is inadequate in an 

environment of complexity. CSL retains leadership as an inherently social (relational) 

dynamic—but one independent of position power as a collective. Furthermore, CSL 

acknowledges the role of context, content, and connection as factors in a process of 

influence that may be push or pull, attractive or coercive, but doesn’t assign them 

status as “sources” of leadership. 

 

Specific to leadership versus management, Antonakis and Day (2018) offer that 

leadership is “purpose-driven based on values, ideals, vision, symbols, and emotional 

exchanges,” while management is “task-driven, resulting in stability grounded in 

rationality, bureaucratic means, and the fulfillment of contractual obligations (i.e., 

transaction)” (p. 6). They conclude, “Leadership and management are two sides of a 

coin—and this currency can only have value if the leader has power” (p. 7). Thus, we 

cannot escape from the conclusion that leadership recognized as “a process of 

influence” without additional specification is unhelpful in distinguishing between 

power, influence, and leadership.  
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To review, its clear organizations don’t need leadership to achieve organizational 

objectives. Power is not synonymous with leadership. A leadership construct of 

leader-follower(s)-goal is inadequate to conditions of complexity. De-coupling ideas 

of leadership from position power is exceptionally hard given our acute sensitivity to 

hierarchy and power. As a process, influence can also be uni-directional and coercive, 

meeting Sturm & Antonakis’s (2015) definition of power (“asymmetrically enforce 

one’s will”). From an evolutionary perspective, we are predisposed to working 

collaboratively in groups. Collective self-leadership recognizes the role of good 

intention in building rapport. Effective group action is a function of shared purpose 

(collective intentionality). In dynamic environments the collective mind is superior to 

the intelligent or aggressive one mind. Affect science says we construct social reality, 

where “collective intentionality” is a prerequisite. “Without this collective 

intentionality, one person’s actions, no matter how meaningful they are to him, will 

be perceived by others as meaningless noise” (Barrett, 2017, p. 139).  

 

Interestingly, Gardner (2006) proposes that “all of us possess—or, if you are a 

thoroughly modern mentalist, all of us are—our ideas, concepts, stories and skills” (p. 

22, original emphasis). Essentially, we are our beliefs in action. This, in my 

estimation, is one of the great contributions of Drath et al.’s (2008) work—credibly 

advocating that in shifting the focus of leadership to the outcomes of DAC, 

“leadership theory would seek to explain how people who share work in collectives 

produce direction, alignment, and commitment” (p. 636). The DAC framework 
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assumes that individuals working together hold beliefs regarding how to produce 

DAC. Such beliefs are held individually and may be revised as part of group 

interaction such that individual and collective beliefs in the aggregate are called 

“leadership beliefs.” Such willingness of the “other” to be open to the influence is 

also a requirement for my definition. If leadership is truly relational, where “a mind 

emerges in a brain that is in continual conversation with its body, the physical 

surroundings, and the other brains-in-bodies that make up the social world” (L. F. 

Barrett, personal communication, June 12, 2020), then its worth recalling MacGregor 

Burns’s definition of transformational leadership: “when one or more persons engage 

with others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels 

of motivation and morality” (as cited in Riggio, 2018). This definition is instructive: 

the leader must also remain open (and vulnerable) to reciprocal influence by 

followers—i.e., open and vulnerable to new ways of thinking, acting, and being, thus 

being part and parcel of a dynamic that raises all “to higher levels of motivation and 

morality.” Taking this to a CSL context, all members are open to reciprocal influence 

as part of the dynamic learning process anchored to the prevailing organizational 

mindset, irrespective of position.  

 

I propose that this core essence of leadership—reciprocal influence leading to higher 

levels of motivation and morality—requires two necessary (but perhaps insufficient) 

conditions: good intention as precursor to influence coupled with conscious 

willingness to be open to the influence. The use of “conscious willingness” is 
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deliberate in denoting the absence of any coercion in the exercise of power 

(influence). An intent to coerce, manipulate, or deceive—although tactics or means 

within the influence continuum—may be an exercise of power but not an act of 

leadership.  

 

In conclusion, I assert that the essence of leadership starts with positive regard for the 

other and a conscious willingness of all parties (the “collective”) being open to 

influence for the possibility of change while aligned with higher order motivation and 

morality. This is a biological, affect-informed definition of leadership recognizing 

that evolution is happening, desired or not, directed or not. Leadership is consciously 

directing that continuous change, mindful of the “how,” within any specific 

organizational context.  

The theory determines what we can observe…  
While the importance of good theory cannot be overstated, neither can the impact of 

bad theory be ignored. Although economic theory was not a primary area of research 

for this dissertation, it was an interesting discovery that notable researchers in the 

fields of evolutionary biology and affect science—that I then drew upon for the 

development of my theory of CSL)—separately identified the detrimental influence 

of “homo economicus” theory on public, social, and economic policy, each from 

their respective academic disciplines. I specifically include their perspectives because 

it is a great example of the value of an interdisciplinary approach in theorizing and 
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theory development while recognizing that a more biologically informed theoretical 

perspective of human behavior is important to leadership research.  

 

Under a theory of “homo economicus,” the rational economic person possesses 

consistent value-maximizing behavior, and this “constitutes the fundamental 

assumption of consumer theory and the theory of the firm” (Allison & Zelikow, 1999, 

p.19). From D. S. Wilson’s (2019) perspective, an economic theory based on 

“individuals as motivated entirely by economic self-interest” is flawed because the 

target of selection (or “level of analysis” in social science terms), i.e., the individual, 

is inappropriate (p. 113). “Groups need to come first in our analysis because well-

functioning groups are required for both individual well-being and efficacious action 

at larger scales” (p. 114). Changing the target of selection doesn’t automatically solve 

all the problems with ensuring economic fairness and access across groups, but a 

theory more representative of powerful evolutionary forces at play helps “to create a 

society that is both highly cooperative and highly diverse” (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 

213). This is exactly what the “core design principles” (CDPs)13 are meant to 

support: harnessing the power of evolutionary forces among a group of humans to 

achieve a common goal, which sounds like most definitions of leadership.  

 

As for emotions science, Barrett states categorically that a human “cannot be a 

rational actor if your brain runs on interoceptively infused predictions. An economic 

                                                
13	Introduced in Chapter 5	
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model at the foundation of the U.S. economy—some might say the global economy—

is rooted in a neural fairy tale” (Barrett, 2017, p. 80). The recognition of two Nobel 

laureates within the last 20 years studying the impact of prevalent cognitive biases to 

rational decision making underscores this “fairy tale”:  

The bottom line is this: the human brain is anatomically structured so 
that no decision or action can be free of interoception and affect, no 
matter what fiction people tell themselves about how rational they are. 
Your bodily feeling right now will project forward to influence what 
you feel and do in the future. It is an elegantly orchestrated, self-
fulfilling prophecy, embodied within the architecture of your brain… 
Your interoceptive predictions, which produce your feelings of affect, 
determine what you care about in the moment—your affective niche… 
That means, in effect, that you construct the environment in which you 
live. You might think about your environment as existing in the 
outside world, separate from yourself, but that’s a myth. You (and 
other creatures) do not simply find yourself in an environment – your 
reality – by virtue of what sensory input from the physical 
environment your brain selects; it admits some as information and 
ignores some as noise. And this selection is intimately linked to 
interoception. Your brain expands its predictive repertoire to include 
anything that might impact your body budget, in order to meet your 
body’s metabolic demands. (Barrett, 2017, p. 82–83, original 
emphasis) 
 

This perspective is also shared by Damasio (2018), who reminds us that feelings and 

reason “are involved in an inseparable, looping, reflective embrace” in human 

decision-making (p. 171). However, Damasio sees feelings playing an equally 

important role in provoking us to consider higher-level responses for our experiences 

with others:  

Most provoked feelings result from engaging emotions that relate not 
just to the isolated individual but to the individual in the context of 
others…The sick patient, the abandoned lover, the wounded warrior, 
and the troubadour in love were able to feel. Their situations and their 
feelings motivated intelligent responses, in themselves and to other 
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participants in their respective situations. Beneficial sociality is 
rewarding and improves homeostasis, while aggressive sociality does 
the opposite. (2018, p. 172–173, original emphases) 
 

Thus, an important part of this natural aspect of human sociality is that the actions 

that follow to restore homeostasis “[open] the way for recruiting more complex 

feeling states—gratitude and hope, for example—and a subsequent reasoned 

elaboration over those feeling states” (Damasio, 2018, p. 173): that is, providing the 

opportunity for enlightened action. Complex feelings such as gratitude and hope are 

human strengths associated with the core virtue of transcendence, defined as 

“strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and thereby provide meaning” 

(Dahlsgaard et al., 2005, p. 205). According to Dahlsgaard et al. (2005), at least one 

manifestation of transcendence is “an inner constitution” placing one above “selfish 

interests,” (p. 108)—or arguably, a state of high-order self-leadership. This is an 

important insight certainly at odds with homo economicus and worthy of attention:  A 

“neural fairy tale” underscores our economic and legal system while the role of 

higher order “feelings” that open the way to virtuous action are largely discounted—

profound implications for getting the theory wrong.  

 

Western culture in general and American culture in particular remain largely 

influenced by homo economicus theory. “Rational actors” consciously maximizing 

their own individual self-interest, when carried to its logical conclusion, embrace 

“greed is good,” since further efforts for each agent to seek to maximize one’s self-

interest relative to others must be to the continued benefit of all. An appealing idea to 
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be sure, but at minimum, it assumes the ability for perpetual economic growth, a 

rather remarkable assumption given real examples of perpetual growth systems do not 

exist. In fact, the economic theory garnering significant attention and study of late, 

given the impacts of climate change, is Raworth’s Doughnut Economics:  

In the Doughnut Model, economic activity is constrained by planetary 
boundaries (the outer ring of the doughnut) while being required to 
operate at minimum social standards (the inner ring of the doughnut). 
Operating within the two rings provides a safe and just space for 
humanity to pursue flourishing now and in the future. The aim of 
economic activity becomes one of meeting the needs of all within the 
means of the planet. It conceives not of economies that need to grow 
whether or not they make us thrive but economies that “make us 
thrive, whether or not they grow.” (as cited in Tsao & Laszlo, 2019, p. 
151)  
 

Furthermore, Tsao and Laszlo (2019) underscore the importance of this new 

theoretical perspective: “The significance of Raworth’s innovation on economic 

theory has been compared to that of Maynard Keynes’s General Theory” (p. 151).  

The theory determines what we can observe, and solutions can’t be seen without the 

right theory. For example, policy solutions (and leadership approaches) based on the 

prevailing perspective of maximizing individual self-interest within implied unlimited 

economic growth will generate radically different approaches, and outcomes, than 

policy and leadership approaches that recognize planetary boundaries delineating 

healthy ranges.  

Conclusion: “Uber Modern”—A New Theoretical Perspective? 
“Theory is of no use unless it initially surprises—that is, changes perceptions. (A 
professor of mine once said that theories go through three stages: first they’re wrong; 
then they’re subversive; finally they’re obvious.)”  
        – Mintzberg (2014, p. 10)  
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An important motivation in developing a theory of collective self-leadership (CSL) is 

to demonstrate that traditional ideas of leadership are inadequate or over-specified to 

specific contexts. The process of conceiving CSL as a substitute for leadership in an 

environment of complexity helps, ideally, to distill leadership to its essence. Recall 

Uhl-Bien and Arena’s (2018) characterization that “leadership for organizational 

adaptability looks different from what we typically associate with strong 

leadership…It is often much less hands-on and much more behind the scenes…It also 

more distributed, involving sharing credit and working collaboratively, rather than 

hierarchically” (p. 100). This raises the question of how expansive a concept or 

phenomenon can become before it is considered a completely different construct: Is 

leadership under complexity so different it really isn’t leadership anymore? Or, 

invoking a philosophy of science analogy, “Does a frog approximate a tadpole?” Or is 

it something entirely different? Hatch (2013) tells us theoretical perspectives specific 

to organizational theory are about “how to achieve success through organization and 

organizing” (p. 8). Correspondingly, if power pervades organizations, and power and 

control are inextricably linked, and both leadership and management are sourced to 

power (where influence is a type of power), maybe the realities of the new era require 

a correspondingly new theoretical perspective “Evolution is happening all around 

us…desired or not, directed or not” (D. S. Wilson, 2019, p. 227). Is a new “post-post 

modernism” perspective needed in the age of complexity? Figure 12 offers a starting 

point.  
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Figure 12. An “Uber Modern” Theoretical Perspective (McClellan, 2020)

*Source:	Hatch	(2013)	

MODERN*	
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SYMBOLIC*	
1980s	
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1990s	
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Appendix A: Organizational Culture Assessment 
Instrument  

	
© Kim Cameron, University of Michigan 
 
Source: Cameron (2018)  
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Appendix B: Perspectives on Theory  

 Source: Stensaker (2019b)  
  

Perspectives on Theory 
 

Whetten, 1989 Sutton & Staw, 1995 Weick, 1995 Siggelkow 2007 
Building Blocks of Theory: 
§ What – which factors should be 

considered? 
§ How – how key factors are related. 
§ Why – underlying psychological, 

social, and economic dynamics 
that explain the relationships. 

§ Who, Where, When – constitute 
the range of the theory (limits of 
generalizability).  

Theory is NOT: 

• References 
• Data 
• Lists of variables & 

constructs 
• Diagrams 
• Hypotheses 

Responds to Sutton & Staw. 
Argues theory is a process 
(theorizing) rather than a 
product. Theory is 
approximation and involves 
interim struggles rather than 
completed products 

The list of things that theory is 
not (acc. to S&S 1995) are the 
essential building blocks of 
theory. 

Description is not enough! 
Need to theorize.  
Need conceptual insight. 
 
To be able to do this need to:  
- motivate RQ, why is this 

important? 
- Point to gaps, e.g. falsify 

existing theory 
- Begin to fill gaps 
 
 

Focusing on what and how (adding 
new variables to existing theory) can 
work if you show how the addition adds 
significant new understanding by 
reorganizing causal maps. Focusing 
on who, where and when (applying old 
model to new setting) can work if you 
provide a qualitative explanation for why 
the theory works differently under new 
conditions. Focusing on why is most 
fruitful (“altering metaphors and gestalts 
in ways that challenge the underlying 
rationales supporting accepted 
theories”) 

Papers with strong theory often 
start with one or two conceptual 
statements and build a logically 
detailed case.  
They have both simplicity and 
interconnectedness.  
 
Qualitative studies that simply 
validate existing theory are rarely 
accepted for publication. 
A particularly interesting theory 
should be subject to relaxed 
evaluation criteria.  
 

Good theory<. 
- Explains 
- Predicts 
- Delights 

 
Theory building involves 
abstracting, generalizing, 
relating, selecting, explaining, 
synthesizing, idealizing  
 
Knowledge grows by extension. 
It occurs when a relatively full 
explanation of a small region is 
carried over to an explanation of 
an adjoining region. 

Need to somehow surprise the 
reader 
 
A paper should allow the reader 
to see the world, not just the 
literature, in a new way. 

Evaluation Criteria: 
What’s new – value-added contribution? 
So what – will it change practice of 
organizational science? 
Why so – are logic and evidence 
compelling? 
Well done – seasoned thinking, 
completeness, thoroughness? 
Done well – is it well written? 
Why now – is it of contemporary 
interest? 
Who cares – are readers interested? 

 Weick 1989: Criteria to be used 
in the theorizing process: 
- That’s interesting 
- That’s obvious 
- That’s connected 
- That’s believable 
- That’s real 
- That’s beautiful 
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Appendix C: Perspectives on Theoretical 
Contributions  

 

Source: Stensaker (2019a) 

 

Perspectives	on	theoretical	contributions	
What	characterizes	high-quality	qualitative	research	with	a	clear	theoretical	contribution?	

	
Bartunek	et	al,	2006	 Pratt	2009	 Bansal	&	Corley	2012	

Interesting	research	surprises	the	reader.	
Disconfirms	common	assumptions	(partly,	
not	fully)	
	
Requires	knowing	your	audience	

- Academics	
- Practitioners	
- Reporters	

Will	be	surprised	by	different	things	
	
Interesting	research	includes:	
Counter-intuitive	
High	quality	
Good	writing	
New	theory	
Practical	implications	
Impact	

Five	pitfalls	in	doing	qualitative	research:	
1) Telling	about	data,	but	not	showing	it	
2) Showing	too	much	data,	&	not	interpreting	it	
3) Using	deductive	shorthand		
4) Quantifying	when	quantity	is	irrelevant	
5) Inappropriately	mixing	inductive	and	

deductive	
	
Checklist:	
1)	Include	the	basics:	

• Why	research	is	needed	
• Will	you	build	or	elaborate/extend	theory	
• Why	this	context	and	this	unit	of	analysis	
• What	are	you	sampling	(people,	events,	

cases)	
• How	did	you	get	from	data	to	findings	
• Position	in	the	field	–	what	is	the	

relationship	between	the	researcher	and	
the	researched?	

2)	Show	data	in	a	smart	way	
3)	Organize	in	figures	
4)	Tell	a	story	
5)	Consider	modeling	successful	qualitative	
research	

Tell	a	compelling	story!	
• Create	tensions	with	provocative	questions	
• Build	plot	
• Provide	interesting	and	provocative	

explanations	
• Shazzam!	Create	that	spark	of	inspired	

recognition.		
• Often	you	will	have	to	go	back	to	the	beginning	

and	recraft	your	arguments.	
	

What		inductive	theory	building	papers	look	like	
(compared	with	quantitative	research):	

• Shorter	front	end.		
Warrant	need	to	develop	theory	

• Long	robust	back	end	
Link	data,	emergent	theory	and	existing	
literature	(which	you	are	contributing	to!)	

• Grounding	methods	and	analysis	in	phenomenon	
Need	detailed	account	of	methods.	Should	be	
comprehensive,	personal	and	transparent.	

• Creative	data	displays	-	Show	your	data!	
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