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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
Improvisational Leadership: A Descriptive Case Study of the Complex Problem-Solving 

Experiences of a High-Functioning Federal Government Interdisciplinary Team 
 

 This study described the symbiotic relationship between shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism in generating improvisational 

leadership vis a vis the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning 

federal government interdisciplinary team of six veterinarians. The study had a dual goal 

orientation: (a) to describe members’ experiences of complex problem-solving; and (b) to 

describe how members shared leadership during these experiences. The grand tour 

question for this study was: What is the nature of improvisational leadership via the 

complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team? 

 The purpose of this study was to describe the nature of improvisational leadership 

in the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team. This study observed that by virtue of their interdisciplinary-

interdependent expertise, members were perpetually engaged in interactive knowledge 

exchange. The research revealed that the medium for these exchanges was polylogue or 

concurrent, multidirectional, ongoing conversations among the members. The study 

determined that through this level of discourse and interactivity in real-time, the foci 

remained on the situation specific needs and in turn placed the needed expertise in the 

leadership position/role. 

 The study was designed to broaden understanding concerning the nature of 

improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team through describing leadership as 
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an emergent consequence of the needs of the moment, the actions and interactions among 

members, and the available material, cognitive, affective, and social resources brought to 

bear in process. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 “Most bosses don’t spend a lot of time thinking about how to manage their 

employees; they go with their gut, managing as they always have” (Rout, 2011). 

Leadership, overall, has been viewed through the customary lens of historical 

delineations (Pearce & Conger, 2003). Consequently, the various interpretations of 

leadership have structured disciplines rather than the discipline constructing a social 

reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) of leadership based upon the symbolic interactions 

between agents (Anderson, 1999), decision-making responsibilities (Vroom & Yetton, 

1973; Angles, 2007), and structuring algorithms (Giddens, 1984; Stones, 2005). 

“Leadership is leaders inducing followers to act for certain goals that represent the values 

and the motivations, the wants and needs, the aspirations and expectations, of both 

leaders and followers, and the genius of leadership lies in the manner in which leaders see 

and act on their own and their followers’ values and motivations” (Burns, 1978, p. 3). 

Cuban (1988) pointed out that leadership has to influence the motivations and actions of 

others to attain certain goals; this involves undertaking a certain level of initiative and 

risk. Research conducted by Bass (1990) emphasized interaction among members of a 

group that establishes and sustains improved expectations and the aptitude of the entity to 

solve difficulties or achieve goals.   

Theory and research has continued to evolve over time, and as a result, society is 

living after the end of traditional (person/role) compositions of leadership (Giddens, 

2000). The relationship between worker and organization is constantly changing, and no 

one will effectively lead alone (Raelin, 2003). These ideologies are in direct correlation 
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with more distributed (Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007), collective (Pagonis, 

2001), or shared (Pearce & Congers, 2003) manifestations of what constitutes leadership 

in the twenty-first century. As organizations contend with organizational improvisation 

(Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 1997, 1998, 2002) in developing creative ways to 

accomplish objectives and goals in real-time, shared leadership emerges as a plausible 

framework for increasing the likelihood of positive outcomes. 

Problem Statement 

As implied by Giddens (2000), twenty-first century organizations are operating in 

an increasingly complex environment. The conventional rationale that once prevailed 

determining an individual leader or role within a hierarchical configuration has exceeded 

any logical conceptualizations (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2004). “Organizations in which 

influential acts are widely shared are most effective” (Katz & Kahn, 2003, p. 332), and 

therefore, assessing and posturing for future states requires a collective effort on behalf of 

the entire organization. Although theorists have offered alternatives to traditional 

leadership models (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007; Raelin, 2003; Schwandt, 2008; Spillane, 

2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007; Uhl-Bien & 

Marion, 2008, Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009), at best only a partial understanding has been 

generated concerning the complexity of leadership. 

Consequently, stagnation persists as much of the research around leadership has 

been conducted from a person or role transformation (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007) 

and not widely conducted in small group settings (Yukl, 2010). The practical implications 

of which have been hypothesized to explain a diminished quality of team member 
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exchange (TMX) as a function of group learning (Seers, 1989; Senge, 1990), decreases in 

team affective responses (commitment, satisfaction, potency, and cohesiveness), as well 

as decreases in team behavioral responses (effort, communication, and citizenship) 

(Perry, Pearce, & Sims, 1999). Albeit the popularity of shared leadership has increased, 

little is empirically known about the nature of its process (Pearce & Congers, 2003).  

Moreover, organizational improvisation has become an organizational reality that 

has increasingly challenged leadership practice (Cuhna, & Kamoche, 2004). This is 

primarily attributed to the increasing complexity and interdisciplinary nature of problems 

and opportunities organizations face, which necessitates distinct competencies and 

specialized knowledge (i.e. expertise) (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010; Stacey, 1996; Weick, 

1993). As a result, little is known about the nature of shared leadership and organizational 

improvisation in the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal 

government interdisciplinary team. 

This case study sought to describe improvisational leadership via the complex 

problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government interdisciplinary 

team of six members. The researcher endeavored to: (a) describe interdisciplinary team 

members’ experiences of complex problem-solving; and (b) describe how 

interdisciplinary team members shared leadership during these experiences.  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the nature of improvisational leadership 

via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team. This study sought to describe how shared leadership emerges out 

of the tacit understanding among organizational members concerning what needs to be 
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done, available inputs (bricolage), and who possesses the situation-specific knowledge 

(expertise) or skill set (Raelin, 2003).  The research endeavored to describe how members 

of an organization share leadership through collaboration, improvisation, and creativity as 

they commit to one another as leader. The study was designed to broaden understandings 

of shared leadership and organizational improvisation by examining leadership as a 

collective process consisting of a shared purpose, social support, and voice. Outcomes of 

this study revolved around substantiality of leadership as a process too complex and 

multifaceted to be effectively shouldered by a single person or role. 

Research Questions 

 The grand tour question framing this study was: What is the nature of 

improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team? 

Two subsidiary questions were employed to guide the investigation: 

1) What are members’ experiences of complex problem-solving? 

2) How did members share leadership during these experiences? 

Conceptual Framework 

 The constructs for this study were shared leadership (anchor) relative to 

organizational improvisation (supporting) using a symbolic interactionist approach. 

Figure 1-1 depicts the conceptual representation of these constructs as competencies of a 

high-functioning interdisciplinary team (Nancarrow, Booth, Ariss, Smith, Enderby, & 

Roots, 2013). 
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Figure 1-1. Conceptual Framework. 
 

 
Shared Leadership 

Pearce and Conger (2003) hold that shared leadership is a process by which 

strategic decisions are carried out within a broad setting, which each member of the 

group contributes in selecting what is best concerning the greater aggregate, as opposed 

to decisions made and proclaimed by a solitary individual as a method of influence or 

control over the group. This scheme is consistent with the egalitarian, collaborative, more 

mutual, less hierarchical nature of leader-follower interactions (Fletcher, 2010). 

 Pearce and Congers (2003) provided insight into some advantages and 

disadvantages of the shared versus traditional leadership conceptualizations:  

In shared leadership each person takes turn at the helm, invests in the entire 
mission and thereby has full ownership in the outcome of the task at hand. 
However, this model is not without flaws. Leaders must deal with both taking 
charge of a situation while still being thought of as being inclusive and part of the 
pack. Additionally, in times of crisis, it is often more effective to have one single 
person to hold accountable rather than looking to the entire group for conflict 
resolution. Even still, the case for shared leadership is a strong one. By 
empowering each individual with communal control and contributions, 
members of the group take ownership in the outcome of a common goal. This 
buy-in from team members allows each person in the group to function with more 
confidence, assertiveness, cooperation, creativity, and productivity. It is less likely 
that when  

High-Functioning  

Interdisciplinary Team 

Shared Leadership

Symbolic Interactionism

Organizational 

Improvisation
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problems arise there will be an occasion for finger pointing and when successes 
are accomplished celebratory rewards will generate greater impact and meaning 
(p. 278). 

 

 Reflecting on the research of Pearce and Congers (2003) and building upon the 

notion of leadership as influence, Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone (2007) expounded on the 

phenomena of shared leadership as an “emergent team property that results from the 

distribution of leadership influence across multiple team members” (p. 1218). 

Considering leadership further as an influential increment (Katz & Kahn, 2003), expert 

power (French & Raven, 1960) in this since is diffused, and any member’s “expertise in 

technical matters and organizational lore provides an increased acceptance of his or her 

suggestions and directives” (Katz & Kahn, 2003, p. 528). Likewise, when each member 

is called to give their contribution he/she cannot only act as a consultant or counselor but, 

instead, as a leader because of a scarcity of time, an abundance of complexity, and a need 

for specialized knowledge (Kamoche & Cuhna, 2001; Stacey, 1996; Weick, 1993). 

Expertise is thereby operationalized and employed out of a tacit understanding among 

team members concerning what needs to be done, available inputs (bricolage), and who 

has the situation-specific knowledge or skill set (Hirshleifer, Low, & Teoh, 2012; Raelin, 

2003; Stones, 1996). Thus, members commit to one another as leader based upon 

specialized knowledge (expertise) rather than formality.  

Organizational Improvisation 

 “Organizational Improvisation can be described as the conception of action as it 

unfolds, by an organization and/or its members, drawing on available material, cognitive, 

affective, and social resources” (Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002, p. 99). Although 

organizational improvisation is a more recent ideology, it is plausibly commensurate with 
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symbolic interactionism (Rose, 1962). The central idea of organizational improvisation is 

that a group, company, or organization must remain adaptive and dynamic (Weick, 

2009). Specifically, organizations must possess the dexterity to be both reactionary and 

attentive to emerging circumstances in a manner that reflects appropriate spontaneity in 

the moment, which inevitably adds holistic value to the group; leading and managing in 

this respect transcends the legitimacy of role or person (Frost, 2005; MacBeath, 2006). In 

spite of the inevitability of organizational improvisation, adjusting for the perpetuity of 

unforeseen changes both internal and external to the group requires fluid communication 

among all members to avoid its diminishing into random undirected action (Bastien & 

Hostager, 1988; Orlikowski & Hoffman, 1997). 

 Irrespective of the level of prowess indoctrinated in vision statements, mission 

statements, or strategic plans alike; from a practical perspective, each fails to account for 

emerging circumstances and appropriate actions under those conditions. What is critical 

is that these impromptu experiences juxtapose individuals with the restrictions of 

organizational realities, which has lead in many cases to the discovery of alternative and 

creative means to accomplish their objectives (Raelin, 2006). Therefore, “to do things 

spontaneously is to become more skilled at thinking on your feet” (Weick, 1998, p. 552) 

because people’s logic emerges from a life of negotiating social situations and is realized 

in ongoing interactions through a regulated improvisation (Bourdieu, 1977; Varela & 

Depraz, 2003). 

 Furthermore, in interdisciplinary teams, organizational improvisation provides the 

necessary organizing circumstance of interactions for “both the internal team 

environment, consisting of shared purpose, social support, and voice, and external 
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coaching as important predictors of shared leadership emergence” (Carson, Tesluk, & 

Marrone, 2007, p. 1217).  

A Symbolic Interactionist Approach 

 A symbolic interactionist approach is an appropriate consideration for 

understanding shared leadership and organizational improvisation.  Blumer (1966) 

maintains that acknowledging the process of interpretation and definition in human 

interactions has fundamental implications for gaining insight of the human being, human 

action, and human association. The symbolic capacity of humans implies they have 

thoughts and think (Dewey, 1991), rationalize symbols intrinsically (Senge, 1990), and as 

a result develop a self both cultivated by and entering into the social process; thinking, in 

this regard, occurs in the form of internal conversation utilizing symbols that were 

socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Blumer, 1966; Dewey, 1991; Mead, 

1932; Stryker & Vryan, 2006). An external conversation of gestures manifest as a 

response to interruptions in the flow (Pearce and Conger, 2003) or groove (Hatch, 1997) 

of cognitive experience and thus, formulations and selections ensue among available 

material, cognitive, affective, and social resources (Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002). 

This fluid state of emerging consciousness in real-time as the action unfolds (Eisenberg, 

1990; Harvey, 1996; Kamoche & Cuhna, 2001) is perpetually created and recreated as 

members act and interact. 

 Symbolic Interactionism pervades much of the day to day normalities of 

individuals, groups, and organizations. Precisely, the dynamics of an interdisciplinary 

team meeting are consistent with the premise that interactions among group members are 

characterized by reciprocity (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1962, 1972; Hollander, 1964; 
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Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). As the team meets, they are improvising 

(Hatch, 1997) at an increased velocity cognitively as they conceptualize, process, and 

leverage in their minds previous decisions versus the direction they should proceed in 

(Arnone & Stumpf, 2010). Within this symbolic environment, internal conversations 

(thinking) beget gestures which espouse meanings that emerge in and through social 

interactions (Stryker & Vryan, 2006). This emergent pattern is consistent with 

generalized social exchange (Ekeh, 1974; Levi-Strauss, 1969) where members import and 

exhibit group-directed behaviors that are reciprocated by other group members and so 

forth. Considering Ekeh (1974), Pearce and Conger (2003) further elaborate: 

Neighbor A intervenes by calling the fire department on noticing Neighbor B’s 
house on fire, not simply under the expectation that B will reciprocate if A’s 
house ever burns but also expecting that any other neighbor, C through Z, will 
reciprocate (p. 86). 

 

Significance of Study 

 Due in part to the advent of globalization and technology, organizations are 

increasingly being faced with the challenge of discovering alternative and creative means 

to accomplish their objectives and goals. These alternatives and creative competencies 

are often the result of impromptu dialogue (Boogaard, 2000) with others in order to solve 

inexplicable problems (Orr, 1998). These conversations often establish common 

meanings and language among organizational members in which to devise solutions from 

knowledge (expertise) distributed among many individuals. Since no one individual holds 

all knowledge, leadership becomes shared because it depends upon the circumstances and 

who or whom has the situation-specific expertise or skill set (Raelin, 2003). Currently, 

teams are the fastest growing organizational unit, specifically cross-functional teams 
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(Pearce & Conger, 2003). Thus, leadership in the twenty-first century transcends formal 

positions (Frost, 2005; MacBeath, 2006) because each member is dependent upon the 

expertise of the other. 

 As the foundation for the credibility, reliability, and significance of this case 

study, considering the dynamics and emergence of this tacit understanding among team 

members broadened the collective understanding of shared leadership. Equally important, 

this case study bolstered the argument in favor of shared leadership as a value-creating 

mechanism for an ongoing organizational dialogue. Additionally, the outcomes of this 

research further substantiate concurrency, collaboration, collectivity, and compassion as 

essential components of leading in volatile environments (i.e., market-wide). This case 

study also contributed to the scant literature concerning how members share leadership in 

small group settings (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; Pearce & Congers, 2003; Yukl, 

2010). 

 Furthermore, this study provided a more grounded understanding of how 

improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team fosters shared purpose, social 

support, and voice (Avolio, Jung, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996; Barry, 1991; Pearce & 

Conger, 2003; Seers, 1996; Yukl, 1989). Carson, Tesluk, and Marrone (2007), expanding 

on the work of Katz and Kahn (2003), contend that these three dimensions collectively 

culminate the internal team environment, and enable “shared leadership because they 

work together to produce the kind of team context that encourages team members’ 

willingness to both offer leadership influence and rely on the leadership of other team 

members” (p. 1222). For instance, team members who have a shared purpose have an 
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increased likelihood of being motivated, empowered, and committed to their team and its 

objectives (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Liden, Wayne, & Sparrowe, 2000; O’Leary-Kelley, 

Martocchio, & Frink, 1994). Marks, Mathieu, and Zaccaro (2001) found that team 

members provide and receive social support through encouraging and recognizing 

distinct and collective achievements and contributions, which affords team members a 

higher probability of working jointly and encouraging cognizance around shared 

responsibility concerning team outcomes (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Marks, Zaccaro, & 

Mathieu, 2000). Seers (1996) pointed out that voice is interactive and participative, and 

when team members have the opportunity to speak up and get involved (voice) the 

likelihood that many of them will exercise leadership increases greatly; thus, the 

provision for voice facilitates shared leadership by mutually supporting a shared course 

of action, and the possibility for constructive interpersonal sponsorship within the team 

(Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; De Drue & West, 2001; Simons, Pelled, & Smith, 

1999). 

 As an appropriate lens for observing both individual and group dynamics (Weick, 

1979), the symbolic interactionist approach (Blumer, 1966; Mead, 1932; Rose, 1962; 

Stryker & Vryan, 2006) employed by this study increased understanding around 

sensemaking, interaction, and sensegiving as they emerge in organizations (Weick, 1979, 

1995; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obsfelt, 2005). Studies considering shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism culminate the blueprint for 

creating and sustaining a more comprehensive and innovative organizational 

environment. Moreover, interdisciplinary teams are avowed vis a vis this case study by 

increasing credibility around their interactions as emerging and authentically dynamic. 
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Hence, shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism are 

significant to research because they are mutually complimentary in substantiating ideas 

of creativity, spontaneity, and avant garde rationale as components of organizational 

interactivity.  

In this regard, the creative tensions of negative entropy and requisite variety are 

an asset to organizations (i.e. profit margins) in creating a paradox ripe for individual, 

and ultimately, collective innovation. This awareness is tantamount to the survival of 

organizations in the twenty-first century considering the magnitude of changes taking 

place within and beyond organizational borders. Conceptually, leadership is a collective 

(i.e. social) phenomenon reflective of particular individuals, contexts, and circumstances. 

Thus, leading and managing effectively requires a collective effort which cannot be 

relegated to a single person or role.   

Overview of Methodology 

 As qualitative research, this descriptive case study utilized the design 

methodology outlined by Merriam (2009), and Yin (2009) to understand the nature of 

improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team. This study examined the 

assumption that during routine meetings, shared leadership perpetually manifested 

relative to organizational improvisation and symbolic interactionism. A high-functioning 

federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT), which consisted of six skilled 

practitioners, culminated a purposive sampling due to their “special experience and 

competence” (Chein, 1981, p. 440) of shared leadership, organizational improvisation, 

and symbolic interactionism. Furthermore, this high-functioning federal government 
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interdisciplinary team (FIT) reflected a “minimum sample size based on expected 

reasonable coverage of the phenomenon given the purpose of the study” (Patton, 2002, p. 

246), which equally aligned with the rationale for a single case study (Yin, 2009). 

 FIT has been a team and critical program of the federal government for 25 years. 

As an interdisciplinary team, there was reasonable support for the presence of shared 

leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism among the group. 

The researcher was a member of a federal government organization, which enabled 

access to members of FIT. Attempts to minimize researcher bias were maintained 

throughout the study and consideration of human participants and ethics precautions are 

explicitly outlined in the third chapter.  

Data collection consisted of a focus group with the team as a whole, six 

interviews with each team member, two observations of routine meetings, and a review 

of relevant documents and artifacts. Data analysis was based upon an inductive approach 

(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Merriam, 2009) which suggests the collecting of data to build 

themes, patterns, and concepts. This was accomplished by: (a) perusing the data for initial 

familiarity; (b) isolating meaningful data sets; (c) assigning tags to the meaningful data 

sets; (d) condensing bulk data sets by creating categories of analyzable units; and (e) 

creating a conceptual map of pertinent categories.    

Delimitations 

Specific delimitations were developed to narrow the scope of the study. These 

delimitations are as follows:  

1. Research Site. The study occurred at one site to enable a succinct 

examination. 
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2. Methods and Sample Design. The study employed qualitative methods for the 

purpose of describing the phenomenon under study. 

3. Focus of the Study. The focus of the study was concerned with how an 

interdisciplinary team shares leadership during a complex problem-solving 

experience.  

4. Time. Although complex problem-solving is a perpetual process, this study 

collected data intermittently at particular points of shared leadership in the 

complex problem-solving experience.  

Limitations 

Several study limitations were related to the delimitations previously discussed. 

First, the use of a single site decreased the “natural generalizability” of the study 

(Creswell, 1998, p.154). Second, because this team was purposefully selected, and 

because it was intentionally engaged in shared leadership via their complex problem-

solving experiences; the validity (external) of the findings were decreased. Third, 

although data triangulation (during collection and analysis) added rigor and increased the 

quality of the study, integrating the findings from each of these unique data sources 

provided some limitations. Finally, biases inevitably pervaded the data because of the 

type of individuals who participated in the study. 

Definitions of Terms 

Term Definition 
Avant Garde 

Rationale 
Pertains to the unconventional and experimental reasoning or treatment of 
artistic, musical, or literary material (LeyBourne, 2010; Moorman & 
Miner, 1998). 

Bricolage “Making things work by ingeniously using whatever is at hand, being 
unconcerned about the proper ‘tools’ and resources” (Thayer, 1988, p. 239; 
Levi-Strauss, 1966). 
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Expert Power “An individual’s ability to influence others’ behaviors because of 
recognized competencies, talents, or specialized knowledge” (Hellriegel & 
Slocum, 2007, p. 212).  

Expertise Broad experience and practice-based knowledge applied by organizational 
members in various contexts to solve diverse problems (DeNisi, Hitt, & 
Jackson, 2003). 

Fluid 
Communication 

Ongoing verbal exchanges which are characterized by their 
multidirectional, multidimensional, and often concurrent nature (Pearce & 
Conger, 2003; Raelin, 2003). 

High-Functioning 
Interdisciplinary 

Team 

Refers to a team that demonstrates constructive leadership and 
management attributes, communication strategies and structures, personal 
rewards, opportunities for development, appropriate resources and 
procedures, appropriate skill mix, supportive team climate, individual 
characteristics that support interdisciplinary team work, and respecting and 
understanding of roles (Nancarrow, Booth, Ariss, Smith, Enderby, & 
Roots, 2013). 

Improvisation “Intuition guiding action upon something in a spontaneous but historically 
conceptualized way" (Hatch, 1997, p. 181). 

Intuition “Quick and ready insight: the power or faculty of knowing things without 
conscious reasoning” (Langenscheidt, 2004, p. 384). 

Leadership “Leadership is the process of influencing others to understand and agree 
about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of 
facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared 
objectives” (Yukl, 2010, p. 8). 

Legitimate Power “An individual’s ability to influence others’ behaviors because of the 
person’s formal position in the organization” (Hellriegel & Slocum, 2007, 
p. 211). 

Organization A set of relationships between components of a language system 
(Maturana, 1978). 

Organizational 
Improvisation 

“The conception of action as it unfolds, by an organization and/or its 
members, drawing on available material, cognitive, affective and social 
resources” (Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002, p. 7). 

Shared Leadership “A dynamic, interactive influence process among individuals in groups or 
organizations for which the objective is to lead one another to the 
achievement of the group or organizational goals or both” (Pearce & 
Conger, 2003, p. 1). 

Structuring 
Algorithms 

The continual and dynamic process in which actors interpretatively and 
definitively interact with and within their context in producing meaningful 
actions, and those actions, in turn, constitute the structures through 
contributing to their reproduction and ongoing change (Stones, 2012). 

Symbolic 
Interactionism 

“Involves interpretation, or ascertaining the meaning of the actions or 
remarks of the other person, and definition, or conveying indications to 
another person as to how he is to act” (Blumer, 1966, p. 537-538). 

 

Summary and Organization of Subsequent Chapters 

Chapter 1 endeavored to introduce and provide an overview of the study. The 

chapter began with a discussion on the various delineations of leadership across several 

disciplines. This provided the necessary support for articulating the problem statement, 

purpose of the study, conceptual framework, and significance of the study concurrently. 
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The chapter concluded with an overview of the methodology, delimitations, limitations, 

and definitions of terms.  

Chapter 2 further establishes the platform for the subject matter vis a vis a 

thorough review and analysis of pertinent literature concerning shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism. Chapter 3 describes and 

expounds upon the methodology employed relative to the research design, site selection, 

data collection, data analysis, validity, reliability and ethics, human participants and 

ethics precautions, delimitations, and limitations of the study. Chapter 4 presents the 

findings of the study utilizing the research methodology outlined in the previous chapter. 

Chapter 5 discusses the conclusions of the study within the context of implications for 

theory, practice, and future research. 
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview and Search Strategy 

 The researcher was interested in the nature of improvisational leadership via the 

complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team as a descriptive case study. As a result, databases within the 

Gelman Library System Online, Google Scholar, and three search phrases were used to 

identify pertinent literature: (a) shared leadership; (b) organizational improvisation; and 

(c) symbolic interactionism. Although a copious amount of literature exists on one or a 

combination of the search phrases, there was scant empirical research on shared forms of 

leadership (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007) and even less conducted in small group 

settings (Yukl, 2010).  Hence, this exposed a deficit in pertinent literature and further 

substantiated the novelty and significance of this particular study. 

 In this chapter, the researcher reviewed and analyzed the pertinent literature 

concerning shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism. 

As relative fields of study, the social influence, as well as perspectives and boundaries of 

each were discussed to frame the broader context. The chapter concludes with empirical 

studies that further supported the purpose and significance of this study. 

Shared Leadership 

 Society has moved beyond the age of traditional leadership. This ideology is 

reflected in the aspirations of numerous organizations, groups, and individuals seeking to 

contribute to ongoing change efforts (Weick & Quinn, 1999). The consensus is that the 

relationship between the organization and its human capital has changed (Giddens, 2000; 

Raelin, 2003). As a novel approach to leading, shared leadership values the whole 
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individual and recognizes that he or she has more to offer than their obedience. This 

implicates a participative galvanizing of individuals at all organizational levels to 

discover alternative and creative means of accomplishing objectives and goals. 

 Considering how change initiates monumental alterations to organizational 

realities, and the ever increasing margin for universal competencies at the micro level; 

new symbols and stories are essential for the organizing circumstance (Barrett, 1998). 

Drucker (1989) asserts that “the 21st century leader will be like an orchestra conductor. 

However, an orchestral metaphor---connoting prescripted musical scores and a single 

conductor as leader---is limited, given the ambiguity and high turbulence many managers 

experience” (p. 28). 

 Reviewing the pertinent literature concerning shared leadership divulges it to be a 

comparatively new field of inquiry. This is most evident considering Pearce and Conger 

(2003) drawing attention to the “infancy of the field” with a goal to “jumpstart” 

knowledge (p. xi).  Although organizations and groups are starting to appreciate the 

benefits of an inclusive milieu, namely shared leadership, traditional forms of leadership 

remain predominate. Considering the “relatively little research that has addressed the 

implications of this evolutionary shift to internally distributed forms of team leadership” 

(Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007, p. 1217), this study made a legitimate contribution to 

this new but emerging field of inquiry. 

 The following areas discuss historical foundations of shared leadership, the social 

construction of shared leadership, perspectives and boundaries of shared leadership, 

leadership and problem-solving in teams, and empirical studies on shared leadership. 
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Historical Foundations of Shared Leadership 

The term leadership has been extracted from the collective vocabulary and 

integrated into the technical vocabulary of scientific disciplines void of a precise 

redefinition (Yukl, 2010). Researchers have historically “defined leadership according to 

their individual perspectives and the aspects of the phenomenon of most interest to them” 

(Yukl, 2010, p. 2). Accordingly, Table 2-1 underscores the various delineations of 

leadership over the years. 

Table 2-1. Delineations of Leadership 

Delineation Source 
Leadership concerns “the behavior of an individual…directing 
the activities of a group toward a shared goal.” 

Hemphill & Coons, 1957, pg. 7. 

Leadership concerns “the influential increment over and above 
mechanical compliance with the routine directives of the 
organization." 

Katz & Kahn, 2003, pg. 528. 

“Leadership is exercised when 
persons…mobilize…institutional, political, psychological, and 
other resources so as to arouse, engage, and satisfy the motives 
of followers.” 

Burns, 1978, p. 18. 

“Leadership is realized in the process whereby one or more 
individuals succeed in attempting to frame and define the 
reality of others.” 

Smircich & Morgan, 1982, p. 258. 

Leadership concerns “the process of influencing the activities of 
an organized group toward goal achievement.” 

Rauch & Behling, 1984, pg. 46. 

“Leadership is about articulating visions, embodying values, 
and creating the environment within which things can be 
accomplished.” 

Richards & Engle, 1986, pg. 206. 

“Leadership is a process of giving purpose (meaningful 
direction) to collective effort, and causing willing effort to be 
expended to achieve purpose.” 

Jacobs & Jaques, 1990, p. 281. 

Leadership concerns “the ability to step outside the culture…to 
start evolutionary change processes that are more adaptive.” 

Schein, 1992, pg. 2. 

“Leadership is the process of making sense of what people are 
doing together so that people will understand and be 
committed.” 

Drath & Palus, 1994, p. 4. 

Leadership concerns “the ability of an individual to influence, 
motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the 
effectiveness and success of the organization….” 

House, R. J., Hanges, P. J., Ruiz-Quintanilla, S. A., Dorfman, 
P. W., Javidan, M., Dickson, M., Gupta, V., 1999, p. 184. 

“Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a 
group of individuals to achieve a common goal.” 

Northouse, 2001, p. 3. 

“Leadership refers to activities tied to the core work of the 
organization that are designed by organizational members to 
influence the motivation, knowledge, affect, or practices of 
other organizational members or that are understood by 
organizational members as intended to influence their 
motivation, knowledge, affect, or practices.” 

Spillane, 2006, p. 11-12. 

“Leadership is the process of influencing others to understand 
and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the 
process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to 
accomplish shared objectives.” 

Yukl, 2010, p. 8. 
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What differentiates these various ideologies is not one or another failure in 

interpretation, definition, or of method, for they are all scientific (e.g. systematic, aim 

specific) in nature; the divergence lies in their incommensurable perceptions of the world 

and the manifestation of leadership in it. Pearce and Conger (2003) observe that “not 

until the Industrial Revolution was the task of leadership formally studied and 

documented in a scientific manner” (p. 330). Throughout the early years of leadership 

study, leadership was conceptualized around the influence of an individual relative to 

subordinates and followers. Subsequently, leadership inquiry was primarily concerned 

with behaviors (OSU & UOM), cognitive postures (Bandura, 1977; Deci, 1975; 

Herzberg, 1968; Katz, 1955; Locke, 1968; McGregor, 1960; Vroom, 1964) and actions 

(Burns, 1978; Dansereau, Jr., Graen, & Haga, 1975; Peters, 1987) of an individualized 

position leader within a team or organization. 

 At the onset of the twentieth century, ideas concerning leadership and 

management began to manifest into the more operational terminology of scientific 

management. Pearce and Conger (2003) observe: 

The fundamental principle of scientific management was that all work could be 
studied scientifically and optimal procedures could be developed to ensure 
maximum productivity. As an important component of scientific managerial and 
worker responsibilities, managerial ranks have responsibility for identifying 
precise work procedures and workers following the dictates of management to the 
letter. Thus, scientific management perhaps went the furthest in clearly 
articulating a command-and-control perspective on the role of leaders in 
organizational life. The formally appointed leader was to oversee and direct those 
below. Subordinates were to follow instructions to the letter. The notion that 
leaders and their subordinates might mutually influence each other was largely 
unthinkable at the time (p. 5). 

 

 Leadership from this perspective was reflective of the heavily authoritarian 

nineteenth century management methods (Drury, 1915; Tead, 1925). In brief, the basic 
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underlying assumption is that “organizations should not interfere with the supervisor’s 

influence over their subordinates” (Wren & Bedeian, 1994, p. 77). George McGregor 

Burns, during the twentieth century, executed a considerable amount of research around 

leadership. Progressing conceptualizations beyond concerns of efficiency and authority, 

Burns (1978) staked his claim in elevating the level of motivation, values, and cognition 

as central tasks of leaders: 

True leaders induce followers to act in accord with the values and motivations of 
both leaders and followers. It is a dynamic relationship, that at its best, finds 
leaders engaged in a process of raising the consciousness of followers, or at a 
minimum, engages both leaders and followers in a common enterprise. 
Leadership is meaningless, without its connection to common purposes and 
collective needs. The essence of leadership in any polity is the recognition of real 
need, the uncovering and exploiting of contradictions among values and between 
values and practice, the realigning of values, the reorganization of institutions 
where necessary, and the governance of change. Essentially the leader’s task is 
consciousness raising on a wide plane. The leader’s fundamental act is to induce 
people to be aware or conscious of what they feel, to feel their true needs so 
strongly, to define their values so meaningfully, that they can be moved to 
purposeful action (p. 3). 

 
 

The Social Construction of Shared Leadership 
 
 Throughout the early twentieth century, scientific management (Gantt, 1916, 

Gilbreth, 1912; Gilbreth & Gilbreth, 1919; Taylor, 1903, 1911, 1915) was the principal 

ideology around management and leadership. By obscuring the multifaceted intricacies of 

leadership, scientific management otherwise emphasized the planning, measuring, 

controlling, and leading functions of management. This was in direct correlation with the 

widely observed notion that the proletariat resisted optimal production, and were “lazy at 

best, uncooperative at worst, dumb in any case” (Weisbord, 1987, p. 32). Instituted to 

become an organizational reality, scientific management was the most comprehensive 
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exhibition of the rank-and-file philosophy concerning the role of leaders and plight of 

subordinates. 

 However, the notion of workers as mere automatons was changing. As a rational-

humanist thought leader, Mary Parker Follet (1924) outlined a rational approach which 

she called “Law of Situation.”  Its novelty was its depersonalization, and rather than 

following the lead of one with formal authority (i.e. person or role transformation, serial) 

one would follow the lead of the individual(s) with the situation-specific knowledge 

(expertise) or skill set (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Raelin, 2003). Thus, the most qualified 

individual(s) would be leading at all times. 

 This inclusive, more socially-driven approach to leadership and organizational 

dynamics attracted a considerable amount of attention throughout the 1930s. This 

development was due in part to strenuous economic conditions (i.e. The Great 

Depression), but was more poignantly related to inevitable changes in the relationship 

between worker and organization. The consensus was that workers had more to offer than 

their obedience, and should have the opportunity to reach their full potential. Therefore, 

rather than driving workers, leaders would aim to direct their development vis a vis 

consultation and influence over how jobs were done.  

This viewpoint did not characterize workers as shirkers who primarily required 
direction and control but, rather, suggested that leaders needed to understand the 
psychological bases of human motivation in order to more fully integrate 
employees into a productive system. Accordingly, this major advance---paying 
attention to the psychological needs of employees---was an important step toward 
the ultimate articulation of shared leadership, a more complex one in which 
subordinates and their needs might influence the leader as well (Pearce & Conger, 
2003, p. 7). 

 



23 
     

 Over the next thirty years, understanding around the mutual influence between 

leaders and subordinates continued to evolve. By the mid-1960s, leadership influence 

included a “peer” component, which became evident as an increasing number of workers 

were distinguishing themselves as contributors, and ultimately, leadership material. 

Bowers and Seashore (1966) specifically note that leadership influence processes could 

be peer elicited and that this source of leadership could have a positive effect on 

organizational outcomes. This more holistic realization culminated their “mutual 

leadership” concept, and further substantiated their outline of the six theoretical 

foundations of the twentieth century that informed understanding around shared 

leadership: “human relations and social systems perspective, role differentiation in 

groups, co-leadership, social exchange theory, management by objectives, and later 

research on participative goal setting and emergent leadership theory” (Bowers & 

Seashore, 1966, p. 7). Nevertheless, it would take another twenty years (1980s) before 

focused research was conducted around shared leadership.  

Table 2-2 outlines pertinent research culminating the historical foundation of 

shared leadership over the years. 

Table 2-2. The Historical Base of Shared Leadership 

Theory/Research Key Issues Scholar(s) 
Law of the situation Let the situation, not the 

individual, determine the 
“orders.” 

Follet (1924) 

Human relations and social 
systems perspective 

One should pay attention to the 
social and psychological needs 
of employees. 

Turner (1933); Mayo (1933); 
Barnard (1938)  

Role differentiation in groups Members of groups typically 
assume different types of roles. 

Benne and Sheats (1948) 

Co-leadership Concerns the division of the 
leadership role between two 
people---primarily research 

Solomon, Loaffer, and Frank 
(1953); Hennan and Bennis 
(1999) 
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examines mentor 

Social exchange theory People exchange punishments 
and rewards in their social 
interactions. 

Festinger (1954); Homans 
(1958) 

Management by objectives and 
participative goal setting 

Subordinates and superiors 
jointly set performance 
expectations. 

Drucker (1954); Erez and Arad 
(1986); Locke and Latham 
(1990) 

Emergent leadership Leaders can “emerge” from a 
leaderless group. 

Hollander (1961) 

Mutual leadership Leadership can come from 
peers. 

Bowers and Seashore (1966) 

Expectation states Theory and 
team member exchange 

Team members develop models 
of status differential between 
various team members. 

Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 
(1972); Seers (1989) 

Participative decision making Under certain circumstances, it 
is advisable to elicit more 
involvement by subordinates in 
the decision-making process. 

Vroom and Yetton (1973) 

Vertical dyad linkage/leader 
member exchange 

Examines the process between 
leaders and followers and the 
creation of in-groups and out-
groups.  

Graen (1976) 

Substitutes for leadership Situation characteristics (e.g., 
highly routinized work) 
diminish the need for leadership. 

Kerr and Jermier (1978) 

Self-leadership Employees, given certain 
conditions, are capable of 
leading themselves. 

Manz and Sims (1980) 

Self-managing work teams Team members can take on 
roles that were formerly 
reserved for managers. 

Manz and Sims (1987, 1993) 

Followership Examines the characteristics of 
good followers. 

Kelly (1988) 

Empowerment Examines power sharing with 
subordinates. 

Conger and Kanungo (1988) 

Shared Cognition Examines the extent to which 
team members hold similar 
mental models about key 
internal and external 
environmental issues. 

Klimoski and Mohammed 
(1994); Cannon-Bowers, Salas, 
and Converse (1993); Ensley 
and Pearce (2001) 

Connective Leadership Examines how well leaders are 
able to make connections to 
others both inside and outside 
the team. 

Lipman-Blumen (1996) 

Adapted from Pearce and Conger (2003). 

 Though thematically introduced in the early twentieth century, it was not until the 

“Third Wave” (Toffler, 1980) that shared forms of leadership gained practical 

applicability as workplaces began changing from physical to knowledge work. This shift 
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led to the “Empowerment Movement” (Conger & Kanungo, 1988) where the legitimate 

power of leaders was exchanged or shared for the expert power of subordinates (Katz & 

Kahn, 2003; Hellriegel & Slocum, 2007). As organizational dynamics continued 

changing throughout the latter twentieth century, it became increasingly apparent that 

society was living after the end of traditional practices. Though shared leadership was not 

void of challenges, its value was unmistakable for potentially moving organizations from 

competition and individualism (Arnone & Stumpf, 2010) to cooperation and wholeness, 

which was essential for the road ahead.  

Perspectives and Boundaries of Shared Leadership 

 As the dominant paradigm, traditional leadership has virtues that are considered 

commensurate with leadership itself (Pearce & Conger, 2003; Raelin, 2003). Thus, 

Pearce and Conger (2003) specify the central distinction between traditional leadership 

and shared leadership archetypes: 

The key distinction between shared leadership and traditional models of 
leadership is that the influence process involves more than just downward 
influence on subordinates by an appointed or elected leader. Rather, leadership is 
broadly distributed among a set of individuals instead of centralized in hands of a 
single individual who acts in the role of a superior (p. 1). 

 

 The essence of shared leadership is the influential increment over and above 

mechanical compliance with the formal directives of a position leader. Such an influential 

increment derives from the fact that all members of the team are in control of, may 

become involved in, and share leadership at any given time. Decisions are rendered by 

whoever possesses the relevant responsibility, which enables each member to be in a 

position of authority. By design, traditional leadership differs in its descending approach 

exemplary of a Theory X (McGregor, 1960) orientation. 
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 Equally by design, shared leadership fosters an environment where each team 

member can ascend and operate as leader. The manifestation of which may occur 

individually or concurrently. Leadership may thus emerge from multiple members of the 

team, especially when important needs arise, whether sensemaking, sensegiving, 

developing strategy, or proposing a different course of action. Though variances in 

beliefs and values are commonplace, the team remains equally sensitive to the thoughts 

and feelings of others and considers their viewpoints equally valid. 

  Position leaders are not omniscient, and face limitations of and by their expertise.  

By acknowledging and valuing diversity, shared leadership enables access to a wealth of 

canonical and noncanonical knowledge. These knowledge repositories are critical to 

meeting the challenges of an increasingly complex world (Kankanhalli, Tan, & Wei, 

2005). As a soft store of knowledge, each member represents a unique experience, 

competency, and potential to inform the aggregate. These distinctions scaffold the larger 

edifice of leadership for individuals dispersed throughout the organization (Pearce and 

Conger, 2003). 

 Pearce and Conger (2003) recognize that shared leadership is not an exact 

science, and therefore, has boundary conditions not applicable in certain contexts: 

Clearly, there are limitations regarding the efficacy of shared leadership. There 
are certain leadership tasks that are more effectively carried out by individuals 
rather than by groups. In fact, we believe there are situations in which shared 
leadership is actually harmful and should be discouraged. Limitations to shared 
leadership include the following: (a) lack of knowledge, and abilities necessary 
for shared leadership; (b) lack of goal alignment between members of the team; 
(c) lack of goal alignment between the team and the organization; (d) lack of time 
to develop shared leadership; (e) lack of receptivity to shared leadership (p. 299). 
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Consider the quandary of all eight rowers on the GWU Crew Team all rowing in 

different directions. Needless to say, the shell would lack mobility. Pearce and Conger 

(2003) maintain that they “do not believe vision can or should be delegated” (p. 278). 

They go on to say: 

It simply does not work for a ship to have two or more captains. You cannot go in  
more than one direction at a time. It might be argued that the team would rule by 
consensus, but this is naïve. Groups do not always come to agreement, which  
means they will accomplish nothing unless one person takes charge. Furthermore, 
the requirements of consensus may lead to a vision that is so watered down that it 
means nothing. All people are not equally visionary and team management would 
simply cripple the best mind in the group (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 278). 
   
 
Organizational competencies are an additional limitation Pearce and Conger 

(2003) take into account. Organizational competencies often mirror those of its leader, 

which Pearce and Conger (2003) advocate for commensurable aptitude among all 

members. However, this often results in a paradox due to the tensions between leaders’ 

strategic and member tactical competencies or vice versa. Thus, Pearce and Conger 

(2003) do not prescribe shared leadership as a cure-all for every organizational condition: 

If members of a team do not possess the requisite knowledge, skills, and abilities 
(KSAs) required to lead one another to successful task achievements, it seems  
unlikely that shared leadership would result in positive outcomes. This could  
easily be the case in situations where teams are required to take a big-picture 
strategic or company-wide perspective. If the team members’ career paths have 
been in highly siloed, functional assignments that demand tactical rather than  
strategic thinking, the team may not be able to successfully accomplish its 
mandate due to a simple lack or breadth of experience (p. 299). 
 
 

Leadership and Problem-Solving in Teams 

 Contrary to the aforementioned point, the romance has continued with teams and 

the idea that members can lead themselves, one another, and thus, organizations can 
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function “without bosses” (Manz & Sims, 1993; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Yukl, 2010). 

The essence of this notion and essentially shared leadership is its focus on the team as a 

whole, rather than specific tasks of the team. Leadership has traditionally implicated 

influence over outcomes while shared leadership implicates role-clarity and collaboration 

considering all team members in this influence process (Pearce & Conger, 2003). As a 

team-level construct, research suggests that this explains variance in team outcomes such 

as problem-solving (Pearce, Yoo, & Alavi, in press). 

 In order for a team to successfully solve problems complex or otherwise, 

collaboration with one another is an essential component (Raelin, 2003). Jablokow 

(2008) continues: 

In order to collaborate, we must first understand the key differences and 
similarities that exist between us, both as individuals and as groups. Otherwise 
our ability to match our problem solving resources (i.e., ourselves) to the 
problems we face will be compromised, preventing us from solving all the very 
problems for which our teams are formed. This matching of people to problems 
and managing the gaps between them is the essence of problem solving leadership 
(p. 937). 

 

  In other words, leadership and problem-solving in teams involves a collective 

understanding of self (as a problem-solver) in relation to others (as problem-solvers).  

Jablokow (2008) combines these terms (i.e. problem-solving leadership) to express the 

reciprocal and ideally, symbiotic nature of these processes. As problem-solving in teams 

is dependent upon the sharing/exchanging of available resources (i.e. material, cognitive, 

affective, and/or social), so too is the leadership process involved (i.e. shared leadership).  

As a result, an increasing number of theorists and practitioners are directing their efforts 

toward the idea of problem-solving as a shared cognitive process (i.e. computing in 
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parallel) dependent upon a reciprocal leadership process in team contexts (Downing, 

2001; Jablokow, 2005, 2008; Kirton, 2003).  

 As all life is problem-solving irrespective of its context (Popper, 2001) “no one 

problem solver can possibly manage such problems or demands, in such progression, 

alone” (Jablokow, 2008). Beveridge (1980) concludes: 

 
It is not necessary to be a mechanic in order to drive a car, nor trained in cognitive 
psychology (study of the thinking process) or philosophy in order to think or 
reason. But there are times when the car will not go and times when the usual 
thought processes do not solve a problem and then it is useful to have a working 
knowledge of the machinery one is using (p. 2). 

   
 

Empirical Studies on Shared Leadership 

 In the following two dissertations, shared leadership was the anchor construct 

guiding the studies. Small (2007) examined shared leadership from a social network 

analysis perspective. In order to determine the benefits of shared leadership in work 

performance, this quantitative study utilized social network analysis to evaluate the 

distribution of shared leadership among team members. The sample comprised a 

matriculation of 280 undergraduate students in an upper-level business administration 

course at a large southeastern university. Sixty teams with four to five students per team 

played market simulation games for an entire semester. A rubric of three 4-item scales 

was employed to assess shared leadership behaviors, which were further delineated 

within the three leader behavior categories: (a) task oriented; (b) relationship-oriented; or 

(c) change oriented. 

 The major findings of this study revolved around trust, depth, and distribution 

relative to leadership responsibilities. Trust was in direct correlation with two major 
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components of shared leadership: (a) depth; and (b) distribution of leadership. This 

relationship is consistent with trust as a prerequisite to sharing leadership in teams. Depth 

and distribution of leadership were in direct correlation with the three measures of team 

effectiveness: (a) objective performance; (b) subjective performance; and (c) team 

viability. Hence, the demonstration and experience relative to the quantity and 

distribution of leadership behaviors was significant to the team’s success.   

 Trust and shared responsibility are critical because they cultivate creativity and 

innovation. In the process of experiencing this level of mutuality, individual team 

members cease to see their work merely as a means to an end and become interested in 

the task at hand for its own sake because the task takes on new meaning and significance 

(Pearce and Conger, 2003). Moreover, these social interactions become networks of 

influence, which can be as invigorating individually as it is empowering collectively.  

Angles (2007) investigated the impact of shared leadership on the effectiveness of 

self-managed work teams. This qualitative, empirical phenomenological study employed 

shared leadership as a filter for identifying general ideas, themes, concepts, and 

understandings among self-managed work teams within two organizations. One magnet 

hospital and one telecommunications company comprised the sample of twenty leaders 

evaluated for their lived experiences of shared leadership.  

Techniques to expose common and non-common themes included: (a) 

horizontalization; (b) reduction; (c) imaginative variation; (d) textural descriptions; and 

(e) structural descriptions. The research was delimited insofar as not all organizations that 

contain self-managed work teams display attributes consistent with shared leadership. 

Nevertheless, the shared leadership model was the overarching limitation relative to its 
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impact on the effectiveness of self-managed work teams. One regional selection, primary 

interview base, and the researcher’s relationship to the interviewees further demarcated 

specific limitations.  

The major findings of this inquiry substantiated common themes of empowerment, 

collaboration, decision-making, knowledge sharing, environment of trust, sense of 

ownership, corporate culture, employee satisfaction, and communication as catalysts for 

team efficiency and productivity. Surprisingly, morale and advancement opportunities 

were the non-common themes that emerged. However, the study reveals that both 

common and non-common themes are consistent with shared leadership, and the absence 

of any one of these themes can impact the effectiveness of self-managed work teams. 

Angles (2007) points out that Pearce and Conger (2003) maintain that “for shared 

leadership to be effective, all team members must be open to the possibility of both 

engaging in leadership as well as following the appropriate leadership of other members” 

(p. 300). This implies that leadership itself is improvisational, and members commit to 

one another as leader based upon the circumstances for which the action unfolds. 

In conclusion, this literature review on shared leadership exposed several gaps 

with the aim of enhancing knowledge around this phenomenon. “Given the infancy of 

this field” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. xi), it is sufficiently open-ended for future research 

that challenges the boundaries of current knowledge. 

Organizational Improvisation 

Given its fraternal infancy with shared leadership, empirical studies on 

organizational improvisation have been framed by a “small number of triggers and 

consequences of improvisation, which is still much of an organizational ‘black box,’ 
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allowing for a widening of the ratio between issues for further research and implications 

for the practice of management” (Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002, p. 5). As such, 

organizational improvisation has been defined as “the conception of action as it unfolds 

by an organization and/or its members, drawing on available material, cognitive, 

affective, and social resources” (Kamoche, Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002, p. 7). This delineation 

enables a logical connection to symbolic interactionism (Stryker & Vryan, 2006) vis a vis 

the generation of “an atmosphere of fluid expertise where expertise shifts and spirals 

around the collective, regardless of hierarchical position and authority” (Pearce & 

Conger, 2003, p. 32). Through this mutable, more egalitarian quality of interaction does 

dialogue (Buber, 1970; Yukl, 1998) occur in which members are more apt to take on 

leadership responsibilities.  

As a prerequisite for shared leadership (Yukl, 1998), dialogue around 

organizational improvisation has been moderated by “two strange attractors, jazz and 

organizations, and jazz has, to this day, been the most dominant” (Kamoche et al., 2002, 

p. 131-132). However, this study seeks to focus on organizations, specifically 

interdisciplinary teams, relative to jazz as a metaphor for organizational improvisation. In 

doing this, the researcher endeavors to increase understanding without “cut and pasting 

from jazz theory ( Weick, 1990, 1993a, 1998; Eisenberg, 1990; Erickson, 1982; Pasmore, 

1998; Barrett, 1998; Bastien & Hostager, 1988) or by cutting, at the author’s 

convenience, the construct as it has been defined (again) by researchers in jazz 

improvisation (Crossan & Sorrenti, 1997; Moorman & Miner, 1995, 1998a, 1998b; 

Miner, Moorman, & Bassoff, 1996), only to deliver ‘compressed themes [of 

improvisation adopted] in the interest of economy’ (Weick, 1998, p. 544)” ( Kamoche, 
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Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002, p. 6). Though much of the literature in this area has been of a 

metaphorical disposition (McKnight & Bontis, 2002), the following analysis of 

organizational improvisation is not an experimental endeavor seeking to define the 

phenomenon (i.e. occurrence), but an interpretive one seeking to move beyond the 

metaphor by broadening understanding of the phenomena (i.e. ongoing occurrences). 

Therefore, this section discusses sociological perspectives and improvisation, the 

emerging field of organizational improvisation, perspectives and boundaries of 

improvisation, and empirical studies on improvisation. 

Sociological Perspectives and Improvisation 

 Social interaction is an enduring conversation of non-symbolic and symbolic 

gestures (Mead, 1932). Though interpreted and defined in situ, organizational 

improvisation can be exemplary of a tripartite manifest of habitus, social capital, and 

field (Bourdieu, 1991) relative to symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1932; Blumer, 1966). It 

involves a “tacit feel for the game” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 114; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992, p. 128-35) espoused during early socialization in ascertaining the meaning of 

actions or remarks of others (interpretation), and conveying indications (gestures) to 

others concerning how he/she is to act (definition) (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Blumer, 

1966). The coevolving of individual and collective cognition and behavior perpetuates an 

emergent social structure that is transposable, however mercurial in defining future states 

of interactions (Sallaz & Zavisca, 2007; Schwandt, 2008). Ipso facto organizational 

improvisation is symbolic and influential in its treatment of available material, cognitive, 

affective, and social resources through gestures informing future conversations moment-

by-moment.    
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  Social capital, in this regard as expertise, can be symbolic considering members 

recognizing its inequitable distribution as legitimate relative to the social context in 

which these interactions take place (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 118; Mead, 1932). As “agents fit 

their own acts to the ongoing acts of one another and guide others in doing so” (Blumer, 

1966, p. 537), they intuitively create and recreate networks of relationships to mobilize 

these resources in a spontaneous but historically conceptualized manner. Stryker and 

Vryan (2006) go on to say:  

The environments in which they act and interact are symbolic; the symbols 
attaching to human and non-human environments are produced in interaction and 
can be manipulated in the course of the interaction; thought can be used to 
anticipate the effectiveness of alternatives for action intended to resolve problems; 
and choice among alternative courses of action is a feature of social conduct. 
Thus, human social behavior is at least in degree indeterminate as a matter of 
principle (and not incomplete knowledge), since neither the course nor the 
outcomes of social interaction are completely predictable from factors and 
conditions that precede that interaction (p. 4). 
 

This is because the improvisational nature of social behavior is consistently 

spontaneous but historically conceptualized (Hatch, 1997). Not only are outcomes 

dependent upon available material, cognitive, affective, and social resources (Kamoche, 

Cuhna, & Cuhna, 2002), but are also subject to spatial and temporal constraints.  

Effectiveness then, concerning organizational improvisation relies on the composition of 

the field (Bourdieu, 1984) at the time in which members are activated. Consequently, 

“the local social world in which these members are embedded and toward which they 

orient their actions” (Sallaz & Zavisca, 2007, p. 24), increases in complexity from one 

moment to the next. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) reason that “the metaphor of field is 

reminiscent of physics; however, social science is not a social physics because people, 

unlike particles, can change the principles that structure a field” (p. 101-102).  
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The Emerging Field of Organizational Improvisation 

Organizational improvisation as a field has been leveraged by the quality of 

interactive team member exchanges (Seers, 1989). McKnight and Bontis (2002) further 

determined that “the collaborative wealth of creativity, innovation, and productivity 

flowed in part through these real-time interactions” (p. 219). This raison d’etre reflects 

ideas rooted in the benefits potentially associated with applying the improvisation 

metaphor to organizations and thereby espousing certain improvisational norms that 

enable a more efficacious organizational ecology (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997). This has 

been the case in both jazz improvisation and improvisational theatre, which employ the 

same skill set as organizational improvisation (Knapp, 1989; McKnight & Bontis, 2002; 

Spolin, 1963). Skills such as adaptability, spontaneity, teamwork, and collaboration 

literally “play out” as an organizational reality (Weick, 1979) which further substantiates 

their viability within similar settings. From a practical standpoint, King and Ranft (2001) 

explain why these skills equate good business sense: 

 
In the business environment of the information age, information flows 
incessantly, grows exponentially, and is constantly changing and morphing as 
new technologies emerge and competitive environments alter. Indeed, the most 
basic challenge may be that information worlds are extremely complex, 
ambiguous, and munificent (p. 256). 
  

In response to this challenge, establishments are progressively utilizing teams as 

the principal strategy in settings typified by complexity and ambiguity (Carson, Tesluk, 

& Marrone, 2007; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Salas, Dickinson, Converse, & Tannenbaum, 

1992). Moreover, task complexity industry-wide has increased the likelihood of these 

teams being cross-functional (McKnight & Bontis, 2002; Northcraft, Polzer, Neale, & 
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Kramer, 1995; Small, 2007).  The more diverse available inputs (e.g. material, cognitive, 

affective, and social resources) are, the more value added when interpreting 

environmental cues and cue relevance in recognizing more opportunities than problems. 

Organizational improvisation is an ideal organizing circumstance because it creates the 

necessary cognitive space in real-time for business sectors to adapt, innovate, and predict 

internal team and external stakeholder exigencies.  

Various organizational contexts such as healthcare (Spooner, Keenan, & Card, 

1997), human services (McFarlin & Sweeney, 1996), and telecommunications (Reshef, 

Kizilos, Ledford, & Cohen, 1999), under these circumstances, have experienced more 

dynamic, interactive influence processes tightly coupled with appropriate and decisive 

actions. According to Vera and Crossan (2005), individual skill and expertise is a 

moderating variable which each individual must possess and be willing to contribute 

insofar as a perpetual augmentation emerging. Akin to the routine updating algorithms of 

a computer’s operating system, these ongoing minuscule adjustments culminate a 

continual updating of the organization (Weick, 1979). An organization constantly 

updating itself, like the computer’s operating system, is more likely to maintain fitness 

with turbulent environments (LeyBourne, 2010; Vera, 2005; Weick, 1979).  

Considering technology and global competition as primary stimuli for this 

coevolution, Weick (1979) implies that improvisation, imagination, and innovation “can 

be woven into everyday activities as a chronic component of them” (p. 247). This in turn 

can afford organizations the flexibility and rapid response expertise requisite to 

remaining competitive in any environment. LeyBourne (2010) explains: 
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Employees are arguably becoming more like entrepreneurs, or maybe  
‘intrapreneurs,’ in that they are often expected to innovate in ‘real time’ within 
their organizations to resolve issues as they arise. This is the essence of 
improvisation, and it is also linked to an emerging area known as effectuation, 
which involves problem solving through human actions in environments that are 
essentially unpredictable (p. 2). 
 

 
The realities of the moment in situ are what improvisation as an art form builds 

upon. “Jazz musician Charles Mingus insists ‘you can’t improvise on nothing; you’ve 

gotta improvise on something’” (Kernfeld, 1995, p. 119). Likewise, organizational 

improvisation builds upon the real-time availability of material, cognitive, affective, and 

social resources of an organization and its members. In other words, 

 
Improvisation involves using an element of creative thought, combined with an 
intuitive feel for what will assist in the resolution of a particular problem. 
Bricolage, which essentially means ‘utilizing the resources at hand,’ indicates that 
the improviser has only limited resources to apply. Bricolage comes into play 
because it is unlikely that the improviser in a given circumstance will have time to 
mobilize additional resources (LeyBourne, 2010, p. 2). 
 

The scarcity of material resources is a significant limitation for many 

organizations. However, the global work environment is increasingly more complex, 

collective, and knowledge-based which enables organizations an opportunity to explore 

and activate their often dormant wealth of cognitive, affective, and social resources. 

When organizations prematurely adapt to a particular situation (i.e. scarcity of material 

resources), they forfeit some of the resources (i.e. cognitive, affective, and social 

resources) that would enable them to adapt to different situations in the future (Weick, 

1979). Homer-Dixon (2000) explains why the loss of these resources is so important: 

 



38 
     

Particular to humans is our ability not just to think and experience but to store our 
thoughts and experiences and share them with others as needed, in an interactive 
culture. What gives us power as humans is not our minds but the ability to share 
our minds, the ability to compute in parallel (p. 307). 
 

 

Normalizing this higher-level sharing and parallelism through encouraged 

experimentation and error, form the base for learning organizations through these 

experiences, and empower members to embrace spontaneity as a window of 

organizational learning opportunity (Bjurwill, 1993; Crossan, 1997; Senge, 1990; Vera & 

Crossan, 2005). Though this represents a fundamental shift from conventional wisdom, 

Leybourne (2010) insists that the complexity and improvisational nature of work 

continues to increase, thereby prompting an equal and opposite decrease in labor 

formalization. Inevitably, 

 
This leads to a view that improvisation, which developed from Karl Weick’s early 
work on ‘sensemaking,’ and which has evolved through comparison to jazz, and 
theatrical improvisation, can assist in this shift. Improvisation has been accepted 
both conceptually and empirically, and has a genuine contribution to make in 
resolving the issues of complexity and ambiguity that organizations are grappling 
in these turbulent times (p. 1). 
  
  

Perspectives and Boundaries of Improvisation 

 Moorman and Miner (1998b) outlined the various disciplinary perspectives 

underscoring improvisation as predecessor of organizational improvisation (reference 

Table 2-3). 

Table 2-3. Improvisation Across Disciplines 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
A. Organizational Perspectives   
“The acts of composing and Bastien & Hostager Organizational 



39 
     

performing are inseparable, and 
each composition/performance is 
different from all previous 
compositions/performances” (p. 
95). 

(1992) Communication 

“ Improvisation in the present…to 
stay focused on current 
conditions…while maintaining 
project schedules” (p. 9). 

Brown & Eisenhardt 
(1997) 

Product Development 

“Intuition guiding action in a 
spontaneous way” (p. 1). 

Crossan & Sorrenti 
(1997) 

Management 

“Intuition guiding action upon 
something in a spontaneous but 
historically contextualized way” 
(p. 5). 

Hatch (1997) Management 

“An activity that requires no 
preparation and obeys no rules” (p. 
65). 

Mangham (1986) Management 

“Improvisation-the casting around 
for a precedent or referent that will 
enable someone to deal with a 
circumstance for which no script 
appears to be immediately to 
hand” (p. 41). 

Mangham & Pye 
(1991) 

Management 

To be composed while performed 
(p. 51). 

Perry (1991) Management 

 

Table 2-3. Continued 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
“Improvisation is to be 
distinguished from rewriting a 
musical in that changes are 
introduced during the 
performance by the performing 
individuals and not by the 
composer before the event” (p. 
84). 

Preston (1991) Organizational 
Development 

“on the spot surfacing, 
criticizing, restructuring, and 
testing of intuitive 
understandings of experienced 
phenomena” (p. 147); 
“Knowing-in-action” and 
“Reflection-in-action” (p. 276). 
 

Schon (1983) Management/Education 

“a just-in-time strategy” (p. 
229). 

Weick (1987) Management 

“There is no split between the 
composition and performance; 
no split between creator and 
interpreter; and no split 

Weick (1993a) Management 
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between design and 
production” (p. 6). 
“ Improvisation implies 
attention rather than intention 
drives the process of 
designing” (p. 351). 

Weick (1993b) Management 

“Thinking and doing unfold 
simultaneously” (p. 19); 
“Retrospective sensemaking” 
(p. 19). 

Weick (1996)  Firefighting Management 

 

Table 2-3. Continued 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
B. Musical Perspectives   
“Imagination guiding action in 
an unplanned way, allowing for 
multitude of split second 
adjustments” (p. 3). 

Chase (1988) Music 

“Improvisation allows not the 
blueprint method but this 
second approach. The 
improviser may be unable to 
look ahead at what he is going 
to play, but he can look behind 
at what he had just played” (p. 
61). 

Gioia (1988) Jazz/Management 

“The spontaneous creation of 
music” (p. 119). 

Kernfeld (1995) Music 

 

Table 2-3. Continued 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
“Free from the effects of 
previous training” (p. 345); “the 
opposite of pure composition” 
(p. 346). 

Pressing (1984) Music 

“Real-time composition” (p. 
142). 

Pressing (1988) Music 

“Unlike compositional 
creativity, which involves a 
long period of creative work 
leading up to a creative product, 
in improvisational creativity, 
the creative process and the 
resulting product are co-
occuring” (p. 1). 

Sawyer (1992) Music 
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“playing extemporaneously, i.e., 
without the benefit of written 
music” (p. 378). 

Schuller (1968) Music 

“Improvisation involves making 
decisions affecting the 
composition of music during its 
performance. The fundamental 
ideal of improvisation is the 
discovery and invention of 
original music spontaneously, 
while performing it” (p. 226). 

Solomon (1986) Music 

“The art of spontaneously 
creating music while playing or 
singing” (p. 399). 

Toiviainen (1995) Neural Network Theory 
Applied to Music 

“The spontaneous act of 
constructing or reconstructing; 
using any immediate or 
available properties (material or 
immaterial) into either material 
or nonmaterial forms used for a 
specific purpose (function) or 
need” (p. xii). 

Zinn (1981) Music 

C. Theatrical Perspectives   
“to substitute…staid and 
preconceived notions for the 
unforeseen, the improvised, the 
unknown, the world of 
imponderables” (p. 59). 

Knapp (1989) Theater 

“Playing the game; setting to 
solve a problem with no 
preconception as to how you 
will do it; permitting every-
thing in the environment to 
work for you in solving a 
problem” (p. 383). 

Spolin (1963) Theater 

 

Table 2-3. Continued 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
D. Therapy Perspectives   
“Practice without prior 
planning” (p. 22). 

Embry, Guthrie, White, & 
Dietz, 1996 

Pediatric Physical 
Therapy 

“Complete freedom” (p. 221). Esman (1951) Psychoanalysis 
“In clinical improvisation, 
therapists experience moments 
of spontaneity, creativity, and 
intuition” (p. 130). 

Forinash (1992) Clinical Music Therapy 

Improvisation occurs when 
there is “evidence that the child 

Gardner & Rogoff (1990) Developmental 
Psychology 
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used some lookahead 
[strategies] but little evidence 
that the child’s drawn solution 
was based on a completely 
deliberated plan” (p. 482). 
“to be highly respectful of form 
even as it reworks its previous 
instantiations” (p. 229). 

Lichtenstein (1993)  Psychoanalysis 

“Being, acting, creating in the 
moment without props and 
supports, without security, can 
be supreme play, and can be 
very frightening, the very 
opposite of play” (p. 23). 

Nachmanovitch (1990) Therapy 

“Spontaneous music behavior” Orsmond & Miller (1995) Music Therapy 
“Juggling with ideas and 
feelings (in one’s head) and 
trying out silent interventions” 
(p. 81). 

Towse and Flower (1993) Music Psychiatric 
Therapy 

E. Teaching Perspectives   
“Situational decision making” 
(p. 200), “To do things in 
lessons they hadn’t planned 
for—to discover whether they 
[teachers] actually made up 
activities on the spot” (p. 205). 

Graham, Manross, 
Hopple, & Sitzman (1993) 

Physical Education 

“Thinking in the midst of 
action” (p. 630); “Responding 
to the unknown without 
advance preparation” (p. 630). 

Irby (1992) Physician Training 

“The creation of (algebra) 
problems that fit the immediate 
context of the students’ 
misunderstanding in a way that 
preplanned problems could not. 
The fact that the problems were 
new for both student and 
teacher meant that the problems 
were being composed by the 
teacher on the spot” (p. 6). 

Yinger (1986) Teaching 

 

Table 2-3. Continued 

Perspectives Scholar(s) Discipline(s) 
F. Peripheral Perspectives   
“Reading and reacting in parallel” 
(p. 1383); “Dual tasks” (p. 1384); 
“Perception-in-action” and 
“ thinking-in-action” (p. 1386). 

Bjurwill (1993) Sports 
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“Role improvisation is defined as 
the extent to which the 
organization and meaning of roles 
are invented by the people 
immediately involved in a 
relationship”… “actors reinterpret, 
redefine, and re-structure their 
relationships during the on-going 
process of interaction” (p. 289). 

Powers (1981) Sociology 

“Rapid, unplanned change” (p. 
565). 

Volkman (1984) Anthropology 

Adapted from Moorman & Miner, 1998b. 

 Most recently, research in the field of organizational improvisation (LeyBourne, 

2010) has progressed toward developing a taxonomy of improvisational competence. 

Specifically, the schematic proposed by LeyBourne (2010) is designed to assist 

organizations in leading and managing by identifying circumstances and contexts more 

likely to benefit from improvisation. The novelty of this design lays in the boundary 

conditions of creativity and analytical adaptability, however, LeyBourne (2010) neglects 

to consider real-time demands relative to ambiguity and complexity that make change 

inevitable. Rather than constraining improvisation vis a vis  static boundaries (i.e. 

practices and procedures), the assessed conditions of creativity and analytical adaptability 

(high or low) could determine the permeability of those boundaries relative to 

environmental cues, cue relevance, circumstances, and contexts in real-time. Figure 2-1 

outlines LeyBourne’s Improvisation Matrix (2010) and examples of potential contexts 

based upon the level of creativity and analytical adaptability typically needed. 
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Figure 2-1. Improvisation Matrix (LeyBourne, 2010, p.3). 

 

 As organizations become more astute to the global environment, they will come 

to realize that the “twenty-first century is about velocity; the speed of business and the 

speed of change” (McKnight & Bontis, 2002, p. 219). This explains why conversations 

are becoming less about ideal settings for improvisation, and more about the level or 

degree of improvisation needed at any moment (Berliner, 1994; Kamoche, Cuhna, & 

Cuhna, 2003; McKnight & Bontis, 2002; Moorman & Miner, 1998a; Weick, 1998).  

Hence, creativity and analytical adaptability are two sides of the same improvisational 

coin. The environment “flips,” and the level or degree of improvisation exercised by the 

organization is leveraged by the amount of creativity and analytical adaptability needed 
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in that moment. It is in this complex collective knowing (Schwandt & Gorman, 2004) 

that “considerable analytical creativity can be brought to bear to evolve new and 

innovative ways to allow adept and motivated employees to develop new ways of 

achieving required activity” (LeyBourne, 2010, p. 5).  

Empirical Studies on Improvisation 

 In the following two dissertations, improvisation was the anchor construct guiding 

the studies. Wachtendorf (2004) examined organizational improvisation following the 

World Trade Center disaster using an exploratory case study approach, focusing 

specifically on how organizations “engage in collective sensemaking and improvised 

action under time constraints in ambiguous and turbulent environments” (p. xiii). Data 

were collected using interviews of over sixty key personnel, direct exploratory 

observations, primary and secondary documentation, and field notes. Qualitative data 

analysis was conducted and corroborated through spatial and temporal mapping, 

triangulation, and thick description. 

 The findings determined the presence of high levels of improvised action in 

dynamic and turbulent environments is not an accurate barometer of organizational 

deficiencies. This research broadened the scholarly conversation around studies that 

consider improvisation a natural result of organizational failure (Lewin, 1998).  

Additionally, this body of work generated new insight into the improvisational nature of 

sensemaking (Weick, 1993a) which reduces operational plans to “fantasy documents” 

(Wachtendorf, 2004, p. 207). Specifically, written manuscripts have traditionally given 

organizations a false sense of security; ironically, there is a decreased likelihood that the 

aforementioned plans will adequately meet the real-time demands of incidents of 
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catastrophic proportions (Clark, 1999). While the limitations of this study were bounded 

by a single event (World Trade Center Disaster), its universality is unequivocal 

considering “improvisation is a process through which organizations come together to 

define, shape, and work in concert with one another, to draw upon response repertoires in 

novel ways, and to act reflexively and retrospectively upon the turbulent environment in 

which they find themselves” (Wachtendorf, 2004, p. 208).  

 Similarly, Boyer (2009) examined organizational improvisation within an 

episodic planning model using a grounded theory approach, focusing specifically on the 

holistic nature of organizational improvisation relative to a punctuated equilibrium. Data 

were collected using semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, memos, focus groups, 

and critical incident instruments concerning members of a single organization that 

actively employs strategies of this nature. Additionally, the principles and interdependent 

laws supporting Newtonian mechanics were introduced to provide the framework for 

constructing a holistic model of improvisation. Qualitative data analysis was conducted 

and grounded through triangulation of actions, interactions, processes, observations, and 

participant outcomes in the data. 

 The findings determined that the environment is the great equalizer nulling any 

either or choice between improvisation and strategy. Decreasing or completely negating 

strategic planning does not increase organizational improvisation and vice versa. As 

phenomena of contextual perception, improvisation as a holistic framework, was 

presented from a systems view because “the wholes in reality are seen to differ from the 

sum of their parts and this systems view makes sense of the frequency, type, magnitude, 

and direction of the multiple forces acting within an episodic planning model” (Boyer, 
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2009, p. 4).This research extends the scholarly conversation beyond musical scores and 

strategic plans as prerequisites for improvisation. These material resources may at best be 

obsolete at worst nonexistent, while cognitive, affective, and social capital are plentiful 

and have no expiration date. Considering the heavily cognitive streams enveloping the 

era of knowledge work (Drucker, 1995; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007), Boyer 

(2009) concludes that “within an episodic planning environment physics and Newtonian 

mechanics, not jazz, appear to be a better metaphor in explaining improvisation in a 

holistic sense” (p. 5). 

 The two bodies of work discussed in this section represent unique views of 

organizational improvisation. Nevertheless, each of these studies positions organizational 

improvisation in context rather than organizational improvisation being the context. This 

is a critical point which added value and novelty to this study of understanding the nature 

of improvisational leadership in a complex problem-solving experience within an 

interdisciplinary team. 

 Symbolic Interactionism 

Symbolic Interactionism is situated as an intermediary link for this study. It is 

conceptualized as the interpretive-defining conversation of gestures (Mead, 1934) 

emerging between shared leadership and organizational improvisation.  As a former 

student of Mead and his most prominent interpreter, Blumer (1962) described symbolic 

interaction from a subjectivist (interpretive) perspective: 

Instead of the individual being surrounded by an environment of preexisting 
objects which play upon him and call forth his behavior, the proper picture is that 
he constructs his objects on the basis of his ongoing activity (p. 182). 
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 Blumer (1966) further expounds that symbolic interaction involves two dynamics: 

“(a) interpretation, or ascertaining the meaning of the actions or remarks of the other 

person, and (b) definition, or conveying indications to another person as to how he is to 

act” (p. 537-538). Our socially constructed reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) scaffolds 

these ongoing actions with and by self and the larger social edifice emerging from these 

interactions (Stryker, 1988).This dynamic reality, Chang (2004) explains: 

Is shaped by (1) the patterns, processes, and contents of the interaction,  
including their mediation by such factors as perception/meaning, reflective 
thinking, role-taking-based rationality, emotion, nonsymbolic power in use, 
reality testing; and (2) the preexisting conditions of both the acting unit and the 
environment that underlie the interaction (p. 405). 

 
 
As Mead (1938) understood it, “emergence, relativity, and pragmatism, are three 

conceptions which belong in the modern world” (p. 642); inevitably, “when things get 

together, there then arises something that was not there before” (Mead, 1938, p. 641). 

This implies that our social reality is in a state of continuous change through our 

recurrent interactions (Weick & Quinn, 1999). As social situations arise and are more 

complex (freeze), the flow of events created (rebalance) and recreated (unfreeze) evolves 

while symbolic of past, present, and future interaction between actors and the social 

environment. These interactions, according to Wheatley (1992):   

 
Are the feedstock of organizing, authority tied to tasks rather than positions, shifts 
in authority as tasks shift, continuous development of response repertoires, 
systems that are self-organizing rather than fixed, ongoing redefinition of job 
descriptions, mindful construction of responses in the moment rather than 
mindless application of past responses embedded in routines (p. 90). 
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 This suggests that symbolic interactionism implicates a constantly emerging 

adaptation and adjustment to the environmental state of affairs. Also known as 

conditional interactionism, this view maintains that the natures of the interaction and 

preexisting conditions are co-dependent and perpetually evolving one moment to the 

next. In organizations, the environment of action and interaction of members is 

symbolically interpreted and defined through an ongoing conversation of gestures 

(preexisting condition). Thus, members interact employing cues developed in their 

interaction, and they act vis a vis the communication of these cues. 

Cue relevance, as a result, manifested in initial conceptualizations around a 

symbolic interactionist approach which involved developing a conditional matrix 

(Strauss, 1993). The guiding assumption was that the reciprocal interplay between actor 

and environment was leveraged by preexisting conditions, which subsequently set the 

parameters for interactions in the present. The significance of this framework was that it 

attempted to analyze the characteristic components of individuals, social groups, social 

institutions, social structure, culture, social context, technology, geography, proxemics, 

and nature as a condition (Chang, 2004). “This conditioning is not complete 

determination, but the conditions that are involved…are necessary” (Mead, 1929, p. 236) 

because they are part of an organic sociological selection that is ongoing, evolving, and 

cumulative.  

 As a process, symbolic interactionism was exemplified in Chang’s (2004) 

description of the interactive living form-environment dynamic: 

The engagement of bacilli with cellulose (part of bacilli’s environment) 
transforms the latter into food (emergent). In the hands of a human being 
(interaction), cellulose may become a building material (emergent), an object for 
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scientific research (emergent), an object for artistic appreciation (emergent), and 
so on depending on the approach of the person (p. 406).  
 
 

In support of this descriptive case study, the symbolic interactionist approach 

establishes a viable link between shared leadership and organizational improvisation. The 

following reflects the primary thinking around the symbolic interactionist approach as 

determined by Stryker and Vryan (2006): 

• Human beings act toward things insofar as physical objects, other humans, 

categories of humans, institutions, ideals, activities of others, and situations 

encountered on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them. 

• Meanings arise in the process of interaction between people, that is, the meanings 

of things are social products growing out of how persons act toward one another 

with regard to the things. 

• The use of meanings occurs through a process of interpretation in which actors 

communicate with themselves, selecting, checking, regrouping, transforming, 

and using meanings to form and guide their actions and interactions in situations 

in which they find themselves  

• An adequate account, whether explanation or simple understanding, of human 

behavior must incorporate the point of view of actors engaged in the behavior. 

• Social interaction—the social process in Mead’s terms—is fundamental, with 

both self and social structure emergent from interaction. 

• Persons’ reflexivity, their responses to themselves, link larger social processes to 

the interactions in which they engage (p. 5).  
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Reflexivity, in particular, underscores the symbolic interactionist view of 

continuous organizational change via an ongoing conversation of gestures. Weick and 

Quinn (1999) elaborate: 

 
Organizations produce continuous change by means of repeated acts of 
improvisation involving simultaneous composition and execution, repeated acts of 
translation that convert ideas into useful artifacts that fit purposes at hand, or 
repeated acts of learning that enlarge, strengthen, or shrink the repertoire of 
responses (p. 377). 
 
 
 

 In addition, this cyclical assumption or patterns of ebb and flow repeating 

themselves (Marshak, 1993) is a fundamental dimension of the reciprocal relationship 

between individual and environment. According to Chang (2004): 

 
In human society the most basic interrelations are those between the individual 
and his or her social and nonsocial environment and between collective acting 
units (social groups, communities, nations, etc.) and their social and nonsocial 
environments. The emergence they produce includes, among numerous other 
things, the reproduction and change of self as well as the reproduction and change 
of society (p. 407). 
 

  

 In conclusion, the inevitability of change determines that there is neither end state 

(journey assumption) nor starting point because nothing stays the same forever (Marshak, 

1993). This can explain why the most typical manifestation of interaction emerges at the 

level of symbolic interaction, insofar as the acting entity conveys an intrinsic perspective 

onto the world (Blumer, 1966; Chang, 2004; Anderson & Snow, 2001; Stryker &Vryan, 

2006). “The perspective is the world in its relationship to the [actor and the actor in its] 

relationship to the world” (Mead, 1938, p. 115). Understanding around this relationship, 
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specifically as it applies to the nature of improvisational leadership in a complex 

problem-solving experience within an interdisciplinary team, has yet to appear in any 

publications thereby supporting the novelty and contributory nature of this study. 

Summary of the Literature 

 In this chapter, the pertinent literature on shared leadership, organizational 

improvisation, and symbolic interactionism were reviewed and analyzed within the 

context of the study. Shared leadership, as a relatively new field of study formerly, was 

examined from the perspective of its historical foundations, social construction, boundary 

conditions, and manifestations in empirical research. As an equally emerging field of 

study, organizational improvisation was assessed through the lens of sociological 

perspectives, boundary conditions, and manifestations in empirical research.  

The intermediary construct for this study, symbolic interactionism, concludes the 

chapter with a discussion exploring its origin and relativity to the anchor (shared 

leadership) and supporting (organizational improvisation) constructs. The connection 

surfaces within the literary discourse which suggests that symbolic interactionism 

implicates a constantly emerging adaptation and adjustment to present and future states of 

the (internal and external) environment. Thus, the coevolving collective consciousness 

around this journey assumption and subsequent mobilization emerges vis a vis access to 

distributed expertise (shared leadership vehicle) that is immediate and aligned with 

available material, cognitive, affective, and social resources (organizational 

improvisation vehicle) as the action unfolds. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative case study (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009) described the nature of 

improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team. The researcher employed a 

purposeful sample (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 2009) of professionals, who are members 

of a single interdisciplinary team to: (a) describe their experience of complex problem-

solving; and (b) describe how they shared leadership during this experience. While 

empirical confirmation was essential in explaining how shared leadership and 

organizational improvisation are complimentary, this study was designed to describe how 

they both symbolically interact. 

Maxwell (2005), in direct correlation with other researcher contentions (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984; Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009), referenced four boundary 

conditions to consider: the participants (who will be observed or interviewed), the setting 

(where the research will be conducted), the events (what will the participants be observed 

doing or interviewed regarding) and the process (the emerging nature of the events 

undertaken by the participants within the setting). This case study was designed with 

respect to these four boundary conditions. Moreover, this study exemplified a form of 

insider research due to the researcher’s previous membership in an interdisciplinary team. 

Chavez (2008) points out that insider research are beneficial as it enables the researcher a 

“nuanced perspective for observation, interpretation, and representation” (p. 479). 
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The following sections detail the research design, site selection, data collection 

methods, data analysis methods, and strategies that ensured the study’s validity, 

reliability, and ethics. 

Research Design 

To provide plausible answers to the study’s research questions, a qualitative 

single-case study (Yin, 2009; Merriam, 2009) design was selected. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005) described qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in 

the world” (p. 3). They go on to say that it “involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach 

to the world which determines that qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them” (p. 3). Requisite to accomplishing this, Merriam (2009) contends 

that the qualitative researcher brings four key assumptions to the field:  “the focus is on 

process, understanding, and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis; the process is inductive; the product is richly descriptive” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 14). 

Case study research represents a rigorous description, explanation, exploration, 

and examination of a phenomenon or social entity typifying an individual, group, 

organization, or populace. From a research process perspective, Yin (2009) asserts that “a 

case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). From a case-specific (unit of analysis) standpoint, 

Creswell (1998) contends that a case study “is a bounded system bounded by time and 

place, uses extensive, multiple sources of information in data collection and analysis, and 
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considerable time is spent describing the context or setting for the case” (p. 37). Merriam 

(2009) provided a succinct definition of case study research that was used in guiding this 

study: “the case study is an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 

40).  In this case study, an interdisciplinary team was studied to examine the nature of 

improvisational leadership in a complex problem-solving experience.  

Site Selection 

The strategy employed for the sample selection represents an amalgamation of the 

more customary method in qualitative research, which is known as purposeful sampling 

(Merriam, 2009). Within this schema, the sample selection to be based upon precise 

conditions intended to achieve optimal representativeness or typicality concerning the 

sites, participants, or strategies selected (Maxwell, 2005), and are exemplary of those for 

which learning can be optimized.  Furthermore, convenience sampling entails selecting a 

sample based on availability regarding time, money, location, and respondents (Merriam, 

2009). Relative to the study’s purpose, the sample size was determined by specific 

criteria at two levels of analysis: (a) case level; and (b) within-case (Merriam, 2009). 

Subsequently, a sufficient sampling will be achieved “when the amount of new 

information provided per unit of added resource expenditure had reached the point of 

diminishing returns (that is, it would not be profitable to add even one more sample 

element)” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 234). 

As a result, a federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT) was selected for 

this case study. The federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT) was selected 

because (1) the team has been in existence for twenty-five years; (2) the researcher was a 

federal government employee, which optimized accessibility to members and data 
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collection; (3) the participants are exemplary practitioners experienced in shared 

leadership and complex problem-solving, thus adding value to the study; and (4) the team 

represents a mélange of traditional sub-communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991) 

consisting of applied and social sciences; all of whom elicit some manifestation of shared 

leadership. Data collection was procured in the Washington, DC metropolitan area over a 

two month time period. The intimate proxemics between the researcher and the federal 

government interdisciplinary team (FIT) was a catalyst for observations and access to 

pertinent documents. 

Regarding the use of case-level and within-case sampling, quantitative traditions 

typically view cases as distinct units, extract a sample of those units, and proceed to 

gather comparable data elements from each respectively. Though dyadic to some extent, 

the dichotomy between traditions (Wiersma & Jurs, 2005) becomes apparent considering 

the definitive depth and breadth of a qualitative case. These cases may manifest as 

individuals, groups, organizations, programs, cultures, and emerging relationships. 

Considering the selected case, the qualitative researcher performs a series of case-level 

and within-case decisions. For the purposes of this study, routine meetings and 

discussions were observed, documented (field journal), and analyzed for shared 

leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interaction occurring among the 

team members.  

Data Collection 

 

 

 



 

Figure 3-1. Data Collection Process.
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Process. 

In qualitative research it is the etic interpretations of the participants that are 

significant, “and, to the extent possible, these perceptions are to be captured in order to 

obtain an accurate ‘measure’ of reality (Wiersma & Jurs, 2005). Hence,‘meaning’ is as 

perceived or experienced by those being studied, it is not imposed by the researcher” 

(Wiersma & Jurs, 2005). Findings are therefore structured in the form of articulated, 

tated language. This study employed an approach of 

naturalistic inquiry, which contends that “data processing is a continuous ongoing 

activity, making possible the meaningful emergence or unfolding of the design and the 

successive focusing of the study” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 11). 

data informing this study comprised a focus group, semi-structured

views with federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT) members, observations 

and discussions, and review of relevant documents and artifacts. To 
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1998), theoretical saturation (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), or informational redundancy 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985)” (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007, p. 106).  

Focus Group 

 One focus group was held in which FIT were asked a series of questions 

(Appendix A) relative to the research question and the two subsidiary questions:  

What is the nature of improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving 

experiences of a high-functioning federal government interdisciplinary team? 

 (a) What are members’ experiences of complex problem-solving?  
  
(b) How did members share leadership during these experiences?  
 
Focus groups are explicit in their dependence upon group interaction as the 

principal means for data generation. This method was particularly utilitarian for this 

study as it exposed “the many different forms of communication that people use in day-

to-day interactions” (Kitzinger, 1995). Moreover, the group processes that are perpetually 

created and recreated are conduits of discovery: 

 
Unlike a series of one-on-one interviews, in focus group participants get to hear 
each other’s responses and to make additional comments beyond their own 
original responses as they hear what other people have to say. However, 
participants need not agree with each other or reach any kind of consensus. Nor is 
it necessary for people to disagree. The object is to get high-quality data in a 
social context where people can consider their own views in the context of the 
views of others (Patton, 2002, p. 286).  
 
 
Kitzinger (1995) determines that: 

Tapping into such interpersonal communication is important because this can 
highlight (sub) cultural values, or group norms. Through analyzing the operation 
of humor, consensus, and dissent and examining different types of narrative used 
within the group, the researcher can identify shared and common knowledge (p. 
300). 
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Semi-Structured Interviews 

A separate semi-structured individual interview session was held with each of the 

six participants in which they were asked a series of questions (Appendix B) relative to 

the aforementioned research questions. This particular interview structure was selected 

due to an emic sensibility, and an increased probability of discovering “what is in and on 

someone else’s mind” (Patton, 2002, p. 341). Moreover, Patton (2002) goes on to say 

that: 

We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly 
observe….We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We cannot 
observe behaviors that took place at some previous point in time. We cannot 
observe situations that preclude the presence of an observer. We cannot observe 
how people have organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes 
on in the world. We have to ask people questions about those things. The purpose 
of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspective. 
(p. 340-341). 
  
 

For optimal data collecting purposes, the focus group and semi-structured 

interviews took place at a time and locale that was convenient for both members and the 

researcher/interviewer. The semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded at the 

acquiescence of the members/interviewees. 

Observations 

 A total of two observations were conducted and documented: (a) one observation 

of a routine meeting with members physically present; and (b) one observation of a 

routine meeting via conference call/online community. Qualitative research observations 

are unbridled in the sense of “the data that begin to emerge as the participant observer 

interacts in the daily flow of events and activities, and the intuitive reactions and hunches 

that participant observers experience as all these factors come together” (LeCompte, 



60 
     

Preissle, & Tesch, 1993, p. 200). Thus, the “patterns and frequency of interactions, the 

direction of communication patterns….and changes in these patterns tell us things about 

the social environment” (Patton, 2002, p. 283). Supported by these contentions, the 

observations attended to natural episodes in the moment of shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism throughout routine team 

meetings and discussions. Unequivocally, this case study was concerned with the native 

milieu or habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) of each member’s contributions (patterns and 

frequencies) to shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic 

interactionism.  

Document Review 

 For the purposes of this study, the term documents, was operationalized as an 

umbrella term (Merriam, 2009) to refer to written (public records and personal 

documents), visual (photographs), and physical material (artifacts) relevant to the study at 

hand (Merriam, 2009; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Stanczak, 2007; Hodder, 2003; Patton, 

2002). Documents relative to the document review consisted of three sources: (1) their 

formal leadership structure (organizational hierarchy) relative to their actual leadership 

process; (2) visual photographs of members individually and in groups of two or more in 

various duty-related and social interactivity; and (3) artifacts such as animal miniatures 

(e.g. dogs, whales, horses, primates, birds) and other animal paraphernalia (e.g. 

necklaces, hats, posters)  reflective of their specific disciplines in their cubicles and 

around the office, as well as pens, flashlights, and mini pouches with “solving the 

challenges and promoting safety and health” imprinted on them. This particular strategy 

was selected because each of these sources can provide data concerning “things that 



 

cannot be observed, things that have taken place before the evaluation began” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 141). For example, written material are invaluable “not only because of what can 

be learned directly from them but also as stimulus for paths of inquiry that can be pursued 

only through direct observati

Moreover, visual material can be a formidable data source and method for 

presenting findings of a research investigation (Stanczak, 2007) by illustrating an account 

of the photographer’s ideas around what was noteworthy to memorialize, cultural beliefs 

that might be suggested by particular photographs, and “to understand how oppressed 

groups were pictured by those subordinating them” that would otherwise “be overlooked 

if a photographic image were not available for reflection”

151). Furthermore, Hodder (2003) points out that physical material are “mute evidence” 

(p. 146) within the study’s setting that can depict culture, can endure physically, and as a 

result can be dispersed “across space and time from its author, producer, or user” (p. 

155). Furthermore, a field journal was

throughout the research process to be aware of and minimize the researcher’s ow

subjectivity (Peshkin, 1988). 
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In addition to transcribing the focus group, all individual interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts from the focus group and individual 

interviews were then imported into MS Word, an adapted computer based program that 

can be used for qualitative data analysis. Due to the size and scope of this study, MS 

Word was selected as “Ruona (2005) feels that basic word processing programs are quite 

adequate for most qualitative data analysis and describes in detail how to adapt a word 

processing program to manage and analyze qualitative data (Merriam, 2009, p. 194). The 

transcripts were used as the primary source of data analysis. The observations and 

document review served as complementation and verification for the transcripts. 

The transcripts were coded based upon factors perceived as fostering shared 

leadership in complex problem-solving experiences. Throughout the coding process, the 

focus was placed upon the team as the unit of analysis. Thus, no disparity was made 

between team members irrespective of their formal status within the team. Content 

analysis, relative to the constant comparative method, was used to identify recurrent 

themes and subthemes perceived to foster shared leadership during a complex problem-

solving experience. As a result of the iterative process of analysis and codification, the 

following major and minor findings (Table 3-1) were identified and subsequently 

validated vis a vis triangulation, member checks, and rich, thick description (Geertz, 

1973). 

Table 3-1. Major and Minor Findings  

MAJOR MINOR 
(1) Interactive Knowledge Exchange (1) Interdisciplinary-Interdependent Expertise 

 
(2) Polylogue (2) Voice 
(3) Leadership Hybridization (3a) Situation Specificity 

(3b) Social Support 
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Research Participant Profiles 

 The research participant profile provides a brief history of each research 

participant relative to FIT for which they are a member of. Each participant was assigned 

a character to preserve the integrity of the study’s confidentiality. In providing this 

overview of each participant’s history, the reader is more equipped to understand each 

member’s unique experience and knowledge base. Moreover, each history is 

accompanied by an excerpt from the member’s individual interview describing their 

experience. These excerpts reflect member’s various manifestations of the 

aforementioned themes and subthemes: interactive knowledge exchange 

(interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise), polylogue (voice), and leadership 

hybridization (situation specificity and social support). 

B 

 B has been a Marine Mammal Veterinarian for over 30 years. She has a broad 

background in teaching, internship/externship programs, and Marine Mammal education. 

Her education includes a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine Degree and a Marine Mammal 

fellowship. Currently, she is a Marine Mammal Veterinarian for a federal government 

interdisciplinary team in the mid-Atlantic region.  

 Her career as a Marine Mammal Veterinarian has afforded her a vast array of 

leadership experience and specialized knowledge. She is the coordinator for many 

national programs offering internships/externships for current and prospective veterinary 

students. She has lead and served on numerous interdisciplinary animal welfare teams, 

committees, and projects concerning animal welfare. Moreover, she is currently serving 
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as a Marine Mammal Veterinary Representative for a modernization project that seeks to 

reevaluate the process associated with implementation of the Animal Welfare Act. 

 Reflecting the convergence of the aforementioned themes, she discussed her 

overall experience in leadership emergence with regard to each member’s support of the 

other: 

 
We’re encouraged by and in our relationship with each other. We have the 
freedom to truly express what we feel and able to share a personal opinion. No 
one gets offended and we all have the ability to step back and see what is going to 
be best for the group as a whole.  
 
 
 

C 

 C has been an Animal Research Veterinarian for over 30 years. She has an 

extensive background in research-related policies and procedures supporting various 

aspects of animal welfare. Her education includes a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine 

Degree and an Animal Research Fellowship. Currently, she is an Animal Research 

Veterinarian for a federal government interdisciplinary team in the mid-Atlantic region. 

 Her career as an Animal Research Veterinarian has afforded her a wide array of 

leadership experiences and specialized knowledge. She perpetually serves as a Subject 

Matter Expert for numerous local, state, and federal agencies. In addition, she is the 

Animal Research Veterinary Representative for a modernization project that seeks to 

reevaluate the process associated with the implementation of the Animal Welfare Act. 

Describing her experience, she discussed member expertise in light of situation 

specificity: 
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We come together and if there’s something that’s someone’s specialty you step up 
and handle it. I think all of us rise to the occasion and the situation dictates how 
we respond.  

 

G 

 G has been a Canine Transportation Veterinarian for over 20 years. His 

background includes an array of initiatives in support of the humane care, exhibition, 

breeding, and transportation of canines. His education includes a Doctor of Veterinary 

Medicine Degree and a Canine Transportation Fellowship. Currently, G is a Canine 

Transportation Veterinarian for a federal government interdisciplinary team in the mid-

Atlantic region.  

 His career as a Canine Transportation Veterinarian has cultivated an amalgam of 

leadership experience and specialized knowledge. He has participated on and led 

numerous interdisciplinary teams, committees, and projects concerning canine welfare 

and transportation. He is also serving as a Canine Transportation Veterinary 

Representative for a modernization project that seeks to reevaluate the process associated 

with implementation of the Animal Welfare Act. When describing his experience, he 

underscored member’s individual voice opportunity: 

 
It was more of a back and forth type of dialogue. One question will lead to 
another question or will lead a question to lead you back to another question. 
 

 

J 

 J has been an Avian Veterinarian for over 20 years. She has a broad background 

in teaching, editorial appointments, emergency preparedness, and various avian related 
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programs. Her education consists of a Doctor Veterinary Medicine Degree and a Special 

Species Medicine and Surgery Residency. Currently, she is an Emergency Programs 

Manager/Avian Health and Welfare Veterinarian for two federal government 

interdisciplinary teams in the mid-Atlantic region. 

 Her career as an Emergency Programs/Avian Health and Welfare Veterinarian 

reflects the development of a wealth of leadership experience and specialized knowledge. 

Early in her career, she entered academia as an assistant professor at a large university in 

the northeast. She has since been a guest lecturer and chairperson for a major journal on 

avian welfare. Moreover, she is the Emergency Programs/Avian Health and Welfare 

Veterinary Representative for a modernization project that seeks to reevaluate the process 

associated with implementation of the Animal Welfare Act. Regarding her experience, 

she describes the organic nature of trust in member’s expertise: 

 
I haven’t really taken the moment now that you put it that way to really appreciate 
that we have a lot of trust in each other’s expertise. I think that we just kind of 
naturally do that with each other. 
 

 

K 

 K has been a Veterinary Administrator for over 20 years. Her background reflects 

a broad scope of administrative positions in various disciplines within the realm of 

veterinary medicine. Her education includes a Veterinary Medicine Degree and numerous 

certifications and specialized training. Currently, she is an Associate Administrator for a 

federal government interdisciplinary team in the mid-Atlantic region. 

 Her career as a Veterinary Administrator has afforded her comprehensive 

leadership experience and specialized knowledge. She has spearheaded numerous 
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initiatives at the federal, state, and local levels to bring awareness to discipline-specific 

areas of animal health and protection. Her expertise is perpetually implored on Capitol 

Hill concerning programmatic budgetary parameters and specific legislation governing 

many aspects of animal welfare. She is one of four administrators partnered in a 

modernization project that seeks to reevaluate the process associated with implementation 

of the Animal Welfare Act. Describing her experience, she discussed the interdisciplinary 

nature of member’s expertise in relation to the team’s collective voice: 

 
There’s that open conversation of this is their area of expertise. They have the 
point and have the contact with the people we need to respond to. They can 
provide information, or I’m the one who has the level of responsibility to respond, 
or I have historical information that I need to share with them to help them frame 
the response, or the outcome of the project. That ongoing back and forth dialogue 
continues until a decision is made regarding who is going to do what overall; it 
kind of flows that way.  

 

R 

 R has been an Equine Veterinarian for the past 15 years. Her background consists 

of a wide-range of equine related initiatives in support of the humane care, exhibition, 

and breeding of domestic and international equine populations. Her education includes a 

Doctor of Veterinary Medicine Degree, an Equine Fellowship, and an Equine Studies 

residency in Dubai, UAE. Currently, she is an Equine Veterinarian for a federal 

government interdisciplinary team in the mid-Atlantic region. 

 Her career as an Equine Veterinarian is reflective of an array of leadership 

experiences and specialized knowledge. She has coordinated several domestic and 

foreign contingents focused on interdisciplinary resolutions for various equine-related 

issues. Her current positions include Diversity and Inclusion Officer and Chairperson for 
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EEO/Civil Rights. In addition, she is the Equine Veterinary Representative for a 

modernization project seeking to reevaluate the process associated with implementation 

of the Animal Welfare Act. Describing her experience, she touched on listening as a 

conduit for authentic individual and ultimately, collective voice:  

 
 
I think that we’re all able to contribute and no one really shuts down. That is all of 
us showing our leadership skills when everyone’s listening and there’s no 
defensive, attacks, or anything like that. I think that’s what’s good about our 
working relationship in this group. I think it’s nice that even though [K] is our 
supervisor that she does act as a facilitator too. She rounds us up and is like ‘Ok 
this is what I’m hearing you say.’ We all speak our mind and are able to 
contribute without anyone being defensive. 
 
 

 Considering the manner for which members of FIT expressed their experiences, 

the manifestation of interactive knowledge exchange, polylogue, and leadership 

hybridization become apparent. For instance, B expressed that they are encouraged by 

and in their relationship to each other, which creates the necessary space for them to 

easily come together as expressed by C. G underscored the natural back and forth 

dialogue that evolves from individual to collective voice, which is more likely to result in 

positive outcomes in settings where there is trust in member’s expertise as expressed by 

J. With this trust comes respect for the interdisciplinary- interdependent nature of 

knowledge and information that each member brings to any discussion as expressed by K. 

Considering the often interdisciplinary nature of problems this team faces, the usefulness 

of this knowledge and information is leveraged by the opportunity to contribute as 

expressed by R. 
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Respectively, the data for this case study followed an inductive approach (Coffey 

& Atkinson, 1996; Merriam, 2009) which suggests the collecting of data to build themes, 

patterns, and concepts. Accordingly, the following steps were implemented:  

 

1. Peruse the data for initial familiarity. 

2. Isolate meaningful data sets. 

3. Assign tags to the meaningful data sets. 

4. Condense bulk data sets by creating categories of analyzable units. 

5. Create a conceptual map of pertinent categories. 

 

As an initial step in data analysis, affixing codes to meaningful data sets, and 

subsequently creating concepts are essential functions in enabling rigorous review of 

what the data is saying (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

observed: 

 
Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or 
inferential information compiled during a study. Codes usually are attached to 
“chunks” of varying size, words, phrases, sentences or whole paragraphs, 
connected or unconnected to a specific setting. They can take the form of a 
straightforward category label or a more complex one (e.g. metaphor). (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994, p. 56).  

 

Coding is the “stuff of analysis” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56), which Miles 

and Huberman (1994) posit, enables the researcher to differentiate and link the data that 

has been accumulated relative to reflections made about the information. 

Correspondingly, inductive coding began with in-depth reviews of the transcripts. 
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Particular attention was devoted to the multiple connotations that may be intrinsic to the 

data. Data sets containing pertinent meaning units, deduced from language and the 

conceptual framework, were identified, and tags for new categories, concepts, or groups 

of codes were established. As needed, additional data sets were included in these 

categories, which were further delineated using thick description (Geertz, 1973), memos, 

and its relevant categorical link.     

Qualitative data analysis is largely inductive and comparative (Merriam, 2009; 

Wiersma & Jurs, 2005).  Its inductive nature follows an emic process toward identifying 

meaningful data, codes, patterns, variables, themes, models, and theories. The constant 

comparative method, as explained by Merriam (2009) was employed in this study to 

discern “recurring regularities in the data” (p. 177). Specifically, these regularities 

(patterns) and themes (categories) were compared, or pattern-matched (Yin, 2009) with 

other likenesses in the same data set. Through comparison, novel relationships between 

variables can inductively emerge from the data (Merriam, 2009). Though the constant 

comparative method is commonly used in developing grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), it is inherently inductive and comparative, and therefore has been used extensively 

throughout qualitative research without building a grounded theory (Merriam, 2009).   

In accordance with Bogdan and Biklen (2007), attempts were made to analyze the 

data in situ (during collection) vis a vis the following: 

 

1. Force yourself to make decisions that narrow the study. The researcher 

focused on specific data that informed the study’s topic, site, and participants.  
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2. Force yourself to make decisions concerning the type of study you want to 

accomplish. The researcher maintained a clear understanding of the study type 

by monitoring thoughts and reflections vis a vis memos, and field journal 

entries.  

3. Develop analytic questions. The researcher referred to the research question 

guiding the study, and iteratively assessed for compatibility with the direction 

of the data. 

4. Plan data collection sessions according to what you find in previous 

observations. The researcher perpetually reviewed memos and field journal 

entries for suggestive material informing future data collection activities. 

5. Write many “observer’s comments” as you go. The researcher began making 

sense of the bricolage (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000), or collected data through 

memoing. 

6. Write memos to yourself about what you are learning. The researcher wrote 

memos detailing reflections, conjectures, and propositions as appropriate.  

7. Try out ideas and themes on participants. The researcher conducted a pre-

member check with the study participants to compare and contrast emic and 

etic understandings. 

8. Begin exploring the literature while you are in the field.  The researcher 

referred to Chapter Two of this study to “review the literature that was 

consulted in setting up the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 172). 
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9. Play with metaphors, analogies, and concepts. The researcher explored 

various interpretive tools for understanding the data by inquiring, “What does 

this remind me of?” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 169). 

10. Use visual devices. The researcher considered drawing diagrams, as well as, 

computer-generated illustrations to depict possible relationships amongst the 

data. 

 

In accordance with Merriam (2009), the categories developed in the course of 

data analysis attempted to align with the following conditions: 

 

• Categories should be responsive to the purpose of the research. The 

researcher was “as sensitive to the data as possible” (p. 186). 

• Categories should be exhaustive. The researcher constructed “enough 

categories to encompass all relevant data” (p. 186). 

• Categories should be mutually exclusive. The researcher determined 

appropriate criteria for which “a relevant unit of data can be placed in only 

one category” (p. 186). 

• Categories should be sensitizing. The researcher named categories that 

were “as sensitive as possible to what is in the data” (p. 186). 

• Categories should be conceptually congruent. The researcher employed 

the same “level of abstraction to characterize all categories at the same 

level” (p. 186). 
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Validity, Reliability, and Ethics 

 The trustworthiness and validity of this study was maintained throughout by two 

key methods: triangulation of data and member checking.  

Triangulation 

 This case study gathered data from four sources: a focus group, semi-structured 

interviews, observations, and document review. Employing a triangulated methodology 

contributed to the reliability of the study, and is widely held by several qualitative 

researchers (Yin, 2009; Merriam, 2009; Maxwell, 2005). Yin (2009) points out that 

triangulation can be conceptualized by data source (triangulation of data), among 

different researchers (researcher triangulation), through perspectives concerning the same 

data set (triangulation of theory), and by methods (methodological triangulation). In 

addition, this study added data type (written, visual, and physical material). Triangulation 

is an important asset to researchers because it enables the “development of converging 

lines of inquiry” (Yin, 2009, p. 115), which ultimately leads to a “chain of evidence” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 122).  

 The primary goal of triangulation is to corroborate multiple sources of evidence. 

A multiple source approach increases the likelihood of quality, as well as intellectual 

rigor in substantiating findings. Ultimately, the conclusions drawn did not only inform 

this specific study, but also “broadened the range of historical and behavioral issues” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 115) researchers could address. 

Member Check 

 This case study utilized member checking (respondent validation) as a method for 

systematically soliciting feedback concerning the data and conclusions from the 
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participants in the study (Maxwell, 2005). Member checking is a technique that enables 

the researcher to increase the likelihood of validity, reliability, and ethics of the study 

(Merriam, 2009). Maxwell (2005) goes on to say that “this is the single most important 

way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say 

and do and the perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an important 

way of identifying your own biases and misunderstanding of what you observed” 

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 111). 

 Member checking was also utilized during the interview process. The researcher 

mirrored the interviewees by repeating or paraphrasing the information and then 

verifying the correctness of that information with the interviewee. Upon completion of 

this study, member checks included communicating all findings and conclusions with the 

participants. Lincoln and Guba (1985) further expound upon the goodness of this 

qualitative research (Peshkin, 1988) process of disclosure: 

 
This allows participants to critically analyze the findings and comment on them. 
The Participants either affirm the summaries reflect their views, feeling, and 
experiences, or that they do not reflect these experiences. If the participants affirm 
the accuracy and completeness, then the study is said to have credibility. These 
member checks are not without fault, but serve to decrease the incidence of 
incorrect data and the incorrect interpretation of data, [as well as reduce 
researcher bias.] The overall goal of this process is to provide findings that are 
authentic, and original (p. 314). 
  

 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

Subjectivities “ can be seen as virtuous, for it is the basis of researcher’s making a 

distinctive contribution, one that results from the unique configuration of their personal 

qualities joined to the data they have collected” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 18). The researcher 
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has experience as a member of an interdisciplinary team, with over ten years of 

experiential knowledge, primarily in the healthcare field. By some measure, this 

experience has influenced the researcher’s acuities relative to the phenomena of shared 

leadership, organizational improvisation, symbolic interactionism, leaders, and 

interactions associated with achieving objectives and goals.  The researcher has a 

graduate degree in Health Services Administration, with an emphasis in strategic 

management of healthcare organizations, healthcare finance, information systems for 

healthcare management, and healthcare economics.  In addition, the researcher was a 

member of the Dual Diagnosis Team for two years. 

The researcher’s educational background, healthcare experience, and views on 

leadership fostered certain biases to this study. These biases included: (a) a belief that 

shared leadership is the future, and no one can or will effectively lead alone; (b) society 

has evolved beyond traditional interpretations of leadership; and (c) since the assumption 

that there is only one leader in a group can be dispelled, all members of the team, not just 

the position leader, are in control of and may speak for the entire organization (Raelin, 

2003). 

Though these biases may have influenced the researcher’s acuity, interpretation, 

and understanding of the collected data, awareness of this subjectivity enabled the 

researcher to distinguish between mind, self, and subject. Peshkin (1988) observes: 

 
By monitoring myself, I can create an illuminating, empowering personal 
statement that attunes me to where self and subject are intertwined. I do not 
thereby exorcise my subjectivity. I do, rather, enable myself to manage it---to 
preclude it from being unwittingly burdensome---as I progress through collecting, 
analyzing, and writing up my data (p. 20). 
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Insider Researcher Bias 

Consistent with any research involving human participants, the possibility of 

researcher bias (Maxwell, 2005) exists in part to the researcher’s relationship with 

potential interviewees. In light of this potentiality, the researcher pursued appropriate 

actions to maintain awareness of one’s own subjectivity (Peshkin, 1988). Appropriate 

measures were taken to minimize completely emic extrapolations and thus forfeit any 

objectivity, which in turn may compromise the validity of the research because “insider 

status unchecked can complicate or overwhelm the researcher role” (Chavez, 2008, p. 

479). Member checks and triangulation of sources were employed to minimize researcher 

bias and bolster trustworthiness. “Validity, reliability, and ethics are concerns that are 

approached through careful attention to a study’s conceptualization and the way in which 

the data are collected, analyzed, and interpreted, and the way,” (Merriam, 2009) or audit 

trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) that details the journey. 

As an added measure, the researcher established and maintained a journal of 

thoughts, events, reflexivity, and inclinations concerning the study, potential findings, 

conclusions, and implications for future research. This strategy served to guide the 

researcher’s insights, minimize researcher idiosyncrasies, and decrease the potential for 

partiality based solely on emic extrapolations. The researcher also maintained member 

checks “throughout the course of the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 217). 

Delimitations 

 Specific delimitations were developed to narrow the scope of the study. These 

delimitations included research site, methods and sample design, focus of the study, and 

time. 
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 There are several delimitations relative to the research site. First, the study 

occurred at one site to enable a succinct examination. Second, the study was restricted to 

one site in analyzing the nature of improvisational leadership in a complex problem-

solving experience within an interdisciplinary team. Other variables such as power, 

leadership styles, and technical capabilities were not considered. Third, the context for 

the study was team members’ experiences of complex problem-solving and how they 

shared leadership during those experiences. 

 Concerning methods and sampling, the study employed qualitative methods for 

the purpose of describing the phenomenon under study. The population sample for the 

qualitative methods included only informed sources (members of an interdisciplinary 

team). Due to their membership and position within the team, these participants were 

considered likely to be “information rich” (Merriam, 2009, p.77), and provided the 

needed data to inform the study. In addition, the goal of the sampling was to secure an 

appropriate representation from which the most can be learned. 

 The focus of the study was concerned with how a high-functioning federal 

government interdisciplinary team shared leadership in their complex problem-solving 

experiences. Although the team studied was involved in shared leadership, an evaluation 

of the often associated efficiency, effectiveness, or relative success of the team was not 

considered. In addition, performance indices of the team were not examined because the 

focus of the study was not concerned with the relationship between shared leadership and 

performance, but with understanding experiences of shared leadership in complex 

problem-solving experiences. The study did not compare the team with other teams in 

their organization. The study examined the experiences of shared leadership and complex 
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problem-solving within a high-functioning federal government interdisciplinary team to 

provide depth in understanding the phenomena that was studied. 

 Finally, the study was bound by time. Although complex problem-solving and 

shared leadership are perpetual processes, this study collected data intermittently during 

particular experiences of shared leadership and complex problem-solving. The study 

considered the beginning and end of such activities. The time in the field spent collecting 

data was approximately three months. 

Limitations 

 Several study limitations were related to the delimitations previously discussed. 

First, the use of a single site decreased the “natural generalizability” of the study 

(Creswell, 1998, p.154). Thus, while multiple sources provided in-depth data, the data 

was team- and organization-specific. The information may not be valid (externally) 

beyond the organization of the team that was studied. In addition, because this team was 

purposefully selected, and because it was intentionally engaged in shared leadership 

during a complex problem-solving experience; the validity (external) of the findings may 

also be decreased. 

 The study may also be limited in its methods. Although data triangulation (during 

collection and analysis) adds rigor and increases the quality of the study, integrating the 

findings from each of these unique data sources may have provided some limitations. 

Moreover, the qualitative methods used in the study are subject to diverse interpretations 

(Eisner, 1991). In addition, the sample design may not represent participation by the 

complete team.  
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Biases may inevitably pervade the data because of the type of individuals who 

participated in the focus group, observations, and semi-structured interviews. The 

decision not to consider factors such as the effectiveness of leadership, technical 

capabilities within the organization, and overall group effectiveness may have limited the 

findings. Finally, the study may have been limited in describing shared leadership in 

complex problem-solving experiences. The study did not link shared leadership capacity 

to its success or effectiveness in the complex problem-solving experiences, and 

subsequent viability of the team, nor to the overall performance of the team. The study 

was not designed to evaluate nor focus on the alteration of shared leadership in the 

complex problem-solving experiences over time. 

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 “Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world. Their 

manners should be good and their code of ethics strict” (Stake, 2005, p. 459). This study 

maintained exemplary ethical standards throughout by following the Patton Ethical Issues 

Checklist (Patton, 2002, p. 408-409): 

1. Explaining purpose of the inquiry and methods to be used 

2. Promises and reciprocity 

3. Risk assessment. 

4. Confidentiality 

5. Informed consent 

6. Data access and ownership 

7. Interviewer mental health 

8. Advice (who will be your counselor on ethical matters) 
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9. Data collection boundaries 

10. Ethical versus legal conduct  

 

A significant ethical consideration for this type of study was the interviewer’s 

straightforward approach in soliciting interviewees to reflect on their shared leadership 

during a complex problem-solving experience as team members. Merriam (2009) states 

that “interviewing---whether it is highly structured with predetermined questions or 

semistructured and open-ended---carries with it both risks and benefits to the informants” 

(p. 231). However, interviews focused and increased each member’s attention and 

awareness relative to their role in the group dynamic, which optimizes shared leadership. 

Interviews may improve the condition of interviewees when, for example, they are 

requested to review their roles, successes, or are stimulated to act positively on their own 

behalf (Merriam, 2009). Thus, the aim of the researcher was to be aware of the ethical 

issues pervading the research process (ethical issues checklist) and to examine one’s own 

philosophical orientation considering these issues (journaling throughout) (Merriam, 

2009; Peshkin, 1988).  

To address the potential for these and other issues involving human subjects and 

ethics precautions in this study, the policy guidelines of The George Washington 

University Institutional Review Board (GWU IRB) were the foundational point of 

reference. This helped to ensure that the three principles, or general prescriptive 

judgments, that are relevant to research involving human subjects were identifiable and 

embraced in the study. These three principles are: respect for persons, beneficence, and 

justice. As noted in The Belmont Report Part C: Applications, “applications of the 
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general principles to the conduct of research leads to consideration of the following 

requirements: informed consent, risk/benefit assessment, and the selection of subjects of 

research” (DHEW, 1979, 45 CFR 46). 

  The requirement of obtaining “legally effective informed consent of the subject 

or the subject’s legally authorized representative” (DHHS, 2005, 45 CFR 46.116) was 

addressed above. The GWU-OHR template (Appendix B) was used to ensure compliance 

with satisfying the basic elements of informed consent. Further, the study posed minimal 

risk to the participants and that risk was not greater than what might be ordinarily 

encountered in daily life or during performance of a routine or extended conversation 

(DHHS, 2005, 45 CFR 46.102i). The primary interaction was in the form of a focus 

group, six semi-structured interviews, and two observations bounded by discussion of 

their “lived experiences” relative to sharing leadership during a complex problem-solving 

experience. The course and direction of the discussion was largely participant lead, with 

the knowledge that they could stop the proceedings at any time.  

Privacy and confidentiality was assured through rigorous precautions taken to 

maintain the anonymity of each participant. This includes situations where a legal 

guardian relationship dictates the need for the additional consent requirement of granting 

“permission”. In such cases, a prerequisite for inclusion in the study will mean that a 

clear understanding has been reached with the guardian/representative that the associated 

participant’s specific primary responses will not be shared even with them. All 

procedures required by The George Washington University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) were complied with. After approval of the research proposal, if events occurred 

during the research that raised new risks to human participants, those were reported to the 
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GWU Office of Human Research and subsequently described in a revised version of this 

document.  

In sum, an important consideration for this study is that the results herein are 

reflective of the relationships among members relative to their individual and collective 

perspectives, ideologies, and underlying assumptions employed in a complex problem-

solving experience. This study endeavored to broaden cognitive and metacognitive acuity 

around the manifestation of shared leadership within a high-functioning federal 

government interdisciplinary team. As examined further in Chapter 4, the findings of this 

study reflect participant-based insights which may implicate the nature of improvisational 

leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal 

government interdisciplinary team; it’s improvisational.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Research Context 

 This chapter outlines the results that surfaced from the research question: What is 

the nature of improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of 

a high-functioning federal government interdisciplinary team? Participants for this study 

were identified by purposive sampling methods. Six individuals comprising a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT) were selected for 

participation in the research project. All six individuals were discipline-specific 

veterinarians, five of which were females and one was male. All six individuals had a 

professional tenure of at least ten years and had been involved in a range of 

interdisciplinary projects and teams. 

The succeeding five sections of this chapter provide in-depth discussions of the 

findings. The major and minor findings were determined based upon their occurrence and 

recurrence in the data during analysis. Section one discusses interactive knowledge 

exchange (major finding 1) and interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise (minor finding 

1). Section two discusses polylogue (major finding 2) and voice (minor finding 2). 

Section three discusses leadership hybridization (major finding 3), situation specificity 

(minor finding 3a), and social support (minor finding 3b). Section four discusses the 

resulting structure versus process paradox. Section five concludes the chapter with a 

summary of the study’s findings.  
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Major Finding 1: Interactive Knowledge Exchange 

The initial major finding that surfaced and was recorded in the data was 

interactive knowledge exchange. The essence of this finding is that as you give/receive 

knowledge, you equally receive/give knowledge and create new knowledge in the 

process. In relation to this finding, interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise was a minor 

finding that emerged and is discussed in the broader context. In describing their complex 

problem-solving experience, FIT members supported the necessity of interactive 

knowledge exchange. 

 Evidenced initially in the focus group, members shared that the need for an 

unfettered exchange of information superseded any formal leadership structure:  

 
Each member is the lead in their area of expertise and K is more of a support 
person. There is not a standard relationship between supervisor and supervisee. 
As an interdisciplinary team, there is a wealth of knowledge around the table. 
We all have different experiences and types of knowledge that enable us to 
focus on the expertise not the title.1  
 
 

As the administrator, K explicated that the situation may require diverse inputs 

that may be beyond her scope. However, tapping into the intellectual capital within the 

team increased the likelihood of meeting and often exceeding the objective set forth. The 

team expressed in their own ways how task not title is what motivates the breadth and 

depth of their exchanges.    

According to B,  “we need all of those perspectives to not only make us work at 

the headquarters level but to identify what we all truly do; I do stuff that nobody else 

                                                 
1 Transcriptions from the focus group are italicized and bolded. 
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does.”2  Similarly, G maintains that “we start off by clarifying what we all do.” This tacit 

understanding among the group provides a safe medium for this free exchange of 

information. For “each member is the lead in their area of expertise,” as stated by their 

focus group. As each situation is different, so too is the type(s) of knowledge required for 

success.  

Success in this context is a bit broader than a specific singular outcome.  The 

learning, unlearning, and often relearning occurring in their interactions, perpetually 

manifest in their future exchanges.  C alluded to this awareness as she considered that 

“we may be incorporating a lot of the things that we’ve learned naturally.” It is equally 

worth noting that this is consistent with organizational learning at its most organic and 

authentic state; dynamic in its development from situation to situation moment to 

moment. 

It is in these moments that the value of collective input is far more transparent. If 

C is beginning to recognize learning as an inevitable outcome, then more input from 

more members may equal more actualized learning among the team. Autonomy in 

contributing information and sovereignty in its application was a key point presented 

during the focus group: 

 
It helps the team feel more valuable and comforted in knowing that our 
individual knowledge, skills, and abilities are warranted. Routinely we have the 
autonomy to do our job; what we are hired to do. 
 
 

                                                 
2Transcriptions from the individual interviews are represented in standard and block quotations.  
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J went on to say that “if I have input on something that’s out of my lane there’s 

not any bristling or anything. There’s usually no change and it’s not like a baton is passed 

and a person is speaking; we all hold batons.” Together with an animal poster hanging on 

an interior wall that read, “Teamwork: we can achieve more together,” there were several 

photographs that captured FIT members engaging one another in what appeared to be 

rather informal verbal exchanges. 

This was noted in observation one and two (routine meetings) when FIT members 

were observed exchanging information openly on various topics and with one another: 

 

As the meeting commences, K is touching on discipline-specific topics and 
otherwise, however, all members are contributing information freely without 
disciplinary boundaries (1:5-7)3. 

R makes eye contact with K and responds to an update on the equine related issue 
of ‘soring’ (1:8-9). 

B addressed R directly regarding this ‘soring’ issue and inquired if she had 
considered amending the policy governing this aspect of equine welfare (1:10-
11). 

R responds that she had not and G posits that he spearheaded an initiative to 
amend a canine transportation policy concerning a similar issue (1:12-13). 

C points out that there is a wealth of research that has been conducted on 
‘soring’ and shared that a policy amendment proposal may be the best course of 
action to ensure resolution of this issue (1:14-16). 

J joins the discussion and shares that her experience in amending policies and 
procedures have largely involved her published articles which she has used to 
support her ideas on resolving many avian related welfare issues (1:17-19). 

K chimes in by saying that ‘soring’ along with other discipline specific welfare 
issues are sometimes a hard sale for our political environment and asks R to 
follow up with the group as needed (1:20-22). 

Each team member is responding at various points of the discussion at will and 
indiscriminately concerning next steps for more discipline specific objectives 
(2:38-39). 

                                                 
3 Transcriptions from the observations are italicized. The numbers indicate observation and line number. 
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G shared that he is working with J in a joint effort concerning emergency 
management preparedness and that they will be consulting outside stakeholders 
with regard to local, state, and federal roles (2:40-42). 

J concurs and shares that she will also like R to participate due to her vast 
experience with working with external stakeholders concerning her exhibitions 
(2:43-44). 

K says she will be on hand for any support that may be needed to expedite the 
process (2:45). 

R explains she would be more than happy to offer her services in any way that 
will help facilitate a more collective effort (2:46-47). 

C shares that she has several contacts in the community that may be of help and 
that she will be collaborating with a team on some work she performed in her 
previous position (2:48-49). 

B says she will be asking for the group’s assistance as she moves forward with 
amending a policy that will be going to the Hill in a potential legislative package 
so stay tuned (2:50-51). 

 

  Having that immediate voice, K contends, “helps the development of the 

individual, being flexible of learning, being innovative of developing political savvy, and 

all of those other competencies.” As leaders in their own right, posited R, as they are 

bouncing ideas off one another and contributing then they are equally fulfilling some 

aspect of leadership within the team. ” By virtue of this point, it also grants immediate 

access to available material, cognitive, affective, and social resources in the moment. 

In sum, the relationship between sharing leadership and interactive knowledge 

exchange appears to be related to an environment of autonomy in contributing 

information and sovereignty in employing it. Members expressed that preserving this 

environment at least increases the likelihood of positive outcomes concerning any type of 

problem-solving experience. This is consistent, specifically as it applies to FIT, with 

effectuation “which involves problem solving through human actions in environments 
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that are essentially unpredictable” (LeyBourne, 2010, p. 2). As a constant, interactive 

knowledge exchange inevitably pervades every aspect of team interface due to the 

interdisciplinary-interdependent nature of the problems they often face. 

Interdisciplinary-Interdependent Expertise 

 Within the discourse of their experience concerning interactive knowledge 

exchange, FIT members underscored the interdisciplinary-interdependent nature of their 

expertise. As an integral feature of their team, it enables a broad spectrum of intellectual 

capital to be available in real time. “If anything we’re a resource of expertise” C declared, 

and access to these soft stores of knowledge has often led to highly innovative and 

creative approaches to solving problems. Considering their inclusiveness, the focus group 

expressed having fewer problems and more learning opportunities: 

 
 
Although any one of us could, K may facilitate the initial dialogue by sending 
out an email detailing an issue we have to address and everyone will make 
suggestions from their various backgrounds. Then a collective selection or 
decision is made with all available input from everybody. We make more 
informed decisions and learn more about one another through these collective 
experiences moving forward. 
 

 

 Having fewer problems and more learning opportunities is a matter of perspective 

not privilege. The value added in their collective perspective lies in their individual 

perspectives that “we’re never all going to agree exactly on the same things because our 

histories are all different and we’re coming in with different experiences” as B shared. 

These diversities, in their ideal context, organizing circumstance, and/or situation, are an 

asset to the team by virtue of their difference. J corroborated this observation and stated, 

“I’m hard pressed to think of a time when that was not the case. It is beneficial. 
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This is most evident collectively and individually, R continued, when “there may 

be something that someone is working on physically in their area but it may require all of 

our expertise concerning the different programs that we work with and how long we’ve 

been here.” It boils down to the fact that “we all have a level of expertise that we bring to 

the accomplishment of any project” maintained K. With every opportunity, project or 

otherwise, explains G, they seek to explore and remain susceptible to all ideas put 

forward, and experience the full benefit of their interdisciplinary-interdependent 

knowledge base. 

The practical manifestation of this ideology occurred during observation two 

(routine meeting) as members discussed some animal transportation research from their 

unique perspectives: 

 

As the meeting continues, C addresses B directly for her thoughts on some 
research she has been made aware of concerning marine mammal welfare (2:52-
53). 

B shares that that research was primarily centered around issues related to the 
transportation of marine mammals from one locale to the next (2:54-55). 

G interjects that transportation issues are not being resolved because they are 
treated holistically rather that specifically (2:56-57). 

J agrees with G and posits that she recently came across an avian article that was 
discussing how transportation was a major issue specifically for exhibitions 
(2:58-59). 

R maintains that transportation is not so much an issue with equines as it is 
treating each exhibition as a solitary event complete with applicable protocols. 
She continues in saying that the research is incomplete in this respect across the 
board (2:60-61). 

 

Irrespective of what is faced collectively or individually, members of FIT are 

involved in interactive knowledge exchange by virtue of their interdisciplinary-
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interdependent expertise. The collective access to this knowledge in real time has enabled 

members’ perspective of more opportunities and less problems. This is consistent with 

the co-creating idea that the more extensive the knowledge base the more extensive the 

solutions. 

Major Finding 2: Polylogue 

The second major finding that surfaced and was recorded in the data was 

polylogue. The essence of this finding considers: 

 
Handling such a diversity of opinion and range of personalities requires a 
communication ability that not only collects the varied input, but also uses it 
within a more widely informed system. Multiple dialogues are not only 
recognized but also positively encouraged and then encapsulated in the overall 
strategy of the organization (Davies, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007, p. 247). 

 

FIT members’ explained that the manifestation of these ongoing multiple 

dialogues within their team increased the likelihood that knowledge, skills, abilities, and 

synergy of the whole team were employed constructively. They affirmed that the 

perpetuity of these verbal exchanges, facilitated by voice (minor finding 2), enabled 

validation of members’ experience and expertise while negating absenteeism with full 

engagement. Polylogue, for members of FIT, provides the necessary platform for their 

individual voice to be operationalized in the collective. “Solving the challenges and 

promoting safety and health” imprinted on their mini pouches, pens, and flashlights imply 

the necessity of inclusive and ongoing dialogue. During observation one (routine 

meeting), member’s performance thereof was documented in action: 

 
As members engage one another, multiple discussions ensue as they “piggy back” 
off of one another as the dialogue continues (1:24-25). 
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Voice 

According to J, this working voice relative to FIT and contrary to her other team, 

was directly correlated with and leveraged by their listening to one another:  

 
I think one thing that the group really does is we don’t interrupt each other. We 
listen and it’s not all about what we’re going to say next. The problem with my 
other group is everyone is only concerned with what they’re going to say next. 
They’re not listening to each other and that’s not how we roll with. There’s a lot 
of listening and even if we disagree we’ve heard the other person. 

 

Correspondingly, R underscored listening as an important component in their  

continued development and communication as a team: 

 

I think in the beginning it didn’t flow as easily. I think over time, with our 
experiences, and being more educated it has really helped us to focus more and 
communicate a lot more successfully amongst each other. Listening to each other 
over time definitely is something that’s really been positive for our group. We 
have changed and seek to listen to each a lot better and work more congruently. 
 

Evidence of these efforts was duly noted during observation two (routine 

meeting) as one after the other gave the speaker their undivided attention:  

 
As K speaks about a management meeting, those around the table make direct eye 
contact with K and cease other activity (2:63-64).  

 

 Members conceptualized listening as a necessary mechanism for voice which 

enables them to accurately and effectively contribute to the concurrent multiple dialogues 

(polylogue) co-occurring. K explains how the openness and ongoing nature of these 

conversations provide objective-role clarity and real-time access to interdisciplinary 

expertise:   
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There’s that open conversation of this is their area of expertise. They have the 
point and have the contact with the people we need to respond to. They can 
provide information, or I’m the one who has the level of responsibility to respond, 
or I have historical information that I need to share with them to help them frame 
the response, or the outcome of the project. That ongoing back and forth dialogue 
continues until a decision is made regarding who is going to do what overall; it 
kind of flows that way. 

 

 This iterative process associated with improving the level, quality, and 

inclusiveness of the discourse(s) in play is critical systemically. Primarily since “it’s the 

system that seems to be defining how we’re interrelating or not interrelating” noted C, 

and “there is not enough good, accurate, mass, and effective communication between the 

levels for us to function to the best of our abilities” B continued. As a result, assessing 

and reassessing, and if applicable, creating and recreating their system of communication 

is essential to the preservation of their individual voices and its operationalization in the 

collective. Otherwise, voice runs the risk of being lost in translation G observes, “unless 

there’s some structural change or something like that then I don’t see it happening.” 

 Voice within the larger edifice of polylogue is qualified by the listening. What 

this determines and FIT members collectively understand, is that voice and listening are 

orthogonal; the presence of one does not imply the presence of the other (Gladwell, 

2008). Their acute awareness of this fact, decreases ambiguity while increasing clarity 

into who is qualified to lead from one situation to the next. Considering this, members 

pointed out during the focus group that ensuring voice and listening are in sync requires 

repetition: 

 
Presenting the topic again or differently in order to get everyone onboard is a 
continual process. For it to work, we all have to verbalize our thoughts, ideas, 
and concerns and actively listen to one another. The feedback goes back and 
forth based upon what we heard one another say. We confirm the accuracy of 
what we heard by sometimes repeating what each other is saying.  
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Major Finding 3: Leadership Hybridization 

 The final major finding that surfaced and was recorded in the data was leadership 

hybridization. The essence of this finding is that through the interdisciplinary nature and 

complexity of the problems FIT members face; they intuitively generate a hybrid form of 

leadership that reflects a cross-breed of horizontal and vertical leadership properties. The 

manifestation of which is based upon the needs of the situation, the interdisciplinary-

interdependent nature of their expertise, and their ongoing actions and interactions. In 

relation to this finding, situation specificity (minor finding 3a) and social support (minor 

finding 3b) were the subthemes that emerged and are discussed in the broader context.  

Situation Specificity 

 Situation specificity expounds upon The Law of Situation (Follet, 1924) to 

include not only human capital, but all available material, cognitive, affective, and social 

resources as the action is unfolding.  B explained:  

 
It’s sort of this standard thing. For every unique problem that we have you 
develop an ad hoc team that may be just 2 or 3 individuals depending on what the 
project really needs, what it does, or the kind of input. We are also always 
encouraged to contact individuals who have by virtue of their backgrounds some 
very specific knowledge and talent. So we’re encouraged to pull in whoever we 
need for a project.   

 

C shared this sentiment and went on to say that “I think all of us rise to the 

occasion and the situation dictates how we respond.” K alluded to the truly 

improvisational nature of their approach per situation in her declaration that “one of the 

common statements I have made and I have tailored and I have done it without statement 

is that I’m making it up as I’m going along.” This speaks to the dexterity necessitated on 

the prerequisites emerging with each new circumstance.  
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As a result, there are often fluctuating levels of disciplinary interest from one 

phase to the next. Exposing this point, G went on to say that at any moment “I think 

everyone is at different levels of interest of course. With anything some people are more 

vocal than others and some people share more than others. You always expect that, but it 

is episodic.” This is equally consistent with J’s contention that they defer to each other 

very naturally based upon the situation and what expertise is needed. 

Social Support 

 Members of FIT expressed that their support of one another enables them to 

commit to one another as leader. For instance, J used her aforementioned analogy 

concerning batons to further clarify: 

 
That gets to my analogy of us sitting around in a circle and we all have batons and 
it is a give and take. Each person gets to provide their input. If it’s mainly a […] 
issue then I would take the lead on it. I would be the one to ask other people what 
I need to know about that and others would add their input. There becomes the 
person that’s going to handle it and make it all happen but everyone kind of 
knows that they are welcomed to interact, provide input, participate, and play a 
role. It happens while one-on-one and it happens while in a group situation. If we 
leave that meeting and there’s more follow up to do then I can work one-on-one 
and then get back to the group as a whole. 

  

As a mutually reinforcing dynamic, values such as respect and trust often become 

imbedded in the social fabric of team actions and interactions over time. This additionally 

speaks to the level of flexibility in their work environment documented during 

observation one (routine meeting): 

K reminds everyone, ‘we have a very flexible work environment and you may 
work from home if you need to. This option is always available’ (1:25-27). 
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Moreover, B explained how these values enable a more collaborative environment 

and increases team member sponsorship: 

 
Respect for each other even concerning general things. It’s very easy then for all 
and everybody is more than willing to say ok this is their deal if it’s a specific 
topic in their area of expertise. You take the lead on that you even though we 
were all territorial to a degree, but we have all been trained in an understanding 
and can handle the basics of the whole program. We do have a strong respect for 
individual backgrounds, training, and strengths. You can call on one and I think 
since we all do we don’t have anybody here that wants to naturally say I’m the 
expert in everything. 

 

 This tacit understanding is made explicit through their ongoing interactivity. Their 

circumstances may change, however members shared that these are basic underlying 

assumptions governing their standard operating procedures.  From one situation to the 

next, “there’s no change it’s not like we were at one point and now I’m the leader and 

we’re at another point” C proclaimed. As detailed during the focus group and inscribed 

on an animal poster hanging in K’s office, “Leadership is more about character than 

authority” and is not predicated on the person, their position, or their title because:  

Everyone is qualified to lead and give input. The expertise needed at any given 
moment is what guides our leadership process. It doesn’t matter so much who is 
leading as it does whether we have the right expertise in play. This allows us to 
fairly easily support one another as a team. 
 

In the event that there are concerns regarding the manner or fitness for which they 

support one another and the team, R added that “since I want to see them happy and 

feeling more comfortable in their positions, I’m fine with having a discussion about it.”  

It was also noted that this team disposition averts certain dissociative behavior and 

commentary such as “I’m going to cease and desist it’s above my pay grade” divulged G. 
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FIT members view their differences as interdisciplinary advantages, and seek to leverage 

and exploit those differences for the good of the team. K deduced:   

I think it happens that way naturally because of the different expertise that we 
bring to the outcome of the discussion, the product, the solution, or the words for 
a particular response to a memo. I think that it is a shared leadership of getting to 
the end product because we all contribute something equally or different. We 
have a level of mutual respect for each other and of what we bring to the process. 
 

 
Structure versus Process Paradox 

 Like many teams, FIT members are part of a formal hierarchical structure. In light 

of this point, the document review included an analysis of FIT’s Formal Leadership 

Structure (Organizational Chart referenced in Figure 4-1) relative to the FIT Leadership 

Process (referenced in Figure 4-3) suggested by the aforementioned focus group, 

individual interviews, and observations data. However, the significance of FIT’s structure 

is its governing leadership process which provides a more accurate depiction of their 

leadership at any given moment. It is consistent with systems thinking in terms of seeing 

the broader interactions that produce a working knowledge of the micro-meso-macro 

perspective (i.e. big picture) (Malik & Afridi, 2011; Palaima & Skarzauskiene, 2010), 

while interpreting organizational reality in a way that shifts the foci on the relationships 

among the parts rather than the parts themselves (Malik & Afridi, 2011; Sterman, 2000). 

 For instance, Figure 4-1 details that K is the formally appointed leader of the 

team. As the administrator, B, C, G, J, and R are her discipline-specific subordinates. As 

it appears, there is one person/role for which leadership responsibility falls upon. This is 

consistent with common cultural norms in many teams detailing higher power distances, 

which “accepts that power is distributed unequally and that it is acceptable for certain 



 

members of the unit in question to hold greater power due to their

(Lindsay, Day, & Halpin, 2011

Figure 4-1. FIT Formal Leadership Structure
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members of the unit in question to hold greater power due to their rank, position, or t

2011, p. 534).   

1. FIT Formal Leadership Structure. 

Correspondingly, this top-down configuration is consistent with the argument 

regarding traditional (vertical) versus leaderful (horizontal) environments (Raelin, 2003) 

especially common in government settings. In these contexts, psychological safety (social 

support), which refers to how comfortable members of a team are in taking interpersonal 

risks, is compromised relative to members admitting mistakes, ignorance on a given 

topic, and questioning the assumptions or assertions of another team member especially 

one of greater formal or informal status (Edmonson, 1999; Lindsay et al., 2011). Figure 

outlines the dichotomous nature of these competing tensions, while providing insight 

into FIT’s process versus person/role leadership proclivity. 
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Figure 4-2. Traditional-Leaderful Dichotomy (Raelin, 2003, p. 14). 

  

Contrary to the abovementioned archetype, FIT’s leadership process is where they 

diverge from the conventional wisdom. Figure 4-3 (A.) illustrates that K, the formally 

appointed leader, inserts herself into the leadership process as just another member with 

relevant interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise. This action neutralizes the power 

distance and supports a more collegial, egalitarian environment (Day, 2007; Lindsay et 

al., 2011). Thus, energy is directed toward assessing the needs of the situation (situational 

analysis), while increasing the likelihood of leadership emerging more broadly, deeply, 

and collectively.  
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Figure 4-3. FIT Leadership Process (Lindsay, Day, & Halpin, 2011, p. 531). 

The next step of the process continues in Figure 4-3 (B.) with leadership 

responsibility dispersed as a group effort due to the interdisciplinary-interdependent 

nature of their team architecture. Each member is the subject matter expert for their 

respective disciplines, which enables an organizing circumstance indicative of one, or 

any manifestation of the collective to emerge and assume leadership responsibilities 

requisite to the need(s) of the situation. Members are thereby more likely to encourage 

the empowerment of one another (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004; 

Lindsay et al., 2011) and see their influence at work. The multilateral influence of this 

process often involves peer or lateral influence, and at other times involves upward or 



 

downward hierarchical influence (Avolio, Walumbwa, & We

2010; Malik & Afridi; 2011; Pearce & Conger, 2003).

The final stage of this

knowledge exchange, polylogue, and subsequently, leadership hybridization emerging as 

these actions unfold. Their focus on the task at hand versus role, position, or title, is 

consistent with a learning orientation which seeks mastery of the task as they face 

challenges and develop competence, take reasonable risks, and accept mistakes as 

opportunities for learning (Day, 2007; Lindsay et al., 2011; Senge, 1990). This ideology 

moves beyond their motivation to demonstrate proficiency in terms of committing the 

fewest errors to reaching a deeper understanding of the nuances of a particular situation, 

with the principal goal of building e

Lindsay et al., 2011). Due to the dynamic nature of this process, FIT’s Actual Leadership 

Structure (referenced in Figure 4

composition in real-time given the situation.  

Figure 4-4. FIT Actual Leadership Structure.

As Figure 4-4 details, actual leadership is unknown and therefore flattened until 

the leadership process has transitioned through each sequence. Due to the aforementioned
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downward hierarchical influence (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Kocolowski, 

2010; Malik & Afridi; 2011; Pearce & Conger, 2003). 

The final stage of this process concludes in Figure 4-3 (C.) with interactive 

knowledge exchange, polylogue, and subsequently, leadership hybridization emerging as 

old. Their focus on the task at hand versus role, position, or title, is 

consistent with a learning orientation which seeks mastery of the task as they face 

challenges and develop competence, take reasonable risks, and accept mistakes as 

learning (Day, 2007; Lindsay et al., 2011; Senge, 1990). This ideology 

moves beyond their motivation to demonstrate proficiency in terms of committing the 

fewest errors to reaching a deeper understanding of the nuances of a particular situation, 

rincipal goal of building expertise (Day, 2007; Dweck & Leggett, 1988

Lindsay et al., 2011). Due to the dynamic nature of this process, FIT’s Actual Leadership 

in Figure 4-4) depicts a more realistic interpretation of their 
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data supporting this idea, as well as the interdisciplinary-interdependent nature of 

member expertise and problems they face, FIT members operate from an underlying 

assumption that each member is as qualified as the other to lead. Kunzle, Zala-Mezo, and 

Wacker (2010) go on to say that: 

Teams seem to facilitate performance in complex tasks given that no individual 
team member possesses all resources necessary to address all task demands and 
therefore appear to be an effective strategy to overcoming resource shortcomings 
especially if task complexity is high. As complexity increases where an individual 
leader has difficulties completing all necessary leadership functions, distributing 
roles according to skill sets means that teams could handle non-routine events 
more effectively. Sharing leadership releases formal leaders from the pressure of 
being the singular source of influence by increasing the team’s sources of 
effective leadership (p. 6). 

 

  The determination of who/whom assumes leadership responsibility revolves 

around FIT team member’s focus on task rather than formality. As a team philosophy, 

this tacit understanding contextualizes the particular needs of the moment and allows the 

circumstance to call upon specific expertise. As a result, this increases the likelihood of 

having the most qualified person/people leading at all times in theory as well as practice.  

Summary 

This chapter endeavored to present the findings of the study. As detailed in the 

introduction, three major findings surfaced during data analysis. Member insights 

supported the presence of major finding 1, interactive knowledge exchange, in providing 

the necessary medium for their interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise to be shared 

and implemented. Members also underscored the importance of major finding 2, 

polylogue, as the necessary platform for their individual voice to be operationalized in the 
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collective. Finally, major finding 3, leadership hybridization, was substantiated based 

upon member insights into situation specificity and social support as driving forces. 

 Chapter 5 discusses the findings and conclusions of this study within the broader 

context of the literature concerning shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and 

symbolic interactionism. In addition, this chapter discusses insights relative to 

implications for theory, practice, and future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
In the face of complex challenges, a leader, no matter how skilled and otherwise 
effective, cannot simply step into the breach, articulate a new vision, make some 
clarifying decisions, and proclaim success. Because a complex challenge requires 
a whole system and all the people in it to change, it lies beyond the scope of any 
individual person to confront (Yukl, G. & Lepsinger, R., 2007, p. 11). 
 

 This descriptive case study examined the nature of improvisational leadership via 

the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team. Considering the unpredictable level of complexity associated with 

these experiences, leadership, is not only a function of team members’ expertise and 

available resources at work but also the process team members use to interact with each 

other to resolve the problem (Ku, Chen, & Hsu, 2013). As part of an ever-evolving 

dynamic, the leadership process is created and recreated in real-time based upon the 

needs of the situation. In order to procure empirical data on this leadership process 

relative to the constructs of this study, data were collected from a focus group, six 

individual interviews, two observations, and a document review of a high-functioning 

federal government interdisciplinary team (FIT) of six veterinarians. The findings from 

this study allowed plausible answers to the grand tour question and subsidiary questions, 

and equally established the foundation for the major findings and conclusions presented 

in this chapter. 

 The purpose of this inquiry had a dual-goal orientation: (a) to describe members’ 

experiences of complex problem-solving; and (b) to describe how members shared 

leadership during these experiences. Within the broader context of the conceptual 

framework and pertinent literature outlined in Chapter 2, this chapter discusses and draws 



104 
     

conclusions based upon the findings aforementioned in Chapter 4. Accordingly, section 1 

outlines the conclusions schematic and discusses conclusion 1. Sections 2 through 4 

discuss the corresponding conclusions in sequence. This chapter concludes with section 5 

implications for theory, section 6 implications for practice, section 7 implications for 

future research, and section 8 concluding remarks. 

Four conclusions were derived from the analysis of the data and synthesis of the 

findings in chapter 4. Table 5-1 outlines the conclusions schematic for this study. 

Table 5-1. Conclusions Schematic 

Conclusion 1: Leadership is dependent on social interaction and networks of 
influence. 
 
Conclusion 2: Shared leadership is a situation-specific, socially constructed, and 
mutually reinforcing process of exchange by which members of a collective are 
empowered to contribute and see their influence at work as the needs of the moment 
are interpreted and defined. 
 
Conclusion 3: Organizational improvisation is the ongoing sensemaking-sensegiving 
dynamic influencing the actions and interactions of the collective in real-time. 
 
Conclusion 4: Symbolic interactionism is the cognitive-metacognitive nexus between 
self and other within the larger social edifice. 
 
 

Conclusion 1: Leadership is dependent on social interaction and networks of 

influence. 

 An initial finding of this study was that as you give/receive knowledge, you 

equally receive/give knowledge and create new knowledge in the process (interactive 

knowledge exchange). Predicated on this finding, the first conclusion of this study 

reasoned that leadership is dependent on social interaction and networks of influence. 
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Precisely, this conclusion is consistent with the premise that these interactions are 

characterized by reciprocity (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1962, 1972; Hollander, 1964; 

Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and thus, a generalized social exchange (Ekeh, 

1974; Levi-Strauss, 1969). These exchanges become symbolic subconsciously as 

members act and interact based upon the espoused meanings emerging in and through 

these social interactions (Stryker &Vryan, 2006), and consciously as they see their 

influence at work. Considering the epistemological and ontological dispositions of many 

researchers, some have described this phenomenon in terms of shared (Pearce and 

Conger, 2003), leaderful (Raelin, 2003), distributed (Gronn, 2002) and collective (Denis, 

Lamothe, & Langley, 2001) leadership processes. However, there seems to be a lack of 

clear theoretical disparity among these approaches, as various researchers employ these 

terms interchangeably (Van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry, & Van Meurs, 2009). 

 Nevertheless, interactive knowledge exchange is a by-product of this environment 

as members are perpetually empowered to give/receive knowledge, receive/give 

knowledge, and create new knowledge in and through the process. As a mutually 

reinforcing mechanism, interactive knowledge exchange is dependent upon each 

member’s subject matter expertise, which equally supports an underlying assumption that 

each member is qualified to lead. By allowing the circumstance to call upon specific 

expertise, the focus is on task rather than formality which are plausibly how members 

share leadership during complex problem-solving experiences or otherwise (Kunzle, 

Zala-Mezo, & Wacker, 2010). As evidenced in this study, the diversities associated with 

each new situation, require equally diverse sets of knowledge for success. 
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Consistent with this study’s symbolic interactionist approach, Clarke (2012) 

affirms that “this brings into sharper focus how leadership is dependent on social 

interaction and networks of influence” (p. 203). The team/organization examined in this 

study, both individually and collectively, share the experience of leadership emerging “in 

the midst” as the action unfolds. Moreover, their expertise-led leadership process is the 

compass guiding a regulated improvisation (Bourdieu, 1977; Varela & Depraz, 2003) that 

is continually created and recreated as members act and interact from one situation to the 

next. Together, both their social schema and the context are part of an interactive loop 

interpreting-defining-influencing their real-time socially constructed reality (Berger & 

Luckman, 1967; Clarke, 2012; Weick, 1993b) concerning the needs of the moment. 

Ipso facto, shared leadership can be intellectualized as an adaptive and dynamic 

pre/ re-action to the complexity of problems the team faces relative to the expertise that 

is needed and available at the time. In this regard, leadership is an inherently shared 

process emerging between agents as they influence one another through mere interaction. 

FIT members perpetuate this idea as they are constantly contributing their subject matter 

expertise as needed and thus sharing leadership in the process. As members trust and 

respect each individual voice manifest in the collective, they recognize that these values 

are intrinsically interconnected with leadership via democratic participation. When 

members who have a stake (i.e. expertise) in a venture are given every chance to 

participate in that venture, including its implementation, their commitment to the venture 

will be assured (Raelin, 2003). 

Irrespective of the standard of measurement, leadership and its success or failure 

in any team/organization lies in the breadth and depth of member engagement. As an 
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influence process, it often involves an amalgam of “peer, or lateral, influence and at other 

times involves upward or downward hierarchal influence” (Avolio, Walumbwa, & 

Weber, 2009; Kocolowski, 2010, p.24). The succeeding section discusses shared 

leadership relative to the conclusions presented in this study. 

Conclusion 2: Shared leadership is a situation-specific, socially constructed, and 

mutually reinforcing process of exchange by which members of a collective are 

empowered to contribute and see their influence at work as the needs of the moment 

are interpreted and defined. 

 The context of this study was focused on member’s shared leadership experience 

within a team/organization. Shared leadership has been defined as a dynamic, interactive 

influence process among members of a team with a goal of leading and committing to 

one another as leader in order to achieve team and/or organizational goals (Pearce & 

Conger, 2003). The second finding of this study revealed that the medium for this 

dynamic was the concurrent, multidirectional, ongoing conversations among the 

members (polylogue). The study determined through this level of discourse and 

interactivity in real-time, the foci remained on the situation specific needs and in turn 

placed the needed expertise in the leadership position/role. Predicated on this finding, the 

second conclusion of this study was that shared leadership is a situation-specific, socially 

constructed, and mutually reinforcing process of exchange by which members of a 

collective are empowered to contribute and see their influence at work as the needs of the 

moment are interpreted and defined. 
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 FIT members experienced the realities of this exchange process by virtue of their 

interdisciplinary-interdependent expertise, which sets the stage for their interactive 

knowledge exchange. As members engaged in polylogue (Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, & 

Kakabadse, 2007), their voices manifested in the collective brought about collective team 

outcomes namely shared leadership. This iterative process allowed FIT members to 

discover alternative and creative means to accomplish their objectives. As standard 

operating procedure, their overall experience was enriched considering the 

aforementioned give-and-give relationship among members relative to the call-and-

response dynamic of the environment. 

 In addition, the findings were consistent with member’s shared leadership 

experience involving a tacit understanding of real-time needs and who/whom possessed 

the relevant expertise. As a given, FIT members recognized that no individual team 

member possessed all resources necessary to address all task demands (Kunzle, Zala-

Mezo, & Wacker, 2010). By the same token, their sources of influence were distributed 

thereby increasing the likelihood of positive outcomes and having the most effective 

leadership in play at all times. Their collective knowing of this basic underlying 

assumption was bolstered by their sincere respect and trust for one another’s unique 

knowledge, skill, and ability. B explained how these values enabled a more collaborative 

environment and increased team member sponsorship: 

 
Respect for each other even concerning general things. It’s very easy then for all 
and everybody is more than willing to say ok this is their deal if it’s a specific 
topic in their area of expertise. You take the lead on that even though we were all 
territorial to a degree, but we have all been trained in an understanding and can 
handle the basics of the whole program. We do have a strong respect for 
individual backgrounds, training, and strengths. You can call on one and I think 
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since we all do we don’t have anybody here that wants to naturally say I’m the 
expert in everything. 
 

 As a team norm, this shared mindfulness facilitated shared leadership emergence 

at the intersection of individual and/or collective expertise and the needs of the moment. 

This enabled the leader(s) to materialize based on the task at hand (Miles & Watkins, 

2007), and as a result, the team benefited from the multiplicity of thoughts, thinking, and 

intellectual capital brought to bear in process (Kocolowski, 2010). Not only was J 

explicit in explaining their theoretical understanding of this ideology, but also its 

presence and practical application with and within their team: 

That gets to my analogy of us sitting around in a circle and we all have batons and 
it is a give and take. Each person gets to provide their input. If it’s mainly a […] 
issue then I would take the lead on it. I would be the one to ask other people what 
I need to know about that and others would add their input. There becomes the 
person that’s going to handle it and make it all happen but everyone kind of 
knows that they are welcomed to interact, provide input, participate, and play a 
role. It happens while one-on-one and it happens while in a group situation. If we 
leave that meeting and there’s more follow up to do then I can work one-on-one 
and then get back to the group as a whole. 
 
 

 In other words, shared leadership was a property of FIT’s social system and was 

seen as an emergent state or property within the team that spontaneously occurs in 

response to situational needs (Galbraith, & Lawler, 2002; Gronn, 2002; O’Toole, Hillier, 

Day, & Vance, 2006). This allowed the focus to remain on the interactions between 

members, context, and the surrounding dynamics shaping their leadership process 

(Gronn, 2002). For FIT, it was not so much about the number of members (i.e. one-on-

one/group) engaging in the process as it was the unique knowledge, skills, and abilities 

being contributed to the process.  
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 Moreover, this shared mindfulness or shared metacognition (Pearce & Conger, 

2003) was instrumental in their shared leadership experience. Through their ongoing 

interactivity, FIT members continuously adapted their active mental models and thereby 

afforded a situation- specific needs assessment in real-time. This allowed members to 

dynamically regulate their improvisation (Bourdieu, 1977) through awareness of schemas 

and interpretations of all input. The discerning of actions and interactions in this manner 

allowed members to more effectively select appropriate behavioral scripts and modify 

active mental models as needed (Lord & Emrich, 2001; Pearce & Conger, 2003). Pearce 

and Conger (2003) reasoned the following: 

Within the shared leadership context, metacognition is the process that allows 
members to guide action and, more specifically, guide the choice of when the 
leadership function should change. This is important because it allows a context-
sensitive assessment of the current situation. When combined with team shared 
mental models, metacognition allows the shared diagnosis of to whom the 
leadership role must transfer enabling the seamless coordination of leadership 
transfer (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 114). 
 
 

 As Pearce and Conger (2003) implied, understanding the shared leadership 

experience involves understanding the ongoing sensemaking-sensegiving (Weick, 1979) 

dynamic influencing the actions and interactions of the collective. The increasing 

complexity and interdisciplinary nature of problems teams/organizations face may be 

critical to understanding how teams draw on available material, cognitive, affective, and 

social resources to resolve complex problems through sharing leadership. Organizational 

improvisation, then, as the conception of this action as it unfolds drawing on these 

resources, may begin that process.     
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Conclusion 3: Organizational improvisation is the ongoing sensemaking-sensegiving 

dynamic influencing the actions and interactions of the collective in real-time. 

 The third finding of this study revealed that through the interdisciplinary nature 

and complexity of the problems FIT members face; they intuitively generate a hybrid 

form of leadership that reflects a cross-breed of horizontal and vertical leadership 

properties (leadership hybridization). This intuition is leveraged in perpetuity by the 

nuances of each situation (situation specificity) which implicates all available, material, 

cognitive, affective, and social resources as the action is unfolding. Predicated on this 

finding, the third conclusion of this study was that organizational improvisation is the 

ongoing sensemaking-sensegiving dynamic influencing the actions and interactions of the 

collective in real-time. McKnight and Bontis (2002) determined that “the collaborative 

wealth of creativity, innovation, and productivity flowed in part through these real-time 

interactions” (p. 219). This is realized as organizational improvisation provides the 

necessary cognitive space for members to be fully present in mind as well as body. 

 The data indicated that organizational improvisation, imagination, and innovation 

were woven into everyday activities as a chronic component of their experience (Weick, 

1979). FIT members were akin to entrepreneurs, or perhaps intrapreneurs, inasmuch as 

they were often expected to innovate in real-time within their disciplines to resolve 

problems complex or otherwise (LeyBourne, 2010). This provided insight into the 

essence of their organizational improvisation experience, which can be plausibly 

correlated to the “emerging field of effectuation as it involves problem-solving through 

human actions in environments that are essentially unpredictable” (LeyBourne, 2010, p. 

2). As an individual and team/organizational reality, K affirmed during her interview that 
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“one of the common statements I have made and I have tailored and I have done it 

without statement is that I’m making it up as I’m going along.” 

 Through this more adaptive proclivity, FIT reflected the dexterity to be 

pre/reactionary and attentive to emerging circumstances in a manner consistent with 

appropriate spontaneity (e.g. the aforementioned autonomy-sovereignty discussion) in the 

moment. Moreover, “to do things spontaneously is to become more skilled at thinking on 

your feet” (Weick, 1998, p.552). Considering their overarching goal of building the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities of the team, their disposition inevitably added holistic 

value overall and thereby transcended leading and managing from a specific role or 

person perspective. As J pointed out during her interview, “It’s not like a baton is passed, 

we all hold batons.” 

 Their intuitive feel or tacit understanding for who holds the needed baton(s) given 

the situation exemplified both organizational improvisation and an improvisational 

manifestation of sharing leadership. Rather than seemingly random undirected actions, 

FIT experienced spontaneous collaboration (e.g. B’s aforementioned ad hoc teams) either 

formally or informally in response to real-time demands of problems complex or 

otherwise. By pooling all available resources, which is essentially bricolage, member’s 

unique “skill sets were brought to bear in generating innovative and novel responses” 

(Clarke, 2012, p. 200) to the increasingly complex realities of each situation. Hence, their 

impromptu experiences both individually and collectively provided insight into the nature 

of improvisational leadership via the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-

functioning federal government interdisciplinary team and its determination from one 
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moment to the next. The succeeding section discusses symbolic interactionism relative to 

the findings presented in this study. 

Conclusion 4: Symbolic interactionism is the cognitive-metacognitive nexus between 

self and other within the larger social edifice. 

Members of FIT expressed that their support of one another enables them to 

commit to one another as leader (social support). Affective responses such as support and 

commitment, which become resources (i.e. organizational improvisation) over time, are 

the result of internal conversations which beget an external conversation of gestures 

among members relative to the interpretive-defining dynamic of symbolic interactionism. 

This finding led to a fourth conclusion that symbolic interactionism is the cognitive-

metacognitive nexus between self and other within the larger social edifice. The symbolic 

interactionist approach to understanding this “conversation” was a principle objective of 

the study. Blumer (1966) expounded that symbolic interactionism involved two 

dynamics: “(a) interpretation, or ascertaining the meaning of the actions or remarks of 

the other person, and (b) definition, or conveying indications to another person as to how 

he is to act” (p. 537-538). These antecedents contextualized the dynamic interactivity 

associated with sharing leadership, which is often misinterpreted as “additive action, 

ignoring the additional dynamic arising from the interactions of diverse individuals in a 

setting where expertise is dispersed” (Gronn, 2002; Van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry, & 

Van Meurs, 2009, p. 767). 

 Consistent with the interactive approach, this dynamic reality Chang (2004) 

explains “is shaped by (a) the patterns, processes, and contents of the interaction, 

including their mediation by such factors as perception/meaning, reflective thinking, role-
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taking-based rationality, emotion, nonsymbolic power in use, reality testing; and (b) the 

preexisting conditions of both the acting unit and the environment that underlie the 

interaction” (p. 405). In this way, symbolic interactionism is a constantly coevolving 

phenomenon within and with the circumstance(s). It is distinguished by its “mindful 

construction of responses in the moment rather than mindless application of past 

responses embedded in routines” (Wheatley, 1992, p. 90). 

 Symbolic interactionism can be conceptualized as reflexivity (Stryker &Vryan, 

2006) in process or the meaningful space between shared leadership and organizational 

improvisation. Respectively, shared leadership and symbolic interactionism activate and 

sustain organizational improvisation through that initial conceptualization and the 

subsequent action that unfolds. This is a plausible inference as Stryker and Vryan (2006) 

maintained that:  

Meanings arise in the process of interaction between people (e.g. a shared 
leadership context), that is, the meanings of things are social products growing out 
of how persons act toward one another with regard to the things and situations 
encountered on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them (p. 5, 
italics and parentheses added). 
  
 

 Equally, this supports and avows the cognitively symbolic capacity of humans 

which implies that they have thoughts and think (Dewey, 1991), rationalize symbols 

intrinsically (Senge, 1990), and as a result develop meaning and a self both cultivated by 

and entering into the social process. Thoughts and thinking, in this regard, manifest as an 

ongoing internal and external (i.e. gestures) conversation utilizing symbols of meaning 

that were socially constructed. Thus, this fluid state of emerging consciousness in real-

time is perpetually created and recreated as members act and interact meaningfully from 

one situation to the next.  
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 For instance, the aforementioned data analysis was wrought with indicators of FIT 

members’ importation and exhibition of group-directed behaviors that were reciprocated 

by other members. Their often polylogic-nonverbal-paraverbal communication interplay 

was a vehicle and provided insight into the development of their tacit understandings, 

underlying assumptions, and standard operating procedures. As an improvisational 

interpretive-defining relationship, it was not predicated on expectations relative to or of a 

specific member, but rather expectations relative to or of the group:  

Neighbor A intervenes by calling the fire department on noticing Neighbor B’s 
house on fire, not simply under the expectation that B will reciprocate if A’s 
house ever burns but also expecting that any other neighbor, C through Z, will 
reciprocate (Pearce and Conger, 2003, p. 86).   
 
 

 Through this evolving cognitive experience does symbolic interactionism, as the 

conversation (i.e. cues, gestures) framing the conversations (i.e. polylogue, nonverbal, 

paraverbal), co-develop and reinforce a more improvisational leadership process. For 

instance, K alluded to the truly improvisational nature of their approach per situation in 

her declaration that “one of the common statements I have made and I have tailored and I 

have done it without statement is that I’m making it up as I’m going along.” By virtue of 

their interdependent-interdisciplinary expertise, she further clarified the emergence of 

their iteratively dynamic process:  

There’s that open conversation of this is their area of expertise. They have the 
point and have the contact with the people we need to respond to. They can 
provide information, or I’m the one who has the level of responsibility to respond, 
or I have historical information that I need to share with them to help them frame 
the response, or the outcome of the project. That ongoing back and forth dialogue 
continues until a decision is made regarding who is going to do what overall; it 
kind of flows that way. 
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 In this way, symbolic interactionism can additionally be conceptualized as the 

flow (Pearce and Conger, 2003) or groove (Hatch, 1997) of the process by which 

members connect with and within their environment. In this context, the environment 

referred to the meaningful space where members’ support of one another enabled them to 

commit to one another as leader and thereby share leadership in process. This implicit 

give-and-give relationship among FIT members flows or grooves with the call-and-

response dynamic of needed expertise moment to moment. The emergence they produce 

includes the reproduction and change of self and other as well as the reproduction and 

change of the meaningful space.  

With this in mind, it follows that teams established in this way become self-
sustaining and evolve to a level of working (e.g. problem-solving) where 
familiarity and respect take them to levels of the unsaid, the just knowing each 
other, the not having to say and the expectation of involvement and responsibility. 
This enriches their work (e.g. problem-solving capacity) and promotes their self-
actualization with the causal effect they will do the same for others (Lee-Davies, 
Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007, p. 252, parentheses added). 
  
 
This experience is a by-product of the process in play as it is unique and arises 

from tacit knowledge and symbolic interaction that enables the process to be carried out 

in a unique co-evolving co-creating manner (Lee-Davies et. al., 2007). Through their 

ongoing actions and interactions, FIT members operationalized this ideology through 

their belief in the potential of other members, while contributing to the creation of 

meaningful space where that potential could be realized. This observation provided 

additional insight concerning the motivation and manner for which members of FIT 

participate and convert tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge as part of their problem-

solving experience.  
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In sum, symbolic interactionism as the conversation of conversations is an 

ongoing cognitive and metaphysical experience between self, other, and environment. As 

situations arise and are more complex, the flow or groove of events interpreted and 

defined (meaning creation) evolves while symbolic of past, present, and future 

interactions between actors and their social environment. Thus, members of FIT are 

perpetually creating and recreating their meaningful space relative to the needs of the 

moment and their unique contributions at work in it.  

Implications for Theory 

 This study begins a conversation around shared leadership, organizational 

improvisation, and symbolic interactionism that exposes their presence and indivisibility 

within the day-to-day realities of an interdisciplinary team. Hence, the findings and 

conclusions from this study contribute to the literature on shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism both individually and 

collectively. Plausibly, of significant novelty were the insights revealed vis a vis the 

symbolic interactionist approach (Blumer, 1962; Mead, 1932) which may disavow 

notions of mere random undirected activity concerning these constructs and contexts.  

As a result, the conversation around shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003) 

was broadened through localization of unique conceptualizations concerning how 

individuals share leadership in teams/organizations, specifically during their complex 

problem-solving experiences. Additionally, the research further develops the idea of 

organizational improvisation (Kamoche & Cuhna, 2003) as an inherent organizational 

reality. This study also introduces the idea of the give-and-give relationship among 
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individuals relative to the call-and-response dynamic of the environment thereby defining 

their meaningful space. 

 In addition, this study elicits a perpetual examination of traditional leadership 

archetypes relative to the current knowledge era dispersal of knowledge, skills, and 

abilities across teams/organizations. Van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry, and Van Meurs 

(2009) argued that “knowledge work is becoming increasingly team-based and requires 

the coordination and integration of the expertise of diverse professionals from dispersed 

fields” (p. 765).  On a similar note, Waddell, Cummings, and Worley (2004) insist that 

“many organizations increasingly depend on cross-functional, self-managing work-teams 

to deal with the growing complexities of work and to sustain their competitiveness” (p. 

341).   

 Considering the interdisciplinary-interdependent nature of the problems 

teams/organizations face complex or otherwise, which was revealed to be an accurate 

assessment in this study, their leadership process must reflect equal diversity (i.e. 

requisite variety) from one moment to the next thereby implicating all members. 

Plausibly, these findings confirm that teams/organizations moving forward will 

inherently share leadership, be improvisational in its application from one moment to the 

next, and symbolic considering the ongoing actions, interactions , and the meanings 

espoused by the team/organization.   

Implications for Practice 

Several implications for practice can be drawn from the findings and conclusions 

of this study. Outcomes revealed that members of the case study team/organization were 

engaging in interactive knowledge exchange by virtue of their interdisciplinary-
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interdependent expertise. As members gave/received knowledge, they equally 

received/gave knowledge and created new knowledge in the process. Thus, an emerging 

community of practice was created in-practice in perpetuity. Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, and 

Kakabadse (2007) determined:  

 
The positive nature of these relationships is built on shared and negotiated 
meanings, under an umbrella of mutual respect that encourages learning and 
reflection towards a shared purpose. By understanding the same meaning and 
working together in such a way a consensus is formed and working norms 
developed (p. 249). 
 
 

  This acute awareness of the what, when, where, and how of these meaning-

creating interactions/relationships, can enrich the ideological value of a team-of-leaders 

versus team-with-members perspective in these goods (i.e. expertise: knowledge, skills, 

and abilities) and services (i.e. contribution of expertise) exchanges. This can inevitably 

raise the level of discourse from mere dialogue between a few to polylogue among many. 

“A shared meaning is created as the dynamic flow of multiple dialogues bridges the 

zones of interaction between the phenomenal and the subtle and a shared commitment 

emerges” (Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007, p. 249). As a result, 

teams/organizations can be more proactive than reactive vis a vis a collective knowing of 

who/whom holds what expertise before the need arises. This can equate to a significant 

competitive advantage in various markets.  

  Advantages or opportunities as suggested by this study, was a matter of 

perspective rather than privilege on the part of the team/organization in this case study.  

They experienced more opportunities than problems through their support of one another. 

Trust and respect for each member’s expertise was an integral component of their 
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relationships. In turn, ambiguity was at a minimum in their real-time needs assessments 

from one situation to the next. Primarily, this was due to the situation rather than a 

person/role determining the needed expertise. 

  Situation-specificity enabled the case study team/organization to have a clear 

understanding of what was expected of each member. Role clarity, which can inevitably 

devolve into absenteeism due to the lack thereof, can benefit teams/organizations as 

members feel connected by seeing their influence at work. In this way, “shared leadership 

represents a model of social interaction and its dynamic is grounded in a felt sense, an 

experience from within the individual” (Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007, p. 

249). This was a critical point as this study was about the experience of each member 

both individually and collectively. As a result, “leadership emerges in a shared way 

where each individual is an important team member passing a valuable baton of 

information (i.e. expertise: knowledge, skills, and abilities) to another respected team 

member” (Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, & Kakabadse, 2007, p. 249, parentheses added). 

Implications for Future Research 

 This descriptive case study broadens the conversations around shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism and implies unique 

opportunities for future research. These three symbiotic constructs collectively enable 

members of teams/organizations the opportunity to interact and exchange knowledge 

(e.g. canonical and noncanonical), have an individual voice that is manifested in the 

collective, and develop a socially supportive leadership process grounded in the needs of 

the moment. These constructs nurture the aforementioned give-and-give relationship 

between members relative to the call-and-response dynamic with the environment. 
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Further research is needed to attain a deeper understanding of contextual inhibitors 

affecting collective awareness and implementation.  

 As a descriptive case study, the research examined the constructs using a 

symbolic interactionist approach. In general, the findings confirmed an essential nexus 

between shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism. 

The shared leadership construct as outlined by Pearce and Conger (2003) was selected for 

this study due to the nature of shared leadership in the experience of FIT. 

Correspondingly, the organizational improvisation and symbolic interactionism 

constructs were selected due to the nature of their presence in the experience of members. 

The overarching theme was the experience of members as the primary focus of this study, 

and teams/organizations moving forward will need to adopt similar foci to be and remain 

relevant in their respective and perspective areas of interest.  

 This can begin with a team/organization-of-leaders perspective as an alternative 

to the conventional team/organization-with-members perspective. This can be a powerful 

change agent that future research could develop in predominantly male versus female 

teams as in this study, private sector versus government sector as in this study, and 

interdisciplinary teams of various disciplines versus discipline-specific veterinarians as in 

this study. In sum, Lee-Davies, Kakabadse, and Kakabadse (2007) expressed the 

imperative nature of this shift in foci market-wide: 

 
The wealth of talent within the organization is highlighted as it becomes clear 
there are many leaders within the hierarchy who are currently underused. 
Capturing their energy and enthusiasm in a shared and co-operative leadership 
organization creates more sustainable competitive advantage (p. 253). 
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Concluding Remarks 

 This descriptive case study examined the nature of improvisational leadership via 

the complex problem-solving experiences of a high-functioning federal government 

interdisciplinary team. Essentially, the study yielded deeper insights around this 

phenomenon from the unique experiences of six members of a federal government 

interdisciplinary team (FIT). The study employed a focus group, interviews, observations, 

and document review to identify the major and minor findings emerging in the data. The 

findings are consistent with the notion of an essential nexus between shared leadership, 

organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism that is symbiotic in nature. In 

general, the study determined that these three constructs generate improvisational 

leadership as the give-and-give relationships between individuals is leveraged by the call-

and-response dynamic of the environment and vice versa in real-time.  

 This research spearheads an emerging field of work examining the nature of 

shared leadership, organizational improvisation, and symbolic interactionism in 

generating improvisational leadership in real-time in various contexts. Moreover, it puts 

into practice the idea that every individual has unique expertise that may be needed at any 

moment. By placing the expertise in the leadership position/role, everyone is implicated 

and therefore qualified to lead. 

 

 

 

 



123 
     

REFERENCES 

Anderson, L., & Snow, D. A. (2001). Inequality and the self: Exploring connections from  

 an interactionist perspective. Symbolic Interaction, 24, 4, 395-406. 

Anderson, P. (1999). Complexity theory and organization science. Organization Science,  

 10,216-232. 

Angles, J. M. (2007). The impact of shared leadership on the effectiveness of self- 

managed workteams: A phenomenological study. Phoenix, AZ: University of 
Phoenix. 

Arnone, M., & Stumpf, S. A. (2010). Shared leadership: from rivals to co-CEOs. Strategy  
 
 & Leadership, 38, 2, 15-21. 
 
Avolio, B. J., Jung, D. I., Murry, W., & Sivasubramaniam, N. (1996). Building highly 

developed teams: Focusing on shared leadership processes, efficacy, trust, and 

performance. Advances in interdisciplinary studies of work teams: Team 
leadership, 

173-209. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 

Avolio, B. J., Walumbwa, F. O., & Weber, T. J. (2009). Leadership: Current theories,  

 research, and future directions. Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 421-449. 

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. 

 Psychological Review, 84, 2, 191-215. 

Barnard, C. I. (1938). The functions of the executive. Cambridge, MA: Harvard  

 University Press. 

Barrett, F. J. (1998). Creativity and improvisation in organizations: Implications 

for organizational learning. Organization Science, 9, 605-622. 

Barry, D. (1991), Managing the boss less team: Lessons in distributed leadership. 

Organizational Dynamics, 20, 31-47. 

Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass and stogdill’s handbook of leadership. New York, NY: Free  

 Press. 



124 
     

Bastien, D. T., & Hostager, T. J. (1988). Jazz as a process of organizational innovation. 

 Communication Research, 15, 5, 582-602. 

Bastien, D. T., & Hostager, T. J. (1992). Cooperation as communicative accomplishment:  

 A symbolic interaction analysis of an improvised jazz concert. Communication  

Studies, 43, 2, 92-104. 

Benne, K. D., & Sheats, P. (1948). Functional roles of group members. Journal of Social  

 Issues, 4, 41-49. 

Berger, J., Cohen, B. P., & Zelditch, M. (1972). Status characteristics and social 

  interaction. American Sociological Review, 37, 241-255.  

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1967). The social construction of reality.  Garden  

 City, NY: Anchor Books. 

Berliner, P. F. (1994). Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation. Chicago, IL: 

 University of Chicago Press. 

Beveridge, W. I. B. (1980). Seeds of discovery. New York, NY: W. W. Norton &  

 Company. 

Bjurwill, C. (1993). Read and react: The football formula. Perceptual and Motor Skills,  

 76, 3c,1383-1386. 

Blau, P. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. New York, NY: Wiley. 

Blumer, H. (1962). Society as symbolic interaction.  Human behavior and social 

  processes, 179-192. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. 

Blumer, H. (1966). Sociological implications of the thought of george herbert mead.  

 AmericanJournal of Sociology, 71, 5, 535-548. 

Buber, M. (1970). I and thou. New York, NY: Scribner. 

Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Qualitative research for education: An  

 introduction totheories and methods. Boston, MA: Pearson. 

Boogaard, (2000). Leading dialogically: being authentic, aware, and compassionate in a  



125 
     

 corporate world. Santa Barbara, CA: The Fielding Institute. 

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge  

 University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Cambridge,  

 MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Cambridge, MA: Harvard  

 University Press. 

Bourdieu, P., & Wacquant, L. J. D. (1992). An invitation to reflexive sociology. Chicago,  

 IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Bowers, D. G., & Seashore, S. E. (1966). Predicting organizational effectiveness with a 

 four-factor theory of leadership. Administrative Science Quarterly, 11, 238-263. 

Boyer, M. D. (2009). Organizational improvisation within an episodic planning model: A  

 systems perspective. Minneapolis, MN: Capella University. 

Brown, J. S., & Duguid, P. (1991). Organizational learning and communities-of-practice:  

Toward a unified view of working, learning, and innovation. Organization 

 science, 2, 1, 40-57. 

Brown, S. L., & Eisenhardt, K. M. (1997). The art of continuous change: Linking  

complexity theory and time-paced evolution in relentlessly shifting organizations.  

Administrative Science Quarterly, 42, 1-34. 

Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York, NY: Harper & Row. 

Cannon-Bowers, J. A., & Salas, E., & Converse, S. (1993). Shared mental models in  

 expert team decision making. Individual and group decision making, 221-243.   

Hillside, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Carson, J., Tesluk, P., & Marrone, J. (2007). Shared Leadership in teams: An  

investigation of antecedent conditions and performance. Academy of Management  

Journal, 50, 5, 1217-1234. 

 



126 
     

Chang, J. H. Y. (2004). Mead's theory of emergence as a framework for multilevel  
 
 sociological inquiry. Symbolic Interaction, 27, 3, 405-427. 
 
Chase, M.P. (1988). Improvisation: Music from the inside out. Berkley, CA: Creative  
 
 Arts Book Company. 
 
Chavez, C. (2008). Conceptualizing from the inside: Advantages, complications, and  
 
 demands on insider positionality. The Qualitative Report, 13, 3, 474-494. 
 
Chein, I. (1981). An introduction to sampling. Selltiz, wrightsman & cook’s research  
 
 methods in social relations, 423-440. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 
 
Clarke, A. (1999). A practical use of key success factors to improve the effectiveness of  
 

project management. International Journal of Project Management, 17, 3,139- 
 
145. 

 
Clarke, N. (2012). Shared leadership in projects: A matter of substance over style. Team 
  

Performance Management, 18, 3/4, 196-209. 
 
Coffey, A. & Atkinson, P. (1996). Making sense of qualitative data: Complimentary  
 
 research strategies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Conger, J. A., & Kanungo, R. N. (1988). The empowerment process: Integrating theory  
 
 and practice. The Academy of Management Review, 13, 639-652. 
 
Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

 
traditions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 
Crossan, M. M., & Sorrenti, M. (1997). Making sense of improvisation. Advances in  
 
 Strategic Management, 14, 155-180. 
 
Crossan, M. M. (1997). Improvise to innovate. Ivey Business Quarterly, 62, 1, 37-42. 
 
Cuban, L. (1988). The managerial imperative and the practice of leadership in schools. 
  



127 
     

State University of New York Press. 
 
Cunha, M. P. E., & Kamoche, K. (2004). Organizational improvisation. Routledge. 
 
Dansereau, Jr., F., Graen, G., & Haga, W. J. (1975).  A vertical dyad linkage approach to 
  

leadership within formal organizations: A longitudinal investigation of the of the 
 
role making process. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 13, 46- 
 
78. 

 
Day, D. V. (2007). Structuring the organization for leadership development. Being there  
 
 even when you are not: Leading through structures, systems, and processes, 13- 
 

31. London, UK: Elsevier. 
 
Day, D. V., Gronn, P., & Salas, E. (2004). Leadership capacity in teams. Leadership  
 
 Quarterly, 15, 857–880. 
 
Deci, E. L. (1975). Intrinsic motivation. New York, NY: Plenum. 
 
De Dreu, C. K. W., & West, M. A. (2001). Minority dissent and team innovation: The  

 
importance of participation in decision making. Journal of Applied Psychology,  
 
86, 1191–1201. 

 
Denis, J. L., Lamothe, L., & Langley, A. (2001). The dynamics of collective leadership  
 

and strategic change in pluralistic organizations. Academy of Management  
 
Journal, 44, 4, 809-837. 

 
DeNisi, A. S., Hitt, M. A., & Jackson, S. E. 2003. The knowledge-based approach to  
 

sustainable competitive advantage. Managing knowledge for sustained  
 
competitive advantage: Designing strategies for effective human resource  
 
management, 3–33. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

 
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2000). The discipline and practice of qualitative  
 



128 
     

 research. Handbook of qualitative research, 2, 1-28. 
 
Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). The Sage handbook of qualitative research. 
  

San Francisco, CA: Sage. 
 
Department of Health, Education, & Welfare. (1979). The belmont report. Ethical  
 

principles and guidelines for the protection of human subjects of research.  
 
Washington, DC. 

 
Department of Health & Human Services. (2005). Public welfare and protection of  
 
 human subjects. Code of federal regulations. Washington, DC. 
 
Dewey, J. (1991). How we think. Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books. 
 
Downing, C. G. (2001). Essential non-technical skills for teaming. Journal of  
 
 Engineering Education, 113-117. 
 
Drath, W. H., & Palus, C. J. (1994). Make common sense: Leadership as meaning making  
 
 in a community of practice. Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership. 
 
Drucker, P. F. (1954). The practice of management. New York, NY: Harper. 
 
Drucker, P. F. (1989). The new realities. New York, NY: Harper Row. 
 
Drucker, P. F. (1995). People and performance: The best of peter drucker on  
 
 management. New York, NY: Routeledge. 
 
Drury, H. B. (1915). Scientific management: A history and criticism. New York, NY: 
 

 Columbia University Press. 
 

Dweck, C. S., & Leggett, E. L. (1988). A social-cognitive approach to motivation and  
  

personality. Psychological review, 95, 2, 256-273. 
 
Edmonson, A. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. 
 

 Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 350-383. 
 



129 
     

Eisenberg, E. (1990). Jamming: transcendence through organizing. Communication  
 
 Research, 17, 2, 139–64. 
 
Eisner, E. W. (1991). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 
  

educational practice. Old Tappan, NJ: MacMillan. 
 
Ekeh, P. (1974). Social exchange theory: The two traditions. Cambridge, MA: Harvard  
  

University Press. 
 
Embrey, D. G., Guthrie, M. R., White, O. R., & Dietz, J. (1996). Clinical decision 
 

making by experienced and inexperienced pediatric physical therapists for  
 
children with diplegic cerebral palsy. Physical Therapy, 76, 20-33. 

 
Emerson, R. (1962). Power-dependence relations.  American Sociological Review, 27, 1, 
 

 31-41. 
 
Emerson, R. (1972). Exchange theory part II: Exchange relations and network structures.  

  
Sociological theories in progress, 58-87, Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. 

 
Ensley, M. D., & Pearce, C. L. (2001). Shared cognition in top management teams: 
 

Implications for new venture performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior,  
 
22, 145-160. 

 
Erez, M., & Arad, R. (1986). Participative goal-setting: Social, motivational, and 
 

 cognitive factors. Journal of Applied Psychology, 71, 591-597. 
 
Erickson, F. (1982). Classroom discourse as improvisation: Relationships between 
 

academic task structure and social participation structure in lessons.  
 
Communicating in the classroom, 153-181. New York, NY: Academic Press. 

 
Esman, A. H. (1951). Jazz: A study in cultural conflict. The American Imago; A 
 

 Psychoanalytic Journal for the Arts and Sciences, 8, 2, 219. 
 



130 
     

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117- 
 
 140. 

 
Fletcher, J. K. (2010). Leadership as relational practice. Extraordinary leadership: 
 

Addressing the gaps in senior executive development, 123-135. San Francisco,  
 
CA: Jossey-Bass.  

 
Flick, U. (1998). An introduction to qualitative research: Theory, method, and 
 

 applications. London, UK: Sage. 
 
Follet, M. P. (1924). Creative experience. New York, NY: Longmans, Green, and 
 

 Company. 
 
Forinash, M. (1992). A phenomenological analysis of nordoff-robbins approach to music  
  

therapy: The lived experience of clinical improvisation. Music Therapy, 11, 1, 
 
 120-141. 

 
French, J. R. P. Jr., & Raven, B. H. (1960). The basis of social power. Group dynamics:  
  

Research and theory, 607-623. New York, NY: Row Perterson. 
 
Frost, D. (2005). Resisting the juggernaut: Building capacity through teacher leadership 
 

 in spite of it all. Leading and Managing, 10, 2, 83. 
 
Gantt, H. L. (1916). Work, wages, and profits. New York, NY: Engineering Magazine 
 

 Company. 
 
Gardner, W., & Rogoff, B. (1990). Children's deliberateness of planning according to 
 

 task circumstances. Developmental Psychology, 26, 3, 480. 
 
Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
  
Giddens, A. (2000). Runaway world. New York, NY: Routelage. 
 
Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration.  
 



131 
     

 Berkley, CA: University of California Press. 
 
Gilbreth, F. B. (1912). Primer of scientific management. New York, NY: D. Van 
 

 Nostrand Company. 
 
Gilbreth, F. B., & Gilbreth, L. M. (1919). Applied motion study: A collection of papers on 
 

 the efficient method to industrial preparedness. New York, NY: Macmillan. 
 
Gioia, T. (1988). The imperfect art. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
 
Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers. New York, NY: Back Bay Books. 
 
Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grouded theory. Chicago, IL: 
 

 Aldine. 
 
Graen, G. B. (1976). Role making processes within complex organizations. Handbook of  
  

industrial and organizational psychology, 1201-1245. Chicago, IL: Rand  
 
McNally. 

 
Graham, G., Hopple, C., Manross, M., & Sitzman, T. (1993). Novice and experienced 
 

children's physical education teachers: Insights into their situational decision  
 
making. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 12, 2, 197-214. 

 
Gronn, P. (2002). Distributed leadership as a unit of analysis. The Leadership Quarterly, 
 

 13, 4, 423-451. 
 
Harvey, J. B. (1996). The Abilene paradox and other meditations on management. 
  

San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Hatch, M. J. (1997). Jazzing up the theory of organizational improvisation. Advances in  
 
 Strategic Management, 14, 181–91. 
 
Hellriegel, D. & Slocum, J. W. (2007). Organizational Behavior. Mason, OH: Cengage- 
 
 SouthWestern. 
 



132 
     

Hemphill, J. K., & Coons, A. E. (1957). Development of the leader behavior description  
 
questionnaire. Leader behavior: Its description and measurement. Columbus,  
 
OH: Bureau of Business Research Ohio State.  

 
Hennan, D. A., & Bennis, W. (1999). Co-leadership: The power of great partnerships. 
 

 NewYork, NY: Wiley. 
 
Herzberg, F. (1968). One more time: How do you motivate employees? Harvard 
 

 Business Review, 46, 1, 53-62. 
 
Hillier, N. J., Day, D. V., & Vance, T. J. (2006). Collective enactment of leadership roles 
 

 and team effectiveness: A field study. The Leadership Quarterly, 17, 387-397. 
 
Hirshleifer, D., Low, A., & Teoh, S. H. (2012). Are overconfident CEOs better  
  

innovators? The Journal of Finance, 67, 4, 1457-1498. 
 
Hodder, I. (2003). The interpretation of documents and material culture. Collecting and 
  

interpreting qualitative materials, 155-175. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Hollander, E. P. (1961). Some effects of perceived status on responses to innovative 
 

 behavior. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 63, 247-250. 
 
Hollander, E. P. (1964). Leaders, groups, and influence. Oxford, UK: Oxford University 

 Press. 

Homans, G. C. (1958). Social behavior as exchange. American Journal of Sociology, 63, 

 597-606. 

Homans, G. C. (1961). Social behavior: Its elementary forms. London, UK: Harcourt. 

Homer-Dixon, T. (2000). The ingenuity gap. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf. 

House, R. J., Hanges, P. J., Javidan, M., Dorfman, P. W., & Gupta, V. (2004). Culture, 



133 
     

leadership, and organizations: The globe study of 62 societies.Thousand Oaks, 

CA:Sage. 

House, R. J., Hanges, P. J., Ruiz-Quintanilla, S. A., Dorfman, P. W., Javidan, M., 

Dickson, M., & Gupta, V. (1999). Cultural influences on leadership and organizations: 

 Project GLOBE. Advances in global leadership, 1, 2, 171-233. 

Irby, D. M. (1992). How attending physicians make instructional decisions when 

 conducting teaching rounds. Academic Medicine, 67, 10, 630-638. 

Jablokow, K. W. (2005). The catalytic nature of science: Implications for scientific 

 problem solving in the 21st century. Technology in Society, 27, 531-549. 

Jablokow, K. W. (2008). Developing problem solving leadership: A cognitive approach. 

 International Journal of Engineering Education, 24, 5, 936-954. 

Jacobs, T. O. & Jaques, E. (1990). Military executive leadership: Measures of leadership.  
 
Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership. 

 
Kamoche, K. N., Cunha, M. P., & Cunha, J. V. D. (1997). Teamwork, knowledge- 
 
 creation and improvisation. Proceedings from an international workshop on team 
 

working, 358-374. University of Nottingham. 
 
Kamoche, K. & Cunha, M. P. (2001). Minimal structures: from jazz improvisation to 
 
  product innovation. Organization Studies, 22, 5, 733–64. 
 
Kamoche, K. N., Cunha, M. P., & Cunha, J. V. D. (2002). Organizational improvisation. 

 
Routledge. 
 

Kamoche, K., & Cunha, J. V. D. (2003). Towards a theory of organizational 

improvisation: Looking beyond the jazz metaphor. Journal of Management 

Studies, 40, 8, 2023-2051. 



134 
     

Kankanhalli, A., Tan, B. C., & Wei, K. K. (2005). Contributing knowledge to electronic  

 knowledge repositories: An empirical investigation. MIS Quarterly, 113-143. 

Katz, R. L. (1955). Skills of an effective administrator. Harvard Business Review, 33, 1,  

 33-42. 

Katz, D., & Kahn, R. L. (2003). The social psychology of organizations. New York, NY: 
 

 Wiley. 
 
Kelley, R. E. (1988). In praise of followers. Harvard Business Review, 66, 6, 141-148. 
 
Kernfeld, B. (1995). What to listen for in jazz. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
 
Kerr, S., & Jermier, J. (1978). Substitutes for leadership: Their meaning and  
 
 measurement. Organizational Behavior and Human Performance, 22, 374-403. 
 
King, A. W., & Ranft, A. L. (2001). Capturing knowledge and knowing through 
 

 improvisation: What managers can learn from the thoracic surgery board  
 
certification process. Journal of Management, 27, 3, 255-277. 

 
Kirkman, B. L., & Rosen, B. (1999). Beyond self-management: Antecedents and 
 

consequences of team empowerment. Academy of Management Journal, 42, 58– 
 
74. 

 
Kirton, M. J. (2003). Adaption-innovation in the context of diversity and change. London, 
 

 UK: Routledge. 
 
Kitzinger, J. (1995). Qualitative research: Introducing focus groups. British Medical 
 

 Journal, 311, 7000, 299-300. 
 
Klimoski, R., & Mohammed, S. (1994). Team mental model: Construct or metaphor.  
 
 Journal of Management, 20, 403-437. 
 
Knapp, B. (1989). Machine, metaphor, and the writer. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania 
 



135 
     

 State University Press. 
 
Kocolowski, M. D. (2010). Shared Leadership: Is It Time for a Change? Emerging 
 

 Leadership Journeys, 3, 1, 22-32. 
 
Ku, E. C. S., Fei-Hung, C., & Hsu, S. (2013). Team efficacy of flight attendants: The  
 

effect of shared leadership. International Proceedings of Economics Development  
 
and Research, 59, 8, 36-39. 

 
Kunzle, B., Zala-Mezo, E., & Wacker, J. (2010). Leadership in anesthesia teams: The 
 

 most effective leadership is shared. Quality and Safety in Health Care, 19, 6, 1-6. 
 
Langenscheidt (2004). Langenscheidt’s english dictionary. Springfield, MA: Merriam- 

 Webster. 

LeCompte, M. D., Preissle, J., & Tesch, R. (1993). Ethnography and qualitative design in  

 educational research. San Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Lee-Davies, L., Kakabadse, N. K., & Kakabadse, A. (2007). Shared leadership: Leading 

 through polylogue. Business Strategy, 8, 4, 246-253. 

Levi-Strauss, C. (1966). The savage mind. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Levi-Strauss, C. (1969). The elementary structures of kinship. Boston, MA: Beacon. 

Lewin, A. Y. (1998). Jazz improvisation as a metaphor for organization theory.  

 Organization Science, 9, 5, 539-539. 

LeyBourne, S. A. (2010). Improvisation as a way of dealing with ambiguity and 

 complexity. Graziado Business Report, 13, 3. 

Liden, R. C., Wayne, S. J., & Sparrowe, R. T. (2000). An examination of the mediating 
 

 role of psychological empowerment on the relations between the job,  
 
interpersonal relationships, and work outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology,  
 



136 
     

85, 407–416. 
 
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Establishing trustworthiness. Naturalistic inquiry, 
 

 289-331. 
 
Lindsay, D. R., Day, D. V., & Halpin, S. M. (2011). Shared leadership in the military:  
 
 Reality, possibility, or pipedream? Military Psychology, 23, 5, 528-549. 
 
Lipman-Blumen, J. (1996). The connective edge. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Lichtenstein, D. (1993). The rhetoric of improvisation spontaneous discourse in jazz and  
  

psychoanalysis. American Imago, 50, 2, 227-252. 
 
Locke, E. A. (1968). Toward a theory of task motivation and incentives. Organizational 
  

Behavior and Human Performance, 3, 157-189. 
 
Locke, E. A., & Latham, G. P. (1990). A theory of goal setting and task performance.  
  

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
 
Lord, R. G., & Emrich, C. G. (2001). Thinking outside the box by looking inside the box:  

 
Extending the cognitive revolution in leadership research. The Leadership  
 
Quarterly, 11, 4, 551-579. 

 
MacBeath, J. (2006). The talent enigma. International Journal of Leadership in 
 

 Education, 9, 3, 183-204. 
 
Malik, R. K., & Afridi, A. (2011). Shared leadership: A systems perspective. 
 

 Interdisciplinary Journal of Contemporary Research in Business, 3, 2. 
 
Mangham, I. L. (1986). Power and performance in organizations: An exploration of  

 executive process. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Mangham, I. L., & Pye, A. (1991). The doing of managing. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Manz, C. C., & Sims, H. P., Jr. (1980). Self-management as a substitute for leadership: A 
  

social learning perspective. Academy of Management Review, 5, 361-367. 



137 
     

 
Manz, C. C., & Sims, H. P., Jr. (1987). Leading workers to lead themselves: The external  
  

leadership of self-managing work teams. Administrative Science Quarterly, 32,  
 
106-128. 

 
Manz, C. C., & Sims, H. P., Jr. (1993). Businesses without bosses: How self-managing 
 

 teams are building high performance companies. New York, NY: Wiley. 
 

Marion, R., & Uhl-Bien, M. (2007).Complexity and strategic leadership. Monographs in 

Leadership and Management, 4, 273-287. 

Marks, M. A., Mathieu, J. E., & Zaccaro, S. J. (2001). A temporally based framework 
 

 and taxonomy of team processes. Academy of Management Review, 26, 356–376. 
 
Marks, M. A., Zaccaro, S. J., & Mathieu, J. E. (2000). Performance implications of leader 

 
briefings and team interaction training for team adaptation to novel environments.  
 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 85, 971–986. 

 
Marshak, R. J. (1993). Lewin meets confucius: A review of the o d model of change. The  
  

Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 29, 4, 393-415. 
 
Maturana, H. (1978). Biology of language: The epistemology of reality. Psychology and  
 
 biology of language and thought: Essays in honor of eric lenneberg, 27-64. New  
 

York, NY: Academic Press. 
 
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Thousand 
 

 Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Mayo, E. (1933). The human problems of an industrial civilization. New York, NY: 
 

 Macmillan. 
 
McFarlin, D. B., & Sweeney, P. D. (1996). Does having a say matter only if you get your 
 

 way? Instrumental and value-expressive effects of employee voice. Basic and  
 



138 
     

Applied Social Psychology, 18, 3, 289-303. 
 
McGregor, D. (1960). The human side of enterprise. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 
 
McKnight, B., & Bontis, N. (2002). E‐improvisation: collaborative groupware 
 

 technology expands the reach and effectiveness of organizational improvisation. 
 
 Knowledge and Process Management, 9, 4, 219-227. 

 
Mead, G. H. (1929). Bishop berkeley and his message. Journal of Philosophy, 26, 421- 
 
 430. 
 
Mead, G. H. (1932). Movements of thought in the nineteenth century. Chicago, IL:  
 
 University of Chicago Press. 
 
Mead, G. H. (1932). The philosophy of the present. Chicago, IL: Open Court Publishing. 
 
Mead, G. H. (1934). Mind, self, and society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Mead, G. H. (1938). The philosophy of the act. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San 
  

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1984). Qualitative data analysis: A sourcebook of 
 

 new methods. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
 
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded 
 

 sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Miles, S. A., & Watkins, M. D. (2007). The leadership team. Harvard Business Review,  
 
 85, 4, 90-98. 
 
Miner, A., Moorman, C., & Bassoff, P. (1996). Organizational improvisation in new 
 

product development. Unpublished Manuscript. Madison, WI: University of  
 
Wisconsin. 

 



139 
     

Moorman, C., & Miner, A. (1995). Walking the tightrope: Improvisation and information 
 

 in new product development. Cambridge, MA: Marketing Science Institute. 
 
Moorman, C., & Miner, A. (1998a). The convergence between planning and execution:  
  

Improvisation in new product development. Journal of Marketing, 62, 1-20.  
 
Moorman, C., & Miner, A. (1998b). Organizational improvisation and organizational 
 

 memory. Academy of Management Review, 23, 4, 698-723. 
 
Morse, J. M. (1995). The significance of saturation. Qualitative Health Research, 5, 147- 
 
 149. 
 
Nachmanovitch, S. (1990). Free play: The power of improvisation in life and the arts.  
  

New York, NY: Penguin. 
 
Nancarrow, S., Booth, A., Ariss, S., Smith, T., Enderby, P., & Roots, A. (2013). Ten 
 

 principles of good interdisciplinary team work. Human Resources for Health, 11, 
 
 19, 1-11. 

 
Northcraft, G. B., Polzer, J. T., Neale, M. A., & Kramer, R. M. (1995). Diversity, social 

 
 identity, and performance: Emergent social dynamics in cross-functional teams. 
 
 Diversity in work teams: Research paradigms for a changing workplace, 69-96. 
 
 Washington, DC: American Pychological Association. 

 
Northouse, P. (2001). Leadership theory and practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
O’Leary-Kelly, A. M., Martocchio, J. J., & Frink, D. D. (1994). A review of the influence 
 

 of group goals on group performance. Academy of Management Journal, 37, 
 
 1285–1301. 

 
Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Leech, N. L. (2007). Sampling designs in qualitative research: 
 

 Making the sampling process more public. The Qualitative Report, 12, 2, 238- 
 



140 
     

254. 
 
Orlikowski, W., & Hoffman, D. (1997). An imporvisational model for change 
 

 managment: The case of groupware technologies. Inventing the Organizations of 
 
 the 21st Century, 265-282. Boston, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
 

Orr, J. E. (1998). Images of work. Science, Technology, & Human Values, 23, 439-455. 

Orsmond, G. I., & Miller, L. K. (1995). Correlates of musical improvisation in children 

 with disabilities. Journal of Music Therapy, 32, 3, 152-166. 

O’Toole, J., Galbraith, J., & Lawler, E. E. (2002). When two (or more) heads are better 
 

 than one: The promise and pitfalls of shared leadership. Los Angeles, CA: 
 
 University of California Center for Effective Organizations. 

 
Pagonis, W. G. (2001). Leadership in a combat zone. Harvard Business Review, 79, 107- 
 
 115. 
 
Palaima, T., & Skarzauskiene, A. (2010). Systems thinking as a platform for leadership 
  

performance in a complex world. Baltic Journal of Management, 5, 3, 330-355. 
 

Pasmore, W. A. (1998). Organizing for jazz. Organization Science, 9, 5, 562-564. 
 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
 

 Sage. 
 
Pearce, C. L., & Conger, J.A. (2003). Shared leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Pearce, C. L., Yoo, Y., & Alavi, M. (in press). Leadeship, social work and virtual teams: 
 
 The relative influence of vertical vs. shared leadership in the nonprofit section. 
 
 Improving leadership in nonprofit organizations. San Francisco, CA: Jossey- 
 
 Bass. 
 
Perry, L.T. (1991). Strategic improvising: How to formulate and implement competitive 
 

strategies in concert. Organizational Dynamics, 19, 4, 51–64. 



141 
     

 
Perry, M. L., Pearce, C. L., & Sims Jr, H. P. (1999). Empowered selling teams: How 
 

 shared leadership can contribute to selling team outcomes. The Journal of 
 
 Personal Selling and Sales Management, 19, 3, 35-51. 

 
Peshkin, A. (1988). In search of subjectivity: One’s own. Educational Researcher, 17, 7,  
 
 17-22. 
 
Peters, T. J. (1987). Thriving on chaos. New York, NY: Harper Collins. 
 
Popper, K. (2001). All life is problem solving. London, UK: Routledge. 
 
Powers, C. (1981). Role-imposition or role-improvisation: Some theoretical principles.  
  

The Economic and Social Review, 12, 4, 287–299. 
 
Pressing, J. (1984). Cognitive processes in improvisation. Cognitive processes in the 
 

 perception of art 345-363. Amsterdam, NL: North-Holland Publishing. 
 
Pressing, J. (1988). Improvisation: Methods and models. Generative processes in music: 
 

The psychology of performance, improvisation, and composition, 129-178.  
 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

 
Preston, A. (1991). Improvising order. Organization analysis and development, 81-102. 
  

New York, NY: Wiley. 
 
Raelin, J. A. (2003). Creating leaderful organizations. San Francisco, CA: Berrett- 
 
 Koehler. 
 
Raelin, J. (2006). Does action learning promote collaborative leadership? Academy of  
  

Management Learning & Education, 5, 2, 152-168. 
 
Rauch, C. F. & Behling, O. (1984). Functionalism: Basis for an alternative approach to 
 

 the study of leadership. Leaders and managers: International perspectives on 
 
 managerial behaviour and leadership, 45-62. Elmsford, NY: Pergamon Press.   



142 
     

 
Reshef, Y., Kizilos, M., Ledford, G. E., & Cohen, S. G. (1999). Employee involvement  
  

programs: Should unions get involved? Journal of Labor Research, 20, 4, 557- 
 
569. 

 
 

Richards, D., & Engle, S. (1986). After the vision: Suggestions to corporate visionaries 
 

 and vision champions. Transforming leadership, 199-214.  Alexandria, VA:  
 
Miles River Press. 

 
Rose, A. (1962). Human behavior and social processes. Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
 
Rout, L. (2011, October 24). Editor’s note. The Wall Street Journal, R2. 

Ruona, W. E. (2005). Analyzing qualitative data. Research in organizations: 
 

 Foundations and methods of inquiry, 223-263. San Francisco, CA: Berrett- 
 
Koehler Publishers. 
 

Salas, E., Dickinson, T. L., Converse, S. A., & Tannenbaum, S. I. (1992). Toward an 

understanding of team performance and training. Teams: Their training and  

performance, 3-29.Westport, CT: Ablex Publishing. 

Sallaz, J. J., & Zavisca, J. (2007). Bourdieu in American sociology, 1980-2004. Annual 

 Review of Sociology, 33, 21-41. 

Sawyer, R. K. (1992). Improvisational creativity: An analysis of jazz performance. 

 Creativity Research Journal, 5, 253-263. 

Schein, E. (1992). Organizational culture and leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey- 

 Bass. 

Schon, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. New 

 York, NY: Basic Books. 

Schwandt, D. R. (2008). Individual and collective coevolution. Complexity leadership 
 

 part 1, 101-127. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing. 
  



143 
     

Schwandt, D. R., & Gorman, M. (2004). Foresight or forseeing: A social action 

 explanation of complex collective knowing. Managing the future: Foresight in 

 the knowledge economy, 77-97. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

Seers, A. (1989). Team-member exchange quality: A new construct for role-making 

 research. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 43, 1, 118- 

135. 

Seers, A. (1996). Better leadership through chemistry: Toward a model of emergent 

 shared team leadership. Advances in the Interdisciplinary Study of Work Teams, 

 3, 145–172. 

Senge, P. (1990). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. 

 New York, NY: Doubleday.  

Schuller, D. (1968). Early jazz: Its roots and its development. New York, NY: Oxford 

 University Press. 

Simons, T. L., Pelled, L. H., & Smith, K. A. (1999). Making use of difference: Diversity, 

 debate, and decision comprehensiveness in top management teams. Academy of  

Management Journal, 42, 662–673. 

Small, E. E. (2007). Shared leadership: A social network analysis. Knoxville, TN: The  

 University of Tennessee. 

Smircich, L. & Morgan, G. (1982). Leadership: The management of meaning. The  

 Journal of Applied Behavioral Studies, 18, 257-273. 

Solomon, A., Loeffer, F. J., & Frank, G. H. (1953). An analysis of co-therapist 

 interaction in group psychotherapy. International Journal of Group 

 Psychotherapy, 3, 171-180. 

Solomon, L. (1986). Improvisation II. Perspective on New Music, 24, 224-235. 

Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Spillane, J. P. & Diamond, J. B. (2007). Distributed leadership in practice. 

  
New York, NY: Teachers College Press Columbia University. 



144 
     

 
Spolin, V. (1963). Improvisation for the theatre: A handbook of teaching and directing  
  

techniques. Evanston, IL:  Northwestern University Press. 
 
Spooner, S. H., Keenan, R., & Card, M. (1997). Determining if shared leadership is being  
  

practiced: Evaluation methodology. Nursing Administration Quarterly, 22, 1, 47- 
 
56. 

 
Stacey, R. D. (1996). Complexity and creativity in organizations. Berrett-Koehler 
 

 Publishers. 
 
Stake, R. E. (2005). Qualitative case studies. The sage handbook of qualitative research, 
 

 443-466. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Stanczak, G. C. (2007). Visual research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Sterman, J. (2000). Business dynamics: Systems thinking and modelling for a complex 
 

 world. Boston, MA: Irwin McGraw-Hill. 
 
Stones, R. (1996). Sociological reasoning: Towards a past-modern sociology. London, 
 

 UK: Macmillan. 
 
Stones, R. (2012). Structuration. New York, NY: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Stones, R. (2005). Structuration theory. Palgrave MacMillan. 
 
Strauss, A. L. (1993). Continual permutations of action. New York, NY: Transaction 

 Publishers. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory 

 procedures and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Stryker, S. (1988). Substance and style: An appraisal of the sociological legacy of herbert  

 blumer. Symbolic Interaction, 11, 33–42. 

Stryker, S., & Vryan, K. (2006). Handbook of social psychology. New York, NY: 

 Plenum.  



145 
     

Taylor, F. W. (1903). Time study, piece work, and the first-class man. New York, NY: 

 Merrill. 

Taylor, F.W. (1911). Shop management. New York, NY: Harper & Row. 

Taylor, F.W. (1915). The principles of scientific management. New York, NY: Harper & 

 Row. 

Tead, O. (1925). Taylor’s intellectual contribution. Bulletin of the Taylor Society, 10, 1, 

 62-65. 

Thayer, L. (1988). Leadership/communication: A critical review and a modest proposal.   

 Handbook of Organizational Communication, 231-263. Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 

Thibaut, J., & Kelley, H. (1959). The social psychology of groups. New York, NY: 

 Wiley. 

Toffler, A. (1980). The third wave. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Toiviainen, P. (1995). Modeling the target-note technique of bebop-style jazz 

improvisation: An artificial neural network approach, Music Perception, 12, 399- 

413.  

Towse, E., & Flower, C. (1993). Levels of interaction in group improvisation. Music  

 therapy in health and education, 73-81. London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.  

Turner, C. E. (1933). Test room studies in employee effectiveness. American Journal of  

 Public Health, 23, 577-584. 

Uhl-Bein, M., & Marion, R., & McKelvey, B. (2007). Complexity leadership theory: 

Shifting leadership from the industrial age to the knowledge era. The Leadership  

Quarterly, 18, 4,  298-318. 

Uhl-Bein, M., & Marion, R. (2008). Complexity leadership part 1: Conceptual 
 

foundations. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing. 

Uhl-Bein, M., & Marion, R. (2009). Complexity leadership in bureaucratic forms of 

 organizing: A meso model. The Leadership Quarterly, 20, 4, 631-650. 

Van Ameijde, J. D. J., Nelson, P. C., Billsberry, J., & Van Meurs, N. (2009). Improving  



146 
     

leadership in higher education institutions: A distributed perspective. Higher 

 Education, 58, 6, 763-779. 

Varela, F., & Depraz, N. (2003). Imagining: Embodiment, phenomenology, and 

transformation.  Buddhism and science: Breaking new ground. New York, NY: 

 Columbia University Press. 

Vera, D., & Crossan, M. (2005). Improvisation and innovative performance in teams. 

 Organization Science, 16, 3, 203-224. 

Volkman, T.A. (1984). Our garden in the sea: Contingency and improvisation in mandar 

 women’s work. American Ethnologist, 21, 564-585. 

Vroom, V. H. (1964). Work and motivation. New York, NY: John Wiley. 

Vroom, V. H., & Yetton,  (1973).  Leadership and decision-making. Pittsburgh, PA: 

 University of Pittsburgh Press.  

Wachtendorf, T. (2004). Improvising 9/11: Organizational improvisation following the 

 world trade center disaster. Newark, DE: University of Delaware. 

Waddell, D., Cummings, T. G., & Worley, C. G. (2004). Organisation development & 

 change. South Melbourne, Vic.: Thomson. 

Webster’s II New Riverside University Dictionary (1984). Boston, MA: Houghton 

 Mifflin 

Weick, K. E. (1979). The social psychology of organizing. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Weick, K. E. (1987). Substitutes for strategy. The competitive challenge: Strategies for 

 industrial innovation and renewal, 221-233. New York, NY: Harper & Row. 

Weick, K. E. (1990). The aesthetic of imperfection in organizations. Unpublished 

 Manuscript: University of Michigan. 

Weick, K. E. (1993a). Organizational redesign as improvisation. Organizational change 

 and redesign, 346-379. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Weick, K. E. (1993b). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch 

 disaster. Administrative Science Quarterly, 628-652. 



147 
     

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. San Francisco, CA: Sage. 

Weick, K.E. (1996). Drop your tools: An allegory for organizational studies. 

 Administrative Science Quarterly, 41, 301-313. 

Weick, K. E. (1998). Introductory essay: Improvisation as a mindset for organizational 

 analysis. Organization Science, 9, 5, 543-555.  

Weick, K. E. & Quinn, R. E. (1999). Organizational change and development. Annual 

 Reviews in Psychology, 50, 361-386. 

Weick, K. E., Sutcliff, K. M., & Obsfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of 

 sensemaking. Organization Science, 16, 409-421. 

Weick, K. E. (2009). Making sense of the organization Volume 2: The impermanent  

 organization. West Sussex, UK: Wiley and Sons. 

Weisbord, M. R. (1987). Productive workplaces: Organizing and managing for dignity,  

 meaning, and community. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Wheatley, M. (1992). Leadership and the new science. San Francisco, CA: Berrett- 

 Koehler. 

Wiersma, W. & Jurs, S. G. (2005). Research methods in education. Boston, MA: 

 Pearson. 

Wren, D. A., & Bedeian, A. G. (1994). The evolution of management thought. New York, 

 NY: John Wiley and Sons. 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods.Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Yinger, R. J. (1986). Examining thought in action: A theoretical and methodological 

 critique of research on interactive teaching. Teaching and Teacher Education, 2, 

 3, 263-282. 

Yukl, G. (1989). Managerial leadership: A review of theory and research. Journal of  

 Management, 15, 2, 251-289. 

Yukl, G. (1998). An evaluative essay on current conceptions of effective leadership. 

 European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 8, 33-48. 



148 
     

Yukl, G., & Lepsinger, R. (2007). Improving performance through flexible leadership. 

Roundtable viewpoints: Organizational leadership, 6-11. Dubuque, IA: McGraw- 

Hill. 

Yukl, G. (2010). Leadership in organizations. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall 

Zinn, D. (1981). The structure and analysis of the modern line vol. 1, New York, NY: 

 Excelsior Music Publishing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



149 
     

APPENDIX A 

FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

1. Describe a time when the team encountered a problem? 

 a. What were your feelings? 

 b. What were your thoughts? 

 c. What were your intentions? 

2. How did you share leadership during this experience? 

3. How did you decide who was qualified to lead? 

4. Did you consider more than one person leading? 

5. Can more than one person lead concurrently? 

 a. If so, under what conditions? 

 b. If not, why? 

6. Did leading the team change the group dynamic? 

 a. If so, in what way(s)?  

7. Describe the organizational improvisation experience of the team in that moment.  

8. Did awareness of organizational improvisation benefit the team? 

 a. If so, in what way(s) 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. Describe a time when the team encountered a problem? 

 a. What were you thinking? 

 b. What were you feeling? 

 c. What were your intentions? 

2. How did shared leadership emerge during this experience? 

3. How did you decide who was qualified to lead? 

4. Did you consider more than one person leading? 

5. Can more than one person lead concurrently? 

 a. If so, under what conditions? 

 b. If not, why?  

6. Does leading the team change your relationship with other members of the team?  

 a. If so, in what way(s)? 

7. Describe your experience of organizational improvisation in that moment.  

8. Did awareness of organizational improvisation benefit the team? 

a. If so, in what way(s)? 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Improvisational Leadership: A Descriptive Case Study of the Complex Problem-

Solving Experiences of a High-Functioning Federal Government Interdisciplinary 

Team 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Michael J. Marquardt                    Telephone Number:  

                                                                               703-726-8200 

Student Investigator: Kyrone J. Davis       Telephone Number:  

                                                                                                    301-257-6063 

 You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. 

Michael J. Marquardt, Professor of Human and Organizational Learning and International 

Affairs at The George Washington University (GWU). The purpose of this study is to 

describe the nature of improvisational leadership during complex problem-solving within 

an interdisciplinary team. If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to 

participate in one focus group session and one individual interview session at time and 

place of your choosing. In addition, the researcher will observe three routine meetings 

and discussions of the team. 

 The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this study is 60 – 90 

minutes in the focus group, and approximately 60 minutes in the individual interview. 

You may refuse to answer any of the questions and you may stop your participation in 

this study at any time. Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this 

study are a loss of confidentiality or privacy. To decrease the likelihood of this 
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occurrence, the data will be coded and locked in a file drawer in the researcher’s personal 

study. 

 Furthermore, the data will be transferred to the researcher’s personal computer 

and password protected. Any paper files will be destroyed upon completion of this 

transfer. Once the research is completed the data set will be deleted. During the focus 

group session, while we cannot guarantee the confidentiality of the discussion, we request 

that all present respect the group by not repeating what is said outside the group. 

 You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to 

science and humankind that might result from this study are a broader understanding of 

the dynamics of improvisational leadership and complex problem-solving. Every effort 

will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this cannot be guaranteed. 

If the results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, the 

people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. 

 The Office of Human Research of The George Washington University, at 

telephone number (202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a 

research participant. Additional information regarding this study may be obtained by 

contacting Dr. Michael Marquardt at (703) 726-8200, or Kyrone J. Davis at (301) 257-

6063. Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied if you proceed in 

participation in the focus group and interview. 

 

__________________________________________________                        
________________ 
Participant’s Name (printed) and Signature                                                       Date 
 
__________________________________________________                        
________________ 
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Name (printed) and Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent                        Date 

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to review it again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



154 
     

APPENDIX D 

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT 

Introduction 

 Hello, my name is Kyrone J. Davis and I am contacting you directly by phone to invite 

you to participate in a research study. Do you have some time to talk now? 

No: When would be a good day/time to contact you? 

[Indicate specific day/time for the next call______________________]. I appreciate your 

time and I look forward to contacting you on______________ at ______________ 

concerning your participation in this research study. 

Yes: Continue with the script below 

Through a referral by [___________________] or our own professional relationship, I 

invite you to participate in a George Washington University research study. 

Overview 

The purpose of this study is to describe the nature of improvisational leadership during 

complex problem-solving within an interdisciplinary team. As an interdisciplinary team 

member, your unique experience(s) of complex problem-solving will aid this study in 

broadening understanding around how leadership is shared during these experiences. 

[Break] 

If you are interested, I would like to schedule a day and time to meet with you and other 

participants in this study at a location that is comfortable for all of you. This meeting will 

last no longer than 60 minutes and it will involve reviewing and obtaining your signature 

on the informed consent, confirming days and times for the focus group, observation of 
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meetings, and consent to audio-recorded interviews. Your participation in this study will 

not exceed 4 hours in total. 

May I confirm a day and time that is comfortable for you?  

[Indicate specific day/time ________________________]. 

[Break] 

My phone number is 301-257-6063 and my email address is kyronjdavis@yahoo.com. I 

am providing this contact information so that you may contact me if a scheduling conflict 

arises between now and our scheduled meeting on [_________________________]. 

Thank you for your time and consideration and I look forward to working with you. 
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APPENDIX E 

AUDIO RELEASE FORM 

 I hereby grant Kyrone J. Davis permission to use my audio recording in his study 

entitled, Improvisational Leadership: A Descriptive Case Study of the Complex Problem-

Solving Experiences of a High-Functioning Federal Government Interdisciplinary Team. 

I understand that by signing this form, I am releasing all recordings to him for this 

expressed purpose only. I will not receive any compensation for this now or at any time 

in the future. I further certify that I am over the age of 18 years. 

 

Name (Print):          _______________________________________ 

Signature:               _______________________________________ 

Date:                      ________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


