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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Coevolution of Distributed Leadership: 
An Examination of Social Structuring in a Team 

 
 Historically, leadership research has concentrated on the charismatic and 

sometimes mythical qualities of a single, heroic leader. In a knowledge-oriented 

economy, theories of individual leaders are incomplete because they fail to capture the 

social nature of complex organizations. A distributed perspective of leadership frames 

leadership in terms of dynamic patterns of social interaction between people and aspects 

of their situation and considers the context or structure as important as the human agency.  

 This qualitative single case study, which involved a self-managed team of 

professionals in a mid-sized global financial services company, explored leadership as a 

social process in response to goals of organizational effectiveness and corporate 

organizational change over time. Specifically, this study described how leadership actions 

were enacted within the context of emerging social structuring, which enhances the 

understanding of leadership theory and moves us closer to being able to practically utilize 

a distributed perspective of leadership. Data were collected through observations, 

interviews, and document review.  

 The findings of strategic alignment with organizational goals and the utilization of 

advanced technology emerged as external conditions for leadership practice. The nature 

of interactions within the team was influenced by a combination of five distinct but 

interdependent elements: shared interest, routines, participation norms, language, and 

authority structures. The study shows the fluid nature of distributed leadership and the 

reciprocal dynamics of interactions that coevolve and change over time to best fit with 

specific circumstances.  
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 The findings support three conclusions: (1) the role of context as an essential 

aspect of leadership practice; (2) the relational dynamics of social structuring and the 

influence of three fundamental elements of social interaction—meaning, power, and 

norms—on leadership action; and (3) the strengthening and sustaining ability of the norm 

of reciprocity on the dynamic interaction among team members. This study is important 

because it will help organizations better understand, identify, and apply the principles of 

a distributed perspective of leadership to future situations and will increase the credibility 

and viability of collective leadership theories. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Leadership is a puzzle (Bennis, 2007; Sashkin, 2006). After more than a century 

of research, rather than getting closer to finding the answers, the ever-changing complex 

world around us is creating new questions and, in some cases, even questioning whether 

leadership is needed at all (Lakomski, 2005). Historically, the study of leadership has 

focused on the charismatic and sometimes mythical qualities of a single, heroic leader as 

the primary source of power influencing followers to behave in exceptional ways 

(Spillane, 2006a; Youngs, 2013; Yukl, 2006). Traditional person- and/or role-centered 

models of leadership are aligned with the needs of the industrial economy and its focus 

on physical production (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). Within a top-down 

bureaucratic framework, the actions of formal leaders in stable environments provided 

efficient control of production (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Over the past few decades, there 

has been a shift from the product and manufacturing focus of an industrial society to a 

reliance on knowledge as a critical resource in a knowledge-oriented economy (Berends, 

Boersma, & Weggeman, 2003; Schwandt & Marquardt, 2000). The leadership models 

that have dominated the research existed within a very different set of circumstances 

(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) that now fail to meet the needs of the 21st century (Schwandt & 

Szabla, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  

 The 21st century economy has resulted in an increasing reliance on knowledge 

(Nonaka, 1994) that has become fundamental to organizational success (King & 

Zeithaml, 2003) and the creation of a competitive advantage (Berends et al., 2003; King 

& Zeithaml, 2003; Spender, 1996). Knowledge-producing organizations (Uhl-Bien et al., 
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2007) have themselves become increasingly more complicated within a complex 

competitive landscape (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), where organizations are faced with rapid 

transformational changes from globalization (Hemp, 2008; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) and 

revolutionary changes in information technologies (Huffington & Armstrong, 2004). 

Within this new environment, many organizations have evolved into “living, dynamic 

systems of interconnected relationships and networks of influence” (Fletcher & Kaeufer, 

2003, p. 21). These highly complex systems are dynamic and nonlinear and rarely 

explained by simple cause and effect relationships (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Marion & 

Uhl-Bien, 2001). As Schwandt (2007) stated, “The application of complexity concepts to 

human interactions is challenging [the] traditional and quite narrow person-role centered 

leadership paradigm” (p. 4). As the image of the organization changes, so does the need 

to understand leadership differently (Fletcher & Kaeufer, 2003).  

 In complex organizations, person-centered leadership models are not only 

unrealistic, but are also unsustainable (Timperley, 2005), impractical (Spillane, 2006a; 

Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), oversimplified (Youngs, 2013), and limited (Mehra, Smith, Dixon, 

& Robertson, 2006). These models assume that “there is only one leader in a group” 

(Mehra et al., 2006, p. 232) and that leadership is “an exclusively top-down process 

between the leader and subordinates” (Mehra et al., 2006, p. 232). As corporate 

organizations are faced with an increase in the volume and complexity of tasks (Gronn, 

2000), “these are the kinds of problems that no single leader can be expected to solve” 

(Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2004). Vertical leadership (person-focus) is not invalid, but rather 

incomplete (Day et al., 2004; Osborn, Hunt, & Jauch, 2002; Pearce, 2004; Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007) to meet the current challenges of the 21st century knowledge economy.  
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 A focus on leader-centric models of leadership relies on the leadership 

capabilities of an individual or a few individual leaders and ignores the untapped 

leadership potential of others within the organization (Harris, 2006; Spillane, Halverson, 

& Diamond, 2004) and the structuring that emerges from their thoughtful interaction 

(Schwandt, 2007). Schwandt (2007) commented: 

If we are to take full advantage of the convergence of multi-disciplinary thought 
and further our understanding of the nature of complex social change we must 
pursue paths of inquiry that challenge the single focus of the person-role, or 
leadership types, and broaden our perspectives to include a more distributed 
concept of human interactions. (p. 5) 

A social theory (Akgun, Byrne, & Keskin, 2007; Berends et al., 2003) captures 

the dynamics of leadership as a social process and examines the “dynamic, complex 

systems and processes that comprise leadership” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 299). Further, 

A distributed perspective on human activity presses us to move beyond individual 
activity to consider how the material, cultural, and social situation enables, 
informs, and constrains human activity. In this view, activity is a product of what 
the actor knows, believes, and does in and through particular social, cultural, and 
material contexts. (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 10) 

The concept of distributed leadership is a lens or frame to examine how 

leadership is enacted to achieve change and innovation (Spillane et al., 2004; Spillane & 

Diamond, 2007). Further research would help to describe the complex manifestation of 

distributed leadership.  

Distributed Leadership 

 Today, leadership (as opposed to leaders) can be seen as a complex social process 

that emerges through the dynamic interactions and interactive spaces between people and 

ideas (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Spillane, 2006b). Leadership is a “structuring reaction to 
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flows of environmental stimuli” (Gronn, 2002, p. 445). Schwandt (2007) explained that 

human structuring interactions are a combination of “agents’ explicit actions (e.g., setting 

boundaries, physical interaction, organization of work, social status, rules, leadership) 

and implicit guiding social patterns (e.g., norms, values, traditions, culture)” (p. 4). A 

perspective of leadership that is distributed captures the collective interactions among 

leaders, followers, and their situation (Edwards, 2011; Spillane, 2006a). Distributed 

leadership is also an emergent property of a social system (Brown & Gioia, 2002, p. 409). 

A distributed perspective of leadership offers the opportunity to emphasize “leadership 

emergence as a collective property” (Youngs, 2013, p. 2). 

Distributed leadership is more than the aggregate of individual action; it is 

foremost about leadership practice (Spillane, 2006a). Leadership practice is shaped by the 

web of interactions between people and aspects of their situation that not only influence 

practice but also produce leadership practice (Spillane, 2006a, 2006b; Youngs, 2013). 

Spillane et al. (2004) pointed out that as a result of the “inattention to leadership 

practices, frameworks for studying leadership activity are scarce, and those that exist tend 

to focus chiefly on either individual agency or the role of the macro-structure in shaping 

what leaders do” (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 4). Further, because of “the interdependence of 

the individual and the environment,…human activity, as distributed in the interactive web 

of actors, artifacts, and the situation, is the appropriate unit of analysis for studying 

practice” (Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 7). With its focus on human activity, distributed 

leadership  

challenges the traditional notion of singular, charismatic and individual by 
suggesting that rather than a set of traits, characteristics or skills that leadership is 
an organizational force that can be strengthened through the broad based 
involvement of the many rather than the few. (Harris, 2006, p. 1) 

4 



 

Distributed Leadership and Structuration Theory 

Distributed leadership captures the relationship between structure and human 

agency. As Yuthas, Dillard, and Rogers (2004) explained, “Agents cannot act 

independently; their actions are both enabled and constrained by the structural forces in 

their environments” (p. 233). Further, “when individual agents interact with each other, 

or with objects in their environment, each action potentially alters both the context and 

nature of the proceeding actions. These actions, over time, create collective structural 

patterns” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 7). This dynamic relationship between agents and social 

systems (Akgun et al., 2007) is explained through the concept of structuration. In the 

relationship, agency and structure do not stand “separate and opposed,” but “are brought 

together in a ‘duality of structure’, that is, structures are reproduced and transformed only 

through agency, and agents can come into existence only through structured 

environments” (Akgun et al., 2007, p. 278).  

Structuration is an action theory approach (Schwandt, 2007) in response to a 

perceived “lack of a theory of action in the social sciences” (Giddens, 1979, p. 2). 

Giddens (1979) proposed modifications to the philosophy of action to incorporate a 

notion of agency as well as a distinct concept of structure. He replaced the traditional 

dualisms of individual versus society and consciousness versus unconsciousness with the 

single concept of the duality of structure. Stones (2005) and Sewell (1992) agreed that the 

concept of the “duality of structure” is pivotal and at the very core of structuration theory; 

however, Giddens’ theory of structuration is not without its critics.  
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Strong Structuration 

Stones’ review of Giddens’ theory of structuration responded to the most 

significant critics and presented a “stronger and more powerful framework of 

structuration theory” (Stones, 2005, p. 11). Specifically, the abstract and philosophical 

level of the ontology of Giddens’ theory, referred to by Stones (2005) as ‘ontology-in-

general,’ was met with much criticism. Critics also questioned the ability to apply the 

theory substantively to empirical research (Stones, 2005) and the lack of guidance 

regarding “how it could inform empirical analysis” (Stones, 2005, p. 75). Through a 

systematic analysis of Giddens’ theory of structuration, including the criticisms, Stones 

(2005) believed that “Giddens’ version of structuration can be adapted so as to be put to 

systematic empirical use” (p. 84).  

 Giddens’ structuration theory was not replaced but rather expanded and enhanced 

through what Stones termed “strong structuration.” On a broad abstract level, Giddens’ 

(1979) theory of structuration captured the reciprocating relationship between agents and 

the social structuring of a situation. By utilizing Stones’ (2005) strong structuration, the 

conceptual framework for the study was able to also include a micro-level analysis of the 

situation specifics. Of utmost importance was the development of an “orientation of 

theory towards the situated, empirical level” (Stones, 2005, p. 76) so that structuration 

theory could “maximize its potential” (Stones, 2005, p. 76). Stones’ (2005) theory of 

strong structuration addressed the challenges of an abstract ontology and its application to 

empirical research by an identified ‘ontology-in-situ.’ While Giddens’ structuration 

theory is about concepts within the social world, Stones’ strong structuration is situated 

and specific in time and space (Stones, 2005), supporting more practical usage in 
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empirical research. The more specific focus of strong structuration is more applicable to a 

research study of a team of managers and their pursuit of leadership.  

Leadership in Teams 

 Within the last 25 years, there has been a rise in the use of teams within 

organizations (Burke et al., 2006; Scribner, Sawyer, Watson, & Myers, 2007). 

Traditionally, leadership within teams involved a designated leader (Levi, 2001; Scribner 

et al., 2007). A rapidly growing alternative to the traditional approach is a self-managing 

team (Barry, 1991). Drucker (1988) identified the shift towards what he called a “new 

organization” with a “flat hierarchical structure, filled with skilled and motivated 

professionals who group as necessary into ephemeral, self-managing, flexible teams” (as 

cited in Scribner et al., 2007, p. 71). Teams have many forms and are widely used within 

Fortune 500 organizations (Barry, 1991), but “we know very little about how these teams 

actually work” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 72). 

 Barry (1991) indicated that the distributed leadership model can be used in three 

types of self-managing teams: project teams, policy-making teams, and problem-solving 

teams. Similar types of teams were found in the research of Scribner et al. (2007), which 

focused on distributed leadership within professional teams. In Scribner et al.’s research, 

two types of teacher teams were identified as professional learning teams concentrating 

on either problem-solving or problem-finding.  

 There have been significant advances within the research on teams as well as in 

the study of leadership, but not on how changes in leadership affect teams (Day, Gronn, 

& Salas, 2006). Within the team literature, numerous studies have addressed diverse 

aspects and usages of teams within organizations (Levi, 2001). Within the leadership 
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literature, “perhaps the biggest advances have been in terms of recognizing more 

collective forms of leadership” that “go beyond the individual leader in better 

understanding and studying leadership in teams and organizations” (Day et al., 2006, p. 

212).  

Conceptual Framework 

As a process of social influence (Gronn, 2002; Pfeffer, 1977), leadership in 

organizations is the interplay of the situation and the interdependent actions among 

organizational members resulting in more than the aggregate or the average of the 

individual activity (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001, 2004). A distributed holistic 

form of leadership occurs when a new whole is created from multiple parts. As Gronn 

(2006) explained, “Essentially, it means that when the parts are combined to form a 

whole, the resulting new object comprises a functioning unit with its own unique 

structural integrity that acts back on the parts themselves” (p. 5). This new whole or 

“expanded role space” (Gronn, 2006, p. 5) is created through a collaborative collective 

coordination. 

Distributed leadership practice emerges through the interactions of at least two 

members of an organization and the external and internal structures that effect and are 

affected by the interaction. Leadership practice is examined as cognitive and behavioral 

activity that is distributed across the social and situational dimensions of leadership 

(Scribner et al., 2007; Spillane et al., 2004). The conceptual framework for this study 

(Figure 1.1) integrates Spillane’s distributed perspective of leadership, emphasizing 

leadership practice through the collective interaction between members of an 

organization and their situation (Spillane, 2006a), with Stones’ (2005) quadripartite 
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nature of structuration, capturing the interconnected aspects of the duality of structure. 

The quadripartite nature of structuration describes the characteristics and role of the four 

analytically separate but interlinked components within the cycle of structuration (Stones, 

2005).  

 

 
Figure 1.1. Distributed leadership examined through social structuring. 

 

Structuration theory is used as a bridge between the dualism of structure and 

individual action (Gronn, 2000). Structure is “a meditational means, providing a basis for 
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action from which people pick and choose in an effort to accomplish desired ends” 

(Gronn, 2000, p. 22). This basis for action creates patterns of structure that are always in 

flux (Schwandt, 2007). Building upon Giddens’ concept of the duality of structure, 

Stones’ strong structuration is a “more developed ontological synthesis containing both 

in-general and in-situ dimensions” (Stones, 2005, p. 75). Strong structuration theory 

entails taking ontology-in-general and pointing it towards the ontic, towards the 
realm of particular concrete and/or situated entities in the world with their 
particular qualities, relations, shapes, tone, texture, color, and so on. The ontic is 
the level at which empirical evidence can be sought, and the purpose behind 
pointing the abstract ontology towards the ontic is, precisely, in order to 
encourage it to do more work at this substantive and empirical level. (Stones, 
2005, p. 76) 

The four dimensions of the quadripartite nature of structuration are external 

structures, internal structures, active agency, and outcomes. External structures are 

conditions of action faced by an agent at a particular time. External structures are external 

to the agent (Stones, 2005). The emphasis is on the “action-horizon of in-situ agents as 

perceived by the agent and/or the social researcher” (Stones, 2005, p. 84). The internal 

structure is the medium of the agent’s conduct that is faced by the agent but internal to 

the agent. Internal structures can be divided into two virtual components: general-

disposition structures and conjuncturally specific internal structures. General dispositions 

are transposable skills or dimensions that exist within a ‘taken-for-granted’ and unnoticed 

state (Stones, 2005). Although Stones (2005) referred to the notion of habitus and used it 

interchangeably with general disposition, he did not rely on Bourdieu’s term for a number 

of reasons. In Stones’ view, habitus can be seen as deterministic and too practical. The 

aspect of general disposition includes practical actions, but the concept is broader and 

also includes generalized worldviews and cultural schemas that are drawn on naturally 
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and often without thinking. These adaptable dispositions and orientations can be applied 

to multiple situations. The idea of a disposition that is ‘general’ is also a powerful 

contrast to the contextualized ‘specificity’ of the conjuncturally specific structures.  

 Conjuncturally specific internal structures involve an agent’s specific knowledge 

of three interrelated aspects: signification, domination, and legitimation. Signification is 

the knowledge of interpretative schemes and the interpretation of the words and actions 

of others. Domination is the capacity for power, and legitimation is the knowledge of 

norms and expectations, how to decide to behave within a specific situation. Stones 

(2005) indicated that “conjuncturally-specific internal knowledge is acquired and 

embodied over time” (p. 90). While conjuncturally specific knowledge is perceived and 

reacted to through general disposition internal structures, each form is unique and can be 

considered analytically separate. The agent draws upon the knowledge of the combined 

“action-informing conclusions” (Stones, 2005, p. 93) of signification, domination, and 

legitimation to take purposeful action.  

 Active agency or the agent’s practice is the third aspect of strong structuration 

describing the many ways that agents draw upon internal structures to produce practical 

action. Active agency is the response and action within the structuration cycle. It 

comprises the active dynamic moments of structuration that are unique but never in 

isolation from the rest of the cycle (Stones, 2005).  

 The final aspect of the quadripartite cycle of structuration is the outcome or result 

of the other three aspects combined. It is the interrelation of the parts resulting in a 

change or modification of a previous structure or the reproduction and preservation of 

structure. Outcomes are external and internal structures. They are also events. In terms of 
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the duality of structure, structure is the outcome of the agent’s conduct (Stones, 2005), 

and the outcome becomes the internal and external structures of a particular time in the 

next round of structuration (Stones, 2005). 

 Within this conceptual framework, the unit of analysis is at the critical level of 

interaction created through social structuring. Spillane (2006a) stated that “thinking about 

leadership in terms of interactions rather than actions offers a distinctly different 

perspective on leadership practice” (p. 8). Interaction combines the individual action of 

human agency and the structural element of a social system, resulting in the “continuing 

emergent social structure that defines interactions of the agent” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 4). 

Through the interplay, leadership actions emerge that are more than the aggregate of 

individual action; through interactions, the sum is greater than the individual parts 

(Woods, Bennett, Harvey, & Wise, 2004).  

 Rather than being reserved for formal leaders, distributed leadership broadens 

participation to include ‘followers’ (Spillane, 2006a, 2006b) or other members involved 

in the situation. The distributed perspective of leadership recognizes and encourages the 

application of situation-specific individual knowledge and expertise. The process of 

leadership then emerges through the interaction between organizational members within a 

given situation. The impact of cultural values, power relationships, and collectivism 

(communication) are what Stones (2005) referred to as the conjuncturally specific 

internal structures of legitimation, domination, and signification based on Giddens’ 

(1979) identification of the three elements of structure. In addition, “sharing leadership is 

likely to be affected by cultural values, particularly power distance and collectivism” 

(Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007, p. 1230). Carson et al. (2007) indicated when shared 
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leadership is likely to be more effective: “when team members have a high level of task 

competence, when a task is relatively complex, when task interdependence is high, and 

when the team life cycle allows for the development of shared leadership” (p. 1230). This 

perspective aligns with the complexities of a knowledge-based organization and the 

interaction of professionals within a team. 

Carson et al. (2007) stated, “Shared leadership creates patterns of reciprocal 

influence that further develop and reinforce existing relationships among team members” 

(p. 1220). As a result, a reciprocal relationship is created from existing interdependencies. 

The duality of structure captures the reciprocal relationship and the influencing process 

between structure and agency. The norm of reciprocity is a “mutually gratifying pattern 

of exchanging of goods and services” (Gouldner, 1960, p. 170). “Reciprocal 

interdependencies involve individuals playing off one another, with the practice of person 

A enabling the practice of person B and vice versa” (Spillane, 2006b, p. 3). According to 

MacBeath (2005), there are four types of reciprocal relationships: respect, personal 

regard, competence, and personal integrity. Whereas MacBeath asserted that “distributed 

leadership is premised on trust” (2005, p. 353)—and expanded the discussion of trust to 

include mutual trust and mutual acceptance leading to a reciprocated trust and a sense of 

reciprocity—Brown and Hosking (1986) and Brown (1989) referred to the notion of an 

equal exchange of participation and responsibility.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Despite the continued strong attachment to an individualistic view of leadership, 

theoretically and in practice, other perspectives of leadership are being discussed with the 

goal of increasing the credibility and viability of leadership for the future (Gronn, 2000). 
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A number of external factors challenge the command-and-control vertical models of 

organizational leadership. As Hemp (2008) noted, “Change is so rapid that one leader 

can’t hope to keep abreast of all developments, much less be responsible for the 

innovation needed to keep ahead of them” (p. 123). The rapid changes in technological 

advances and the explosion of information have radically changed work structures, 

requiring a more supportive, flexible leadership model (Barry, 1991). Increased 

competition, both locally and globally, puts pressure on costs and the need for speed of 

innovation, requiring more participative contributions (Barry, 1991). The importance of 

expertise and the leadership needs of a rapidly changing complex world are compounded 

by the need for responsiveness to a global marketplace, heightening the pressure upon 

leaders (Brown & Gioia, 2002). The introduction of the Internet as a medium for business 

is one example of an external pressure that forced a change in business models. The 

research of Brown and Gioia concluded that distributive leadership was a more 

“appropriate approach for leaders to deal with the complex challenges” inherent in the 

new Internet environment (2002, p. 417). 

Organizations have moved from a twofold division of labor involving leaders and 

followers to a more complex labor process (Gronn, 2002, 2006). “This duality of 

differentiation-integration inherent in a division of labor is the source of emerging new 

forms of role interdependence and coordination which have resulted in distributed 

patterns of leadership” (Gronn, 2002, p. 428). How work is performed, specifically the 

proliferation of teams in organizations (Pearce & Conger, 2003), has encouraged new 

leadership models.  
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Newfound complexities and interdependence have caused an interest in sharing 

leadership (Pearce, 2004) and a greater recognition of context (Bamberger, 2008). 

Interestingly, while “the need for shared leadership was explicitly described many 

decades ago (e.g. Follett, 1924), the concept has failed to gain traction within the 

mainstream leadership literature until recently” (Ensley, Hmieleski, & Pearce, 2006, p. 

218). At a time when it was considered radical to even suggest that someone other than 

the formal leader might be in charge, the law of situation encouraged people to follow the 

person with the most knowledge in a particular situation. Follett’s concept of the law of 

situation (1924, as cited in Pearce & Conger, 2003) was one of management’s first ‘brief 

flirtations’ (Pearce & Conger, 2003) with concepts other than command and control.  

 Cecil Gibbs (1958), an Australian leadership theorist, suggested the viability of 

collective leadership more than 50 years ago when he first introduced the term distributed 

leadership. Gibbs studied the dynamics and flow of influence in small groups (Gronn, 

2002, 2006). He clarified that the term distributed “was simply another way of saying 

that group leadership was shared or dispersed among a number of members” (Gronn, 

2006, p. 2). Gibbs’ ideas were essentially left dormant until Brown and Hosking (1986) 

and Brown (1989) explored distributed leadership in the context of the women’s social 

movement. 

 Collective forms of leadership have become more prevalent recently with theories 

such as complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), distributed leadership (Gronn, 

2000, 2002, 2006; Spillane et al., 2001, 2004), distributive leadership (Brown & Gioia, 

2002), relational leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2006), shared leadership (Pearce, 2004; Pearce & 

Conger, 2003), and team leadership (Day et al., 2004, 2006). Although “new models 
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conceptualize leadership as a more relational process, a shared or distributed 

phenomenon, occurring at different levels and dependent on social interactions and 

networks of influence” (Fletcher & Kaeufer, 2003, p. 21), we lack an understanding of 

the dynamics of team interaction as they relate to shared or distributed leadership, 

specifically the structuring elements of domination, signification, and legitimation. Even 

though the field of leadership is more receptive to the idea of collective theories of 

leadership, there remains a need for more empirical research (Spillane, 2006a, p. 30) in 

that arena (Gronn, 2000).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to contribute to the basic building 

blocks of distributed leadership through the examination of the emerging social 

structuring that occurs between organizational members within a self-managed team of 

professionals. This study aimed to explore the theoretical framework of distributed 

leadership and describe to what extent and in what ways team members interact from the 

perspective of the structural signification, domination, and legitimation. What are the 

implications for structural signification, domination, and legitimation within the social 

process of leadership? How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation 

among team members? 

Within a framework of distributed leadership, “interaction between individuals 

plays a central role in accomplishing effective leadership” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 70). 

Organizations have utilized the concept of distributed leadership to achieve performance 

improvements and organizational effectiveness (Barry, 1991; Scribner et al., 2007), team 

performance (Mehra et al., 2006), change and innovation (Brown & Gioia, 2002; 
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Spillane, 2006a; Spillane et al., 2001, 2004), increased creativity (Barry, 1991; Scribner 

et al., 2007), student achievement (Timperley, 2005), and transformational change 

(Spillane et al., 2001, 2004; Timperley, 2005). 

Significance of the Study 

This empirical study is significant because it continues to examine the social 

factors of leadership as a process. The research contributes to important conversations on 

the concept of leadership and specifically the practical use of distributed leadership. This 

study also adds to the empirical utilization of structuration theory through the 

understanding and application of strong structuration and its emphasis on the meso-micro 

level of analysis.  

There has been more than a century of research on the individual leader. Now 

more than ever, as a result of the complexity of organizations and the increasing role of 

knowledge within society, the understanding of leadership as a social process is 

imperative. Distributed leadership proposes a viable approach to organizational 

leadership, but the empirical research is limited. There has been a concentration of 

research in the area of educational leadership, primary based in elementary schools. 

Although the term distributed leadership is not prevalent in corporations, similar 

processes are occurring in companies without full recognition or understanding of the 

concept. Most organizations have embraced some form of teamwork as a way to express 

their interest in collaboration and contextual factors. As Spillane and Diamond (2007) 

noted, “A distributed take on leadership and management is not a prescription for 

effective leadership in and of itself; what is likely to be most salient in trying to tease out 
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the effects of distributed leadership is not that leadership is distributed but how leadership 

is distributed” (p. 164).  

Research Questions 

One overarching research question guided this study:  

How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the context of emerging 

social structuring in a self-managed team of professionals?  

Two additional questions were used to guide the investigation: 

1. How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

a. What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and its 

context-in-action? 

b. What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural signification, 

domination, and legitimation? 

2. How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation among team 

members?  

Overview of the Research Design 

Utilizing a case study design (Yin, 2003), this study explored the phenomenon of 

distributed leadership through the dynamic patterns of social interaction among a team of 

professionals in a self-managed team within an organizational department of an 

American-based Fortune 500 company. A case study approach allowed an in-depth 

exploration of leadership as a process (Creswell, 2003). Data for this study were collected 

over two time periods, before and after a reorganization that changed the department and 

team structure, and included 23 observations of team meetings, six direct observations of 
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supporting meetings, nine interviews, and the review of 25 relevant documents. Data 

were analyzed inductively through coding, a description of the case, and the identification 

of themes. 

Key Definitions 

Agency: “Continuous flow of conduct” (Giddens, 1979, p. 55).  

Agent: A being “with some responsibility for shaping the social conditions of existence” 

(Parker, 2000, p. 7). 

Context-in-action: The time-place situated context of external structures (Stones, 2005, p. 

89). 

Distributed leadership: A relationship of social influence that is shaped by the patterns of 

interaction among members of an organization and their situation (Spillane, 

2006a). 

Domination: Power transactions as one of three structural elements of interaction 

(Giddens, 1979, p. 83). 

Interaction: “Regularized ties, interchanges or reciprocity of practices between either 

actors or collectivities” relating to the “degree of interdependence of action or 

‘systemness’ that is involved in any mode of system reproduction” (Giddens, 

1979, p. 76). 

Leadership: “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, 2006, p. 8; see also 

Carson et al., 2007; Ensley et al., 2006). 

19 



 

Legitimation: The sanctioning of conduct as one of three structural elements of 

interaction (Giddens, 1979, p. 82). 

Norms: “Drawn upon against the knowledge of wider legitimation structures which 

indicate what is and isn’t the appropriate thing to do, and their resultant practices 

produce negative actions or rewards at the level of interaction” (Stones, 2005, p. 

19). 

Reciprocity: The “mutually gratifying pattern of exchanging goods and services” 

(Gouldner, 1960, p. 170). 

Reciprocity of practices: “The regularized relations of relative autonomy and dependence 

between parties concerned” (Giddens, 1979, p. 76). 

Self-managed teams: Teams that “place their entire tasks under the control of team 

members” (Levi, 2001, p. 184). 

Signification: The communication of meaning as one of three structural elements of 

interaction (Giddens, 1979, p. 81). 

Social structure: “Any enduring pattern of social arrangements within a particular 

collective (the term ‘collective’ represents social configurations that include 

groups, teams, units, and organizations)” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 4). 

Strong theory of structuration: A theory that involves in situ questions about the 

hermeneutics of agents in combination with structural diagnostics (Stones, 2005, 

p. 117). 

Structuration: “Conditions governing the continuity or transformation of structures, and 

therefore the reproduction of systems” (Giddens, 1979, p. 66). 
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Structuring: The interplay that takes place between the institutional realm and the action 

realm where “institutional practices shape human actions which, in turn, reaffirm 

or modify the institutional structure” (Barley, 1986, p. 80). 

Summary 

Although some have questioned the relevance of leadership and antileadership 

sentiment exists (Gronn, 2000), leadership matters as an organizational phenomenon 

(Charan, 2008; Sashkin, 2006). The debate heightens the need to understand leadership in 

different ways (Day et al., 2004; Gronn, 2000). In the industrial era, leadership was 

considered an individual phenomenon (Bennis, 2007), and the leader reigned supreme. 

Despite the existence of a knowledge economy, our managerial and governance systems 

remain deeply engrained in the industrial era (Manville & Ober, 2003). As society and 

organizations change, so must the thinking about leadership. A knowledge-oriented 

economy needs a leadership framework that can capture the complexity of the current 

competitive landscape (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). “In the twenty-first century knowledge 

era, there is a call to reconsider the role of leadership within complex social systems 

(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).  

Several organizational theorists have noted the value of a theory of structuring for 

the study of organizational phenomena (Barley, 1986; Ranson et al., 1980). Distributed 

leadership is a newer theoretical concept that encourages a view of leadership as a 

“complex social phenomenon manifested in many ways, and in many contexts” (Scribner 

et al., 2007, p. 96). Leadership is constituted by activities and the interdependencies 

between activities, including functions, tasks, and a network of organizational 

relationships (Scribner et al., 2007). The leadership practice aspect of distribution is 
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stretched over the interaction of members of an organization in different ways (Spillane, 

2006a), yet it is not easy to capture the complex interplay of interaction. The distributed 

perspective of leadership provides a lens to further enhance our understanding of 

leadership as a dynamic social process within complex social systems. The future of 

leadership lies in the interplay of structure and agency (Gronn, 2000; Spillane et al., 

2001, 2004; Woods et al., 2004).  
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CHAPTER 2: 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The review of the literature for this study begins within the vast field of 

leadership. This study explored the construct from the perspective of social structuring. 

While such research is limited in the literature, a number of existing terms, definitions, 

and concepts capture leadership as a process (Edwards, 2011). These are presented with 

an emphasis on a distributed perspective on leadership and its forms and characteristics. 

Distributed leadership not only includes a broader distribution of leadership, it also 

recognizes the important role of context. The leader-plus aspect and leadership practice 

aspect combine as a framework for the interaction between people and a situation 

(Spillane, 2006a).  

 The social nature of distributed leadership leads to an examination of structuration 

theory as a theory of action within the social sciences. Giddens’ (1979) theory of 

structuration provides a unique understanding of the relationship between agency and 

structure and its applicability within a social setting. Building on existing theories of 

structuration, strong structuration (Stones, 2005) enhances the empirical nature of the 

theory and its implications for research.  

Leadership 

 Traditionally, research on leadership “has been preoccupied with understanding 

how the style, personality, and other characteristics of the leader influence team dynamics 

and performance” (Mehra et al., 2006, p. 232). Leadership research can be broadly 

categorized into three areas of study: leadership traits, leadership behaviors, and the 
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situational context of leadership (Sashkin, 2006; Yukl, 2006), with integrative approaches 

combining two or more of these categories (Yukl, 2006). In order to understand leadership 

more fully, it makes sense to consider all three of these areas together, but this approach 

“still fails to provide a coherent answer” (Sashkin, 2006, p. 8). While Sashkin (2006) 

chose to “step back” to the basic elements of human nature—cognition, emotion, and 

action—in his study of leadership, there is also a need to step forward to capture the 

“complex nature of human interaction” (Schwandt & Szabla, 2007, p. 34) and the 

“dynamics of the human interactions that constitute the human system” (Schwandt, 2007).  

 Throughout the history of leadership research, there have been many definitions 

of leadership. It has been said that there are as many definitions of leadership as there are 

leadership scholars, and that pattern continues unabated (Yukl, 2006). Despite the 

ambiguity regarding the concept of leadership (Pfeffer, 1977, p. 111), there is a shared 

assumption that leadership “involves an influence process concerned with facilitating the 

performance of a collective task” (Yukl, 2006, p. 20). Recent definitions acknowledge the 

dynamic social process of leadership and that “leadership is not solely embedded in 

formal roles; it often emerges from relationships between people” (Scribner et al., 2007, 

p. 69). Table 2.1 reviews a sampling of recent definitions of leadership that capture the 

perspective of leadership as a social process. 

 These recent definitions of leadership include concepts such as complexity and 

interaction (Scribner et al., 2007), how activities and tasks are stretched over two or more 

people (Spillane et al., 2004), as well as a relational perspective of leadership (Uhl-Bien, 

2006). Leadership is “being talked about as a phenomenon that emerged from and was 

embodied in the interactions of participants” (Schwandt & Szabla, 2007, p. 30).  
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Table 2.1 
Recent Definitions of Leadership Capturing Its Social Process 
Reference Definitions 
Scribner et al., 
2007 

“Leadership is a complex social phenomenon manifested in many ways and in 
many contexts” (p. 96). “The study of interaction represents a new frontier in 
our understanding of what leadership is, how it develops, and how we can 
foster it” (p. 96). 

Lichtenstein et 
al., 2006 

“Leadership is an emergent event, an outcome of relational interactions among 
agents” (p. 2). 

Spillane, 2006a “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” (p. 11). 

Uhl-Bien, 2006 Leadership is a “fundamentally social-relational process of organizational 
design and change” (p. 661). 

Pearce & 
Conger, 2003 

Shared leadership is “a dynamic, interactive influence process among 
individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the 
achievement of group or organizational goals or both” (p. 1). 

 
 

Distributed Leadership 

Definition 

 The number of terms and the various definitions of related terms can be confusing 

and problematic. Each of the many related definitions captures an element of distribution, 

yet many have subtle but important differences (Oduro, 2004). Interestingly, the primary 

differences revolve around who does the leadership (resource) and where it comes from 

(source). Table 2.2 identifies some of the leadership definitions with elements of 

distribution, some using the same conceptual name but with different meanings and 

explanations of the concept. 
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Table 2.2 
A Sample of Leadership Definitions with Elements of Distribution 
Term Reference Definition 
Collaborative 
leadership 

Oduro, 2004 “Operates on the basis of alliance or partnering or 
networking” (p. 23). 

Democratic 
leadership 

Oduro, 2004 “Is antithetical to hierarchy and delegation” (p. 24). 

Dispersed 
leadership 

Oduro, 2004 “An activity that can be located at different points 
within an organization and preexists delegation which 
is a conscious choice in the exercise of power” (p. 23). 

Distributed 
leadership 

Spillane, 2006a “An alternative way of thinking about leadership in 
schools by foregrounding leadership practice and by 
suggesting that leadership practice is constructed in 
the interactions between leaders, followers, and their 
situations” (p. 26). 

Distributed 
leadership  

MacBeath, 2004, as 
cited in Oduro, 2004 

“Leadership roles as something in the gift of the 
headteacher who allocates it magnanimously while 
holding onto power” (p. 23). 

Distributive 
leadership 

Oduro, 2004 “Implies holding, or taking [leadership] initiative as a 
right rather than it being bestowed as a gift” (p. 23). 

Distributive 
leadership 

Brown & Gioia, 2002 “Leadership responsibility was distributed across (but 
essentially confined within) the leadership team itself” 
(p. 410). “This distributive view of leadership retains 
the intuitive sense that there is something special about 
leadership associated with the upper echelons, 
especially under conditions of rapid and discontinuous 
change” (p. 410). 

Distributive 
leadership 

House & Aditya, 
1997, as cited in 
Brown & Gioia, 2002 

Three forms of distributed leadership: delegated, 
coleadership, and peer leadership. 

Networked 
leadership 

Scribner et al., 2007 “Emphasizes looking at what school personnel do, 
more than who is doing it, and it challenges the 
conventional belief that leadership is associated with 
particular positions” (p. 69). 

Shared 
leadership 

Pearce & Conger, 
2003 

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

Team 
leadership 

Sivasubramaniam, 
Murray, Avolio, & 
Jung, 2002 

Defined “as the collective influence of members in a 
team on each other” (p.68). 
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Distributed Versus Shared Leadership 

 Of the many related terms, it is important to highlight the difference between two 

frequently used terms: distributed leadership and shared leadership. Both concepts 

include an element of leadership that is shared among multiple individuals. The terms 

shared and distributed are often used interchangeably in the leadership literature (Ensley 

et al., 2006; Spillane, 2006b). Shared leadership involves more than one formal leader 

with a focus on broadening the participation in leadership. Shared leadership is the 

“simultaneous, ongoing, mutual influence process within a team that is characterized by 

serial emergence of official as well as unofficial leaders” (Pearce, 2004, p. 48; Ensley et 

al., 2006).  

 Shared leadership moves the emphasis from one individual leader to a focus on 

multiple sources of leadership. Carson et al. (2007) suggested that sources of leadership 

are on a continuum from a single leader to leadership coming from most if not all the 

members of a team. According to Carson et al., “Leadership can be conceptualized in 

relation to either the strength of influence (i.e., its quality or effectiveness) or the source 

of influence (i.e., single versus multiple team members)” (2007, p. 1219). The concept of 

shared leadership captures an influence process that is not only downward onto 

subordinates by formal leaders but also “broadly distributed among a set of individuals 

instead of centralized” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1). Antecedents of shared leadership 

within teams are external supportive coaching and the internal team environment with 

three contributing factors: shared purpose, social support, and voice (Carson et al., 2007). 

 What Carson et al. (2007) referred to as the strength of leadership influence, 

Scribner et al. (2007) described as the degree of social influence. Both created a model of 
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leadership as an organizational resource (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995, as cited in Scribner et 

al., 2007) “embedded in the relationships between networked roles, . . . supporting . . . a 

multidirectional flow of influence throughout organizations” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 69). 

Distributed leadership research focuses on leadership as an activity (Pearce & Conger, 

2003; Scribner et al., 2007) and as “practice” (Spillane et al., 2001, 2004), which is 

“distributed over leaders, followers, and the . . . situation or context” (2007, p. 70). These 

perspectives of leadership build on Firestone’s functionalist approach of leadership as the 

performance of key activities (1966, as cited in Scribner et al., 2007). Leadership is 

constituted by activities and the interdependencies between activities, including 

functions, tasks, and a network of organizational relationships (Scribner et al., 2007).  

The source of influence in Spillane’s (2006a) concept of distributed leadership 

includes both formal and informal leaders (Spillane & Diamond, 2007; Spillane, 2006a, 

2006b; Spillane et al., 2004), referred to as the “leader-plus” aspect. The leader-plus 

aspect of Spillane’s (2006a) distributed perspective on leadership broadens and shares the 

responsibility for leadership between the formal leader and followers; however, that is 

only one component of the concept. While the shared nature of the process of leadership 

is an important element of distributed leadership, it is “not sufficient to capture the 

complexity of the practice of leadership” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 4). 

The core of Spillane’s (2006a, 2006b) distributed leadership framework is the 

“leadership practice” aspect, which comes from the interaction of the leader, follower, 

and aspects of the situation. “From a distributed perspective, it is the collective 

interactions among leaders, followers, and their situation that are paramount” (Spillane, 
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2006a, p. 4). The key element of leadership practice is the process of leadership 

generated by the interactions of members within the capacity of a social system. 

The distributed perspective of leadership is an integrative model (Spillane et al., 

2004) that provides an “alternative way of thinking about leadership . . . by 

foregrounding leadership practice and by suggesting that leadership practice is 

constructed in the interactions between leaders, followers, and their situations” (Spillane, 

2006a, p. 26). Spillane et al. argued that “leadership practice is essential to understanding 

leadership in organizations” (2004, p. 5). Within educational leadership research, the role 

of the formal leader has been questioned in a debate regarding the relevance of the leader-

follower dualism (Gronn, 2000). The relevance of an identified leader has also been 

debated outside of the education field (Pfeffer, 1977). The New York–based Orpheus 

Chamber Orchestra is an example of an organization that functions successfully without 

the traditional formal leader; in this case, the ensemble has no conductor (Pfeffer, 2006, 

p. 76). 

With or without a formal leader, the perspective of distributed leadership seeks to 

understand the complexity of human interactions within organizations. Distributed 

cognition and activity theory contribute to “understanding human activity in complex, 

emergent and discretionary environments . . . [and] recognizing how social context is an 

integral component of, not just a backdrop or container for, intelligent activity” (Spillane 

et al., 2004, p. 8). Individual cognition and sensemaking are not solely a result of mental 

capability but rather are shaped by the context or situation, which reinforces the 

interdependence between the individual and the environment. “Cognition is distributed 

through the environments’ material and cultural artifacts and through other people in 
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collaborative efforts to complex tasks” (Spillane et al., 2001, p. 23). Acknowledging the 

mutuality of the individual and the environment, the distributed view underscores that 

“activity is distributed in the interactive web of actors, artifacts and situation” (Spillane et 

al., 2004, p. 20). In order to understand the how and why of leadership practices, Spillane 

et al. (2004) proposed a conceptual model with these three elements. The “frame allows 

us to examine how social interaction and situation simultaneously constitute leadership 

practice” (Spillane et al., 2004, p. 13).  

Characteristics and Elements of Distributed Leadership 

A distinctive character of distributed leadership “highlights leadership as an 

emergent property of a group or network of interacting individuals” (Woods et al., 2004, 

p. 441). This emergent property can be seen within self-managed teams that create a 

dynamic pattern of interaction as members seek out and accept responsibilities that best 

fit their skill sets (Barry, 1991). Other distinctive characteristics of distributed leadership 

are openness of boundaries, leadership according to expertise (Woods et al., 2004), and 

conjoint agency.  

The openness of boundaries (Coldren, 2007) directly relates to the shared aspect 

of distributed leadership by not artificially limiting or constraining leadership activity to 

those who are in formal leadership roles. The concept encourages crossing structural and 

cultural boundaries in order to solve problems or take action (Harris, 2006).  

Given the nature of distributed leadership, it “cannot be prescribed in advance but 

it emerges within an organization” (Harris, 2006, p. 3). With the increased complexities 

of work, organizations, and the global marketplace, it is impossible for an individual 

leader to know all and do all. Expertise exists throughout an organization, and by 
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bringing together the numerous and broad capabilities from throughout the organization, 

“it is possible to forge a concertive dynamic that represents more than the sum of the 

individual contributors” (Woods et al., 2004, p. 442).  

 Conjoint agency is a third distinctive characteristic of distributed leadership 

(Gronn, 2002; Woods et al., 2004). The term conjoint agency describes an internal 

processual component of interpersonal synergy and a reciprocal influence that is both 

internal and external in its effects (Gronn, 2002; Mehra et al., 2006). Gronn (2002) 

explained, “In their relations with their organizational peers, who attribute leadership to 

them as focal units, conjoint agents both influence colleagues and are influenced by them 

in return” (p. 431). This “reciprocity denotes the influence of two or more parties on one 

another and it occurs in a manner akin to a virtuous cycle or zigzagging spiral,” resulting 

in “accumulated effects of successive phases of influence” (Gronn, 2002, p. 431).    

 To better understand the concept of distributed leadership, a number of variable 

elements emerged from the literature, such as internal and external context (Ensley et al., 

2006), control and autonomy (Scribner et al., 2007), sources of change and development, 

dynamics of teamwork, institutional and spontaneous forms of distributed leadership, and 

conflict resolution (Woods et al., 2004, p. 442). The dynamic, complex, and ambiguous 

context and nature of the dotcom world and the demand for responsiveness required an 

adaptive leadership response such as distributive leadership (Brown & Gioia, 2002). In 

the realm of the e-business environment, leadership “is not only heavily influenced by 

context but also integrated with and even defined by context” (Brown & Gioia, 2002, p. 

409). 

31 



 

 Since the theory of distributed leadership is based on activity rather than an 

individual’s position or role, tasks are an important element of study (Spillane et al., 

2001). Distributed leadership practice is described through the identification and 

enactment of leadership functions and tasks, specifically social distribution and 

situational distribution of task enactment (Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005). 

Leadership practice is organized around macro functions as well as micro functions 

(Spillane et al., 2004). Both are important. The micro functions are necessary to 

understand the actual practices and processes; however, without macro functions, the 

micro functions would likely appear to be disconnected. “To explore task enactment, it is 

important to distinguish between ‘espoused theories’ of practice or ‘canonical practice’ 

and ‘theories in use’ or ‘non-canonical practice’” (Argyris & Schon, 1974) as cited in 

Spillane et al., 2001; Brown & Duguid, 1991). While often more readily available, 

espoused theories may be the ideal or desired policies of an organization; however, they 

may not accurately reflect the actual practices within the organization (Spillane et al., 

2001). 

 Barry (1991) examined the practices of self-managed teams in work settings to 

find that leadership functions within distributed leadership research include four types of 

leadership: envisioning leadership (creating new and compelling visions), organizing 

leadership (ensuring order and structure with a focus on details and timelines), spanning 

leadership (networking and connecting with resources outside of the team), and social 

leadership (recognizing and maintaining individual and team needs). Each broad category 

of leadership focuses on the leadership roles and related team activities that are aligned 

with four phases within three different types of self-managed teams: project teams, 
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problem-solving teams, and policy-making teams (Barry, 1991). The activity described in 

Barry’s (1991) four leadership types resembles the type of leadership activities 

recommended by Brown and Gioia (2002).  

 Brown and Gioia’ (2002) studied dotcom leadership in the e-business 

environment. Their extensive research into the launch of an e-business venture identified 

three significant leadership aspects: leadership vision, organizational identity, and 

organizational learning. Both Brown and Gioia (2002) and Barry (1991) had a focus on 

creating vision and direction. The activities involved in organizational identity and image 

overlap with spanning and social leadership, both referring to the management of internal 

and external relationships and commitments. Finding solutions, getting new ideas, and 

innovating were defined by Brown and Gioia (2002) as organizational learning and were 

also included within Barry’s (1991) concept through a combination of envisioning, 

spanning, and social leadership.  

 Scribner et al. (2007) explored distributed leadership as it related to two teacher 

teams in one public secondary school. As a result of their research, three constructs 

emerged that contributed to the understanding of collaborative interaction; the constructs 

of purpose, autonomy and pattern of discourse.  What is different about the research of 

Scribner et al. (2007) and Barry (1991) compared with Brown and Gioia’s (2002) 

perspective is the suggestion that the identified leadership activities are “best 

accomplished through a collective effort by the leadership team” (p. 417). Brown and 

Gioia’s research focused on sharing leadership responsibility among the upper echelon of 

senior management but provided limited opportunity for a contribution by ‘followers.’  
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 Using an interpretive approach, Brown and Gioia (2002) were able to capture the 

experience and language of the executive leadership teams. “An interpretive approach 

gives voice to the views of informants by representing their understandings mainly in 

their own terms” (Brown & Gioia, 2002, p. 399). It appears that within this organization, 

leadership decisions were made within a small executive team, and it was this team, 

especially the CEO, that was the primary source of data or the study. “Leadership was 

associated mainly with, and distributed throughout, the TMT [top management team], 

encompassing interrelationships among all members of the team (and a select few other 

upper echelon members of the organization)” (Brown & Gioia, 2002, p. 408). While the 

study is interesting, the restriction of leadership to top management teams misses a 

critical aspect within distributed leadership, that of diversity and a broad and open access 

to knowledge and expertise. 

Within the top management team, the four major themes that emerged from 

Brown and Gioia’s research (2002) were categorized into two categories: 

Two of those themes (speed/pace of the work and the complexity/ambiguity of the 
environment) pertained mainly to the contextual features of the dotcom 
environment e-leaders faced and the other two themes (organizational 
identity/image tensions and organizational learning) pertained to the substantive 
features of the dotcom’s relationship with its parent and the internal requirements 
for leading the organization. (2002, p. 401) 

While the distribution of leadership responsibility within the new dotcom company was 

examined “across (but essentially confined within) the leadership team itself” (Brown & 

Gioia, 2002, p. 410), more frequently leadership is “stretched over individuals who have 

responsibility for leadership routines” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 14), sometimes including a 

formal leader (Spillane, 2006a, 2006b; Spillane et al., 2004; Timperley, 2005), but also 

without a formal leader (Scribner et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006a).  
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Challenges of Distributed Leadership 

Distributed leadership introduces new dynamics within roles, responsibilities, and 

relationships. Along with the new dynamics, there are also recognized challenges within 

the framework of distributed leadership. It can be time consuming and is more 

complicated, especially since it usually involves a combination of diverse expertise or 

skills (Barry, 1991). Timperley (2005) also pointed out that it is important to recognize 

the risk associated with distributing leadership. Involvement of more people “may result 

in the greater distribution of incompetence” (Timperley, 2005, p. 417). Thus, she 

concluded that it is the quality of the leadership activities in question to achieve the goal 

that deserves attention (Timperley, 2005). There is also an emotional component within 

distributed leadership that tends to get overlooked as organizations struggle with the 

tensions that result from the new organizational dynamics (Huffington, James, & 

Armstrong, 2004).  

Types of Distributed Leadership 

For at least 50 years, scholars have considered various forms of leadership that 

were “distributed across a number of individuals” (Mehra et al., 2006, p. 233). In its 

infancy, distributed leadership was contrasted with focused leadership (Gibbs, 1954, as 

cited in Gronn, 2002). Gronn expanded on the idea and viewed the two as end points on a 

continuum rather than a hard and fast dualism (Gronn, 2002, p. 427). Carson et al. (2007) 

also referred to focused and distributed as two forms of team leadership in their research 

on the antecedent conditions of shared leadership in teams. Two predominant types have 

surfaced from the literature. There is a form of distributed leadership that involves 

multiple people participating in leadership, resulting in a simple model that adds the 

35 



 

contributions of each individual involved. A second significant form recognizes the 

contextual and collective interactions that take place throughout an organization, creating 

the interactive spaces between organizational members (Lichtenstein et al., 2006). It is 

this second form with the essential inclusion of context that is most closely aligned with 

Spillane’s framework and the social structuring that emerges through the interactions 

between agents and structure.  

When leadership is dispersed, there is an aggregated and a holistic model of 

distributed leadership (Gronn, 2006). “An aggregated pattern of distributed leadership is 

one in which a number of individuals, on different occasions, as part of different 

activities, for varying periods of time and for a variety of reasons, are believed by their 

colleagues to exercise leadership” (Gronn, 2006, p. 4). The key point is that individuals 

are willingly influenced by others to contribute in ways that are beyond the expected. 

Leadership can be seen as “the influential increment over and above mechanical 

compliance with the routine directives of the organization” (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 528). 

The aggregated model, similar to the first predominant type of distributed leadership, 

recognizes the contributions of multiple individuals, while the holistic model extends 

beyond simply adding individual contributions.  

The holistic form of distributed leadership occurs when a new whole is created 

from multiple parts. “Essentially, it means that when the parts are combined to form a 

whole, the resulting new object comprises a functioning unit with its own unique 

structural integrity that acts back on the parts themselves” (Gronn, 2006, p. 5). This new 

whole or “expanded role space” (Gronn, 2006, p. 5) is created from synergy and a 

collective coordination. The aggregated and holistic forms of distributed leadership 
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parallel Gronn’s earlier identified forms of distributed leadership: numerical and 

concertive action (2002).  

Numerical action is the aggregated form. It is the sum of the parts. Numerical 

action is an additive or numerical perspective of multiple individual acts that contribute 

to an aggregated leadership of an organization. Numerical action broadens the possibility 

of leadership from all organizational members (Gronn, 2002). The holistic form parallels 

the concertive action form. Within concertive action there are three main patterns: 

spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working relations, and institutionalized practices. 

Regarding the first pattern, “there are collaborative modes of engagement which arise 

spontaneously in the workplace” (Gronn, 2002, p. 429). Intuitive working relations grow 

from partnerships and intuitive understandings that emerge over time (Gronn, 2002). The 

third pattern of concertive action is institutionalized practices embedded in formal 

structures (Gronn, 2002). “These three forms of concertive action represent successive 

stages in a process of institutionalization” (Gronn, 2002, p. 431). 

Another description of distributed leadership was identified in the study of Mehra 

et al. (2006). Within their research on sales teams with formally appointed team leaders at 

the center of the team, the authors contrasted the theoretical notion of widely dispersed 

leadership within a distributed team leadership structure with a traditional leader-centered 

leadership structure. They argued that when taking into account the existence of a formal 

leader, the emergence of leadership “tends to be relatively centralized in human groups,” 

with only a few individuals emerging as leaders within a group at any one time (Mehra et 

al., 2006, p. 235). Within this context, Mehra et al. (2006) identified two forms of 

distributed leadership in teams: a distributed-coordinated team leadership structure and a 
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distributed-fragmented team leadership structure. The distributed-coordinated team 

leadership includes a coordinated relationship between the formal and informal leader, 

while the distributed-fragmented team leadership structure indicates a fragmented and 

separated structure between the formal and informal leaders of a team. 

Using a continuum with the same theoretical end points of one formal leader 

versus a widely dispersed leadership, MacBeath (2005) viewed distributed leadership in 

educational leadership as a developmental sequence. His conceptual framework included 

six forms or models of distribution, from formally designating roles and job descriptions 

in the first model of distribution to an intuitive leadership embedded in the culture 

(MacBeath, 2005). He noted that the distributed model “sees the strength of the school as 

located in its collective intelligence and collective energy” (MacBeath, 2005, p. 362). In 

other words, the school has social capital (MacBeath, 2005). The four models in between 

are as follows: distribution as pragmatic, when people respond to a need based on 

expertise in an ad hoc fashion; distribution as strategic, in which plans are based on the 

knowledge and expertise of individuals in alignment with goal orientation; distribution as 

incremental, which combines the pragmatic ad hoc quality with a strategic nature to 

sponsor growth and professional development; and distribution as opportunistic, which 

reflects a bottom-up initiative where leadership is taken and assumed.  

Another approach to distributed leadership as described by House and Aditya 

(1997, as cited in Brown & Gioia, 2002) entailed three forms: delegated, when two or 

more leaders divide the work of several management functions; coleadership, when the 

task and social roles of leadership are carried out by different individuals; and peer 

leadership, when multiple leaders carry out leadership tasks.  

38 



 

Spillane (2006a, 2006b) also identified three types of distributed leadership: 

collective, collaborated, and coordinated. Collective distribution exists when there is a 

need to work together but each person’s contribution can be completed separately in line 

with the aggregated form of distributed leadership (Gronn, 2002). Collaborated 

distribution with “copractice” exists when members work together in the same situation. 

The interaction between members of an organization within a specific situation creates 

new opportunities that impact the members, the context, and ultimately the results of the 

situation. This type of distributed leadership is similar to Gronn’s (2002) holistic form of 

distribution. Coordinated distribution also responds to the interdependencies but in a 

situation with a required sequencing of activities. Because context can both enable and 

constrain action (Giddens, 1979; Spillane et al., 2004), the conceptual framework of a 

distributed perspective on leadership addresses the relation between structure and agency. 

Leadership and Social Structuring 

Leadership is an example of agents’ explicit action (Schwandt, 2007). Within the 

dominant individualistic view of leadership, there is an “exaggerated sense of agency 

attributed to leaders” (Gronn, 2000, p. 319), suggesting a “false ontological dualism” 

(Gronn, 2000, p. 319) between leadership theories that place agency or individualism 

before structure (e.g., role and context) when neither element reduces to the other. In 

contrast,  

The relationship between the two is always one of interplay through time: each 
element is analytically distinct from, but is ontologically intertwined with, the 
other. Thus, while an existing social structure is always a precondition for the 
actions of future cohorts of agents, it also represents the outcome of the 
purposive, generative (as well as unintended) actions of previous sets of agents 
and is potentially modifiable by agents yet-to-be born (Archer, 1995). (Gronn, 
2000, p. 364) 
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This “emergent structuring that is inherent in all social interactions” allows “for a 

wider distributed structuring across the collective as they deal with ever increasing 

complex environments” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 6). When discussing the relationship 

between individual and collective phenomena, such as with organizational leadership, the 

social theory of structuration is a useful starting point, as it embraces both levels of the 

phenomenon (Akgun et al., 2007).  

Structuration Theory 

The view of organizational leadership through the lens of structuration theory 

“sketches a dynamic picture of social reality that is well suited to the dynamic nature” of 

organizational leadership as a process (Berends et al., 2003, p. 1039). “The relationship 

between individual and collective phenomena is at the heart of structuration theory” 

(Berends et al., 2003, p. 1038), showing that “micro and macro are inextricably linked 

and that robust theory in the social sciences demands an appreciation of how individuals 

both shape their context and are shaped by it” (Bamberger, 2008, p. 844). 

 Responding to a perceived “lack of a theory of action in the social sciences” 

(Giddens, 1979, p. 2), Giddens (1979) proposed modifications to the philosophy of action 

to incorporate a notion of agency as well as a distinct concept of structure. He replaced 

the traditional dualisms of individual versus society and consciousness versus 

unconsciousness with the single concept of the duality of structure. “Noting that action is 

‘constituted by’ and ‘constitutive of’ social organization, Giddens suggests that structure 

be understood as a duality” (Barley, 1986, p. 80).  

 At the level of social theory, Giddens’ (1979) structuration theory treats structure 

as both process and form. There is an important contrast between the definition of 
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structure as “patterned action, interaction, behavior and cognition and an emergent 

property of ongoing action” (Barley, 1986, p. 79) taken from an interpretive paradigm 

(Gioia & Pitre, 1990) and the definition of structure as “abstract, formal relations that 

constrain day-to-day action in social setting” that “stands outside of and prior to human 

endeavor” (Barley, 1986, p. 79) taken from the functionalist paradigm as an “objective 

phenomenon that is external to, and independent of, organizational members” (Gioia & 

Pitre, 1990, p. 590). According to Barley (1986), neither is complete by itself. “When 

exploring or predicting the behavior of individuals in society, we recognize the influence 

of societal structures on the perceptions and actions of individuals” (Yuthas et al., 2004, 

p. 230). 

 Sewell (1992) explained the interdependence of structure and practices: 

“Structure shapes people’s practices but it is also people’s practices that constitute (and 

reproduce) structure. This view of things, human agency and structure, far from being 

opposed, in fact presupposes each other” (p. 4). Spillane et al. (2004) discussed the same 

idea in reference to agency: “Structure constitutes agency, providing the rules and 

resources upon which it is based; however, structure is also created, reproduced and 

potentially transformed by the action of human agents” (p. 10). Barley (1986) highlighted 

the interplay between the two constructs: 

Structure can be viewed simultaneously as a flow of ongoing action and as a set 
of institutionalized traditions or forms that reflect and constrain that action. 
Moreover than either realm, however, is the interplay that takes place between the 
structure and agency over time. Through this interplay, called the process of 
structuring, institutional practices shape human action, which in turn, reaffirm or 
modify institutional structure. (p. 80) 
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Recognizing the “essential interrelationship between agency and structure” (Yuthas et al., 

2004, p. 230), structuration theory is a theory of “how agency and structure work 

interactively” (Yuthas et al., 2004, p. 230).  

Activity is the heart of the agency-structure interplay, as Gronn (2000) described: 

The structural patterns taken by various social and organizational formations are 
activity-dependent, and an analysis of the activities engaged in by particular sets 
of time-, place-, space-, and culture-bound sets of agents permits an understanding 
of the agential-structural relations through the process of structuring. The 
structuring actions of agents may serve two possible ends: the reproduction or the 
transformation of existing sets of institutional relations. (p. 318) 

In addition to being discussed in terms of interdependence and interplay, agency 

and structure have been discussed in terms of dualism—a reconceptualization, as Berends 

et al. (2003) noted, of the “dualism of individual versus society” (p. 1039). This duality 

“provides the dynamics for change within the context of action” (Yuthas et al., 2004, p. 

231). Giddens explained that “by duality of structure, I mean the essential recursiveness 

of social life, as constituted in social practices: structure is both the medium and outcome 

of reproduction of practices” (1979, p. 5). Yuthas et al. (2004) added that “agents and 

structure do not exist independently of each other and cannot be understood separately 

from one another” (p. 231) and that “while action may change structures, social structures 

enable and constrain actions” (Yuthas et al., 2004, p. 231). 

Social Structuring 

 The process of structuring addresses the dynamic relationship and reciprocal 

interplay between human agency and the structure of social systems (Akgun et al., 2007; 

Gronn, 2000). “The study of structuring involves investigating how the institutional 

realm and the realm of action configure each other” (Barley, 1986, p. 80). Schwandt 
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(2007) confirmed that “social structuring includes what has been traditionally called 

leadership” (p. 4).  

 Within structuration theory, three types of structures or categories are employed 

within social practices: signification (meaning), domination (power), and legitimation 

(norms) (Giddens, 1979; Stones, 2005). These structures are intermingled within social 

systems, but for the purpose of analysis they are separated (Stones, 2005). Even though 

structure and agency have separate properties and powers that influence a social system, 

they need to be examined together in order to capture the interplay between them (Woods 

et al., 2004). It is difficult not to consider structure and agency separate in practice. “At 

the meso-collective level, Giddens’ modalities of structuration characterize the social 

structuring patterns as they coevolve with the micro interactions” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 6). 

Table 2.3 presents structures as employed in social practice. 

 
Table 2.3 
Structures as Employed in Social Practices (Stones, 2005) 

Structure 
Signification 

(meaning) 
Domination 

(power/resources) 
Legitimation 

(moral/values) 
Interaction Communication Power Sanction 

 
Modality Interpretive scheme Facility Norm 
 

An essential theme of Giddens’ work is the notion of the “time-space relations 

inherent in the constitution of all social interaction” (1979, p. 3).  

According to the theory of structuration, an understanding of social systems as 
situated in time-space can be effected by regarding structure as non-temporal and 
non-spatial, as a virtual order of differences produced and reproduced in social 
interaction as its medium and outcome. (Giddens, 1979, p. 3) 
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The fundamental premise is that “actors produce and reproduce the institutionalized 

social structures that persist over time and space and provide guidelines for action” 

(Jarzabkowski, 2008, p. 622). 

Structuration theory has been applied to research in the area of information 

technology (Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Robey, 1991), professional ethics within 

the accounting function (Yuthas et al., 2004), organizational intelligence (Akgun et al., 

2007), organizational learning (Berends et al., 2003), medical technology (Barley, 1986), 

and strategy (Jarzabkowski, 2008). Table 2.4 shares a sample of the research exploring 

structuration theory.  

 
Table 2.4 
Structuration Theory Research 

Author(s) Title 
Barley, 1986 Technology as an occasion for strategy: Evidence from observations of 

CT scanners and the social order of radiology departments 
Orlikowski & 
Robey, 1991 

Information technology and the structuring of organizations 

Orlikowski, 1992 The duality of technology: Rethinking the concept of technology in 
organizations 

Berends et al., 2003 The structuration of organizational learning 
Yuthas et al., 2004 Beyond agency and structure: Triple-loop learning 
Akgun et al., 2007 Organizational intelligence: A structuration view 
Jarzabkowski, 2008 Shaping strategy as a structuration process 
 
 

The use of structuration as a theoretical lens is helpful for researching multilevel 

phenomena. It allows for the active inclusion of the role of context within management 

theory and a bridging of the micro-macro gap in management research (Bamberger, 

2008), “resulting in more robust theories that better capture the increasing complexity of 

organizational phenomena and relations” (Bamberger, 2008, p. 839). Each of these 
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articles shows “how context, at all levels of analysis, may both emerge from and play a 

role in shaping the phenomena and relationships we study” (Bamberger, 2008, p. 839). 

Strong Structuration Theory 

While Giddens’ structuration theory is recognized as an important social theory, 

many have criticized it. Since Giddens chose not to respond to these critiques, Stones 

(2005) took it upon himself to not only respond to the criticisms but build upon the 

original theory while also addressing the most essential weaknesses. The fact that 

Giddens’ structuration theory is restricted to the “abstract, philosophical level,” which 

Stones (2005) referred to as “ontology-in-general” (p. 75), has been the source of major 

criticism. “The other significant criticism is the lack of guidance regarding how to use the 

theory in empirical research, how to apply it at the substantive level” (Stones, 2005, p. 

75).  

Stones’ (2005) response took the form of a theory of strong structuration, with six 

key themes: (1) the distinction between ontology in general and ontology in situ; (2) the 

analytically distinguished four elements of structuration, referred to as the quadripartite 

cycle of structuration; (3) the systematic attention to epistemology and methodology; (4) 

the meso level of ontological abstraction; (5) the meso level of ontological scale; and (6) 

the conceptualization of independent causal forces and irresistible causal forces (p. 198).  

The quadripartite nature of structuration involves external structures, internal 

structures, active agency, and outcomes of action. External structures are conditions of 

action or the structural context of action within structuration faced by the agent at Time 1 

but external to the agent (Stones, 2005). The emphasis is on the “action-horizon of in-situ 

agents as perceived by the agent and/or the social researcher” (Stones, 2005, p. 84). 
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Internal structures are faced by the agent, but internal to the agent. In terms of the duality 

of structure, the internal structure is the medium of the agent’s conduct. Internal 

structures can be divided into two components: conjuncturally specific internal structures 

(signification, domination, and legitimation) and general-dispositional structures or 

habits. The third aspect of strong structuration is active agency, which is the many ways 

an agent draws upon the internal structures to produce practical action (Stones, 2005). 

The final component of the quadripartite nature of structuration is outcomes. Outcomes 

of action are external and internal structures. They are also events. In terms of the duality 

of structure, structure is the outcome of the agent’s conduct (Stones, 2005), and the 

outcome becomes the internal and external structures of Time 1 or 2 in the next round of 

structuration (Stones, 2005). 

Summary 

A review of the literature has provided much-needed clarity around the many 

terms and definitions that currently exist to describe a distributed perspective of 

leadership. While new terminology is not the driving factor (Spillane, 2006b), the unique 

aspect of Spillane’s distributed leadership that becomes evident is the combination of 

broader involvement in leadership functions and context. Described as the “space” in 

between (Lichtenstein et al., 2006), the social structuring that takes places through the 

interactions of individuals and context provides an opportunity for leadership to emerge.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter details the research design and methodology for my empirical study 

examining social structuring in a self-managed team of manager-level professionals. The 

qualitative study utilized the case study approach, which provided the basis for case 

selection, data collection, and analysis.  

Research Design 

“The description of the phenomena is the starting point for all research 

endeavors” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p. 14). In the field of leadership, a need for rich 

descriptive research has resulted in a noticeable increase in the use of qualitative research 

since 1990 (Bryman, 2004; Conger, 1998). Providing greater depth and flexibility 

(Conger, 1998), qualitative research portrays a more holistic view of a complex 

phenomenon (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006) such as leadership. Conger argued that 

quantitative research methods are insufficient to capture the dynamic, multilevel, and 

subjective nature of leadership and are especially poor “at measuring interaction—a 

critical element of leadership” (1998, p. 109). The unidirectional nature of quantitative 

research further supports a perspective of leadership focused on the actions of one 

individual leader (for example, followers’ perceptions of leader behavior). The 

naturalistic paradigm offers an alternative worldview and a “set of basic beliefs” 

assuming that there are multiple realities that are socially constructed and holistic 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The assumptions of qualitative research support multiple 

realities, allowing for a research design to emerge rather than be preestablished. 
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Within the naturalist perspective, “all entities are in a state of mutual 

simultaneous shaping so that it is impossible to distinguish causes from effect” (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, p. 38). As a naturalist inquiry, this study sought to understand the 

complexities of the process of social structuring and allowed for the emergence of further 

understanding of distributed leadership rather than predicting or controlling cause and 

effect relationships of identified variables. The naturalistic researcher is guided by the 

five axioms of “reality, knower-known interaction, generalizability, causality and values” 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 44). Context and a natural setting are central in describing a 

specific and individual case value-bound in multiple ways (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

argument is that the naturalist version of these five axioms provides a “better fit to socio-

behavioral phenomena at least, if not all phenomena” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 44). 

Although there are many different types of qualitative methodologies, a number 

of characteristics align with the five axioms of the naturalist inquiry that are shared by 

most qualitative research studies (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). The preference for utilizing 

qualitative research methods is one of 14 characteristics of operationalizing the 

naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The other 13 characteristics are the 

following: natural setting, human instrument, utilization of tacit knowledge, purposive 

sampling, inductive data analysis, grounded theory, emergent design, negotiated 

outcomes, case study reporting mode, ideographic interpretation, tentative application, 

focused determined boundaries, and special criteria for trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  
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Case Study Approach 

The richness and detail that come from the holistic perspective can be shared 

within a qualitative case study (Creswell, 2007). The intent of this case study was not 

particularization and generalization, and thus it is not sampling research (Stake, 1985). 

Rather, the intent was an in-depth exploration of one case of distributed leadership within 

a bounded system over time using “detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple 

sources of information (e.g. observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and 

documents and reports)” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73) to provide a rich and descriptive 

understanding of a social structuring perspective of distributed leadership. Following the 

general structure of a case study, this study included the definition of a problem, the 

description of the context, the issues, and the ‘lessons learned’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Due to the focus on interactions and relationships, an additional output of “thick 

description” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) contributes to the potential for transferability. 

Case Selection 

My study was an instrumental study in terms of intent (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 

1985), utilizing purposive sampling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to select a case that was 

instrumental to maximizing the learning (Stake, 1985) about the collective phenomenon 

of distributed leadership through the lens of social structuring within a team. Criterion-

based selection (deMarrais, 2004) was used to identify the characteristics of a site that 

could best lead to an understanding of the phenomenon. The criteria included a 

knowledge expertise–based organization such as a university, hospital, cultural 

organization, or professional service firm with autonomous professionals producing 

knowledge-based goods and services (Jarzabkowski, 2008); an organization utilizing self-
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managed teams ideally involving multiple stakeholders or stakeholder groups of 

relatively equal status with diffuse power relationships; and an organization committed to 

addressing complex and interdependent organizational goals through collaboration. Other 

criteria included a preexisting relationship among team members. The specific team 

studied had been working together for a minimum of 4 to 6 months to provide the 

necessary time to get to know one another and establish basic norms. Although it has 

been my experience that such teams exist in many organizations, they exist with various 

levels of functionality. The challenge was to identify a team known to be engaged in the 

process of distributed leadership. It became apparent that a good deal of exposure to an 

organization or an ‘insider’s view’ would be required, which led to the consideration of 

an organization that was well known to me.  

As a previous employee of the company, the organization was very familiar to me 

yet no longer in my ‘backyard’ (Creswell, 2009). The company is a Fortune 500 company 

built over 160 years. Currently the financial services organization has 10,000 employees 

in the United States and United Kingdom with $10.5 billion in revenue in 2007 (company 

website, March 13, 2009). The primary research site was an office setting located within 

a reasonable travel distance to the researcher, which allowed for rich qualitative data 

collection in the natural setting (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The participants 

of the study were full-time employees of the company who were current members of a 

select team of managers from the department, known as the Core Team. The Core Team 

contributed to the overall organizational effectiveness of the department. It was assigned 

with the specific goal of enhancing the management capabilities within the department.  
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Of the seven Core Team members, four were located at the primary research site 

and three were located at a second location. For meetings, the team used established 

conference-calling technology and videoconferencing technology on a regular basis. The 

majority of the company’s U.S. employees were located at two locations for nearly 9 

years, and these technologies were a regular part of business communication.  

Researcher’s Role and Site Access 

As is characteristic of qualitative research, the researcher’s role, personal 

perspective, and experiences were integral to the inquiry (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). The 

naturalist inquirer holds the view that you cannot separate the inquirer from the ‘object’ 

of inquiry, as they “interact to influence one another” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37). 

This was an important aspect of this particular case due to my active participation on the 

Core Team when it was first established in 2004. I participated as one of three (later 

reduced to two) human resources representatives invited to join the original initiative. 

Each year, the members of the Core Team have intentionally changed; some members 

have remained to maintain continuity while other members have been replaced to add 

new perspectives and share the workload more broadly within the department. Following 

the principle of rotating members, I asked to be replaced in December 2006. At the time, 

I was also planning to leave the organization and wanted to ensure a smooth transition. I 

remained in the role of director of corporate training at the company until July 2007. 

While I had some contact with specific individuals from the Core Team and other 

individuals from within the company, the interaction was limited, and this initiative was 

not discussed until February 2009. At that time, the team was considered a possible 

research site, and I confirmed by e-mail that the team still existed.  
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Due to my previous membership on the Core Team and a professional 

relationship with the senior executive, I contacted the organization by e-mail to request 

its participation in this research study. The senior executive responded enthusiastically 

and put me in contact with one of her direct reports in order to work out the details. A 

second person at the next level of management was also included in the discussions. Both 

these managers worked closely with me, although at different times, during my time on 

the Core Team. 

At the time of the study, Core Team members were asked to commit to the team 

for 2 years. There were seven Core Team members; six members were either Level 2 or 

Level 3 managers within the department, and the seventh member was a manager within 

human resources. While the human resources manager reported into the human resources 

departmental structure, he had been a dedicated resource for the department for years, 

since before the initiative began in 2004.  

Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected for this study through multiple methods: documentation, 

archival records, direct observation, and interviews. Observing practice in addition to 

interviewing those whose practice was observed and reviewing documentation allowed 

for a more well-rounded and accurate understanding of leadership. In each of the data 

collection methods, the unit of analysis was at the level of interaction between members 

of the Core Team leading to action and/or decisions. Within interactions, attention was 

focused on the three structural elements of signification, domination, and legitimation. 

Also of interest was the relationship between the emerging distributed leadership and the 

context-in-action or external structures and in particular the role of purpose and tools as 
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well as the interdependencies between the Core Team and department. Finally, the 

reciprocal connections between Core Team members were investigated. 

In qualitative research, data collection is ongoing (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006), but 

the process began with the creation of a data collection matrix (Table 3.1) to identify 

aspects of interest within interaction and specifically the three structural elements of 

interaction: signification, domination, and legitimation. The data collection matrix also 

included aspects such as organizational routines, tools (Coldren, 2007; Diamond, 2007; 

Halverson, 2007), and purpose (Scribner et al., 2007), as well as aspects of agency such 

as feedback and reciprocity (Halverson, 2007), building on existing empirical research.  

Table 3.1 
Data Collection Matrix 

Research  
questions Methodology Areas of interest/questions 

How is  
distributed  
leadership  
manifested  
over time  
and space? 
 

Documentation What is the organizational structure? How does the Core 
Team ‘fit’ with the strategy and goals of the division and 
the organization?  

Archival review 
(e-mail, intranet) 

Does the team interaction continue through e-mail?  

Direct 
observation 

At the level of interaction: How is interaction initiated? 
What is the frequency of the interaction before a 
decision/action is taken? Are interactions initiated equally 
in both locations? Are decisions/actions taken equally in 
both locations? Where do team members sit in relation to 
each other? Does it change each meeting? Do team 
members communicate—express views—behaviorally? 
Are the meetings structured or free-flowing? What is the 
nature of interaction in the primary location and the 
secondary location? Does it differ? 

Interviews How does a person become a Core Team member? What do 
team members expect from the Core Team? What is the 
expectation for team members? What do the team members 
expect from each other? 

What is the 
relationship 
between distri-
buted leader-
ship in a team 
and its context-
in-action? 

Documentation 
 

What is the purpose of the team? How does the ‘history’ of 
the previous Core Teams impact the current team? 

Archival review What information is available on the department-specific 
intranet? What is the role of the department intranet?  

Direct 
observation 

Is there clarity of purpose? How does the purpose enable or 
constrain the team’s interaction? What tools are used to 
support the efforts of the team? Are others—external to the 
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Research  
questions Methodology Areas of interest/questions 

  team—consulted? How are information/decisions shared 
and to whom—external to the team, within the division? 
How does technology impact the interaction? 
Videoconferencing? Conference calls? Does the team 
receive feedback and, if so, how and from whom? 

Interviews What is the objective/goal of the team? How does the team 
contribute to the ‘organizational effectiveness’ of the 
department? How does the Core Team connect with other 
areas of the department? Did the team ‘inherit’ any tools or 
routines from the experiences of previous Core Teams? 
What is the response—external to the team—to leadership 
actions? Is there a feedback process? 

What is the  
nature of the 
interactions  
of team  
agents in  
structural 
signification,  
legitimation, 
and 
domination? 
 
 

Documentation What are the team norms (guiding principles)? 
Is there a written agenda? 

Direct 
observation 

Signification: How is information shared? How does the 
Core Team make sense of information and responsibilities?  
Domination: Do all members participate (i.e., ideas, 
decision-making) equally? How often does each team 
member speak? Do roles exist? If so, what kinds of roles 
exist? How do the Core Team members’ manager roles 
(external to the team) influence the team interaction? 
Legitimation: Are there undocumented team norms? How 
do team members relate to each other—formally or 
informally? Do team members arrive on time? Are the 
meetings timely? Do team members ‘send apologies’ if 
they are unable to attend? Do team members take turns 
speaking? Are there ‘side conversations’? 

Interviews How is information shared?  
Does everyone participate equally? 
How does the team reach a decision to take action? 
Signification: Is shared meaning among team members 
established? If so, how—through questions, through 
clarifying, through repetition?  
Domination: How do team members contribute—ideas, 
decision-making? If roles exist, how are they established? 
Legitimation: How are norms established? Are the 
documented “guiding principles” evidenced in behavior of 
team members? 

How do these 
interactions 
contribute to 
the norms of 
reciprocation 
among team 
members? 

Direct 
observation 

Do some team members work/take actions with others, 
forming small partnerships? Are these relationships stable 
or changing? Are there clear roles and responsibilities? Do 
people do what they say they will do? Do team members do 
favors for each other? Are team member interactions with 
other team members the same, or do they treat/respond to 
some team members differently? 

 

Interviews Do Core Team members communicate by phone or e-mail 
outside of team meetings? If so, with whom?  
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Direct Observation 

The primary data source for this research was the observations of a self-managed 

“Core Team” of information technology professionals. The Core Team of seven members 

was observed primarily during regular 1-hour biweekly scheduled team meetings for a 

management development program, divided into two separate time periods: Time 1, from 

August 2009 to January 2010, and Time 2, from March 2010 to December 2010. 

Observations during Time 1 consisted of 13 events: 10 Core Team meetings, two 

management forums, and a Core Team planning meeting. Observations during Time 2 

consisted of 16 events: 13 Core Team meetings and three management forums. Eighteen 

of the 23 Core Team meetings observed were audiotaped and transcribed. Field notes 

were taken at all meetings, including the management forums and planning meeting. An 

hour after each observation session was reserved to capture ‘stream of consciousness’ by 

writing in a journal. All field notes were typed within the recommended 24 hours (Yin, 

2003). 

The management forums and planning meeting were a key output of the Core 

Team meetings, as they were scheduled as part of the outcome of the Core Team 

meetings. The planning meeting in Time 1 did not include the entire Core Team and 

included two senior leaders who were not members of the Core Team. As a result, the 

interactions and dynamics were different than in the regular Core Team meetings, but I 

observed the meeting because I was interested in how the planning meeting impacted the 

Core Team process.  

 The management forums, which typically consisted of a few hours or a half-day 

meeting or training session involving all of the department managers, were held at the 
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two main campuses usually on different days to facilitate the availability of resources. I 

observed them at the north site (here referred to by the pseudonym “Northland”). An 

audio-bridge was used to accommodate managers in locations other than Northland or 

“South City” (another pseudonym). For example, a manager was located in a smaller 

office within a 2½-hour drive of Northland, and she was not always able to drive to 

Northland to be there in person, so she attended via audioconferencing. Most of the 

managers, however, attended in person. The management forums were held in the 

training center, and I observed them from a table in the back of the room. I remained in 

the background and spoke only at the beginning and end—unless specifically spoken 

to—and the training appeared to progress the way it normally would. The observation 

data from the management forums and the planning meeting were excluded from the 

research analysis except as contextual information. 

My role was that of an observer participant (Preissle & Grant, 2004), with direct 

observations focusing on the frequency and nature of the interactions among the Core 

Team members as they communicated and took actions and decisions towards achieving 

their goals. As an observer participant, I used an observation protocol (Table 3.2) and 

took field notes in addition to tape-recording meetings. While I had planned to switch 

roles to that of a participant observer (Preissle & Grant, 2004) in Time 2 to gain a 

different perspective of the interaction, that plan became inappropriate due to new 

circumstances resulting from organizational changes. Fortunately, a change in role was 

not required to establish a relationship of trust and appreciation between myself and the 

Core Team. While it was essential to build trust and rapport with the participants, it was 

also important to maintain objectivity and refrain from “going native” (Lincoln & Guba, 
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1985), especially given my previous membership on the Core Team. As an observer it 

was essential to be aware of potential bias (Yin, 2003). The presence of an observer can 

have some influence on a team.  

 
Table 3.2 
Researcher Observation Protocol 

Category Description  
1. Physical 
space 

Attempt to be the last person or one of the last people to sit down. Do team 
members sit in the same seats or do they move? Is the room location the same 
or does it change? Does the room location influence the seating? 

2. Interaction 
 

Aside from the initial pleasantries, limit involvement to listening and observing, 
speaking only to respond to an inquiry from the team or to ask a practical 
question pertaining to the research study. 

3. Patterns of 
reciprocity 

Identify patterns of reciprocity between team members. 

 
 

Interviews 

In Time 1, I conducted face-to-face semistructured interviews with each of the 

seven Core Team members in December 2009 and January 2010. I was able to interview 

two managers from South City while they were in Northland on business, and I 

interviewed the third South City manager via videoconference. An interview protocol 

(see Appendix C) assisted with data collection when interviewing. An hour after each 

observation session was reserved to capture ‘stream of consciousness’ by writing in a 

journal. The interviews were audiotaped and then transcribed verbatim; transcripts were 

reviewed by each interviewee in a member-checking process. In addition, in Time 2, I 

conducted two second interviews with the two Core Team members who were consistent 

members throughout the study to gain some degree of participation validation (Merriam, 

2009; Youngs, 2013). 
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Prior to the study interviews, I conducted a pilot interview with a manager from 

the same company but within a different division. This interview was completed in 50 

minutes and tested the interview protocol questions themselves as well as the number of 

questions. Since the pilot interviewee was from the same company, he was familiar with 

the corporate vernacular and was therefore a good test of whether the core set of six 

questions were worded in a way that was understandable and applicable to the 

organization. He was aware that this was a pilot for my dissertation, but due to 

confidentiality issues, he was not aware of the research site or even that the site was at his 

company. Interestingly, he happened to be familiar with the program due to being my 

replacement from corporate training on the Core Team.  

Document Review 

Documents were collected as participants referred to them or as they became 

available. These documents included e-mail messages, agendas and content from the 

department-specific intranet as relevant. Documents were reviewed at various stages: for 

example, initial documents were reviewed before observations and interviews to 

construct a case study description, and documents were also reviewed later in the process 

for fact-checking purposes (such as with meeting minutes). The documents reviewed are 

listed in Table 3.3. 
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Table 3.3 
Documents Reviewed 

N Description 
1 Management Excellence Charter, 2009 
2-6 One (corporate employee magazine): Spring 2008, Spring/Fall 2010, Fall 2010, Spring 

2011, Autumn 2011 
7 Business Insurance Magazine, November 7, 2011 
8-9 Corporate website: “Financial Strength for the Future” (reviewed on March 12, 2009), 

“Merger Final” (reviewed on September 25, 2011) 
10 CNN.com: “Fortune 500 2011,” August 25, 2011 
11-15 Core Team meeting agendas: June 22, 2010; July 27, 2010; August 10, 2010; August 

26, 2010; December 6, 2010 
16-18 Core Team meeting minutes: September 28, 2010; April 30, 2010; August 3, 2010 
19 2010 proposed topic ranking 
20 Leadership Excellence: Engaging Managers as Leaders, July 2010 (PowerPoint 

presentation) 
21. Forum agenda and participant material: August 3, 2010 
22 Forum feedback summary: August 3, 2010 
23 Department meeting agenda: September 29, 2010 
24 Department manager support document: Managing Your Staff 
25 List of department manager support documents 
 

Data Analysis 

 The holistic approach of the qualitative researcher relies heavily on description 

and interpretation made throughout the study in an attempt to capture an in-depth 

understanding of the interaction being studied. Data were analyzed through a description 

of the case and the identification of themes (Creswell, 2007) following Creswell’s six 

steps (Creswell, 2009). With the goal of making sense of the data (Jorgenson, 1989) and 

ultimately making meaning (Merriam, 2009), the data collection and data analysis 

processes continued simultaneously (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). Data analysis 

began with an inductive approach (Merriam, 2009) of dissecting and breaking down the 

information gathered. Transcripts from the observations of Core Team meetings were 

open-coded, and potentially relevant pieces of data were highlighted by comments and 

observations in the margins (Merriam, 2009). The initial observation sessions were line-
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coded a second time, and a master list of codes was created. A transcript from an 

observed meeting was shared with a fellow doctoral candidate for peer-debriefing to 

contribute to establishing credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 Within each meeting transcript, the open codes were then reviewed, and data that 

seemed to fit together were grouped into axial codes (Merriam, 2009). Given that “a 

qualitative design is emergent” (Merriam, 2009, p. 169), the complex process of 

discovery, verification, testing, and confirmation (Merriam, 2009) involved a back-and-

forth review of the data in the context of the research questions. Observation transcripts 

and field notes were examined both within and across Core Team meetings for findings 

and emergent themes. Observation transcripts of Core Team meetings were also reviewed 

in chronological order to look for the evolution of patterns. Through the identification of 

patterns, findings were developed in response to the study’s research questions (Merriam, 

2009). 

 A similar process occurred with the interview data. Each transcribed interview 

was open-coded line by line, and a transcribed interview was shared with a doctoral 

candidate for peer-debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The open codes were grouped 

together through axial coding (Merriam, 2009), and the findings were reviewed in 

response to the research questions. The observation data and the interview data were then 

combined and the findings were refined, revised, and reduced. A list of findings was 

shared and discussed with two Core Team members for respondent validation (Merriam 

2009) during two additional semistructured interviews that took place in November 2011.  
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Efforts to Ensure Trustworthiness 

Throughout the study, a researcher’s reflexive journal was used to contribute to 

establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability and increasing 

overall trustworthiness. Transcripts were member-checked to increase credibility and 

contribute to trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Formal and informal member-

checking and peer debriefing also helped to establish credibility. The peer debriefing 

consisted of cocoding and auditing of themes by two fellow doctoral students familiar 

with the topic; this process is similar to the checking of reliability and objectivity in 

quantitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Finally, the use of multiple sources of data 

was a mode of triangulation that can improve the credibility of a study. 

Human Subjects 

Ethical considerations are as important in qualitative research as they are in 

quantitative methods. The issue of trust is perhaps heightened, as qualitative studies often 

provide an opportunity for relationships to occur between the researcher and the study 

participants. In this case, I had a relationship of trust with the senior leaders of the 

department. I knew some of the members of the Core Team located at the primary 

research site, and others were aware of my previous employment with the company. It 

was important to build a high level of rapport with all participants and to maintain a 

professional and honest relationship with them.  

As in all research, clear informed consent procedures were important. I began by 

providing background information about the research and its overall intent in the 

recruitment letter (Appendix B). The research approach that was taken highlighted the 

success of the initiative and the important lessons that could be learned from the process, 
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providing insights for future initiatives. Information on the study was then reiterated on 

the informed consent form (Appendix A), which also clearly articulated the benefits and 

limited risks of the study. Participants were assured that they would not be harmed in any 

way, nor would they be embarrassed (Creswell, 2007). A specified time was set aside 

before a scheduled meeting for me to introduce myself and the research study, using 

videoconferencing to include both locations. Specifics such as permission to audiotape 

the Core Team meetings were part of the discussion with the Core Team members. 

Throughout the study, special attention was taken to ensure that the observations were as 

nonintrusive as possible. Participants were encouraged to ask questions and make 

comments at any time, either contacting me directly or contacting the director responsible 

for organizational effectiveness.  

 Every effort was made to protect the privacy of the research subjects and the 

confidentiality of the research data. Although the names and positions of the seven Core 

Team members were available within the organization, to protect the anonymity of the 

data and the privacy of the individuals, participants were assigned codes in the 

dissertation that were not linked to any identifiers. During the biweekly meetings, there 

was no formal record of attendance during Core Team meetings, and over time it would 

become difficult to identify who was involved in each meeting. 

 Participation in individual interviews was conducted on a voluntary basis. 

Interviews were completely anonymous. Participants were advised that they could choose 

to skip a question or stop the interview at any time. Interviews were audiotaped with 

permission and transcribed verbatim. At the end of the study, the transcribed records 
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were destroyed. Confidentiality of data was maintained using encrypted storage software. 

Only the chairman of the research committee reviewed the records. 

Summary 

A qualitative single case study was conducted to address the primary research 

question: How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the context of emerging 

social structuring in a self-managed team of professionals? In line with a naturalistic 

inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the study was conducted in a natural setting, with 

purposive sampling and inductive data analysis. As shown in Table 3.4, the data sources 

for the study consisted of 23 observations of Core Team meetings, six direct observations 

of supporting meetings, nine interviews, and the review of 25 relevant documents. These 

data sources are more fully outlined in Appendix D. 

 
Table 3.4 
Summary of Data Sources 

Direct observations: Core team meetings  
Number 23 (18, audiotaped; 5, field notes) 
Duration 60 minutes for most; 1 was 30 minutes, 1 was 90 minutes, 2 were 120 minutes 
Attendance 72.5% 
Direct observations: Other meetings  
Number 6 (field notes) 
Duration 2–4½ hours 
Semistructured interviews 
Number 9 (+1 pilot interview) 
Duration 5 were 60 minutes, 2 were 90 minutes, 2 were 30 minutes 
Interviewees 7 Core Team members at Time 1; 2 Core Team members at Time 2 (only 2 

Core Team members were on the team throughout the entire time of the study) 
Document review 
Number 25 
Example of 
documents 

Management excellence charter, management excellence presentation, 
management forum presentation and materials, Core Team meeting agendas 
and minutes, leadership excellence framework 
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The qualitative process and its emphasis on participant meaning (Creswell, 2009) 

provided opportunities to continually capture meaning in the language and actions of the 

participants. The results are described in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

RESULTS 

This research study explored the ‘how’ of leading and managing within a 

corporate team. Testing and expanding the theory of distributed leadership (Spillane, 

2006a), this single-case study was designed as a critical case (Yin, 2009) that addressed 

the primary research question: How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the 

context of emerging social structuring in a self-managed team of professionals? The 

study examined a distributed perspective of leadership within a team during a period of 

16 months. An unexpected reorganization created the opportunity to observe patterns of 

interaction over time among an evolving team of professionals, giving the case study a 

longitudinal focus in response to organizational change (Yin, 2009).  

The study’s research findings are organized around two distinct time frames: the 

first part of the chapter presents Time 1 and the findings from the first 5 months of the 

research study, while the second part of the chapter details Time 2, which consists of the 

findings from a 9-month period during the implementation of a corporate reorganization. 

The two time frames are separated by the announcement of a merger of two distinct 

service departments. The creation of one ‘new’ department had a cascading effect on the 

professional team being studied, known as the ‘Core Team.’ The Core Team was a small 

group of managers who were given responsibility for a departmental management 

development program (referred to as “the program” in this study) which involved a 

continual assessment and reassessment of the development needs of the department’s 

managers in alignment with the strategy of the department and the company. 
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Within each discrete time frame, the results are shared in four sections. The first 

section provides the contextual information describing the department, the core team, the 

program leader, and the role of the researcher. The second and third sections discuss the 

external and internal structuring findings in response to the study’s research questions: 

RQ1. How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

a. What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and its 

context-in-action?  

b. What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural signification, 

domination, and legitimation? 

RQ2. How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation among team 

members? 

The final section summarizes the findings.  

Unlike most leadership research, this study was not focused on one individual or 

one role (Yukl, 2006), but rather on all the individuals within the Core Team and more 

importantly on their interaction and how they each engaged in leadership as a social 

process. This research study focused on the patterns of collective interactions among the 

members of the Core Team as they explored relationships of social influence in their 

leadership practice (Spillane, 2006a). The data sources for the research findings consisted 

of 23 observations of Core Team meetings, six direct observations of supporting 

meetings, nine interviews, and the review of 25 relevant documents providing multiple 

views of a small team of professionals.  

For analysis and citation purposes, data were arranged in chronological order. 

Meetings are noted with an ‘M’ and a number, and interviews are noted with an ‘I’ and a 
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number. Quotations for meetings and interviews are cited using these codes, which are 

enclosed by parentheses and indicate the data source code, as in (M1, 2009) or (I12, 

2009). The researcher’s field notes, also cited in parentheses, record first the meeting, 

then “FN” for field notes—for example (M2, 2009, FN).  

The Organization 

 This research study took place within a Fortune 500 company in the financial 

services industry (http:/:money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/fortune500/2011/ 

full_list/201_300.html). As a result of a merger in 1999 between two medium-sized 

organizations, the company created two “main campuses.” Each campus is located in a 

medium-sized American city. Over a decade later, the two-campus structure continues 

with the addition of a few smaller locations, which were acquired through mergers and 

acquisitions. The firm is headquartered in “South City” (a pseudonym) and has roughly 

10,000 employees located throughout the United States and the United Kingdom. Most of 

the company’s employees are concentrated in one of the two main campuses,  

“Northland” (a pseudonym) or South City. Although South City is the official 

headquarters, members of the senior leadership team, as well as their respective teams, 

are situated at both locations. It is common and in many cases expected that departments 

and work groups include members from both main locations. 

Time 1: August 25, 2009–January 22, 2010 

Time 1 Background 

Time 1 consisted of a 5-month period that started on August 25, 2009, and 

continued until January 22, 2010. It included the direct observations of nine Core Team 

67 



 

meetings that were audiotaped, one Core Team meeting that was observed directly with 

field notes, and three other meetings that were observed directly with field notes. A pilot 

interview was conducted with a manager from within the company who was not an 

employee of the department and not a member of the Core Team. Semistructured 

interviews were then conducted with the seven Core Team members. The combined data 

provided a ‘window’ into the world of the seven Core Team members during the 5-month 

period of Time 1. 

The department. The research study took place within a service department that 

provided information technology (IT) and related services to the company. In today’s 

modern economy, the IT department impacts every aspect of the organization, not only 

from a cost and efficiency perspective but also from a strategic perspective. The work of 

the department was increasingly complex and interdependent with other departments 

within the company. The department’s employees were located in multiple physical 

locations. Within the department, a management development program was introduced in 

2004. The program was designed to increase the level of management expertise of IT 

managers in their role as people managers (I15, 2009). 

The core team. The Core Team consisted of a small group of managers that 

identified the content and managed the delivery process for sharing management 

knowledge and information with their peers and colleagues. The Core Team’s purpose of 

professional development was a leadership function that could be considered a 

‘macrofunction’ (Spillane & Diamond, 2007). The program was centered on supporting 

managers through development opportunities, in particular annually offering three or four 

face-to-face management development workshops known as “forums.” The forums were 
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held in both Northland and South City, with managers from smaller offices using 

technology to access one of the main campuses, or on some occasions traveling to a main 

campus to join the forum in person.  

 Membership on the Core Team followed an informal rotating process that moved 

one or two members on and off the team on roughly an annual basis. In 2009, the Core 

Team included a diverse membership reflecting a balance of gender, with four men and 

three women, as well as representation from different areas within the department. The 

Core Team consciously included managers from both locations, with three managers 

located in South City and four managers located in Northland. “There has always been a 

conscious effort to say—okay, South City, Northland, male, female, you know, it’s, you 

try to do that to a reasonable extent” (I15, 2009, line 54). It is important to note that all 

the Core Team members were volunteers. In addition to their participation on the Core 

Team, they each had full-time jobs. Only one person on the Core Team—and it was not 

the program leader—had any official accountability for the Core Team’s results in his job 

responsibilities, and that person was responsible specifically for the general oversight of 

the program. 

Six of the seven members of the Core Team were managers within the 

department, although there were different hierarchical levels of manager (I12, 2009) 

within the team. As managers of direct reports, they were also members of the target 

audience and thus representative of the group that was being offered professional 

development. Within the Core Team, there were no established reporting relationships 

among members, and the titles and hierarchical levels that existed within the department 

were not discussed or evident to the researcher. In all likelihood, the team members were 
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aware of the hierarchical levels of each of the other Core Team members, but the level 

was not identified, discussed, or referred to during the Core Team meetings. The seventh 

team member was the business partner from human resources (HR) with assigned 

responsibility for the department.  

The program leader. One of the members of the Core Team was assigned the 

role of program leader. The program leader was an equal partner with the other Core 

Team members and a liaison between the Core Team and the department’s leadership 

team as well as with program leaders from other similar development programs 

addressing the needs of other roles within the department (Management Excellence 

Charter, March 16, 2009). The assigned responsibilities of the program leader role were 

primarily administrative. The program leader organized and facilitated meetings, 

managed the timing of the meetings, and ensured that from a process point of view, the 

Core Team meetings ran smoothly. In addition to the Core Team meetings, the program 

leader held “one-on-one sessions” with Core Team members every 2 to 3 weeks (I20, 

2010) via telephone or in person if possible to reinforce open lines of communication and 

ensure that fellow team members were engaged and satisfied with their participation in 

the program.  

The program leader expressed support for contact between him and other Core 

Team members as necessary between meetings (I20, 2010). On one occasion, the 

program leader contacted a specific Core Team member between meetings regarding the 

need for a brochure to explain the work of the program. The member agreed to lead the 

project (M11, 2009). Another example pertained to a specific segment in an upcoming 

forum. The program leader contacted a Core Team member to request her contribution. 
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Both discussions appeared to be driven by an upcoming forum (on December 3, 2009). A 

third example was with a Core Team member known for her interest in researching; the 

program leader connected with her between meetings to discuss some articles that she 

had read (M4, 2009, line 450) in the hopes that she would share them with the Core Team 

during an upcoming meeting. It was evident that the program leader connected with other 

Core Team members outside of the allotted meeting time (I20, 2009) to give them a 

‘heads up’ in preparation for an upcoming Core Team meeting because he wanted them 

to be on the agenda and to participate during a meeting. Finally, the program leader 

‘checked in’ with the other Core Team members annually to discuss their contributions to 

the team and future participation.  

The program leader was selected by the senior leadership team of the department, 

and the position was often considered a developmental opportunity. Typically, the 

leadership team had a discussion with the candidate before the selection to ensure that he 

or she was capable from a time and commitment perspective to take on the additional 

role. The assignment of the program leader role was not aligned with established 

hierarchical leadership structure within the department and, therefore, the most senior 

person on the Core Team was not necessarily the program leader. Since the inception of 

the program in 2004, the role of program leader had rotated on roughly an annual basis.  

The program leader’s personal style influenced the tone of the Core Team 

meetings, as described by a Core Team member: “In my time on the team, which has 

been a couple of years, there have been, what, I guess three different people lead the 

team. It was interesting to see the difference in style” between them (I16, 2009). There 

were some similarities in two of the previous leaders, who were  
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very methodical in trying to make sure that we document, you know, goals and 
objectives and how we are going to do things, and when I first joined the team 
that was not necessarily the case. It was a little more—I wouldn’t say it was 
unorganized, but it was not as rigidly organized. (I16, 2009, line 10) 

In August 2009, a new program leader was selected, and that person remained the 

program leader throughout this research study.  

The role of the researcher. My first introduction to the Core Team was as a 

member of the original team in 2004. My responsibilities within the company were in the 

area of leadership development within HR. Although I was not an employee in the 

department, I was an active participant in the Core Team meetings, and I continued as an 

active member for 3 years until a few months prior to my departure from the company. It 

was through this experience on the Core Team that I first recognized something unique 

about this team. Five years later, at the start of this study in August 2009, the program 

was still in place. Only two Core Team members remained on the team from the time that 

I had been on it. One of the remaining members was the HR representative, and the other 

was a manager from within the department. Of the other five current Core Team 

members, I had met two during my years working with the company, and the remaining 

three were newly introduced to me.  

During the research, my role in the Core Team meetings was that of an observer. 

In Time 1, I attended meetings in Northland, and I attended all but two meetings in 

person. It was my original intention to join a meeting in South City in conjunction with 

interviewing the three Core Team members located there. Instead, business trips by Core 

Team members to Northland provided the opportunity to interview two of the three South 

City Core Team members in Northland, and I was then able to arrange to interview the 

remaining South City Core Team member via videoconferencing, eliminating the primary 
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need to travel the significant distance to South City. As a result, I did not physically 

attend a Core Team meeting in South City.  

Due to security requirements, for each Core Team meeting, I signed in at the front 

desk of the company’s main building. Routinely, the program leader, who traveled from a 

different building on the Northland Campus, met me in the lobby of the main building 

and escorted me to the meeting room. Consequently, I was usually one of the first people 

to arrive in the meeting room, and I chose to sit at the far end of the table furthest away 

from the video screens and the door but on the same side of the table as the program 

leader, facing the door. The program leader always sat in the same place each meeting, 

most likely based on the proximity to the technology controls. The Core Team meetings 

were audiotaped, and a small recorder was placed by the audio-bridge as soon as I arrived 

in the room in order to minimize interruptions once the meeting began. My tape recorder 

quickly became just one more piece of technology, and during the five months in Time 1, 

it was essentially ignored.  

As a researcher, I was cognizant of the opportunity for potential bias (Yin, 2003). 

Being aware that my presence could have an influence on the team dynamics, I attempted 

to limit my impact in any way that I could. I rarely spoke during the actual meetings, 

other than pleasantries, unless I was directly addressed, which was infrequently. 

Occasionally, questions were directed specifically to me about the research process (M4, 

2009, FN) or more general questions were asked, but there was very limited interaction 

with me during the Core Team meetings. Aside from greetings, I did not initiate 

conversations during the meetings but I did engage in the general ‘chatting’ that occurred 

before and after the meetings as a way to build trust and rapport. I believe that my 
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previous employment within the company and specifically my previous role within the 

program aided in the building of trust and the acceptance of my presence during Core 

Team meetings.  

 Based on my active participation on the Core Team when it was first introduced, I 

had anticipated that it would be awkward to remain a direct observer for a significant 

length of time. While it was initially a bit uncomfortable for me to join a meeting without 

joining the discussion, it began to feel natural after the second Core Team meeting (M3, 

2009, FN). It quickly became normal to be present without being a participant. I received 

the online meeting notifications and the agendas and any other documentation in advance 

electronically when it was available. I also received copies of materials that were 

distributed during the meeting. I was acknowledged before and after the Core Team 

meetings, and I was invited to observe the quarterly forums that were held for the 

department managers. I felt accepted; however, I don’t believe that I ever went ‘native’ 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), as I did not contribute to the process and I never achieved the 

same level of connection that I had previously when I was an actual Core Team member. 

While my relationship within the Core Team had changed, the unique characteristics of 

the program that I had previously experienced continued to exist. 

Findings in Time 1: External Structuring  

 Within a large corporation, a small team of professionals were dedicated to 

developing managers within their department. The specific context of the surrounding 

program highlighted two findings that emerged as external conditions of action for the 

team’s process. The findings of strategic alignment with organizational goals and the 

utilization of advanced technology contributed to the understanding of Research Question 
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1 and Research Question 1(a) as well as knowledge of the distributed perspective 

leadership. 

RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

RQ1(a): What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and 

its context-in-action? 

Specifically, external structuring through the alignment with organizational goals 

and the utilization of advanced technology shed light on the relationship between 

distributed leadership and the context-in-action. Organizational goals guided the team, 

and technology enabled them to interact in real time within a shared ‘space’ that 

combined physical and virtual elements. 

Alignment with organizational goals. With a cascading effect, the company’s 

strategic goals set the direction for the department’s development and implementation of 

its own strategy and goals. In the strategic area of organizational effectiveness, the 

department’s senior leadership team identified management development as an 

opportunity for improvement. The leadership actions taken by the Core Team were 

intended to align with and contribute to the department’s strategic organizational goals. 

Specifically, the mission of the management development program was to  

support the development of our IT managers in the leadership behaviors and 
competencies through forums, tools and supporting best practices to enable them 
to maintain a positive and supportive work environment that emphasizes our 
commitment to excellence, lasting connections, unchallenged integrity, and 
professional development. (Management Excellence Charter, 2009) 

The program was created to build the capabilities of managers within the department. 

 Established in 2004, a team of managers was brought together to work with an 

external consultant to develop a vision and strategy for achieving excellence in 
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management within the department. The program “actually started off as much as an 

organizational development type thing initiative as anything else” (I15, 2009, line 60). 

One of the earliest Core Team members compared the original goals of the program to 

today’s intended purpose: 

I think that has evolved from the way it was at the beginning, which was fixing a 
problem. Now, I think it is more building on, generally, a pretty strong foundation 
of manager expertise in IT and generally a pretty good common view of what a 
manager is suppose to do. (I15, 2009, line 14) 

The program was designed to address issues in relation to the changing role of 

managers at the company. “I think at one point it was broader than that because we were 

trying to really create the manager role, specifically the manager role as it should be 

performed in IT, so that was a big part of the initiative” (I15, 2009). The general mission 

to develop managers remains the same today; however, the program content has evolved 

to meet the changing needs of the department. 

 Over time, as the work of the program contributed to the achievement of the 

department’s goals, the department’s goals were updated, reexamined, and adjusted. 

Consequently, as the department’s goals were revised, the program’s goals were also 

amended and modified accordingly, establishing an interdependent exchange and parallel 

development process that evolved between the department’s strategic goals and the 

objectives and purpose of the Core Team. Two current Core Team members noted the 

evolution of the program. The first member commented, “First it was a little dry, about 

more informational type stuff, and over the past couple of years it has evolved to more, 

less tactical and more strategic” (I12, 2009). The second member agreed: “Early on, the 

forums were very much more practical. . . . Lately it has been really more about 

leadership and that kind of thing. So I can see the shift from . . . the more practical to the 
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more strategic and the more focused on leadership” (I17, 2009, line 10). The strategic 

focus on developing leadership (I12, 2009) strives to “bring managers up to a leadership 

level” (I19, 2010). What was meant by that is that when managers are of “higher caliber” 

and “more leaders,”  

The strategy starts fitting together so that you have better leadership, you are 
going to bring your staff up. . . . You are just going to find the right things, the 
right fits for them, and it’s just going to become a better environment all around. 
(I19, 2010) 

 The program’s objectives were reviewed annually to ensure alignment with the 

organizational goals of the department and ultimately the company’s strategy. “Anything 

we do with our managers really needs to be tested against what are we trying to achieve 

as an IT division and then, of course, when you look at what the IT division is doing, you 

have to test it against where the business is headed” (I15, 2009). Core Team members 

shared an understanding of the mission of the program and how it fit within the broader 

corporate context of organizational effectiveness. The program tied into the overall goal 

to increase the level of effectiveness within the management community (I18, 2009; I19, 

2009). “Organizational effectiveness is one of the key parts of the strategy, so I’d say we 

contribute to the organizational effectiveness because of the work that, if we improve the 

effectiveness of the managers, that will trickle down to their staff, so that’s kind of how 

we fit in” (I18, 2009, line 4). Strategically, the goal of the program was to support the 

department in its overall goals (I17, 2009). One team member explained: 

The overall [company] rolled out the organizational effectiveness framework a 
couple of years ago, and under that there are several pillars that I think the 
program fits with. One is performance management, . . . really recognizing high 
performance, encouraging high performance, so I think the program contributes to 
performance management. Leadership development is another area of focus for 
the company, and I’d say we definitely address leadership development topics and 
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it seems like there is a third. I guess those are the two main ones. Talent 
development to some extent; the forums are developing our systems manager 
group, so that’s kinda how we fit in with the big picture. (I18, 2009, line 5) 

 In August 2009, the seven Core Team members continued the work of the 

program mission to develop the department’s managers. Despite different technical skills 

and responsibilities among the management population within the department, managers 

shared a common responsibility for managing employees. To achieve the mission, the 

Core Team identified appropriate topics and content to be delivered at management 

forums as well as through other delivery methods. The expectation from the department 

was that the Core Team provided managers with “a good program that they are going to 

learn from and that’s going to be valuable to them in terms of time and something they 

can take away; I think that’s the expectation” (I12, 2009, line 28). 

 From the perspective of the Core Team members, the goal of the program was to 

develop better people managers and to continue to introduce new management skills and 

build management practices (I20, 2010; I19, 2009; I18, 2009; I15, 2009). Forums were a 

delivery mechanism for information sharing (I15, 2009) so that managers could “be more 

effective in managing their people to achieve goals. Without management they are not 

going to achieve their management goals” (I17, 2009). The forums were designed to 

provide insight, guidance, and the resources to help managers be as effective as possible 

(I17, 2009; I16, 2009). It was about “continually raising the bar” (I20, 2010) and 

“bring[ing] it up another level” (I19, 2010). Furthermore,  

It is not just about managing people, it is about leading them in change, leading 
them in different directions and pushing people. Pushing may not be the right 
word but, you know, driving people to excel. So, and I think it’s to do that more 
consistently across the enterprise because I think there is different management 
styles and it is not about changing management styles; it is more about showing 
people other ways to do things. (I12, 2009) 
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The forums were also important networking opportunities, as they provided 

managers with a chance to share best practices, reinforce consistent messages, build 

relationships, stay connected, and learn from one another (I20, 2010; I19, 2009). The 

forums highlighted the value of getting managers together to raise awareness about the 

importance of the manager role, provide new ways to approach their job as managers, and 

help them handle difficult situations around managing people (I15, 2009; I18, 2009).  

Core Team members were responsible for determining how best to develop 

managers to achieve company and department goals and to identify relevant topics and 

content for forums that were aligned with organizational goals. Although the work was 

accomplished collaboratively and leadership action was based on team agreement, one 

Core Team member revealed during the interview that he still questioned the process and 

its connection to senior management priorities: 

Is that really the best information or development or discussion that we should be 
engaging our managers on or within light of what we are trying to do with the 
planning process and with IT supporting the business, etc.? I don’t think we really 
step back and test the way we probably should and, therefore, what we deliver is 
not necessarily neatly aligned with what we are trying to do as a department 
overall. (I15, 2009, line 20) 

This Core Team member had reservations about the process and supported 

stronger direction and contribution from the senior leadership team in order to ensure that 

the outcomes were more closely, in his opinion, matched with the department’s 

organizational goals. His comments implied that the Core Team might be missing 

information pertaining to the department or company strategy or that the process engaged 

in by the Core Team was not sufficiently thorough. “We may be doing something, we 

may be delivering in the forum something that we feel is a great idea, and you really can’t 

argue about the merits of it in a general sense, but is it the best use of the time and 
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resources given what we are trying to do in IT overall? That’s just the question” (I15, 

2009). Even though this specific concern was not voiced during Core Team meetings, the 

general question of relevance was repeatedly addressed and used to guide and influence 

all of the Core Team’s decisions. By the very nature of the program, the Core Team 

encountered the challenge of aligning program goals with the dynamic and broader 

context of organizational goals. Another aspect of this broader context was the physical 

challenges encountered in a company with numerous offices in multiple locations. 

Technology enabled the Core Team members in different physical locations to be in a 

shared ‘space’ at the same time.  

Technology as a tool for collaboration. Throughout the Core Team process, 

technology was an essential contributor that enabled the interactive collaboration of the 

geographically dispersed Core Team members in real time. The finding of advanced 

technology as a tool for collaboration enhanced the understanding of how distributed 

leadership was manifested over time and space. In this study, time pertained specifically 

to the hour-long biweekly Core Team meetings, but time was also a factor over the more 

general 5-month period of Time 1 and the total 16-month duration of the research study. 

The Core Team was confronted with the very practical challenge of employees located in 

multiple work locations.  

 Due to the physical distance and the cost and inconvenience of travel between the 

two medium-sized cities where the majority of employees worked, technology was 

quickly embraced as a vital communication tool that connected employees throughout the 

company. Representation from both locations on the Core Team was an important 

criterion of team membership. A Core Team member explained the reason: 
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I think it is because everyone has their own, a different perspective of what needs 
to be talked about, and I think it gives you a wide variety. You’ve got different 
locations, you’ve got different—which is, I think that is critical to have different 
locations. And you have representation from the different type of areas. (I12, 
2009, line 84) 

Another Core Team member confirmed the importance of connecting managers 

from both campuses: “The ‘South City’/ ‘Northland’ connect is a really important one 

because it is so easy to . . . fall back into some established patterns unless you have got 

that integrated group there” (I15, 2009, line 56). 

By 2009, working with colleagues in other physical locations was a common 

daily practice at the company. As noted by one of the Core Team members (I20, 2010), 

his ‘team of peers’ and his manager were all located in South City, while he was the only 

manager in Northland, so they regularly used videoconferencing for meetings, and that 

made a big difference in their ability to interact. It was concluded that the distance gap 

between the locations was working, but “it does take a lot of thought” (I20, 2010, line 

21).  

 The advances in technology had not only enabled the Core Team to share 

information but had also increased the company’s ability to collaborate in real time and 

supported equal contributions from all employees through a shared virtual space. The 

notion of space was expanded to include cyberspace, providing a more broadly defined 

shared space for Core Team meetings that needed to include multiple physical locations. 

In both locations, the Core Team meetings were held in one of a limited number of 

spacious meeting rooms with the availability to access advanced technology including 

conference-calling equipment with audio-bridge and videoconferencing technology 

needed for high-quality videoconferencing. The meeting rooms consisted of a large table 
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in the middle of the room surrounded by bulky comfortable chairs with two large display 

screens at the front of the room. The afternoon timing of the Core Team meetings was 

partially influenced by the availability of the prime meeting rooms.  

 Various levels of technology were offered within the organization to connect team 

members, and the program took full advantage of what was available. Videoconferencing 

was viewed as “critical” and “more engaging” (I12, 2009, line 34) by Core Team 

members. Through the advanced technology, Core Team members were able to 

experience each other’s facial and body language. They recognized the impact of 

technology: “It’s the next best thing to being there—not like being face-to-face, but that’s 

the next best thing. And some of the equipment has come along, ‘high def,’ which makes 

a huge difference” (I12, 2009, line 36). Even though the participation norm established in 

Time 1 was for Core Team members to attend the Core Team meetings in person if 

possible, audioconferencing technology provided a convenient alternative to join the 

meeting from a location other than the two physical meeting rooms located at the two 

main campuses.  

 In addition to the video and audio capabilities, the advanced technology in the 

meeting room included Data Exchange, a web-conferencing tool used to share documents 

on the display screens at both locations. Thus, technology enabled all members of the 

Core Team to work together on the same document at the same time. The technology 

connected the members of the Core Team in real time and provided an opportunity for all 

team members to contribute and collaborate through video, audio, and file sharing.  

The Core Team also utilized software technology; there were multiple shared 

intranet websites, such as a program “team space” and a “Strength-Based” website (M1, 
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2009). SharePoint, Microsoft collaboration software, was used among the Core Team 

members to store documents, information, videos, music, and visuals. SharePoint 

software also made it possible for other department managers to access and utilize the 

available program material and information. Tools such as web surveys were used to 

request feedback from colleagues regarding the forums, and e-mail was a key tool for 

sharing information, invitations, and materials before and after the forums. The utilization 

of an e-mail distribution list supported the efficient distribution of agendas and 

information before and after meetings and the sharing of PowerPoint slides for the 

forums. Finally, there were discussions about using blogs and chat formats to engage 

department managers more interactively. Other suggested technologies that were 

considered were the use of videos to create public service announcements to introduce 

new or upcoming events or items that were of interest to managers (I15, 2009, line 110) 

and instant messaging to communicate items with a sense of urgency (I15, 2009, line 

110).  

The high utilization of technical options enhanced communication and enabled 

diverse interaction, but it also constrained participation when it was not working. 

Unfortunately, that was a regular occurrence. The Core Team relied on the technology 

and when it wasn’t working, members were caught unprepared and forced to scramble at 

the last minute in search of alternatives. Since the expectation was that technology would 

be available during Core Team meetings, the participants did not always have paper 

copies of the materials being used. When the technology was not cooperating, even a 

team of IT professionals struggled to find a resolution in a timely manner:  

(1) You know you can do this with the videoconference thing. 
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(2) I know, but I had too much trouble with this whole PC, and the thing wasn’t 
working and I was getting all these error messages and I had to log off so I . . . 
and [Core Team Member 4] is on the phone too so I am not sure. . . . I guess 
that could have worked. 

(1) Good thing you are not in a technical area then. 
(2) Uh, this is all hardware stuff. Give me a program to debug; I can do that. (M4, 

2009) 

In Core Team meetings, there were consistent problems and delays due to 

difficulties getting the technology to work, even with technological help desk support 

provided by the company. One example during a Core Team meeting reinforced the 

challenges: 

(1) It would be nice to just come into a room and have everything working. 
(2) It did . . . like twice. 
(1) Oh yeah. 
(2) But lately it has not been as lucky. Who knows? 
(1) Should we just dial for help? 
(2) I tried. (M13, 2009, line 28) 

It seemed to be a different problem in each instance. At one meeting, there was 

“no VGA signal, not again, the keyboard is not working,” so not everyone had the 

document that was being used as the agenda (M11, 2009). Some members of the Core 

Team were using an older paper version of the document, while the Core Team members 

in the other location did not have any document at all, which meant they could only listen 

to the discussion. Consequently, there was frustration, and Core Team members in the 

location without the documentation were in these instances visibly disengaged. One was 

doodling and one was leaning back in a chair until asked a question that caused him to sit 

up and lean into the table (M11, 2009, FN). The few times when no one was able to get 

the technology to work, it was notably missed. Without the technology, the collaboration 
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between members weakened and the interaction between Core Team members was loose 

and unfocused.  

The dynamics also changed when a Core Team member participated using only 

the audio technology. Without the video component, there was less interaction from the 

Core Team member on the telephone. Although it is not clear whether the decrease in 

participation was by choice (i.e., the person on the phone was multitasking or was not 

prepared) or if the participation was impacted by the technology (the person would like to 

be more involved but was not comfortable doing so or was unable to determine the best 

time to interject), the reduced contribution was noticeable. A Core Team member 

admitted, “I am on the phone probably 6 hours out of 8 a day, and if you are on video, 

you are much more attentive; you are not multitasking” (I12, 2009, line 34).  

Technology not only enabled communication, but as long as it was accessible, it 

also created the opportunity for interactive collaboration that was very effective at 

connecting team members in diverse locations, and it enabled them to participate equally 

in the leadership process. The advanced technology contributed to the leadership 

practices of the Core Team by providing a common shared space for real-time 

collaboration to achieve organizational goals. 

Findings in Time 1: Internal Structuring 

 While the external context of the Core Team’s work was created through an 

alignment with organizational goals and the utilization of advanced technology, the 

context of the Core Team’s internal process was influenced by five findings that 

contributed to the understanding of Research Question 1, Research Question 1(b), and 
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Research Question 2 as well as an overall knowledge of the distributed perspective of 

leadership: 

RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

RQ1(b): What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural 

signification, domination, and legitimation? 

RQ2: How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation among 

team members? 

With a focus on the internal processes of the Core Team meetings, the following 

five findings emerged: shared interest, established routines, active participation, language 

as context, and ambiguous authority. Specifically, these five elements of internal 

structuring influenced the nature of the interaction among Core Team members and 

consequently contributed to the leadership actions during the hour-long team meetings.  

Shared interest in management development. One of the contributing aspects 

of the situation that emerged within the Core Team’s internal process was a shared 

interest in the purpose and work of the team. For the seven Core Team members, 

membership on the team stemmed from a strong interest in management development 

(I12, 2009). Team members readily admitted that they “enjoy this stuff. . . . It is 

interesting” (I12, 2009); “It’s kinda fun” (I20, 2010). “It starts with an interest. You have 

got an interest in management development, and you think that’s important and you want 

to be part of making that happen in IT” (I15, 2009, line 62). For some, it was even more 

than an interest; it was a passion for leadership development. One Core Team member 

believed that “it almost feels like some people have a very strong emotional attachment to 

it, like a passion maybe, although that word is way overused” (I15, 2009, line 49). It 

86 



 

became an expectation that Core Team members would share the belief that developing 

managers was important work. This was necessary because a good deal of the work was 

being done in addition to full-time jobs.  

 The management forum was often the first exposure to the program for potential 

Core Team members and where members were first introduced to the work of the Core 

Team, causing some managers to take the initiative to join the effort. One manager 

described his experience: 

I was kind of intrigued by it when I was attending the forums. . . . These are really 
wonderful opportunities to learn . . . to be a better manager and really, you know, 
the forums really help communicate. They are a great vehicle for communication. 
. . . It just seemed like a very effective overall effort, and so I was always 
intrigued about it and wanted to . . . get more involved, . . . to be a part of that 
effort. (I17, 2009) 

Another Core Team member also got involved due to positive experiences at the 

forums: 

I got involved with them . . . in one of their forums. . . . I talked to one of the Core 
Team members at the time, . . . made a suggestion for a topic, and then he 
involved me in the delivery of that forum. And then the next year they invited me 
to join the Core Team. That’s kind of how I got involved. (I18, 2009, line 14)  

To become a member of the Core Team, you would “need to express an interest 

and I guess like I did, when I thought: Gee, this is pretty interesting. I let them know that 

I would be willing to help and then they asked me if I would join” (I17, 2009). Another 

participant agreed, stating:  

People pretty well express an interest, . . . so it is very kind of organic. It’s not 
like we go to the IT senior leader team and say: Okay, we have six slots on that 
team. Three people are going to be rotating off. We want you to give some 
thought to who the other three should be. . . . We don’t do that. (I15, 2009) 
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Core Team members demonstrated a serious commitment to the program and a 

desire to contribute to the overall good of the department. The organic, informal 

recruitment process emerged and continued over the years and was viewed by most as a 

positive element of the process. One Core Team member, however, expressed the 

concern that membership should in fact be less organic and more driven by senior 

management (I15, 2009).  

To the extent that we had a tighter connect to senior management, what would be 
nice is that the people who end up on the Core Team are people who senior 
management says: We really want so and so on that team, and here’s why. . . . It 
is good for their development, it is going to be good for us, they bring a lot and 
they . . . have a different perspective. But we don’t have that. (I15, 2009) 

Core Team members supported and contributed to a shared understanding of the 

program mission. While the membership process was informal, the Core Team meeting 

process was facilitated by established routines. 

Established routines. The 1-hour Core Team meetings followed a routine. 

Within the internal structure of the Core Team meetings, established recurring patterns of 

standard practices in the scheduling and the format of the Core Team meetings influenced 

the participation and interaction of the members. The meetings were scheduled well in 

advance at regular intervals for the entire year. Core Team members met on a biweekly 

basis on the same day at the same time in the same room using the same call-in number. 

The regular pattern of the meetings also included general friendly chatting prior to the 

meeting with a loose start time and a tight end time. At the meetings, an agenda was used 

and meeting minutes were taken.  

The project leader was punctual and often arrived early, with the exception of one 

meeting (M11, 2009). However, due to delays in the technology set-up, the Core Team 
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meetings usually started 5 to 10 minutes late. While waiting for the program leader to get 

the technology to work, Core Team members chatted casually among themselves. Once 

the technology was ready, the meeting started whether all members were present or not. 

Although the start of meetings was not punctual, the meeting always ended on time.  

 After the technology issues were resolved, the typical Core Team meeting began 

with a review of attendance and the agenda. Absences were noted and a reason for the 

absence was usually shared. The review of attendance was more of an update than a role 

call per se. If a Core Team member was expected but not present, the program leader 

started the meeting without him or her. If a member arrived late, he or she was 

acknowledged and welcomed and then the meeting continued. On the rare occasion when 

a Core Team member did not attend a meeting and had not indicated that he or she would 

be absent, the Core Team continued with the agenda, including any items that pertained 

to the absent member. In one instance, a Core Team member was expected for the first 

half hour of the meeting but did not attend. The program leader had spoken to her the day 

before, and an item that she was responsible for was on the agenda. The other Core Team 

members discussed the topic in great detail during the meeting, and the absent Core Team 

member was expected to be responsible for the task even though she had missed the 

meeting (M11, 2009).  

Agendas and meeting minutes were tools that became established norms within 

the Core Team meeting process. There was only one meeting where an agenda was not 

used (M11, 2009). Agendas were frequently e-mailed in advance to provide information 

about the content of the meeting and give members the opportunity to prepare. On some 

occasions, an agenda was not e-mailed in advance, but it was followed in the meeting 
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nonetheless. It was customary to use an agenda to manage time, the flow of information, 

and the expectations within Core Team meetings.  

 The program leader created the agenda as a general plan for the Core Team 

meeting but did not limit or restrict the discussion to agenda items. During the actual 

meeting, Core Team members would blend their own items into the agenda as they saw 

fit. In one meeting, two additional topics that were not on the agenda were brought forth 

by a Core Team member (M4, 2009). One new agenda topic was the description of an 

outside workshop attended by a Core Team member that was suggested as a possible 

topic for an upcoming management forum. Another new agenda topic was provided by a 

Core Team member who was on the organizational effectiveness committee and involved 

the suggestion of an exercise to be included in an upcoming management forum. 

Uncharacteristically, the suggested exercise was not met with enthusiasm. After receiving 

the feedback, the Core Team member who suggested the exercise responded that he was 

glad he was “testing the idea on you” (M4, 2009).  

 During the Core Team meetings, minutes were regularly taken by the program 

leader. The meeting minutes enhanced the flow of communication after the meetings and 

helped to establish a common understanding of what took place during the meetings (M5, 

2009, FN). Meeting minutes were posted on an internal SharePoint website for the Core 

Team as a follow-up if someone missed a whole meeting or a part of a meeting. The 

confirmed logistics combined with an established meeting format minimized distractions 

and enhanced the Core Team’s ability to focus on the content of the meetings to make 

best use of the meeting time.  
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Active participation norms. Membership on the Core Team was not taken 

lightly. It was clearly a lot of work that required a level of commitment in addition to the 

full-time roles and responsibilities of each manager. Referring to the management 

forums, a Core Team member acknowledged, “I don’t think people realize how much 

work goes into putting one of these on” (I12, 2009). The expectation was that members 

would fully participate in all that was involved in the program, with the primary output 

being the design and delivery of management forums. One team member elaborated on 

the significant level of work required:  

So there is a big time commitment. There is from the time that one forum is 
delivered, as you start looking at the next quarter you know there is some work to 
be done the very next day in preparing for it. . . . There is the time commitment in 
attending the meetings, in coming fully prepared for the meetings, and there is a 
willingness to serve in some capacity in putting together the next forum, enlisting 
people to work with you on your task in the next forum, any subsidiary meetings 
that come out of that—you know, you get a subcommittee to work on something 
and so there is that. (I15, line 62) 

The roles and responsibilities of Core Team members were formally 

communicated through the program’s management charter (2009). The management 

charter documented nine responsibilities (Table 4.1), including “participate on 

committees.” Core Team members understood the expectation to fully participate, 

specifically on committees as part of biweekly meetings. The primary focus in the 

meetings was to work on the management forums, and Core Team members were 

expected to contribute to all aspects of the design and delivery of the forums.  
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Table 4.1 
Core Team Responsibilities 

 Serve as thought leaders in support of the mission and objectives (charter) of the forum 
 Evaluate and make disposition on inputs and suggestions regarding topics or improvements, 

ensuring alignment with the charter 
 Evaluate the value of external resources (industry or non-IT) to provide content or as support 

and reinforce topics 
 Participate on committees 
 Provide leadership of program-sponsored events, ensure ongoing refinement of direction, 

objectives, priorities, and metrics 
 Ensure that all outputs align strategically with and hold true to our charter 
 Ensure effective communication with forum members and other stakeholders 
 Promote ongoing, active engagement of all forum members and recognize their contributions 
 Collaborate with the System Project Leader, System Coordinator forum Core Teams, IT 

Training Advisory Board, and other stakeholders to drive development and maturation of the 
company’s management effectiveness 

 

The level of active participation within the Core Team was a significant factor in 

the team’s success. One interviewee commented that the team members “take it 

seriously; they make every effort to get to every meeting, to do the prework and to do the 

follow-up; they make every effort to volunteer” (I15, 2009). The Core Team members 

had a variety of styles and talents, which were recognized: “It is a good variety of people 

that bring a different perspective in on things, and no one is afraid to speak up if they 

disagree” (I12, 2009, line 12). Core Team members were encouraged to utilize their 

strengths and volunteer accordingly.  

Within the Core Team, there was an equal distribution of membership from 

Northland and South City. The program leader was located in Northland, and he attended 

the Core Team meetings in Northland with one exception when he was in South City for 

other business and attended in South City (M34, 2010). Participation in either location 

did not appear to inhibit the interaction within the Core Team meetings. I wondered if 

Core Team members felt that location made a difference. When I specifically asked that 

question during a one-on-one interview, a Core Team member confirmed that it didn’t 
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matter what location you were in. “I think in terms of cultures and differences and 

approaches, I think we have worked through all that over the years.” The diverse 

membership of the Core Team was fully appreciated through the expectation of equal 

participation. The Core Team members worked closely together and collaborated to 

achieve results.  

The Core Team meetings were scheduled for an hour, with the exception of one 

shortened 30-minute meeting to accommodate a member’s conflicting schedule. Core 

Team meetings were seen as a priority, and it was assumed that if a member missed a 

meeting there was a good reason. One team member explained this norm: 

A norm is that you are there unless there is something you can’t get out of and 
that you are participating in the discussion, that you’re, everyone has a part in this 
and that you are a part of that wheel and that you need to be an active participant, 
not just passive. (I12, 2009, line 76) 

If a member was unable to attend a Core Team meeting, the understanding was 

that he or she would advise someone of the intended absence and provide a reason. In a 

small team of seven members, one person’s absence was noticeable. There was a 70% 

participation rate or better in nine of the 10 meetings that I observed in Time 1, with only 

one meeting being attended by less than 50% of Core Team members. Despite the 

expressed expectation of participation and relatively high attendance overall, in reality 

Core Team members were often late to arrive or had to leave early in more than half of 

the meetings that I observed. The ‘comings and goings’ of team members were accepted 

and incorporated into the meeting process.  

While some resources were available that were external to the Core Team, such as 

a group of managers on an “Extended Team” and some administrative support, the bulk 

of the work of the program was accomplished by the Core Team members themselves. 
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The norm was that team members volunteered to do the required work, and this was the 

case with rare exceptions. In one meeting, the program leader assigned a task based on 

expertise and previous work completed within the program (M5, 2009). The assignment 

was accepted graciously; however, the program leader was apologetic afterwards for not 

consulting with the team member in advance. Once this particular task was assigned, it 

was agreed that a request for additional help would be sent via e-mail. Two weeks later in 

a team meeting, when it was shared that there was no reply to the request for help, Core 

Team members were quick to volunteer and rectify the situation (M6, 2009). The 

willingness to actively participate was shared equally among all the Core Team members.  

Core Team members expressed an interest in being involved in work that was 

broader than their specific department.  

I became a member because I asked my manager at the time, you know, what I 
could do to be on more teams that, you know, were across the organization. . . . At 
the time, there was a [Core Team member] [who] had sent out an e-mail stating 
that they had a couple of openings in the team and that they’d like to, you know, 
find volunteers. (I16, 2009) 

Managers saw membership as an opportunity to contribute to the larger 

department but also as a chance for personal development gained from working with 

other managers and from being exposed to new areas. Core Team members recognized 

the reciprocal benefits and opportunities that existed between the Core Team and the 

department and among themselves as individual managers (I20, 2010). The high level of 

participation of Core Team members flowed from a mutual respect among Core Team 

members. 
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Reciprocity as actions. Within the Core Team process, reciprocal actions were 

accepted as a norm of participation and reinforced as each manager displayed the social 

expectation that he or she would respond to each other in kind.  

What I have seen work over the past couple of years is the people who have 
served on the Core Team, maybe not uniformly but for the most part, are very 
generous of their time and very dedicated and take that responsibility very 
seriously. So consequently, the way the Core Team works—I mean, I think it 
works well. (I15, 2009) 

Core Team members treated each other as they were treated. During an interview, 

a Core Team member shared his views on his colleagues: “It is a pleasure to work with 

them, so I think that’s what makes it work: some very, very high levels of personal 

commitment and the ability that makes it worthwhile” (I15, 2009, line 50). A high level 

of respect combined with the expectation of “open and honest feedback” (I12, 2009) was 

shared among Core Team members. As declared by one Core Team member,  

If they don’t like something, speak up. I mean there is obviously different 
opinions. To contribute, not just to sit back and listen, you know ride along until 
your time is out on the committee. I think that’s not at all expected or tolerated. I 
don’t know if tolerated is not the right word, but it is noticed. I think just open and 
honest contributions. (I12, 2009, line 24) 

It was important to be a good team member. There was an expectation and appreciation 

of active participation that encouraged each Core Team member to do whatever he or she 

could to achieve the best result for the program. 

Comments and ideas were welcomed and encouraged. One potential topic 

suggested for a management forum was shared (M2, 2009) and shared again (M4, 2009) 

and even a third time (M6, 2009) as Core Team members debated and discussed the topic 

to gain more information and a better understanding of the suggested exercise. In this 

case, an exercise for a management forum was suggested by a Core Team member, and 
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the other members all disagreed with its fit for a forum. However, when a Core Team 

member was attending a different meeting later in the week, he was newly convinced of 

the value of the exercise and then brought that new information back to the Core Team, 

and the suggestion was reviewed and discussed again in light of the new perspective. The 

exercise was ultimately incorporated—successfully—into a management forum.  

As examples of the level of ‘give and take’ within the Core Team, members 

showed a willingness to exchange information and build upon ideas shared by Core Team 

members to achieve a common purpose. This was supported by the ‘back and forth’ 

dynamics as Core Team members worked together with a focus on a high-quality result. 

One example was the Core Team’s efforts to complete a departmental report requested by 

an external source (M5, 2009). The regular discussion and debate of topics, sharing of 

knowledge and ideas, exchanging of opinions, and revisiting of a topic are all 

characteristics of reciprocal actions that were a part of the Core Team interaction. The 

series of exchanges within the Core Team meetings were open and free-flowing as 

members listened to each other and responded with positive encouragement and support, 

while also building on each other’s ideas with comments, feedback, and information and 

sharing positive language that supported a context for open discussion and 

communication.  

Language as a supportive context for participation. Within Core Team 

meetings, all Core Team members consistently used indirect language when introducing 

ideas, giving feedback, asking questions, or reaching conclusions. Before sharing ideas, 

Core Team members used phrases such as “I just made this up this morning, so I have no 

idea”; “just a thought that popped into my head”; “I am just trying to think out loud”; and 
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“here is a hair brain idea, so it might not work” (M2, 2009). Comments were prefaced 

with phrases such as “in my opinion” (M6, 2009), as well as “I thought,” “actually,” “I 

am wondering,” “so I think,” and “well” (M6, 2009). Following the review of a 

PowerPoint template that was created for an upcoming management forum, the comment 

was, “Again, it’s just a framework” (M8, 2009, line 305). Another example was, “I don’t 

know if you have talked about a prework article but it does seem, but it might not be bad” 

(M6, 2009, line 178). In another instance, when seeking feedback and approval for final 

PowerPoint slides for an upcoming forum, a Core Team member used phrases such as 

“just,” “I guess,” “I was thinking,” and prefaced remarks with comments such as “yell 

out if anything doesn’t look right to you” and “it is still a little bit work in progress” (M2, 

2009). The responses were phrases such as “it seemed like,” “it sounded like,” and “I 

think” (M5, 2009).  

In addition, team members regularly provided supportive and affirming comments 

or gestures that showed agreement, confirmation, and positive encouragement. 

Frequently when a Core Team member paused in the middle of speaking, supportive 

remarks were interjected into the discussion that encouraged the team member to 

continue, reinforcing the idea or the direction of the contribution with comments such as 

“right,” “I think that’s great,” “yep, yep, that would be good,” “that makes sense,” and 

“okay, that sounds good” (M8, 2009). It was not always the same people affirming or 

confirming, although some Core Team members offered such comments more frequently 

than others (three out of the seven most frequently and regularly used affirming remarks). 

Still, affirmation was very much a part of the meeting process that included all of the 

Core Team members (M11, 2009).  
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The relaxed atmosphere of Core Team meetings was characterized by easy 

chatting, laughter, and humor. The use of humor added an element of fun to the casual 

tone of the Core Team meetings. A spirit of friendship pervaded the meetings, supported 

by a good deal of joking among members. The humor was positive and supportive and 

was also used as a form of approval. Humor and fun were expected elements of the Core 

Team interaction during meetings as well as an element of the management forums. In 

addition to the free use of humor, Core Team members engaged in ‘chit chat’ about the 

weather and shared personal experiences during the time before and after the Core Team 

meetings. It was common for a team member to say something that was funny prior to the 

start of the meeting as people chatted (M2, 2009, line 14-21) or as they waited for the 

regular technology set-up issues to be resolved. Even though the Core Team was 

embedded within the hierarchical structure of the department, the language used within 

Core Team meetings was not directive or driven by structural authority. 

Ambiguous authority structures. The organizational structure of the company 

and the department was, not surprisingly, hierarchical. Even though there was a need for 

strong interdependence among teams and a growing requirement for collaboration within 

the department and the company, there were multiple layers of management and distinct 

levels of hierarchy that impacted relationships, interactions, and decisions. These 

hierarchical levels were evident within the company and the department but not within 

the Core Team. One of the unique characteristics of the Core Team was the lack of 

hierarchy within the team, which was maintained despite being the team’s embeddedness 

within a typical corporate hierarchical structure. Each of the Core Team members was a 

manager of people and shared an interest in management development. Although I 
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suspected that there were different levels of management among the Core Team 

members, and one Core Team member confirmed this view in an interview when he 

identified himself as a “senior” manager, the management levels of the Core Team 

members were never discussed or referred to during Core Team meetings (I12, 2009).  

The team member identified as program leader took care of the administrative 

tasks such as creating an agenda and managing the timing of the meetings; however, he 

did not make decisions. There was no one person responsible for the leadership practice. 

There was a great deal of work to be accomplished in limited amounts of time but no 

clear identification of authority regarding who would do the work or how the work would 

be accomplished. Core Team members communicated and interacted with each other 

freely, and each of the seven members equally shared the work and the responsibility for 

the outcomes. During Core Team meetings, decisions were made based on respect for 

and recognition of Core Team member strengths, knowledge, and experience in relation 

to the situation or the topic in question (M11, 2009).  

Decisions within the Core Team were made through consensus, and in the end it 

was important to “make sure when it is not necessarily an agreement [that] at least there 

is a decision to move forward” (I12, 2009). Core Team members were congenial, and the 

group worked harmoniously toward a common goal. Notably, no conflict was observed 

during the Core Team meetings. In individual interviews, each Core Team member was 

asked what happened if the team was unable to reach an agreement, and the reply was 

unanimous that there had never been such a case. Members did not believe that they had 

experienced conflict within the team. When Core Team members were asked about 

conflict, the responses were consistent with this reply: 
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I haven’t seen any. I am not sure this—well, number one, I guess what we are 
doing wouldn’t be a really conflict-creating situation. But the group of people we 
have, if there was conflict, you’d work through it. It is not like—you don’t think 
of conflict necessarily. (I12, 2009, line 54) 

A visible level of harmony and mutual professional respect permeated the team, 

influencing the interaction. When discussing the possibility of conflict during an 

interview, one Core Team member explained: 

With this group of people I am not sure whether that [conflict] would ever really 
happen. . . . With any organization with a kind of group like this when you have 
diversity, I don’t necessarily have to agree with every single thing. If that’s what 
we want to do, I will support it completely. . . . Some people get caught up on 
trying to make sure everyone agrees, but . . . [Core Team Member 1] and I think 
[Core Team Member 2]—well, they’re smart people; they are probably seeing 
something I am not. So if that’s what they think is important, then I’ll support 
that. (I12, 2009, line 52) 

The Core Team meeting structure had no assigned authority levels, yet this did not 

interfere with team members’ ability to take leadership action and to do so without 

conflict.  

The ambiguous authority structure that was evident within the Core Team was 

harder to maintain when interacting more broadly within the hierarchical department. 

This was visible in the two planning meetings that I observed where the seniority of an 

individual was not only apparent in the interaction but was also a contributing factor for 

his attendance. The first planning meeting was specially scheduled for 2½ hours (M9, 

2009). It included only four of the seven Core Team members and was set up in addition 

to the regularly scheduled biweekly Core Team meetings. The attendees included two 

senior managers who were not regular members of the Core Team. The two senior 

managers were identified as sponsors and supporters of the program, and they were 

invited to the meeting to broaden the input in the planning and ensure alignment with the 
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overall strategy and goals of the department. For the planning meeting, the “overall goal 

was to just come up with some overall themes for 2010 based on the ‘leadership meeting’ 

and whatever else we saw coming down” (M10, 2009). Of the two senior managers 

invited, only one attended, with the other manager sharing her thoughts via a Core Team 

member who reported to her.  

In the planning meeting, it was easy to identify the most senior person based on 

the focus and attention that he was given. His input was actively sought, and there was an 

eagerness to explore his ideas, whether they aligned with the goals of the planning 

meeting or not. Being the most senior person in the meeting and the manager of one of 

the Core Team members, this senior manager freely shared his specific views and 

personal stories, emphasizing some tactical and practical issues, but he did not have any 

suggestions for overall themes for the program in 2010 (which was the stated purpose of 

the meeting). The program leader went to some length to incorporate the comments of the 

senior manager (who was his direct manager) into the discussion and to connect the 

comments with the intended purpose of the meeting. In actuality, most of the ideas and 

discussion came from the Core Team members, two in particular, who were well 

prepared with strategic perspectives and ideas. During the planning meeting, the program 

leader took notes and created a document summarizing the discussion. He used the 

document in another 2½-hour meeting scheduled, this time for a special Core Team 

meeting 1 week later. The 2½-hour scheduled timeframe for both the planning meeting 

and the special core team meeting was unusually long for this team.  

The purpose of the special Core Team meeting was to get feedback from the three 

Core Team members who were not invited to the first planning meeting. It was not stated 
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why the three members were not invited to the first planning meeting but when asked in 

an interview, one of the noninvited team members (I19, 2010) said that it was due to their 

lower level within the department. It was the first time that hierarchy was mentioned as a 

factor for a decision that had a direct impact on the interaction within the Core Team. The 

special Core Team meeting was introduced as an opportunity to “just look for your 

opinions . . . in terms of, you know, if this works for you, and again the overall theme and 

goal was to keep it simple” (M10, 2009). The program leader used his summarizing 

document and presented the ideas from the first planning meeting saying, “So these three 

pages really, they are notes that I took from that meeting but framed up a little bit more as 

opposed to just bullets and notes so maybe a usable document draft” (M10, 2009).  

The level of participation within this special Core Team meeting was 

uncharacteristically low. For four Core Team members, the meeting content was 

repetitive. For the three Core Team members who had not attended the first planning 

meeting, the meeting content was new but their role was uncertain. One Core Team 

member arrived a little late, while another advised that she needed to leave early. The 

stated purpose was to get their feedback on a document that was worked on by senior 

managers and was referred to as a ‘usable’ draft. It appeared to be, if perhaps not 

finalized, very close to a finished document. Despite the open invitation for feedback, it 

could be argued that it would have been difficult in this situation to do anything other 

than agree. There was some feedback in the form of questions, clarifications, and 

comments, but essentially the three Core Team members whose feedback was sought 

agreed with what was being proposed without a great deal of discussion. Unlike the 

regularly scheduled biweekly Core Team meetings, in these two planning meetings there 
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were observed instances of influence by senior managers on the participation and 

contribution of the Core Team members. The authority of the senior managers was not 

imposed but it transcended through the planning meetings, even if not specifically 

mentioned. The introduction of hierarchical power from outside the Core Team impacted 

and altered the normal patterns of interaction and engagement among the Core Team 

members.  

Summary of Findings in Time 1 

The seven findings from Time 1 addressed the study’s specific research questions 

and contributed to the overarching research question guiding this study: How are 

distributed leadership actions enacted within the context of emerging social structuring 

in a self-managed team of professionals? The reciprocal relationship of the findings is 

shown in Figure 4.1. The organizational goals of the department and the company 

established the external context in which Core Team members situated their leadership 

practice. The initial formation of the program was based on the strategic needs of the 

department, and Core Team decisions and leadership actions were tested and reviewed 

based on a close alignment with the department’s organizational goals. 

Technology was an external condition for action for a geographically dispersed 

Core Team. As a tool for communication, technology enabled the Core Team members to 

work collaboratively with colleagues in a shared space in real time despite diverse 

physical locations. The finding of technology expanded the boundaries of the Core Team 

beyond the physical space constraints of one city and established a virtual connection 

while still maintaining the feeling of a ‘face-to-face’ interaction. Technology also 

103 



 

supported the efficient and effective distribution of knowledge and information through 

shared electronic storage software. 
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Figure 4.1. Findings in Time 1. 

 

Within the internal structures of the leadership process, Core Team members as 

agents drew upon shared interest, established routines, active participation, language, and 

ambiguous authority in their active practice. These internal structures were sustained by 

reciprocal actions. A shared interest in management development cultivated collaboration 

among Core Team members. As they worked together, members established routines 

within the leadership practice, helping to support regular attendance and active 

participation in meetings. The routines that were established were accepted, supported, 

and reinforced. As Core Team members interacted, reciprocal actions such as open 

discussion and feedback contributed to maintaining relationships as members pursued 

104 



 

common goals. Members used positive and supportive language that reinforced equal 

participation and shared responsibility without hierarchy or conflict. Within this mutually 

beneficial environment, the Core Team members not only accepted a situation with 

ambiguous authority structures but encouraged it, even though the program was 

embedded within the broader hierarchy of the department. In return, Core Team members 

generously shared with their colleagues the same opportunities for contribution that they 

received.  

The Reorganization 

Time 2 evolved unexpectedly due to the formation of a global services department 

that combined two previously separate departments. In November 2009 (during Time 1), 

it was announced that the IT department would be joined in a reorganization with the 

project management (PM) department. Given that the program had originated in the IT 

department, it was essentially unknown to the members of the PM department and, 

therefore, along with the restructuring, the program was part of a reassessment of 

initiatives within the new combined project technology (PT) department. At the time, 

managers inquired, “Did you see the announcement?” (M11, 2009); however, there was 

little actual discussion about the reorganization during Core Team meetings (M11, 2009). 

A month after the announcement, the impact of the reorganization was still largely 

uncertain other than basic changes (I15, 2009). In early December, Core Team members 

were aware of general details about the reorganization of the two internal departments, 

but many did not know the specific implications regarding their own responsibilities. By 

late December, some Core Team members knew how the reorganization would impact 

them individually (I17, 2009), but others still did not.  
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At the beginning of 2010, the membership of the Core Team had changed as 

previously planned. One Core Team member moved to the Extended Team, while 

another member moved from the Extended Team to the Core Team. The Extended Team 

was a second group of managers that were interested in management development, but 

their participation in the development of the program was limited and external to the Core 

Team meetings. Members of the Extended Team did not attend regular Core Team 

meetings, nor did they meet as a team themselves; however, they agreed to be an extra 

resource if needed and were expected to show support for the program as advocates as 

well as a sounding board and even an ‘extra pair of hands’ if needed. Typically, Core 

Team members transitioned between the Extended Team and the Core Team as they 

joined and exited the Core Team. This arrangement allowed managers to build or 

maintain a connection to and appreciation of the work of the Core Team without the time 

commitment of being a Core Team member. 

The membership changes were part of a rotating transition process that usually 

took place at the end of the year, although there were some recent exceptions: a new 

program leader started in August 2009 (M1, 2009) and a new member joined the 

Extended Team in November 2009 (M8, 2009). In addition to the planned membership 

changes, an employee from the PM department also joined the team for the first Core 

Team meeting of the new year on January 22, 2010.  

As part of the methodology, I had planned to begin the second phase of the 

research study in January 2010 as a participant observer. The first Core Team meeting of 

the year had been rescheduled from its originally scheduled date due to member 

availability (M21, 2010, FN). Rescheduling a Core Team meeting was very rare. As a 
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result, the meeting was on a different day of the week at a different time in the only room 

that was available, which was small and cramped. Despite multiple attempts, the program 

leader couldn’t get the videoconferencing equipment to work in the new room, so there 

was only an audio connection. The two Core Team members in South City shared one 

audio line and a third person was on a separate telephone line, while the other five Core 

Team members and I squeezed into the Northland small meeting room.  

The logistical differences of the January Core Team meeting were significant 

(FN, January 22, 2010). Experiencing the meeting as a participant, I had the impression 

that the participant interactions were limited and without humor (M21, 2010, FN), but 

when referring to my field notes after the meeting, I realized that although the 

surroundings were different, there was in fact a similar pattern of laughter and shared 

sense of humor among Core Team members. Even with the adapted routines, the 

dynamics were positive and supportive. The overall Core Team process appeared to be 

able to absorb the logistical changes to the routine for the January 22, 2010, meeting 

while maintaining much of the same level of active participation and diverse social 

interaction that was consistent with the Core Team meetings observed in 2009.  

Shortly after this first Core Team meeting in January 2010, it was decided that all 

remaining scheduled Core Team meetings would be cancelled until more was known 

about the impact of the reorganization on the program and after other changes were 

implemented within the new PT department. There was a 2-month lapse between the first 

meeting in January 2010 and the second meeting in March 2010 as the organization 

determined the best role for the program within the PT department. Given the consistency 

in dynamics and social process of the January Core Team meeting and the significant 
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changes within Core Team membership for the second Core Team meeting of 2010 in 

March after a 2-month lapse, I included the January meeting with the analysis of the Core 

Team meetings from Time 1 and began Time 2 in March 2010.  

Time 2: March 17, 2010–December 7, 2010 

Time 2 Background 

The primary research data for Time 2 comprised audio-recorded biweekly Core 

Team meetings supplemented by field notes, documents, and audiotaped interviews. 

Time 2 consisted of 16 events: 13 Core Team meetings (nine of which were captured on 

audiotape and four of which were captured in field notes) and three management forums 

(captured in field notes). Data from these events were complemented by two 

semistructured second interviews that took place in November 2011. These two 

interviews were conducted with the two Core Team members who had participated 

throughout the entire research study from August 25, 2009, to December 7, 2010, to 

solicit feedback on the findings and emerging themes (Merriam, 2009).  

The new PT department. Following the November announcement (M11, 2009), 

in January 2010 the new PT department became official. The impact of the reorganization 

on the program was not clear but it was anticipated to be positive: 

You’ve got the whole spectrum of the BA [business analyst] from the front end, 
us in the middle, and the testers on the back end. So you’ve got some good 
opportunities, and there were plans to meet with representatives from the PM 
department. (M13, 2009, line 227).  

For the first few months, original department names were still used, referencing the IT 

department or the PM department.  
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The expanded core team. On Friday, March 12, 2010, an e-mail was sent to 13 

managers to invite them to a Core Team meeting for the following Wednesday. The 

members of the Core Team met as a new and expanded team for the first time on March 

17, 2010. In addition to the increase in the size of the team, many of the team members 

were new to the program. It soon became clear that the changes to the program Core 

Team membership were noteworthy, creating a ‘new’ team and confirming the beginning 

of Time 2.  

The Core Team consisted of 12 members with an additional 13th member added 

later on and the scheduled addition of a 14th member in late 2010 (M37, 2010). The Core 

Team membership had been designed to include participants from the IT and PM 

departments as well as representatives of all departmental areas and physical office 

locations. Nine of the Core Team members were new to the team, with six of the new 

members also being from the PM department with little knowledge of or experience with 

the program. Three of the managers on the Core Team remained from the previous year, 

and one manager returned to the team after having been on the very first Core Team in 

2004 and then rotating off the team after 2 years. When the Extended Core Team was 

eliminated in February 2010, so was the opportunity for the ‘transition’ phase to join or 

exit the Core Team.  

The new Core Team membership consisted of various levels of management, 

which included a direct report relationship (i.e., a manager and direct report both on the 

Core Team). Another influential contributor to the Core Team meetings was the regular 

attendance of the executive sponsor, who was a vice president and a member of the senior 

leadership team reporting directly to the senior vice president/chief officer. As a member 
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of the senior leadership team, the executive sponsor was privy to more high-level 

information and decision-making than the other Core Team members. It was subtle at 

first, but the atmosphere of ‘equals’ was hard to maintain with a member of the senior 

management level in attendance. The executive sponsor was singled out on occasion 

when asked to provide a special “kick-off” at the first meeting (M22, 2010, FN) or he 

was the person that the Core Team turned to if they wanted to send out an e-mail 

communication to the management community since it would have more clout coming 

from him. He acquired a unique and influential role within the Core Team; however, he 

did not take responsibility for the leadership action. 

The program leader. In Time 2, the Core Team continued with the same person 

who had been identified as program leader; however, a unique aspect of the leadership 

practice in Time 2 was the creation of coleaders, which began in the March 17, 2010, 

meeting when the program leader introduced one of the new Core Team members as a 

“cohost” of the Core Team meetings (M22, 2010, FN). The new cohost, or ‘Coleader A,’ 

had joined the Core Team in January 2010 and had worked within the PM department 

prior to the reorganization. Coleader A’s role was reinforced by her manager identifying 

her as the “contact person” for the PM department (M25, 2010) even after the two 

organizations had merged to become the PT department. 

 During a May Core Team meeting (M25, 2010), it was announced that the work 

of the Core Team and the program would be included in Coleader A’s full-time job 

responsibilities (M26, 2010). These new responsibilities aligned with Coleader A’s other 

responsibilities within the new PT department. Coleader A and her manager, who was 

also an active member of the Core Team, were the only manager-employee relationship 
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on the team and the only two members of the Core Team with direct accountability for 

the program. This direct accountability created distinctly different roles for Coleader A 

and her manager from the other Core Team members who had full-time jobs that did not 

formally include program responsibilities. 

The role of the researcher. The research study was designed to include direct 

observations for 2 to 4 months with a planned shift to the role of participant observation 

for the next 2 to 4 months. The intention was to establish a relationship with the team, 

and then the role of participant observer would provide a deeper insight into the Core 

Team interactions and increase the level of trust and rapport between myself and the Core 

Team members. My role as researcher, however, was impacted by the unanticipated 

organizational changes. As an outsider to the organization, I was not privy to any of the 

reorganization changes until after they happened, but the coleaders were very thoughtful 

about the study as we all navigated the organizational changes and their impact on the 

program. The intended research design was followed until January 2010. I was a direct 

observer from August until December and then a participant observer for the first Core 

Team meeting of the new year on January 22, 2010. In this one meeting, the differences 

in my role were very subtle. Then the Core Team meetings were cancelled during the first 

few months of the reorganization due to unclear implications of the changes. After that 

first meeting in March 2010, the changes that resulted in the Core Team membership and 

meeting process proved to be significant enough in Time 2 to require a slight 

modification of the methodology.  

 As a result of the significant changes in team membership, it was awkward to be a 

participant observer during Time 2 without influencing the interaction, and therefore I 
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consciously limited my participation to that of a direct observer again. I felt that if I 

participated, I might influence the process and I would get in the way of the new team 

coming together to find its common goals and to establish norms and routines. As well, 

the level of trust and rapport that I had hoped to reach had been achieved in 2009 through 

my direct observations, and I felt that it could be maintained as a direct observer, 

especially with the new Core Team members. Since I had articulated my intention to 

adopt a participant role with the members of the Core Team in January 2010, I responded 

to questions when asked directly and I offered feedback when it was sought, but I made 

every attempt to limit my participation. I was not the first to speak and any input was 

general. I did not provide direction or contribute to decision-making.  

 In Time 2, I attended two meetings via telephone due to last-minute scheduling 

conflicts. The telephone access provided a unique opportunity to experience attendance at 

the meeting via technology as opposed to being physically present in Northland. During 

this time, I was also collecting consent forms from the new members. Once all the 

consent forms were received from the new Core Team members, I resumed audiotaping 

and I was reintroduced by the program leader, who described my role and the use of the 

tape-recorder to the new Core Team (M26, 2010). The Core Team members were getting 

to know each other and understand the Core Team process. I was included in the process 

with little fanfare, and my role as a researcher quickly resumed to its previous high 

acceptance level.  

Findings in Time 2: External Structuring 

 The reorganization of the department was a significant factor that impacted the 

program. The department goals provided the context and the overall direction for the 
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program, contributing to the external structures that shaped the leadership practices of the 

13 Core Team managers. Technology enabled the 13 managers located in multiple cities 

to equally participate in a shared space in real time. The findings of organizational goals 

and technology were external to the control of the Core Team members but very much a 

part of the social structuring process that contributed to the program outcomes. The 

external conditions of action helped to create the conceptual and literal ‘space’ for the 

Core Team to connect and interact collectively to achieve results. These two findings 

contributed to the understanding of Research Question 1 and Research Question 1(a). 

RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

RQ1(a): What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and 

its context-in-action? 

Uncertainty of new organizational goals. The mission of the program supported 

the development of the department’s managers guided by the department’s organizational 

effectiveness objectives and commitment to excellence (Management Excellence Charter, 

2009). In early 2010, the organizational goals of the new PT department were still in the 

process of being communicated within the new department. As a result, there was some 

uncertainty regarding the impact of the reorganization as the changes cascaded through 

the department down to the program. This uncertainty caused managers to question how 

the program best ‘fit’ within the new PT department. The Core Team members relied on 

the senior leadership team for overall direction and guidance on how to successfully 

embed the program within the new strategy of the larger PT department.  

The uncertainty of the new organizational goals influenced the leadership actions 

specifically by constraining decision-making within the Core Team process and 
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generating a need for reevaluation and reassessment of the program mission. The 

discussions during the first Core Team meeting in Time 2 were broad and future-oriented 

(M22, 2010, FN), including questions of definition and clarification to help understand 

the new management culture, positions, and roles and to determine how to best engage 

with the new management community (M22, 2010). The majority of Core Team 

members were new to the process, and new members offered different ideas and 

approaches regarding how to move forward based on their own perspectives, experiences, 

and agendas. They lacked a shared understanding of the purpose and approach of the 

program up until that point. Despite the extensive discussions, questions remained and 

there was no initial agreement on an approach for moving forward.  

The Core Team devoted significant time and in some cases entire meetings to 

reexamining the areas of focus for the program and specifically to identifying topics for 

upcoming forums (M22, 2010, FN; M25, 2010; M26, 2010). Topic identification was a 

key task of the Core Team, and the uncertainty created by a new larger organization in 

transition appeared to increase the magnitude and difficulty of the selection of topics as 

well as the time devoted to the task. During one meeting, the Core Team queried the 

relationship and influence of the company’s work environment survey in connection with 

topics selected. Members debated about whether the topics were tied into what “we see as 

our sort of mission” (M29, 2010, page 15, line 10). Understandably, before selecting the 

content of the management forums, Core Team members wanted to understand the 

overall direction of the new PT department to ensure that their decisions were in 

alignment with organizational goals. The lack of clarity regarding the departmental goals 
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increased the pressure in Time 2 to ensure that the content of the forums was relevant and 

of high value. 

In many ways, the new Core Team started from scratch. The organizational 

uncertainty motivated a renegotiation of goals. There were more questions than answers. 

Some new Core Team members joined the team with their own agenda, bringing a top-

down external influence to the Core Team process (M22, 2010, FN). The work resulting 

from two planning meetings conducted in November 2009 (M9, 2009; M10, 2009) was 

not referenced or utilized. Of the current Core Team, only three Core Team members had 

attended the November planning meetings, and only one manager had attended both. The 

planning process was repeated with another 2-hour meeting held in May 2010 (M25, 

2010). In this planning meeting, the Core Team members were presented with a list of 10 

potential topics for 2010 and were directly asked for their top three ranking from the list. 

The ranking was completed during that meeting but ultimately never utilized. Core Team 

members discussed new approaches to getting the work done, such as utilizing a 

management survey or a focus group to assess management needs, while other Core 

Team members in turn questioned these new approaches and made other suggestions. 

There was much discussion in these initial meetings but not a great deal of agreement. It 

was recognized that bringing together diverse experiences and multiple understandings of 

leadership development in general and different exposures to the program in particular 

was challenging. Some new Core Team members were eager to share their opinions 

while others did not participate. Even months later, the question of the connection 

between the selection of topics for the forums and the organization’s goals continued to 

be a regular part of the discussion in Core Team meetings (M29, 2010).  
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As a result of questions and extensive discussions pertaining to the mission of the 

program (M25, 2010), a new version of a charter was created to include the strategy, 

mission, roles, focus areas, and metrics to replace the existing charter created in 2009 

(Management Excellence Charter, 2009). In May 2010, a “Leadership Development 

Framework” (M26, 2010) was presented to the Core Team via a PowerPoint presentation. 

The framework was proposed as the strategy for management and leadership 

development within the new PT department. It was visually represented as a pyramid 

with three primary areas of focus, each with subpoints, and it was explained that “we 

look at our goals on the right-hand side, develop and deliver manager developmental and 

leadership of the future developmental initiatives, and I think that’s pretty standard for 

what we’ve all been talking about, and we know that’s why we are here” (M26, 2010, 

line 163). From that point on, without discussion or fanfare, the Leadership Development 

Framework was adopted by the Core Team, and the name of the program was changed 

along with a shifted emphasis from management to leadership (M26, 2009).  

Despite the previous efforts to identify topics through multiple planning sessions, 

the Core Team continued to identify potential topics for the forums.  

We really are looking for potential topics, really through the end of next year. We 
have to get those 18-months worth. Okay. So hopefully, I think we’re going to 
reference the pyramid, so hopefully you have that accessible for you. And this has 
the summarized view of topics coming up from a variety of surveys and so on. 
(M26, 2010, page 10, line 9) 

Core Team members were again asked to provide feedback, but this time using 

the Leadership Development Framework as the broader organizational context. A critical 

condition for action was to ensure that the program and specifically the management 

forums were aligned with the new department’s organizational goals, and the Core Team 
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struggled with how to best accomplish that in the context of the new organization. With 

many new members, the efforts of the Core Team to work together required much 

communication and discussion that was heavily supported through advanced technology.  

Technology as a communication tool. Technology was a tool that enabled a 

team of managers to communicate in real time over long distances, including different 

time zones. The Core Team in Time 2 included 13 managers, who were situated in four 

locations. The role of technology was significant in shaping the leadership practice by 

enabling real-time communication between all of the Core Team members. During Time 

2, the company implemented and adapted new technology that both further enabled as 

well as constrained leadership actions, but ultimately advanced technology facilitated the 

bringing together of Core Team members within the new PT department virtually to 

contribute to the development of managers. 

 In order to connect the 13 Core Team members from four locations during the 

biweekly meetings without incurring travel expenses, the Core Team relied on video and 

audio conferencing. Videoconferencing was used in the two main campuses as well as 

two additional locations, including one location outside of the United States. In one of the 

U.S. locations, there was only one Core Team member, so an individual webcam was set 

up in his office solely for his use (M27, 2010). Other technology that was essential to the 

meeting process was audioconferencing, which was available from all locations.  

 Technological software and storage platforms were also used as convenient ways 

of sharing information and documents quickly and accurately. During Core Team 

meetings, “Data Exchange” technology was utilized for Core Team members to view 

documents from any location as long as there was access to a computer (M25, 2010). 
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Data Exchange facilitated the ability to instantly share written information such as 

PowerPoint presentations (M26, 2010), Word documents (M31, 2010), and the feedback 

results from the leadership forums. In specially designed meeting rooms, large display 

screens allowed Core Team members in attendance to view and discuss PowerPoint 

presentations and other documentation as part of a Core Team meeting (M25, 2010; M26, 

2010; M27, 2010). It also enabled access as required to the Internet or Intranet websites, 

such as the program SharePoint site (M26, 2010).  

Two members of the Core Team built a new community website for the program 

using SharePoint software technology to consolidate the work of many different but 

interdependent areas within the department (M28, 2010). The SharePoint site shared 

materials and website links from each team within the department. Due to a proliferation 

of internal websites and informational sources, this new site consolidated and coordinated 

valuable supporting resources in one place, including other sites such as the Strengths-

Based website (M28, 2010). This Intranet site also included information, documentation, 

and links from areas within the company such as communication, training, work 

environment, and recognition. Other technology that was used was Zoomerang to capture 

feedback from the management community and survey results from the leadership 

forums (M31, 2010). 

In the company, technology was an accepted communication tool, but it was not 

without its challenges. The number of people and locations involved in Core Team 

meetings in Time 2 increased the technological requirements. The Core Team was also 

impacted by a number of companywide technology introductions, implementing changes 

such as new web-conferencing tools (M27, 2010), the new Windows 7 operating system 
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(M28, 2010), and a new meeting and data sharing technology called Dolby Connect 

(M29, 2010). These changes were companywide and not specific to the Core Team, but 

they temporarily impacted the effectiveness of the team’s interactions until the new 

technologies became familiar. There was also some confusion regarding the connection 

process of the visual, audio, and desktop components of the system since the new 

meeting sharing technology had a different participation process, requiring a formal 

invite for each person to each meeting (M31, 2010).  

 As with any new technology, there were delays and obstacles with the usage due 

to the need for training on new software and the inevitable problems with utilizing new 

technology. In one meeting, Core Team members tried to print a document prior to the 

meeting but said that they were unable to do so due to the “new Windows technology” 

(M31, 2010). In another Core Team meeting, members were reminded that they were 

asked to bring a copy of the documentation for the meeting due to anticipated technology 

usage challenges.  

The reason why we asked you to bring the framework documentation is because I 
have not practiced with my data exchange Webex replacement yet. I’m just 
coming back from vacation so I do plan to do that in the next couple of weeks and 
before the next meeting. (M29, 2010, page 9, line 13) 

 Using the advanced video technology to communicate and collaborate was key to 

the process, but even accepted technology that was used on a daily basis, such as 

conference calling, caused problems. In some of the smaller meeting rooms, the layout 

made it difficult for the camera to ‘see’ everyone at the table. There was always the 

check-in to ensure that the audio connection was working with the video, and most 

meetings began with the familiar line, “Can you hear me?” (M29, 2010). Sometimes the 

audio connections would not work, leaving Core Team members on the phone line unable 
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to access the meeting (M25, 2010). In one Core Team meeting, there was concern that the 

telephone line was not ‘on,’ and then a Core Team member called in on a different line 

advising that the conference bridge number was incorrect in the meeting notice, which 

reminded everyone that the new meeting connection software required some changes 

(M27, 2010). The Core Team meetings were also impacted with regular ‘time delays’ or 

‘lags’ in the audio, resulting in frequent interruptions between locations (M29, 2010) or 

an audio problem caused by an echo (M28, 2010) and a need to repeat what was said. 

Audio problems interrupted the flow of the meeting (M31, 2010), distracting the focus of 

the meeting away from the program towards fixing the technology problem and in some 

cases having to “hang up and call back.”  

 Other technology problems occurred regularly in Core Team meetings (M23, 

2010). One document was too small to read on the small screen, and no one was quite 

sure how to make the document or the font larger (M31, 2010). There were difficulties 

with the set up between the locations (M23, 2010; M27, 2010); video problems occurred 

where the camera had moved and only the floor and the window could be seen (M27, 

2010); audio connections were poor at times (M25, 2010); or there were problems with 

document sharing (M26, 2010). The blog did not work as planned, as the creator 

muttered, “Why isn’t it working?” (M31, 2010, page 37, line 15). Resources were 

available at both main campuses for technological support to help fix the problems (M28, 

2010), and on occasion, the Core Team did access help desk resources to resolve their 

connection problems (M23, 2010), but even implementing solutions was distracting, 

delayed the start of the meeting, and wasted limited meeting time until the issues were 

resolved.  
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 When it was working, the technology eliminated the physical boundaries and 

connected Core Team members across locations and time zones, and it played an integral 

and powerful role in connecting Core Team members in diverse locations. In the Core 

Team meeting, technology was so prevalent that the team often relied on it without 

alternative plans, so when they presented important information such as the Leadership 

Development Framework and the technology failed (M26, 2010), there was confusion 

and a meeting delay. Sometimes the technology challenges required two and three 

attempts to get it to work properly (M27, 2010). In the end, the problems were usually 

resolved and there were only a few instances when efforts to fix the technology were 

abandoned (M27, 2010; M31, 2010). One such instance pertained to the location with the 

webcam in a Core Team member’s office; the camera had been left on but the Core Team 

member was not in the office. No one knew how to turn that location off. Because they 

did not want to risk impacting the other locations, they left the empty screen on during 

the meeting (M27, 2010; M31, 2010). “I don’t dare to do it though. We’re talking about 

[Core Team Member Z’s] window and taking it down [Laughter]. I am not going to touch 

it” (M31, 2010). Another Core Team member added, “Don’t touch it” (M31, 2010, page 

4, line 1). Surprisingly, even IT managers had challenges with the technology. The broad 

and regular usage of technology, even with all the challenges, led to the expectation that 

the technology would work, which only further enhanced the reliance on it. 

 The problems and delays caused by technology were frequent but an accepted part 

of working together in a large company. Without advanced technology, the diversity of 

the Core Team would not have been possible due to the prohibitive cost of travel and the 

extensive time commitment needed to be able to meet in person in one location on a 
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regular basis. Technology supported cost efficiencies and time efficiencies by connecting 

managers throughout the department, with the benefits greatly outweighing the problems. 

The critical point was that advanced technology existed and was being used regularly and 

relied upon to bring people together within the PT department. When the external factors 

supported Core Team members’ ability to work together, their process was further 

influenced by the internal structuring that was within their control.  

Findings in Time 2: Internal Structuring 

 While adapting to external factors such as the new organization and its changing 

goals and the influences of advanced technology in order to connect a geographically 

diverse team, Core Team members developed a process for moving forward. Within the 

Core Team process, the members determined how to work together within the new 

parameters of time and space, which informed Research Question 1, and the findings of 

creating routine, participation norms, language, and recognized authority addressed 

Research Question 1(b). 

RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

RQ1(b): What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural 

signification, domination, and legitimation?  

Creating routines to fit a new situation. Given that only three members 

remained from the previous Core Team, most Core Team members in Time 2 were new 

to the internal processes that had been established within the Core Team meetings. Thus, 

there was the need to create new routines that fit with the changing situation. One of the 

consequences of a large group and broad departmental representation within the Core 

Team was an increase in the number of locations. Although Northland and South City 
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remained the primary locations for managers, there were now Core Team members in a 

minimum of four locations, and one of the new Core Team members was located in 

Europe, which introduced the need to consider the implications of a different time zone. 

This required a shift in the routine from the regular 3:00 meeting time. The need for an 

earlier meeting time impacted the availability of room locations, as the superior 

videoconferencing rooms with the advanced technological equipment were booked weeks 

and sometimes months in advance and thus were no longer available. The meeting room 

constraints meant that Core Team meetings could also no longer be scheduled with the 

same regularity. Meeting schedules were adapted, resulting in Core Team meetings being 

held on different days of the week, different times of the day, and with a new meeting 

room for every meeting. 

 By necessity, each Core Team meeting started with a technology set-up process, 

which always took time and attention away from the program. Although the Core Team 

meetings were regularly delayed in starting due to technology problems, the delays were 

increased due to the multiple locations and the different technology challenges in each 

room. Even though the Core Team meetings rarely started on time, they always ended on 

time (M31, 2010, page 49, line 12), which impacted the actual time available for 

discussion. After the set-up of the technology, the attendance was reviewed (M27, 2010; 

M28, 2010; M29, 2010), which included a ‘phone check’ to address anyone who was 

attending via the telephone line (M25, 2010; M28, 2010). In Time 2, attendance was not 

known in advance, so there was some uncertainty about who would or would not be 

attending (M26, 2010). Prior to one meeting, an e-mail had been sent to a Core Team 

member on the same day as the Core Team meeting, and an out-of-office notification was 
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received, so it was assumed that the manager would not be attending the meeting (M31, 

2010), “but in terms of others they might join us” (M31, 2010, page 3, line 22). There 

was rarely full attendance, with one exception (M26, 2010), but even on that one 

occasion, the full attendance was not for the entire meeting.  

 Core Team members who did attend were frequently late, and this created a new 

norm of participation that allowed for excuses. One Core Team member “didn’t have it 

on her calendar” (M31, 2010). Sometimes, a reason for tardiness or an early departure 

was provided, but often it was not (M22, 2010). The meetings were regularly interrupted 

by arrivals and departures of members. When the meeting was interrupted, Core Team 

members were always greeted with a positive welcome and a short update or recap of the 

meeting up until that point (M27, 2010). When one Core Team member arrived late and 

indicated that he would be leaving early as well, the response was, “Oh, that’s OK. That’s 

fine. We’re just happy to have you” (M26, 2010, line 130). Another Core Team member 

tried to sneak into a meeting. Even though it was in a location where he was the only 

participant, his arrival was noticed and the meeting was stopped to welcome him (M27, 

2010). In another Core Team meeting, a member attending by phone was asked a specific 

question near the end of the meeting but there was no response on the phone line. The 

person had apparently hung up the phone and left the meeting but had not said anything.  

 The regular use of an agenda and minutes during the Core Team meetings 

contributed to a consistency of understanding and expectation. The agenda was created 

and often shared with the Core Team before the meeting by e-mail (M25, 2010; M27, 

2010), but even if it was not shared in advance, it was used in the meetings as a time 

management and meeting process tool (M22, 2010; M26, 2010; M27, 2010; M31, 2010). 
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When it was time to move to the next topic, the agenda was used as a transition tool from 

one topic to another (M27, 2010) and to bring the Core Team back on task if needed 

(M27, 2010). Both program leaders maintained the routine of confirming attendance and 

using an agenda (M28, 2010).  

 A new rotating process was announced for the process of taking meeting minutes 

(M25, 2010). It was decided that minute-taking would be assigned to each Core Team 

member alphabetically (M26, 2010). A distribution list was provided for easy electronic 

delivery of the minutes to the Core Team, and a program leader also offered to store the 

minutes electronically on the correct page of the SharePoint site. At the next Core Team 

meeting, the assigned person was present and took the minutes (M27, 2010; M28, 2010), 

but after that there were absences or Core Team members who arrived late (M29, 2010), 

and the task was reassigned at the last minute to a member who was present. During one 

Core Team meeting, the discussion was interrupted to welcome a Core Team member 

who had arrived late, and they were then advised that they had missed their ‘turn’ for 

taking minutes: “You were the official notetaker for today, but we have gone to the back 

of the book, so we’re just going to flip back to you next time, next meeting, so you got a 

bye on this one” (M29, 2010, page 8, line 21). The new process had been initiated 

without input or agreement from the entire Core Team, and it never took hold as a new 

routine. It appeared to be difficult for the Core Team to introduce new routines during the 

short timeframe that they had been working together in Time 2. 

Fluctuating participation norms. Core Team members in Time 2 possessed 

various levels of expertise and knowledge in the area of management development. They 

also had different levels of exposure to the program and therefore individual 
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understandings regarding its purpose and processes. The amount of involvement by Core 

Team members was influenced by these factors as well as the attendance via 

audioconferencing, which resulted in fluctuated participation during Core Team 

meetings.  

 The recognized expertise of members in the Core Team meetings influenced the 

level of participation during meetings. For example, one Core Team member expressed 

an interest in and knowledge of leadership development and was invited to share her 

information and research with the team (M26, 2010). In the Core Team meetings, even if 

a program leader was running the meeting, members shared the task of leading the 

discussion with fellow Core Team members who expressed interest in management 

development. On one occasion the direction of the Core Team was passed to a member 

by saying, “So, the floor is yours” (M26, 2010, line 236). When other Core Team 

members contributed their comments and reactions to a Core Team member with new 

information, it briefly shifted the center of the interaction away from the program leaders 

to the Core Team member with the informal expertise and knowledge being shared. 

Another example of active participation based on expertise was when the topic moved to 

the suggestion of a potential blog and its content. There was good back-and-forth 

discussion regarding this topic because everyone had expertise and experience that they 

were able to share (M31, 2010). 

 Core Team members gained experience when they attended a leadership forum. 

The primary output of the Core Team was to provide leadership development workshops 

or “forums” for the department’s management population. There were three to four 

forums per year, and the Core Team leadership action revolved around the design and 
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facilitation of the forums. The first meeting after a forum was primarily focused on 

reviewing the event and debriefing (M26, 2010; M31, 2010). When Core Team members 

attended a forum, their participation in the next Core Team meeting increased 

significantly because their attendance enabled them to share their experiences and 

learning. Participation levels among all Core Team members increased during these 

meetings. There was a good deal of interaction and discussion (M25, 2010; M31, 2010), 

and equality among members was visible. Typically, the interaction in Time 2 flowed 

from questions and topic generation directed by the two coleaders, but after a forum, 

Core Team members made comments and directed the questioning towards other Core 

Team members as well as the coleaders (M31, 2010). Both the level of participation and 

the diversity of interaction in the Core Team meetings increased in the Core Team 

meeting after a forum (M26, 2010; M31, 2010). 

 When all Core Team members had similar information or when they were 

familiar with a given topic of discussion (i.e., giving feedback on the forum), they readily 

shared their views and were equal participants in the interaction, shifting the dynamics 

greatly with multiple members seeking feedback and interacting with other Core Team 

members (M31, 2010). As an example, after the August forum, there were seven Core 

Team members in the meeting, and the discussion included active participation between 

five Core Team members with minimal interaction from the sixth manager and nothing 

from the seventh manager who arrived late to the meeting (M31, 2010). On these 

occasions, the coleaders’ participation shifted as they were no longer the only ones 

leading the discussion. As other Core Team members asked questions and shared 

opinions (M31, 2010), the coleaders became less focused on facilitating the process and 
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were more inclined to contribute their individual perspective and share their own 

opinions and views subjectively even though they had become the primary decision-

makers and had the most invested in the decisions (M26, 2010; M31, 2010). The 

coleaders were also quick to share positive external feedback from the senior leadership 

team with their colleagues on the Core Team (M31, 2010).  

 The high usage of audioconferencing in Time 2 impacted the interaction among 

members. When using only audioconferencing, Core Team members were less engaged 

in the meeting. The frequency of Core Team members who utilized the telephone 

audioconferencing option increased in Time 2, with two or more Core Team members on 

the phone for eight out of 13 Core Team meetings (M22, 2010; M25, 2010; M27, 2010; 

M28, 2010; M29, 2010; M32, 2010; M36, 2010; M37, 2010). When using 

audioconferencing, there were no visual cues regarding who was going to speak next, and 

it was hard to know who was speaking, especially when Core Team members forgot to 

identify themselves. The Core Team meeting process did not have formally assigned 

roles or routines to facilitate the equal interaction of the members on the phone, although 

they did try to remember that people were on the line and ask for their input.  

 As I experienced, attending the Core Team meeting solely via audioconferencing 

was also tiring, as it was difficult as a participant to actively listen for long periods of 

time (45 minutes on average). During the Core Team meeting that I attended via audio, 

there was a formal aspect to participation that included speaking primarily when being 

addressed, which made sense since it was the first official meeting of the new Core 

Team, but it limited the contribution of the people on the phone lines and it set a 
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precedent for future meetings that one did not speak unless individual input was 

specifically requested.  

In one meeting, the Core Team member on the phone was a person who regularly 

was an active participant; on the phone, however, the member’s contribution was 

minimal (M6, 2009). In the same meeting, another Core Team member who regularly 

called into the meetings was more participative when attending in person (M6, 2009). 

Overall, it became a challenge to remain engaged in the interaction and to actively 

participate. My own experience, on two instances, confirmed the challenges of 

participating in a Core Team meeting via telephone, especially when there was more than 

one person using the audio. The large size of the team and the number of members using 

the audioconferencing made participation in the meetings via the audio lines complicated. 

 Core Team members were encouraged to participate by the coleaders, and their 

opinions were requested, but they were often given only a limited time to think about the 

issues. After a very short pause, if Core Team members did not reply, the coleaders 

usually moved to the next agenda item. On a few occasions, when seeking approval, one 

of the coleaders directed the action by addressing each member individually (M27, 2010), 

starting with the Core Team members that he expected could reply. When the feedback 

was about a book, for example, that the Core Team members had been asked to read, one 

coleader seemed to know who had read the book (M27, 2010) and he began with them 

first. Then he continued to ask each of the other Core Team members. They had moments 

to prepare a reply since the pattern of asking for feedback from each person was 

transparent. In these instances, the coleader was also very willing to share his own 

personal views. For example, he provided the most in-depth review of the book (M27, 
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2010) being discussed. The directed request increased the participation from other Core 

Team members but also reinforced a pattern of responding only when addressed. 

 In most Core Team meetings, the coleaders directed the participation. 

Participation in Core Team meetings included a good deal of ‘telling and reading’ of 

PowerPoint slides (M26, 2010). Although feedback was regularly requested on new 

topics, there was often very little discussion, because the material being presented was 

not familiar to most Core Team members. Instead, the coleaders ‘informed’ or ‘updated’ 

other members, providing background information. Repeated comments referring to the 

familiarity of the material—e.g., “So, some of this will look very familiar to you” (M26, 

2010, line 163); “Any questions on that yet? Anything? It’s all pretty familiar to 

everybody, right?”; and “I think those are all familiar enough. Does anyone have any 

questions? Anyone need any clarity or definition around any of those? Those again are all 

from the . . . . results from the survey” (M26, 2010, line 163)—made it hard for Core 

Team members to interject or discuss for fear of embarrassment from the admission that 

the material was indeed not familiar when they were told that it should have been. This 

situation resulted in sporadic participation during meetings.  

 In other situations, participation from the Core Team members was sought in the 

form of approval. In one case, the Core Team was asked to choose one of a small number 

of presented options (M27, 2010). Another example was when the Core Team was asked 

to vote for a logo (M27, 2010). A subteam had worked to create a logo and had already 

presented it to the senior leadership team. By the time the idea was presented to the Core 

Team for their reaction and feedback, much of the work had been completed. The Core 

Team was asked to either indicate their preference or identify the choices that they did 
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not like. Most members agreed to “go with the group.” Other than the coleaders and 

Coleader A’s manager, it was not always clear who exactly was making the decisions, but 

the decisions appeared to be made. The coleaders were forthcoming about their 

preferences, especially since they were familiar with the choices and had had time to 

think about them. This pattern increased the comfort level among the coleaders with 

sharing their views.  

 When one coleader suggested the idea of creating subteams for each forum (M28, 

2010), the response was on a totally different topic with a question about including a 

manager from a fifth location to join the Core Team. When the coleader returned to the 

original idea with still no response, she left them to think about it.  

So if everyone could just think about that. Think about what role you would be 
interested in moving forward in consideration of your capacity and what you 
might like to get involved in. Send me an e-mail, send [Coleader B] an e-mail, 
think about it, let me know what you think, and we’ll put some teams together. 
(M28, 2010, line 435) 

The idea of subteams never materialized within the larger Core Team.  

 Other than the coleaders, only one Core Team member regularly initiated 

discussions and introduced topics that were not on the agenda. He was also the executive 

sponsor and the most senior person on the Core Team (M29, 2010). Privy to more 

information than the other Core Team members, he did not hesitate to direct the 

discussion during Core Team meetings. However, the executive sponsor only shared 

ideas and reacted to proposals; he did not accept responsibility for decision-making by 

making final decisions or taking action. The expectation was that others would take his 

comments and act on them accordingly. His comments and feedback provided direction 

for the discussion; however, the interaction patterns stayed the same since the flow of 
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discussion remained between a Core Team member, in this case, and the executive 

sponsor and one of the coleaders (M29, 2010). 

 In Northland, after Core Team meetings would officially end, some members 

chose to introduce new ideas one-on-one with the coleaders: “We should try to promote it 

more next week” (M26, 2010, line 627). Both the coleaders were positive and 

enthusiastic about any new ideas and happy to “take them on,” which reinforced the shift 

in decision-making and responsibility for new ideas from an individual Core Team 

member to the coleaders. There were questions and comments about creating a blog from 

a Core Team member, and those questions were also only asked after the meeting ended 

(M31, 2010). In another Core Team meeting, a Core Team member waited until after the 

meeting ended for clarification: “So I am a little fuzzy on what’s the roll-out plan on this” 

(M27, 2010, line 733). Another Core Team member chose to repeat her points made 

during the meeting with the coleaders after the Core Team meeting to reinforce her views 

about nonmanagers attending forums and adding a participant to the Core Team (M28, 

2010). Prior to one Core Team meeting, an external observer provided a suggestion of 

action before the meeting even started, but since the coleaders were present they listened 

as if they were the only ones who needed to hear the suggestion (M28, 2010). The 

coleaders utilized language and words that suggested participation, but in the same 

instance they used language that discouraged further discussion. This sent mixed 

messages to the Core Team membership.  

Language creating mixed message. As new members came together within the 

Core Team, language contributed to creating a working environment. Within the Core 

Team meetings, positive language such as “it’s a good idea” (M26, 2010) provided a 

132 



 

supportive work environment. The language was nonconfrontational, especially when 

providing feedback or responding to an idea. “So I guess that’s how I am trying to get my 

arms around what this is because . . . it feels broad but . . . ” (M26, 2010, line 237) and 

“it’s just a thought’ (M26, 2010, line 559) or when summarizing an understanding, “I 

think we’ve got a couple of different kinds of teams in this culture” (M26, 2010, line 

428). There was also the frequent use of the question format when trying to introduce a 

new idea. As an opening to the sharing of feedback, a Core Team member started with 

“let me just ask” (M26, 2010, line 411), utilizing a supportive and less direct approach of 

inquiry. 

 Another use of language was the regular use of the term “we.” The first forum of 

2010 was designed by a group referred to as “we” when the plans were shared by a 

coleader during a Core Team meeting. The implication was that the Core Team members 

were responsible for the design, but in reality it was unclear who actually devised the 

plans. The Leadership Development Framework was presented by coleaders during 

another Core Team meeting, and it was also worked on by a group referred to as “we.” 

Again “we” was implied to be the Core Team members (M26, 2010) who were 

responsible for the document, yet most Core Team members were not familiar with it. In 

another Core Team meeting, a team of people was referred to as “we” multiple times 

(M27, 2010). It was unclear who was included in the term and whether the coleaders 

were referring to the same group each time or a different combination of individuals. 

While the term “we” can be inclusive, it can also have the opposite effect by creating 

uncertainty and distancing members of a team if they are not able to recognize their 

contribution or role in the “we.” 
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 The Core Team members were reminded that the content of the Leadership 

Development Framework came from multiple sources and that they had previously seen 

the sources, yet many had either not seen all the sources or, if they had, they didn’t 

recognize the end result once the sources were combined to form the framework. The 

language was intended to be reassuring, to let Core Team members know that the 

framework was not new, but for most members it was not familiar and therefore had the 

opposite effect.  

On another occasion, one of the coleaders presented an overview of an upcoming 

forum being facilitated by an external consultant. The coleader added, “Of course, we 

still have a lot to do around the final delivery of the program and the content and the 

approach, but this gives you an idea of what we’ve talked about to date” (M28, 2010). 

Material regarding this forum was shared in advance, but it was limited and it was 

difficult to discern what “work” had been completed and what work remained to be done 

without being involved. Yet only a small subset of the Core Team was involved in the 

development of the content with the external consultant. The words used during the Core 

Team meeting invited Core Team members to contribute: 

Actually the floor is for everybody because this is a discussion document that 
we’re going to talk about a little bit today. So what we have been working on is 
just preparing a little bit of a framework around everything that we have been 
talking about. A lot of this will look very familiar to you. I will just give you a 
little background as we go through it. (M26, 2010, line 161)  

Despite the invitation, the situation that was created made it difficult for team 

members to know how and when to contribute without more information. Given that the 

forum was being held in less than a month, busy Core Team members did not question 

the process, but they also did not contribute. The level of participation by Core Team 
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members was primarily limited to voting. Coleaders came to meetings with well-prepared 

documentation seeking feedback on decisions and with completed work without a need or 

expectation of collaboration.  

 The majority of the participative language during the Core Team meetings was 

provided by the coleaders to each other. They supported one another with alternating 

comments and encouragement, such as “right” and “um hmm,” as well as both 

responding to questions. As one coleader explained the Leadership Development 

Framework to the other Core Team members (M26, 2010), the other coleader reinforced 

the information with more detail. This was reinforced by Coleader A’s ability and 

enthusiasm for the administrative role. It was embraced to the point of a reluctance to 

accept any help from others. Other Core Team members repeatedly expressed an interest 

in being involved, but their offers were declined (M28, 2010) and met with comments 

such as, “We have a great admin team that volunteers to do all that” (M28, 2010, line 

495). After a Core Team member tried multiple times to be involved and was told that it 

wasn’t necessary, Coleader A’s manager confirmed her role by saying, “I don’t know if 

everybody understood that Coleader A is the planner extraordinaire” (M28, 2010, line 

508). A Core Team member joked, “Yes, Coleader A is just humoring us with our 

questions” (M28, 2010, line 513). Core Team members offered their ideas and sought 

understanding through questioning, but over time the level of involvement continued to 

decrease as the coleaders accepted more and more responsibility for the content and the 

logistics of the meetings. Within the Core Team process, the norm that was established 

and reinforced by language was to wait for direction from one of the coleaders before 

participating.  
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Recognized authority. Although not formally identified, a subset of three Core 

Team members became the center of authority directing the leadership action within the 

Core Team. This ‘inner circle’ of influence included Coleader A, Coleader B, and 

Coleader A’s manager, Director A. Coleader B was the identified ‘program leader’ and 

had been in this role since August 2009, providing continuity as well as representing the 

preexisting IT department, while Coleader A and her manager, Director A, represented 

the former PM department. There were some overlapping organizational skills among the 

coleaders, but there were also some distinct complementary skills. Coleader B had a 

technical background and typically addressed content and process issues within the Core 

Team meetings. Coleader A rarely added to the content of the meetings, even when 

specifically asked (i.e., for feedback regarding the forum in August). Instead, Coleader A 

contributed by sharing the opinion of others (i.e., from the external consultant obtained 

during a separate debrief) (M31, 2010). Interestingly, Coleader A did not formally 

manage people within the new PT department and therefore she was the only person on 

the Core Team who was not a manager and thus not a member of the program’s target 

audience.  

Coleader A contributed considerably by taking responsibility for the logistics of 

the Core Team meetings and most significantly the logistics for the forums (M23, 2010). 

She supported the meeting process through strong administration skills such as meeting 

scheduling and preparation for Core Team meetings as well as the development of the 

forums (M27, 2010), document preparation, and updating of websites and initiated the 

logistics for the Core Team meetings and leadership forums. As a result of her previous 

role in the PM department and her new role within the PT department, Coleader A’s 
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access to resources opened up new opportunities for the Core Team. She accessed 

resources—people as well as materials and equipment—that had previously not been 

available or utilized by the Core Team. Coleader A and her network of colleagues who 

were external to the Core Team completed the entire administration and logistics for the 

forum in April 2010 without the help of other Core Team members. 

Both coleaders were situated in Northland, and they always sat next to each other 

in the meeting room (M29, 2010, page 45, line 17). While one coleader was directing the 

meeting, the other whispered information or guidance, in reference to the Leadership 

Development Framework (M29, 2010) or the minutes (M28, 2010) or remembering a 

Core Team member on the phone line (M27, 2010). Coleader A frequently whispered to 

Coleader B during Core Team meetings rather than addressing the Core Team as a whole. 

The coleaders and Director A had become a working subteam within the Core Team. 

There were some initial exceptions of participant initiative, but these diminished over 

time. Gradually, the leadership practice shifted to the inner circle members who 

shouldered much of the decision-making and leadership actions, and ultimately they 

accepted responsibility for the direction and results of the program. The coleaders 

supported one another in all aspects of the program, during the Core Team meetings as 

well as the leadership forums. Within this new shared capacity, there was a strong sense 

of accountability and ownership among the members of the inner circle. They formed a 

bond and a ‘partnership’ in the role of program leader, even though up until that point 

Coleader B had been the sole program leader and officially remained the program leader. 

The third member of the inner circle was Director A. Since Director A was not 

from the IT department, the program was new to her, and she brought unique experiences 
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from the PM department as well as ideas and goals for the future of the program and the 

future of the new PT department. Director A was given official responsibility for the 

program, as it aligned with her role within the PT department. She shared her desire to 

combine the efforts of the Core Team with other initiatives that she was working on 

within the PT department. She also brought with her a top-down presence and influence 

to the Core Team meetings that was new to the team. Her role and responsibilities outside 

of the Core Team appeared to directly influence her contribution within the Core Team 

and, consequently, the direction of the program and the Core Team meetings.  

The three Core Team members of the inner circle worked very well together. 

They communicated regularly and met between Core Team meetings to discuss and 

prepare the agenda, meeting content, and documentation for the Core Team meetings 

(M25, 2010). They established a pattern of interaction and decision-making that took 

place outside of the Core Team meetings. This was evident when a Core Team meeting 

was canceled less than 30 minutes prior to its start (M33, 2010). The coleaders had met 

prior to the meeting to discuss the agenda and decided to cancel the meeting because they 

anticipated that only one other Core Team member would be available to attend. As I was 

already traveling to the meeting when they had canceled it, I arrived at the meeting 

location before I was aware of the cancellation and was then advised by a coleader about 

the cancellation.  

The close partnership and exclusive interactions between the coleaders sent a 

message to the other Core Team members that their involvement wasn’t needed. The 

coleaders worked closely together, affirming their partnership. In one stance, one 

coleader said, “Aren’t we a good team?” (M31, 2010, page 22, line 16) and the other 
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replied, “I know, perfect” (M31, 2010, page 22, line 17). They also frequently used 

comments such as “good job” (M31, 2010, page 22, line 20). The coleaders actively 

developed a partnership that was visible to the other Core Team members, who 

commented, “Seems like a two-person dynamo; the rest of us can all go home” (M31, 

2010, page 22, line 20). During Core Team meetings, the collaborative efforts between 

the two coleaders dominated the interaction.  

In preparation for a discussion about a leadership forum, a coleader shared 

information from the participant survey results. Although the intention was to provide 

objective information, the coleader had not provided raw data but had summarized the 

information and thus indirectly led the discussion based on his ‘take’ of the results (M31, 

2010). Another member of the inner circle contributed her views and also directed the 

discussion through questions and comments (M31, 2010). When problems with 

technology were identified at a forum, Core Team members informed the inner circle, 

with the expectation that they would fix the problems (M31, 2010), and that is exactly 

what happened. The Core Team members within the inner circle agreed to work on 

technology improvements and discussed the nuances of multiple locations and the 

different set-up of the screens in the two primary locations. In Time 2, it became an 

accepted norm that the ‘work’ of the Core Team was completed by the coleaders and 

Director A as a smaller inner circle team between the Core Team meetings rather than 

during the actual meetings. 

When one coleader presented the Leadership Development Framework to the 

Core Team (M26, 2010), the other coleader contributed in a coordinated effort with 

additional information, comments, and clarifications, demonstrating ‘insider’ knowledge 
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of the completed work (M26, 2010). During the presentation, the coleaders made a 

number of requests for input, “because this will be shared with [the senior leader’s team], 

so we want to make sure that it well represents all of our thoughts here” (M26, 2010, line 

231), yet the framework appeared to be finished with very little need for revision. Clearly 

a great deal of work had gone into the framework, but most Core Team members were 

seeing it for the first time. While the coleaders requested feedback on the framework, 

more specifically, they wanted to ensure there was no disapproval. After the Leadership 

Development Framework was presented, having received little feedback, Core Team 

members were again asked to “contemplate the PowerPoint overall and, realizing that’s 

going to be going to the [senior leadership team] for review, so we want to make sure that 

it well represents us” (M26, 2010, line 546). The direction had been set by the inner 

circle, and unless someone gave them a good reason to make changes, they proceeded as 

planned.  

On another occasion, the inner circle had met and drafted marketing materials for 

the program prior to presenting them at a Core Team meeting. They had decided on a 

new name for the program and agreed that there should also be a tagline. The Core Team 

members were asked for input on the tagline for the program—a task introduced as the 

“fun stuff” (M27, 2010). Core Team members were advised that both ideas had already 

been presented and approved by the PT department’s senior leadership team. The Core 

Team members were asked to vote for the tagline they liked best or to help by identifying 

preferences in order to narrow down the choices provided (M27, 2010). Individual Core 

Team members were asked directly for their reaction by a coleader and they obliged, 

“Yeah, I like it. I am still sort of taking it in, but I do like it” (M27, 2010, line 413). There 
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was some debate about the wording of the tagline but also some hesitancy given that this 

was the first time the entire Core Team had seen the information and they had not had a 

chance to think about it. They were also told that the senior leadership team had already 

given its approval.  

In this instance, the coleaders provided support and encouraged voting. After some 

discussion, one coleader announced a decision, “Well, do we want to hit the gavel? It 

sounds like a consensus” (M27, 2010, line 392). When a Core Team member suggested 

that it was in fact not a consensus but rather a choice between two options (M22, 2010), the 

coleaders worked together to reach consensus, which included sharing their own opinions 

(M27, 2010). “I like ‘Managers Leading PT Department.’ I like adding ‘PT Department’ in 

there, so no matter where we see it, it will be associated with the PT organization” (M27, 

2010, line 397). The other coleader agreed: “Yup, that sounds good to me” (M27, 2010, 

line 398). Finally, a Core Team member contributed by adding, “Yes, I am with Coleader 

B, and I think that ‘PT department’ is probably the thing that will swing that one for me” 

(M27, 2010, line 399), and the decision was made. In the end, a coleader gave a prize to the 

Core Team member whose support helped to finalize the decision.  

Topic identification for the forums was a key decision of the Core Team and a 

frequent agenda item for the Core Team meetings, despite multiple attempts to plan and 

prioritize in advance. The selection of topics and content decisions for the leadership 

forums was transferred from a team responsibility to the responsibility of the inner circle. 

When a recommendation of two external resources was made by the inner circle, many of 

the other Core Team members were not familiar with the work of either of the two 

recommended external resources, nor were they privy to the meetings and presentations 
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that took place during the interviewing of each consultant; thus, they had little to 

contribute. The one exception involved a Core Team member who had previous experience 

working with one of the consultants, and she was invited based on her experience to 

temporarily join the inner circle in the decision-making process (M27, 2010).  

The purpose or topics of a Core Team meeting were expressed through an agenda 

or communicated by one of the coleaders, with general participation revolving around the 

inner circle as a ‘hub.’ When specific feedback was requested, the coleader did not 

hesitate to address Core Team members by name (M29, 2010; M31, 2010), often moving 

systematically from one colleague to another (M31, 2010). The inner circle directed 

much of the interaction by controlling the agenda topics and requesting individual 

feedback from Core Team members (M29, 2010; M31, 2010). As time moved on, Core 

Team members replied when spoken to but rarely initiated a discussion. If a Core Team 

member did ask a question, it was usually directed to a member of the inner circle in 

response to a request for feedback. Some back-and-forth discussions existed between 

Core Team members, but those were very rare. This further reinforced the ‘hub’ 

dynamics of interaction that centered on the members of the inner circle.  

In another meeting, even though the Core Team meeting was officially over and 

many members had already left the room, the coleaders continued to debrief and discuss 

issues among themselves (M31, 2010). Prior to a different meeting (M27, 2010), the 

coleaders discussed how much to share with the other Core Team members about the 

external consultant they were considering hiring, given that they hadn’t had time to 

debrief among themselves after the interview and/or make any final decisions. It was 

agreed that the item on the agenda would purposely be general. Initially the topic was 
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covered with a casual “we’re working on it” response by one of the coleaders (M27, 

2010, line 235). When a Core Team member specifically asked, “Can you give us a sense 

for some of the speakers that you are considering?” (M27, 2010, line 236), the response 

was again general. “We can. We’ll be picking up that discussion among us and figuring it 

out in a little more detail to share with all of you” (M27, 2010, line 236). The Core Team 

member accepted the reply, while the other coleader tried to provide more information 

and concluded with “again, it is still a work in progress” (M27, 2010, line 240). The 

pattern of decision-making taking place within the inner circle was evident, and the 

discussion surrounding this important decision was limited to the coleaders. 

The external consultant was hired and the inner circle members began working 

with the consultant to determine the content of the upcoming forum in August. For this 

forum, the inner circle shared information with the Core Team; however, members didn’t 

have all the material. For example, there were no details or diagrams from the external 

consultant’s material regarding the forum. As an update, the Core Team was given a one-

page overview of the August program. A coleader repeatedly expressed the hope that 

Core Team members had looked at the document while also admitting that not a lot of 

detail was provided. When the coleader was asked a question related to more detail about 

the forum, the Core Team was told that it would be forthcoming. “I do, I have a whole 

program planned, but if you have any questions or if you want to get into some of the 

details, we can” (M28, 2010, line 496). When the same Core Team member asked for 

more details about the logistics of the August forum, the coleader replied, “I didn’t even 

bring my plan,” to which the Core Team member then backed off, replying, “Okay” 

(M28, 2008, line 496). In response, the coleader shared, 
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We have a great admin team that volunteers to do all that. . . . Unless this 
committee wants to play that role, that’s one of those opportunities. . . . If we 
found money for lunch, we could serve lunch, but right now I was just counting 
on coffee and food in the morning. (M28, 2010, line 496) 

There was then a question from an inner circle member about lunch and a confirmation of 

roles, changing the topic. Perhaps unintentionally, the discussion ended. 

After one of the two external consultants that was being considered was hired for 

an upcoming forum, the inner circle then sought approval to hire the second consultant 

(M29, 2010). As with the first consultant, only the inner circle had been in contact with 

the consultant. Little information was shared with the Core Team members, and they did 

not have much time to complete individual research (M27, 2010). Not surprisingly, when 

the time came to discuss the second external consultant with the Core Team members, 

there was limited feedback. A coleader provided details about his own expectations and 

understanding of the facts, with comments such as “it’s kind of hard to argue against 

that” (M29, 2010, page 16, line 2) in response to the low cost and “it seems like it’s right 

on track” (M29, 2010, page 16, line 2). Anxious to support a consultant who would 

facilitate a forum at no cost, another member of the inner circle suggested a new topic 

from another area of the Leadership Development Framework offered by the same 

consultant (M29, 2010). She shared her opinion on the topic in general and provided 

direction along with her view of the needs of the department. The interaction among the 

three inner circle members continued especially between the two coleaders, who 

summarized, questioned, and paraphrased, with only one Core Team member 

commenting, while others had no feedback. 

Another Core Team member offered a suggestion regarding how to move forward 

regarding the second external consultant (M29, 2010, page 18), but a decision was not 
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made and, ultimately, a member of the inner circle agreed to again form a small subteam 

with the other members of the inner circle in order to make a decision. Subcommittees 

within the Core Team process were not new, but in Time 2 they consistently included the 

same three members of the inner circle working closely as a supportive team. When the 

question of “What’s next?” (M29, 2010) was presented, other than the members of the 

inner circle who had already given the question some thought, there was very little 

contribution by the other members of the Core Team.  

The one exception was a Core Team member who did not approve or disapprove 

of the external consultant being recommended but rather put forth his own view of a 

direction for the next forum and then offered a second suggestion that did not utilize the 

“free consultant.” One coleader pushed back due to the cost of the new suggestion, and 

then the new suggestion was repeated with an added “it’s just a thought” (M29, 2010, 

page 24, line 2). Given that there was still no decision near the end of the meeting, an 

inner circle member built on the newest suggestion shared by the Core Team member, 

and the discussion continued with another round of dynamic interactions among the three 

members of the inner circle (M29, 2010). There appeared to be reluctance by inner circle 

members to make the final decision during the meeting, but they were not getting the 

answers they were looking for from the other Core Team members, so a coleader 

summarized the discussion and directed action based on a combination of what had been 

discussed and his own opinion.  

I was looking at the pyramid [Leadership Framework]. Across the top is “Leader 
of the Future.” You know, if we didn’t have any session at all this year on leader 
of the future, you know, the pyramid actually doesn’t serve much of a purpose. 
. . . I like hearing, you know, to keep September with the [second external 
consultant] and ‘leader of the future,’ but really strongly tie it into what [hired 
external consultant] says and then continue that tie in, you know. And I don’t 
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know whether it was [Core Team Member 1] or [Core Team Member 2], but in 
terms of that leading change aspect, you know, I think that should be part of it 
too—so it’s the IT, where’s it going, IT professional, leader of the future, but then 
how do we get there, you know, by leading change, so it all flows pretty nicely. 
(M29, 2010, page 39, line 22) 

Finally, a coleader updated the other Core Team members regarding details of the 

upcoming forum because the other member had not been involved in the design and 

development of the forum. 

When a third external consultant provided copies of a book to Director A in hopes 

of future work with the department, it was the members of the inner circle who 

recommended the book to the Core Team. They discussed potentially using the book and 

working with the consultant within the program. The interactions during the Core Team 

meeting on this topic were primarily among the three inner circle members, since they 

were the ones most familiar with the book and its background and intended purpose. The 

inner circle shared views and suggestions as well as a good deal of back-and-forth 

commentary between themselves. In the next meeting, when the time came to make a 

decision whether to use the book and hire the consultant, the Core Team members 

discussed their general thoughts about the book but hesitated to make a final decision 

(M27, 2010). Although some members of the Core Team had read the book or at least 

parts of the book, they did not offer any suggested action. The decision-making process 

was left to the members of the inner circle. In the end, the members of the inner circle 

decided not to use the book or the consultant. 

In the May 25, 2010, Core Team meeting, the idea of a blog was presented for 

approval, but similar to the pattern of interactions in previous meetings, there was little 

discussion during the Core Team meeting. The topic of a blog was suggested by a 
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member of the inner circle (M29, 2010) and had obviously been discussed by inner circle 

members prior to being introduced because it triggered humorous by-play among the 

inner circle members. One coleader clearly liked the idea, probably because it related to 

his own technical expertise, so it was indirectly supported through his summarizing of the 

meeting and it was proposed that he and the other two members of the inner circle “work 

offline” to develop it further. This was quickly agreed to and continued to reinforce the 

pattern that work was completed in between meetings by the inner circle and that the 

Core Team was involved for purposes of feedback only.  

At the next Core Team meeting, the coleader updated the Core Team and shared 

with them what had been done with regards to the blog, what problems had been 

identified, and what questions remained (M31, 2010), advising them that he had done all 

that he could. In a rare request for help, he admitted that he didn’t have time to sort out 

the remaining issues. The other two members of the inner circle volunteered to work on it 

but needed some technical help, and a Core Team member volunteered to work with 

them on it. After numerous offers, this particular Core Team member finally was given 

the opportunity to participate (M31, 2010). An inner circle member took responsibility 

for the agreed-upon action to ask the sponsor as the most senior person on the Core Team 

to write something that would launch the blog (M31, 2010, page 47, line 10).  

Within the Core Team, the most dynamic patterns of interaction occurred among 

the three members of the inner circle. There was a good deal of discussion, comments, 

questions, and suggestions among them, especially between the coleaders (M29, 2010). 

The coleaders took turns in the meeting providing updates and sharing information, 

frequently providing additional information to each other’s updates and interrupting to 
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welcome someone on the phone line (M29, 2010) or someone arriving late to the 

meeting. Decisions were discussed within the inner circle and then action was taken by 

one or both of the coleaders, and the other Core Team members were updated 

accordingly (M23, 2010). The coleaders and Director A developed strong relationships 

with obvious mutual trust and respect and embraced a distributed perspective of 

leadership as they shared mutual responsibility for the program’s leadership practice.  

Summary of Findings in Time 2 

In Time 2, 13 managers represented diverse areas within the newly formed PT 

department to further develop the management capabilities within the new organization. 

These managers were located in different cities and in one case in a different country. 

Through the use of advanced technology, they were able to come together as a virtual 

team to work in real time within the same ‘virtual space’ while sharing documents and 

information to achieve results. The organizational issues from the larger department 

cascaded to impact the Core Team. The recent reorganization and subsequent uncertainty 

that resulted during the first few months of the implementation influenced the leadership 

practice of the Core Team members. The new team grappled with the purpose of the 

program and questioned and reevaluated its approach and processes. 

 Within the team’s process, the new Core Team members discovered and 

determined new routines and patterns of interaction that adapted to fit with the new 

situation. As a new team, the members’ participation varied and fluctuated depending on 

the circumstances, creating new dynamics and norms. Core Team members sought to 

clarify their individual roles as well as their collective contribution to the program. The 

language among members was positive, but it was also disconnected, sending conflicting 
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messages of both inclusion and exclusion. The Core Team environment did not have an 

articulated structure; however, three Core Team members formed a strong ‘inner circle’ 

of distributed leadership that took responsibility and leadership actions for the overall 

program. The findings in Time 2 are represented in Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. Findings in Time 2. 
 

Summary of Findings in Time 1 and 2  

I studied a small team of IT professionals known as the Core Team who met on a 

biweekly basis. The composition of the Core Team in Time 1 included six members from 

the IT department and one member from the human resources department. The members 

were located in two cities, with four members from Northland and three members from 

South City. Four of the members were men and three were women. In Time 2, the 

membership changed significantly, as it expanded to 13 members in four locations with 

eight women and five men, six of whom were located in Northland, four in South City, 
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one in Coastal, and one in Europe. The membership equally represented the IT 

department and the PM department prior to the organizational changes. Table 4.2 

illustrates the composition of the Core Team in Time 1 and Time 2. 

 
Table 4.2 
Core Team Membership in Time 1 and Time 2 
 Time 1 Time 2 
Core team members 7 13 
Number of locations 2 4 
Gender of members 4 men, 3 women 5 men, 8 women 
Work location 4 Northland, 3 South City 7 Northland, 4 South City, 

1 Coastal, 1 Europe 
Department 6 IT, 1 HR 6 IT, 1 HR, 6 PM 
 

In November 2011, after collecting and analyzing the data, the initial findings 

were shared with the two Core Team members who were participants on the team 

throughout the research study. The purpose of the final two interviews was to solicit 

feedback on the findings (Merriam, 2009) from participants in the study. The participants 

of a study should be able to recognize the themes (Merriam, 2009). The interviews also 

provided the opportunity to gain insight from the only two participants who were 

members of the Core Team throughout the entire research study from August 25, 2009, to 

December 7, 2010 (Merriam, 2009). A list of findings with a description of each from 

Time 1 and Time 2 was shared and discussed during the final two interviews at the end of 

the study. The initial findings and their descriptions are presented in Table 4.3. 

 These initial findings were the foundation for the eight major research findings. In 

chapter 5, I share the interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations in relation to the 

literature on distributed leadership and more broadly on theories of collective leadership. 
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Table 4.3 
Initial Findings 

Time 1: August 2009–January 2010 Time 2: March 2010–December 2010 
Technology as a tool: Technology was a connecting 
device for multiple locations and a communication 
tool for the team and the division. 

Technology as a tool: Technology 
became even more important as the team 
grew in size and the needs were more 
complicated with more locations. 

Individual passion/interest of members: Members 
expressed interest/passion that explained their level 
of commitment, even though they were volunteers 
(interview data). 

 

Shared purpose/common goals/meaning: There 
was a common and agreed-upon understanding of 
the purpose of the team and what members wanted to 
accomplish (interview data). 

 

Routines: Routines supported and enhanced a 
member’s ability to participate. 

Adapting routines: New routines were 
put in place in response to the new 
members and their needs, but they 
changed a few times so there was less 
consistency.  

Participation: Participation was an expected “part 
of the commitment” and yet not always as visible on 
the surface (being late, etc.), but it translated into a 
trusted level of “be there when needed” and 
members could count on others. 

Participation: Participation changed as 
the role of the team members changed to 
a feedback/approval role. 

Supportive language/positive evaluation: 
Supportive language was heard throughout the 
meetings; although it came more frequently from 
some, perhaps related to personality, there was 
regular positive feedback from everyone: “right, 
great, okay, good, I agree.” 

Supportive language/positive 
evaluation: Supportive language 
continued, although primarily from the 
same people. 

Language–humor: Humor lightened the tone of the 
meetings and added to the fun. It might have eased 
any tension. Fun was identified as an important part 
of the program.  

Language–humor: Fun was not 
articulated as an important part of the 
team process nor of the forums.  

Indirect language: Indirect language was used to 
introduce new ideas or suggestions so as not to appear 
to be “directing”: e.g., “I think, I am just guessing, 
what about.” 

Direct language: The language was 
direct. What do you think? 

Diffused power/power of expertise: There was 
some ‘power’ associated with expertise or strengths, 
but otherwise, my observations were that it was 
diffused (subtle). There was a strong feeling of 
equality even though there were different 
hierarchical levels within the team. Perhaps the 
commonality of the goal supported this equality. 

Resource/positional power: Some 
members saw this team and its work as 
part of their jobs and thus it was heavily 
influenced by their jobs as well as their 
access to resources (time, connections, 
and experience). 

Lack of conflict: There didn’t appear to be any 
conflict. I saw very little. When asked about conflict, 
no member could identify any. There was a “we are 
a team” spirit and a trust that went with it. 

Lack of conflict: There was still a lack 
of conflict but it wasn’t about the team 
spirit so much as the view that “someone 
else is taking care of it.” 
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CHAPTER 5: 

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Research on “leadership in the plural” (Denis, Langley, & Sergi, 2012) is growing 

but is still limited compared with studies exploring leadership as an individual 

phenomenon. Building on existing theory and empirical research on distributed 

leadership, this study examined the dynamics of leadership as a collective process 

distributed among multiple members of a team in a specific situation. As a collective 

theory (Denis, Lamothe, & Langley, 2001), distributed leadership is a relationship of 

social influence that is shaped by the patterns of interaction among members of an 

organization and their situation (Spillane, 2006a).  

 The research began with the premise that the theory of distributed leadership 

would clarify the unique collaborative interactions that occurred within an identified Core 

Team of self-managed professionals in a large services department of a global financial 

services organization. The purpose of this research study was to better understand 

leadership as a social process and specifically to investigate how the practice of 

distributed leadership is enacted within the context of emerging social structuring 

(Spillane et al., 2004; Spillane, 2006a). The research question guiding this study was: 

How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the context of emerging social 

structuring in a self-managed team of professionals? The team that was selected as a case 

study embraced the perspective of distributed leadership through relationships of social 

influence that were shaped by the patterns of interaction among the members of the team 

and their situation (Spillane, 2006a). While it is unlikely that the Core Team members 
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would have used the term “distributed leadership” to describe their team process, the 

leadership actions that emerged within the team exhibited characteristics of the theory.  

 This longitudinal case study was a process study (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & 

Van De Ven, 2013) that focused on “managerial and organizational phenomena [that] 

emerge, change, and unfold over time” (Langley et al., 2013, p. 1). Specifically, the study 

explored the complex “how” of a distributed perspective of leadership (Spillane, 2006a). 

The study was not originally intended as a comparative study; however, the impact of an 

unexpected reorganization created two distinct time frames, each with unique leadership 

practices, and an opportunity for a rich comparison emerged within the same case study. 

The study was adapted to take advantage of the opportunity to examine a team of self-

managed professionals as they evolved in response to corporate organizational change. 

Through observations, interviews, and document review, this study identified major 

findings and themes relating to how the leadership process transpired within this small 

team.  

 The focus of distributed leadership is process oriented, addressing the practice of 

leadership through interaction. As a result, a sociological understanding of practice 

(Youngs, 2013) is needed to appreciate the dynamics and complexity. A sociological 

theory is more closely aligned with the social process aspect of distributed leadership and 

the “situational and the social distribution of leadership” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 71) as 

opposed to a psychological theory, which has been the basis of much of the research on 

leadership for the past 100 years. “Understanding more about these interactional patterns 

and processes is critical to enhancing our conceptual grasp of the nature of distributed 

leadership in organizations” (Scribner et al., 2007). 
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 My conceptual framework integrates Spillane’s (2006a) theory of distributed 

leadership with Stones’ (2005) theory of strong structuration as the lens to examine a 

small team of information technology (IT) professionals within a large financial services 

organization. The leadership actions of the agents are influenced by both external and 

internal structuring, which agents draw upon to create, maintain, or alter the situation, 

which further influences action in a duality of structure (Giddens, 1979). 

 A distributed perspective of leadership embraces leadership as a social process. It 

defines leadership more broadly than being the sole responsibility of one person, and it 

includes the element of context or situation as an equal ‘partner’ in the leadership 

process. This study describes the reciprocal interplay of external and internal structures 

within a specific context and the practices of multiple agents drawing upon these 

structures to produce leadership actions that lead to outcomes. Due to the cyclical nature 

of the process, the outcomes then have the potential to produce structural inputs for 

further leadership actions. The resulting social structuring that occurs is both a product of 

the interaction as well as a mechanism for future interaction. “To understand what is truly 

distributed about socially distributed leadership thus requires an empirical focus on 

interaction—collaboration, dialogue and communication” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 70).  

 This chapter is organized into five sections. The first section interprets the 

findings of my research study. I discuss the patterns of interaction in Time 1 and Time 2 

with a focus on comparing the social structuring mechanisms and leadership actions of 

the Core Team during the two timeframes. Section 2 shares my conclusions and discusses 

them with respect to the literature. The limitations of the study are conveyed in Section 3, 
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and the fourth section suggests implications for theory, research, and practice. The final 

section consists of concluding remarks.  

Study Findings: The Dynamics of Distributed Leadership 

 The research findings that emerged from this study reflect the influence of social 

structuring within the specific situation that was examined. “From a distributed 

perspective, the challenge involves not only identifying those aspects of the situation that 

enable and constrain leadership practice but also capturing how they shape the practice” 

(Spillane, 2006a, p. 75). From this study, eight major findings are summarized in Table 

5.1 in response to the study’s research questions.  

External Structuring 

 A distributed perspective of leadership as enacted within the Core Team was 

driven by the goals of the broader organizational context, which included the goals of the 

department as well as the company and was enabled by the utilization of advanced 

technology to connect a physically distributed team. 

 Role of organizational goals as a structuring source. The organizational goals 

of the department and ultimately the broader goals of the company were external 

conditions for leadership action and a continual influence over time as actions contributed 

to goals and goals were then modified and/or redefined, leading to further action. 

Organizational goals were an important factor for the Core Team, providing context and 

direction for the program mission and purpose. Scribner et al. (2007) described the 

purpose behind a team as an “organizational condition” of action. They determined that 

“the domains of organizational context, design or structural features and interpersonal  
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Table 5.1 
Summary of Major Findings 

Findings Time 1 Time 2 
RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 
RQ1(a): What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and its context-in-
action? 

External Structures 
Organizational 
goals 

• The program mission and 
leadership practices were in 
alignment with organizational 
goals. 

• The uncertainty caused by the 
reorganization impacted the program 
through a lack of clarity around the 
future of the program and its goals. 

Technology • Technology was a tool for 
enabling collaboration. It created 
a real-time virtual shared space 
that enhanced two-way 
communication. 

• Technology was a communication 
tool that connected multiple people in 
multiple places, supporting the sharing 
of information.  

Internal Structures 
RQ1(b): What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural signification, 
domination, and legitimation? 
General-dispositional internal structures 
Shared interest • Shared individual interest in 

management development 
brought together members in a 
common effort. 

• Individual interests of the new 
expanded Core Team were believed to 
exist but were not evident through 
observations. 

Conjuncturally specific internal structures 
Routines • Established routines created a 

shared framework and common 
expectations. 

• The process of creating routines for a 
new situation contributed to the 
uncertainty among members  

Participation 
norms 

• Active participation norms 
reinforced the high level of 
interaction among all Core Team 
members. 

• Low involvement of the majority of 
the Core Team members limited 
interaction and fractured the inner 
circle from the rest of the Core Team. 

Language • Language as supporting context 
reinforced the motivation and 
expectation of a high level of 
participation. 

• Language creating a mixed message 
confused Core Team members about 
what was expected of them. 

Authority 
structures 

• Ambiguous authority structures 
supported equal participation 
and diffused power with no 
recognizable hierarchy. 

• An inner circle of authority focused 
the power of three people, creating a 
fragmented Core Team. Members 
were a representative of their specific 
area or departmental subsection. 

Agent’s Practice 
RQ2: How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation among team members? 
Reciprocity • The norm of reciprocity 

sustained interactions among 
Core Team members that were 
inclusive, open, and supportive 
within loose relations. 

• The norm of reciprocity sustained the 
interaction of the inner circle but 
excluded other Core Team members 
and reinforced disengagement in 
closed and tight relations. 
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processes are fundamental frames of team interaction” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 72). In 

this study, Core Team members, who were also managers within the department, actively 

sought alignment within the larger encompassing goals of the department that were used 

to frame the program mission and create a common purpose for the team. Behind the 

interactions of the Core Team, a clear purpose and mission contributed to the overall 

corporate goals and was the “understood reason” for action (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 78).  

 In Time 1, the program mission and purpose guided the Core Team’s decision-

making and resource allocations. The research of Scribner et al. (2007) also found clarity 

of purpose to be a key emergent construct influencing collective interaction. The purpose 

of the Core Team fit the category of “known problem solving” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 

79), where the team members had a consistent and clear understanding of the problem 

that was the basis for the existence of the team and worked together to address the 

problem. The focus on organizational goals reinforced the importance of goals as a 

framework and foundation for leadership practice (Halverson, 2007). 

In Time 2, during the implementation phase of a company reorganization, there 

was a reassessment of all department initiatives. This significant organizational change 

caused uncertainty within the program. At first, the Core Team attempted to continue its 

meeting process as planned with some minor rescheduling, but after one Core Team 

meeting in January 2010, it was decided to temporarily cancel the Core Team meetings 

and reevaluate the purpose of the program and the overall need for management 

development within the context of the new PT department’s organizational goals. Two 

and a half months later, the Core Team meetings were reinstated with a number of 
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changes, including the size of the Core Team, new Core Team members, and additional 

locations.  

 As a result of the restructuring of the department, the new members of the Core 

Team initiated the process of identifying a new approach for the program. They spent 

much of the first few meetings debating and discussing the rules of interaction while also 

brainstorming approaches for topic identification before they began to brainstorm actual 

topics. Due to a “vaguely understood set of conditions” (Scribner et al., 2007, p. 79), the 

Core Team in Time 2 was in a mode of “discovered-problem finding” (Scribner et al., 

2007, p. 79) and was unsure of how to proceed. Consequently, lacking an awareness of a 

common purpose, Core Team members, newer ones especially (and the majority of the 

team was new), were slow to make decisions, and members’ interactions were less about 

taking action and more about discussing and debating the terms of action. It isn’t that a 

distributed perspective of leadership requires that everyone have the same goals, as 

Spillane conceded (2006a), but in Time 1, the program goals were articulated and 

understood based on communicated department goals, and in Time 2 the implications of 

the reorganized department’s new goals were unknown and in some cases not yet 

determined. 

 Role of technology The leadership process of the Core Team was enabled 

through the tools of advanced technology. Technology framed the interaction (Coldren et 

al., 2007), and “from a distributed perspective, tools [and routines] . . . are an integral 

element that constitutes leadership practice” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 19). Technology was an 

essential tool that created a shared space to connect a dispersed group of managers. Core 

Team members from diverse locations were able to ‘meet’ in real time. Due to advanced 
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technology, they were able to experience each other’s facial expression and capture “the 

importance of the positioning of the body in space in social interaction” (Giddens, 1979, 

p. 203) similar to meeting in person. Interestingly, the integration of technology within 

daily business life had reached the point that it was taken for granted within the context 

of the Core Team meetings. When asked about the role of technology within the program, 

the Core Team members referred to its use during the forums but didn’t mention its use in 

Core Team meetings despite its importance and regular presence. Technology provided 

the opportunity for Core Team managers to participate from any location and contribute 

equally to the overall leadership practice of the program. 

 As an external structure, technology enabled and constrained conditions for 

collaboration and leadership practice among Core Team members in Time 1 located in 

two different parts of the country. It was through the use of advanced technology 

provided by the department and the company that the seven Core Team members were 

able to interact with each other on a regular biweekly basis in real time in a shared virtual 

space. Technology was a tool not only for connecting the seven Core Team members in 

multiple locations but also for giving them the ability to collaborate through instant 

communication and shared materials. Technology enabled a regular flow of 

communication and information sharing among the Core Team members during and 

between meetings as well as more broadly between the Core Team and their fellow 

managers within the department. Technology transformed how the Core Team interacted 

and how they ‘practiced’ leadership (Spillane, 2006a) by greatly reducing the physical 

boundaries of location and replicating a face-to-face meeting with high-level visual and 

audio engagement among members from two different cities. While technology also 
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enabled all Core Team members to interact with each other from multiple locations in 

Time 2, in Time 1 videoconferencing was utilized more frequently and more effectively, 

resulting in Core Team members sharing a virtual experience that felt like a face-to-face 

meeting. 

 In Time 2, the technology needs of the Core Team were more complicated due to 

the increase in the number of team members and locations. There were technological 

delays in Time 1, but the delays in Time 2 were compounded as a result of different 

technological equipment in the various meeting rooms used and new technology 

applications. The quality of the interactions, the level of participation, and the 

engagement of Core Team members were impacted. In some rooms the video monitor 

was so small that you couldn’t see the people in the other locations or there was a 

problem accessing all four locations at once through the video, limiting some locations to 

an audio connection. Also in Time 2, the number of Core Team members accessing the 

meetings via audio technology increased. Although the phone line increased the 

accessibility of Core Team meetings by adding another option for members with busy 

schedules, the reality was that the members participating solely via audio technology 

were less engaged. Technology was a valuable tool that provided powerful support for 

interaction (Denis et al., 2010) that was clearly essential in the Core Team meetings, and 

its value was evident when there were challenges yet taken for granted when it ran 

smoothly. Notwithstanding the challenges caused by the functional difficulties of the 

technology as well as the regular introduction of new technologies by the company, 

technology played an essential role in the distribution of leadership practices within the 

Core Team and enabled the manifestation of Core Team members’ internal structures.  
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Internal Structuring 

 During Core Team meetings, the interactions of Core Team members were shaped 

by internal structuring from shared interest, routines, participation norms, language, and 

authority structures. 

 Shared interest. A shared interest and expressed passion for management 

development connected and directed individual Core Team members within the collective 

purpose of the program. It provided a solid foundation for a high level of commitment 

and active participation, even though managers were busy and membership was on a 

volunteer basis. In Time 1, shared individual interest in management development was 

uncovered through one-on-one interviews as a common general disposition among team 

members. A shared interest and articulated dedication to management development and 

the overall good of the department appeared to contribute to a mutual respect among Core 

Team members as well as a motivating factor for membership. 

 In Time 1, the membership process was organic. Despite differing views 

regarding whether it was a positive or a negative process overall, the process brought 

together like-minded managers with a strong focus on developing management skills and 

a personal desire to improve the management capabilities within the department. Within 

the Core Team, a shared interest in management development enhanced the interaction 

among the members through sharing personal research on relevant topics, offering 

examples of best practices, and showing enthusiasm through shared knowledge and 

information during the meetings. The dynamic interaction in Time 1 was shaped by 

numerous exchanges and contributions from all Core Team members as they built upon 

ideas, suggestions, and decisions. 
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 In Time 2, the sharing of ideas and interests from all Core Team members was 

less frequent and less vibrant. Based on observations, the differences were that Core 

Team members rarely introduced personal research on relevant topics or shared examples 

of best practices with their colleagues, and although they listened politely during 

meetings, their contributions were limited. Without interviewing the new Core Team 

members in Time 2, it was difficult to assess the level of individual interest in 

management development. However, during the second interview of two Core Team 

members as part of the participant validation process of the initial findings (Merriam, 

2009; Youngs, 2013), one Core Team member commented that the new Core Team 

members shared a high level of interest in management development in Time 2, even if 

that interest was not evident through the researcher’s observations during the Core Team 

meetings. The situation of ‘newness’ in Time 2 forced the Core Team to develop new 

routines for interaction. 

 Routines. Established routines shaped the day-to-day practice of leadership 

(Spillane, 2010), along with other aspects of the situation that “serve as go-betweens in 

interactions among people. Leadership and management practices take shape in these 

interactions” (Spillane & Diamond, 2007, p. 10).  

 In Time 1, the Core Team met biweekly on the same day at the same time in the 

same meeting room. In the midst of busy and changing schedules, the regularity of the 

meeting time, day, and location were almost ‘taken for granted’ factors (Giddens, 1979) 

that helped to shape key aspects of the meeting (Spillane & Diamond, 2007) such as 

attendance and meeting flow. The Core Team regularly utilized agendas and meeting 

minutes to ensure that important information was shared throughout the team and that the 
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shared meeting time was well utilized. The recognized routines for Core Team meetings 

provided a consistency of time and space that allowed Core Team members to focus on 

decision-making, taking action to achieve the desired outcomes. These established 

routines shaped common patterns of communication and sanctioned behavior within the 

Core Team meetings. A management charter documented the mission, strategic 

objectives, guiding principles, roles and responsibilities, and metrics and was used as a 

framework for leadership practice. Within this communicated framework, Core Team 

members joined the Core Team with an enhanced shared understanding and willingness 

and desire to be actively involved.  

 In Time 2, most Core Team members were unaware of the routines that had been 

previously established, so the team was starting from the beginning. They were unable to 

maintain the regular meeting days and consistent times and locations, which created 

scheduling conflicts. The Core Team’s routines were created to accommodate multiple 

time zones, numerous locations, room changes, and different technological equipment. 

The frequency of a biweekly meeting remained the same as well as the use of an agenda, 

but the responsibility for meeting minutes was altered to rotate among members. In 

addition, the documented roles and responsibilities that were communicated through the 

management charter were not used and not immediately replaced. The expectations of 

Core Team members were unclear, and the participation of Core Team members during 

meetings varied.  

 Participation norms. Despite the existence of a traditional hierarchical structure 

within the department and the company, there was no evidence of hierarchy in the Core 

Team meetings in Time 1. Participation was equal and active, and all Core Team 
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members willingly shared the responsibility and the accountability for leadership practice 

within the program. Participation was part of the commitment, and through active 

participation Core Team members developed a level of trust and mutual respect that 

allowed them to count on each other. In this team of middle managers, no one individual 

had sole responsibility for decision making and program outcomes. The range of 

distribution (Spillane, 2006a), while not duplicated exactly for every leadership action, 

was shared broadly and consistently among the Core Team members.  

 The leadership practice within the team was a collective responsibility, with Core 

Team members contributing equally in the process. There were different types of 

participation within the Core Team. Spillane referred to three types of “arrangements of 

leadership responsibilities” (2006a, p. 38), and two of the three took place within the 

Core Team. In Time 1, the seven members of the Core Team interacted as equals, 

contributing based on their strengths, interests, and the needs of the team. There was also 

“division of labor,” especially when it came to administrative functions in Time 1. All 

members were committed to addressing complex and interdependent organizational goals 

through a collaborative effort.  

 The active participation of Core Team members was an established norm that 

emerged, creating a unique working environment for the Core Team. In Time 1, Core 

Team members provided their own oversight, and they modified behavior that deviated 

from the expectations, whether explicit or implicit. On the rare occasion when a Core 

Team member was assigned to a task versus volunteering, it was acknowledged and 

followed by an apology even if the task was graciously accepted. In one instance, when 

the task was assigned, a general request for additional help was sent via e-mail but there 
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was no reply. Two weeks later, when the Core Team members heard that no one had 

responded to the request for help, they were all quick to volunteer, as if embarrassed for 

having not done so earlier. 

 Looking for broader representation in Time 2, the gradual organic transition 

process of one or two members joining and departing from the Core Team per year was 

replaced with a planned identification of team members that resulted in more than 50% 

turnover of team members at one time. The 13 Core Team members became fragmented 

into two subgroups: a three-person inner circle that made decisions and took 

responsibility for the leadership practice and a nine-person ‘advisory group’ that provided 

feedback and served as a ‘focus group’ for new ideas. In Time 2, there was “co-

performance” (Spillane, 2006a) within the inner circle when the three members 

collaborated on leadership actions, and there might have also been rare occasions of 

“parallel performance” (Spillane, 2006a). While it was taken for granted that Core Team 

members would be expected to participate in Time 2, the level of participation was 

limited, as members were unsure of when and how to contribute and often waited to be 

invited to participate. Core Team members also arrived late and left meetings early 

without advanced notice. The type of participation was different. During the Core Team 

meetings, the members were asked for feedback and approval instead of making 

decisions and taking responsibility for specific tasks. The flow of the interaction was 

somewhat disjointed, and leadership practice became the responsibility of a few rather 

than the entire Core Team. While the dynamics and interactions changed throughout the 

study, the language during Core Team meetings was positive and supportive. 
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 Language. The supportive language used by Core Team members created a 

context for the discussion during Core Team meetings. In Time 1, the language was open 

and encouraged collaboration and an environment of equal participation and shared 

responsibility. Core Team members listened to each other with respect and showed 

receptivity through positive feedback, encouraging words, and supportive comments and 

remarks. Core Team members regularly used positive remarks and humor to encourage 

an active exchange of ideas and welcomed comments and contributions that promoted 

inclusion. There was a consistent and frequent use of positive language for 

acknowledgment and verbal feedback, further supporting active participation and mutual 

respect among Core Team members. As well, there was an articulated consciousness 

about incorporating fun into the process that engaged Core Team members and kept them 

involved in the discussions and leadership practice. The supportive language also 

reinforced the lack of conflict within the Core Team. They didn’t always agree with each 

other, but Core Team members regularly were supportive and built on each other’s ideas 

and suggestions. In an environment with undefined authority structures, Core Team 

members used indirect language when introducing new ideas or making comments so 

they did not come across as controlling or directing. 

 The language continued to be positive in Time 2, but the message had changed to 

one of exclusion. Core Team members became increasingly discouraged with being told 

repeatedly that everything was taken care of when they offered assistance. When asked 

for input on the Leadership Framework, team members were also told that senior 

leadership had already approved the framework. Core Team members were asked for 

input on topics for forums, and then their suggestions were not used and alternative topics 
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were presented. The words remained positive, including the humor, but the language that 

was used sent mixed messages that caused confusion. The interactions between Core 

Team members in Time 2 were fragmented and constrained, with three members 

becoming an informal ‘inner circle’ of authority separate from the remaining Core Team 

members.  

 Authority structures. Within the Core Team process in Time 1, the undefined 

authority structures and diffuse power among Core Team members were accepted and 

reinforced despite the existing hierarchical structure outside of the program. The 

departmental hierarchical levels were not evident and in fact, in Time 1, it was just the 

opposite. There was a strong sense of equality among members with recognition and 

respect for individual strengths and expertise and an accepted belief in the equal value of 

all members’ contribution. Within the Core Team, each member had an equal opportunity 

to exercise influence over the other Core Team members and the leadership practice. 

 There was very little discussion about hierarchy in Time 2, but gradually power 

emanated from a small inner circle of three Core Team members. The members of the 

Core Team did not have the same information, nor were they participating at the same 

level; thus, individual engagement depended heavily on whether the member was part of 

the inner circle or not. Decisions were being made before, after, and in between meetings; 

thus, any meaningful problem solving was handled outside of the Core Team meetings by 

a high-functioning inner circle of three Core Team members. As the inner circle steadily 

increased its responsibility for leadership practice, the involvement of the other Core 

Team members decreased. The other Core Team members appeared to ‘abdicate’ 

responsibility for leadership practices with little invested in the program, but at the same 
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time there was no conflict. The expectation of team participation decreased and the power 

of the inner circle was actively shared among its three members but not more broadly 

within the Core Team. 

 Over time, the inner circle exhibited increased confidence and accepted decision-

making responsibility and accountability, creating a concentrated power structure within 

the Core Team. The authority structure was not overtly declared but enacted through the 

strong positional power and resource power of the three inner circle members. Within the 

inner circle, there was a shared responsibility and mutual trust, especially between the 

coleaders, that fostered a strong relationship and influenced the overall interactions 

within the Core Team. In Time 2, the interaction within the Core Team meetings 

involved at least one of the three inner circle members and often was dominated by these 

three members. The inner circle requested feedback on work in progress or completed 

work and directed the flow of information. Core Team meetings were opportunities to 

seek approval and essentially were about ensuring that there was no disapproval. 

 Interestingly, the program leader remained the same person throughout the study, 

and his behaviors adjusted to the dynamics of interaction within the Core Team at the 

time. In Time 1, he was aligned with the expectation of collective responsibility that was 

enacted, and he participated as an equal member of the Core Team. However, in Time 2, 

the program leader was a key member of the inner circle, and he took responsibility along 

with his two colleagues directing the leadership practice. He confirmed in an interview 

that he was cognizant of the shift that took place in the interactions and that it related to 

the changes in the situation. 
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 The Core Team members enacted the distributed perspective of leadership 

through a combination of distinct but interdependent elements. The internal structuring of 

the Core Team’s process was created through Core Team members’ shared individual 

interest in management and leadership development and the success of the program as 

well as through their use of positive language and humor while establishing and creating 

routines, actively participating, and accepting ambiguous or informal authority structures. 

These findings were sustained and reinforced through the norm of reciprocity while being 

enabled through technology and influenced by the broader organizational goals to 

produce outcomes of leadership practice that then contributed to further evolution of the 

process.  

Conclusions and Discussion 

 This research study showed the fluid nature of distributed leadership over time 

and the reciprocal dynamic of interactions among members of the Core Team. A 

distributed perspective of leadership is not static, nor can it be switched on or off, but 

rather it is a process that coevolves and adapts to the circumstances of a situation. The 

changes in the context and the complexity of the relationships among Core Team 

members influenced the evolutionary process of leadership practice within the Core 

Team.  

 Working together to develop people management capabilities of IT managers and 

contributing to the improvement of overall organizational effectiveness within the 

department, a Core Team of professionals established a collective process that integrated 

the interactions of its members as well as the characteristics of their situation in the 

enactment of leadership practice. In addressing the guiding research question of this 
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study—How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the context of emerging 

social structuring in a self-managed team of professionals?—the patterns of interaction 

among the Core Team members during biweekly team meetings were examined, 

revealing three primary conclusions.  

Conclusion 1: Role of Context  

 The first conclusion of this study pertains to the importance of context in the 

distributed perspective of leadership and most directly responds to Research Question 1 

and 1(a). 

RQ1: How is distributed leadership manifested over time and space? 

RQ1(a): What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and 

its context-in-action?  

Denis, Langley, and Rouleau (2010) stated that “leadership is contextually 

situated and practically enacted” (p.76.) thus, an understanding of the concept of 

distributed leadership includes an awareness of context, both internal and external 

(Ensley et al., 2006). Context is the “nature of interactions and interdependencies among 

agents,” in which patterns must be considered over time (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 299). 

In a review of recent research studies of distributed leadership (Youngs, 2013), the 

importance of context was one of three meta-themes. Researchers have explored context 

in relation to distributed leadership in sectors such as education (Spillane, 2006a; Spillane 

& Diamond, 2007), health care (Denis et al., 2010), and professional services (Empson, 

2011) with a desire to understand the implications and influence of each particular 

organizational setting upon leadership practice. “The situation of leadership isn’t just the 

context within which leadership practice unfolds; it is the defining element of leadership 
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practice” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 4). The influence of context is an essential aspect of 

leadership as a dynamic phenomenon creating the conditions for distributed leadership to 

thrive as well as to deteriorate (Denis et al., 2010).  

 This research study took place within a corporate context. The study observed the 

interactions within a small professional team of IT managers, and it was the level of 

specificity that provided the richness of description for the study. Within the Core Team, 

the external structures of organizational goals and advanced technology enabled and 

constrained the manifestation of a distributed perspective of leadership. The role of 

context was central to the social process within the Core Team. As Spillane and Diamond 

(2007) argued, “Aspects of the situation are critical when it comes to understanding the 

practice of leading and managing” (p. 158). The organizational context created the 

external structures that shaped the internal leadership practices of the seven Core Team 

managers. When Core Team members worked within a clear context provided by 

organizational goals, the program was connected to the goals of the department and 

ultimately the company strategy. In both Time 1 and Time 2, Core Team members did 

not ‘decouple’ (Youngs, 2013) themselves from the context of their roles within the 

department, but sought to align their actions to the direction of the department so that 

both the emergent form of leadership and formal forms of leadership coexisted in 

alignment. 

 Within the corporate context, the focus of the program was on the topic of 

management development, and one Core Team member suggested that the content 

influenced the interaction and explained the lack of conflict among the Core Team. 

Although the topic of management development was described as important, he implied 
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that the results of the program were not controversial enough to cause conflict within the 

Core Team. It is difficult to determine the level of impact the topic had on the distributed 

leadership and whether it could be maintained in the same way with content that was 

viewed to have more serious implications for this team; however, in Empson’s (2011) 

study, the focus was on a critical incident involving potential job loss and salary 

reduction, and a distributed perspective of leadership was utilized and sustained. In that 

study, there was an inner circle of authority within a larger group that functioned with 

ambiguous authority structure, and members of the leadership team were able to directly 

challenge and reject each other’s proposal without significant conflict.  

 Through the lens of distributed leadership, context was also important in terms of 

the concept of time and space, as “leadership is something that evolves and manifests 

itself over time, interacting with its context” (Denis et al., 2010, p. 74). The 16 month 

duration of the study provided a longitudinal perspective and an opportunity to begin to 

explore the social process of distributed leadership over time. In the middle of this study, 

a corporate reorganization was implemented. During that timeframe, the corporate 

reorganization greatly influenced the leadership practice of the Core Team, showing the 

impact of a change process upon recognized patterns of social interaction among human 

agents situated in a specific time and space. The reorganization within the company was a 

strong external influence on the Core Team interaction, creating a context that was new, 

uncertain, and changing quickly. 

 During this period of significant change identified as Time 2, uncertainty 

increased and the structures within the Core Team process tightened. There was 

hesitation, doubt, and indecision. Many of the initial Core Team meetings in Time 2 were 
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devoted to planning and strategizing about the mission of the program and its fit with the 

new organization. In response to the high volume of changing factors in a relatively short 

timeframe, the intensity of connectivity among Core Team members decreased and the 

level of engagement decreased with it. It was difficult to maintain the high level of free-

flowing and open interaction within an unstable context. While distributed leadership is 

clearly possible during periods of change and can be an important factor in a change 

process (Empson, 2011; Spillane & Diamond, 2007), in this study, in order to sustain a 

distributed perspective of leadership over time, the interaction took on a different shape 

in response to a rapidly changing context.  

 Both Spillane (2006a) and Harris (2002) recognized the influence of time as a 

contextual factor for the distribution of leadership. Patterns of leadership change over 

time (Youngs, 2013), and this change was a factor during the Core Team meetings as 

leadership practice shifted in alignment with the contributions and participation of the 

Core Team members in attendance. By utilizing observations of leadership practice in 

addition to interviewing those whose leadership practice was observed, I gained greater 

insight into the temporal and spatial characteristics of a distributed perspective of 

leadership. Time was also a factor in the biweekly meetings that were connected or not, 

through agendas, meeting minutes, and in Time 2 in particular, through the problem-

solving and decision-making that took place among the inner circle Core Team members 

outside of the meeting times.  

 In today’s complex world, it is essential that space is created for alternative 

sources of leadership to emerge (Youngs, 2013). Without the high level of technology 

that was available, as a very practical matter, the Core Team could not have existed and 
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functioned as it did. The team depended on technology to overcome the physical 

boundaries that exist within the global company. Technology enabled real-time 

communication within a shared ‘virtual space’ that fostered interaction and an open 

exchange of ideas and feedback that helped to distribute the cognitive work of leadership 

(Spillane, 2010) among geographically dispersed Core Team members. Over time, even 

with the changes in technology and the challenges that caused delays, the high-functioning 

technology modulated a distributed perspective of leadership over time and space.  

 On a micro level, the context of physical space created by the meeting rooms 

became the setting for the interaction of Core Team members. When the physical space 

was consistent, the familiarity supported an ease of communication that encouraged a 

free-flowing discussion and collective interaction. Changes in the physical setting 

brought with them uncertainty and sometimes inconvenience, such as when using a space 

that was too small for the size of the team and when delays were experienced due to 

challenges with the technology. On a meso level, the geographical distances between the 

locations of Core Team members required technology to provide a real-time connection 

between them. The context of space was also an important issue on the macro level as it 

applied to the global economy, which was the one of the driving strategic factors behind 

the reorganization to create a global service department. The context of time and space 

were important elements of distributed leadership that created the opportunity for 

multiple people to meet, reflect, and build relationships. Context provided a structural 

input to leadership practice while relationships formed around the contribution of agents. 

Organizational goals and the available technology were instrumental in creating 

conditions for leadership action among the Core Team members. These conditions were, 
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however, largely out of the control of Core Team members who would respond to their 

influence and incorporate the external resources in the overall leadership practice of the 

team. Within the control and influence of the Core Team, members managed the 

interaction during Core Team meetings. 

Conclusion 2: Relational Dynamics of Social Structuring 

 The active practice of Core Team members as agents draws upon sources of 

external and internal structuring to enact leadership actions (Stones, 2005). Conclusion 2 

addresses Research Question 1(a) and 1(b). 

RQ1(a): What is the relationship between the distributed leadership in a team and 

its context-in-action? 

RQ1(b): What is the nature of the interactions of team agents in structural 

signification, domination, and legitimation? 

As Orlikowski (1992) stated, “Human action creates and recreates three 

fundamental elements of social interaction: meaning, power and norms” (p.404). The acts 

of meaning creation and power and norm establishment together reflect Giddens’ macro 

structures of signification, domination, and legitimation and influence the interdependent 

interactions of leadership practice. In this study, the distributed perspective of leadership 

was manifested through the strength of communication combined with the presence of 

established norms and diffused power. “Leadership emerges, shifts, changes and flows 

around organizations as leaders and others engage in everyday activities, interpret the 

meaning and consequences of prior actions and engage in further action” (Denis et al., 

2010, p. 72). Through a strong shared understanding of purpose and meaning, a 

framework and foundation for taking action and making decisions was constructed within 

175 



 

the Core Team. The norms of active participation and reciprocity, supportive language, 

and established routines combined with high levels of individual accountability and an 

acceptance of ambiguous authority structures within the collective supported the social 

process of distributed leadership among Core Team members. 

 A shared interest in management development reinforced the mutual respect and 

trust among Core Team members. Trust was one of three meta-themes identified by 

Youngs (2013) in his review of distributed leadership research from 2003 to 2011. The 

supportive network of relationships (Edwards, 2011) among Core Team members in 

Time 1 helped them engage in collaborative problem-solving to achieve results (Youngs, 

2013) and created a sense of belonging (Edwards, 2011; Empson, 2011) to something 

important that transcended the roles and hierarchy that existed in the formal structure of 

the department. Core Team members believed in the value of management development 

and respected and admired each other’s commitment to the program.  

 In Time 1, membership within the Core Team began through a gradual and 

voluntary process that served as a “social control mechanism” (Empson, 2011), bringing 

together a collection of like-minded people who cared deeply about the topic of 

management development. Through the organic membership process, the Core Team 

embraced a strong sense of belonging that encouraged members to contribute freely but 

also recognized and valued the participation of others without jeopardizing the 

cohesiveness of the group (Empson, 2011). A casual easiness that included a consistent 

back-and-forth conversation and free-flowing discussion sustained multidirectional 

influence relationships (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Leadership as a social process focuses on 

relationships among individuals that develop through interaction and exchange sequences 

176 



 

(Uhl-Bien, 2006). In this study, the strong relational component created over time 

through participative membership on the Core Team influenced the interaction and 

exchange among members that produced outcomes that were then part of the foundation 

for future actions. Scribner et al. (2007) saw the relationship among individual members 

as the space where leadership actions emerged. In this study, there was a high level of 

cohesiveness (Denis et al., 2010) among members in Time 1 as well as a trust and a 

mutual respect for each individual and for the talents and expertise that he or she shared 

within the team.  

 The second meta-theme of Youngs’ (2013) review was organizational 

management processes, referring to collaborative decision-making. Leadership is a 

“fundamentally social-relational process of organizational design and change” (Uhl-Bien, 

2006, p. 661). Through a distributed perspective of leadership, the Core Team members 

made decisions within a limited timeframe to meet deadlines, without one individual 

solely directing the leadership practice. Even with ambiguous authority structures and ‘no 

one person in charge,’ there was no appearance of decision-making avoidance. While the 

decision-making and the work of the program were completed efficiently during the Core 

Team meetings in Time 1, during Time 2, the work was completed outside of Core Team 

meetings by the inner circle, who made decisions and took action in advance so that 

during the Core Team meetings the attention was on reviewing completed work. In Time 

2, because the majority of Core Team members were new to the process, they were 

unaware of any previously established norms. The direction for the program was unclear 

and as a result the focus was on determining direction and establishing an approach for 

the future. As a result of the unconfirmed purpose and unknown processes, making even 
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the smallest decision was belaboured in Time 2. Interestingly, in Time 1, the Core 

Team’s responsibilities were all-encompassing; they took care of the big decisions such 

as topic selection and resource identification as well as all the logistics and the smaller 

decisions such as the choice of food provided at breaks. They were very conscious of a 

tight budget. In Time 2, there was more time for the big decisions because much of the 

logistics were taken care of by Coleader A and outside resources, yet fewer decisions 

were made by the whole Core Team. There was also a much larger budget. 

 Spillane (2006a) identified the development stage of a school or the school’s 

leadership team as an influential factor in the distribution of leadership. In this study, the 

development stage of the Core Team impacted the interaction and responsiveness of the 

members due to a strong familiarity with each other and the Core Team process. Spillane 

also explored how leadership was distributed either by design, default, or crisis, pointing 

out that “the distribution of leadership among leaders evolves over time as individuals get 

to know one another’s skills and weaknesses, develop trust, and create working 

relationships that contribute to the distribution of leadership” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 42). 

This was the case within the Core Team in Time 2. The inner circle worked closely 

together and developed partnerships that influenced the distribution of tasks and 

responsibilities among themselves based on skill and expertise; however, the strength in 

the relationship of the inner circle came at the expense of the involvement of the broader 

Core Team.  

 As a consequence of the many changes that occurred during the reorganization, 

the strong supportive relationships that existed within the Core Team in Time 1 also 

changed. In Time 2, a circle of collaborators (Denis et al., 2010) emerged to form an 
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inner circle (Empson, 2011) of three Core Team members. The other Core Team 

members resembled invited guests rather than partners and collaborators. The interactions 

and exchanges among Core Team members in Time 2 were distant, and the previously 

high level of shared interest and commitment was not evident. In respect for the claimed 

authority of the inner circle, Core Team members responded to questions and provided 

feedback but did not actively participate. The Core Team moved from a leadership 

practice that thrived on shared meaning and supportive norms in Time 1 to a leadership 

practice based predominantly on power relationships in Time 2. Lichtenstein et al. (2006) 

stated that “leadership is an emergent event, an outcome of relational interactions among 

agents” (p. 2), and the relationships among the broader Core Team members in Time 2 

were disconnected and fragmented. The distributed perspective of leadership that was 

revealed stemmed from the close relationship among the inner circle members.  

The themes of signification, domination, and legitimation are isolated purely for 

analytical purposes (Giddens, 1979); in reality, the schemes are interdependent and 

difficult to separate. Since they are interlinked, it is difficult to discuss one without the 

other. In Time 1 of this study, elements of signification and legitimation outweighed the 

structure of domination. There was a strong communication and understanding of the 

meaning and purpose of the program and an acceptance of established participation 

norms without the typical power structure of hierarchy and positional power that come 

into play in the majority of corporate environments. Within traditional leadership 

theories, a strong hierarchical command-and-control structure usually prevails; however, 

the significance of the role of power in the enactment of a distributed perspective of 

leadership within the Core Team was the diffusion or absence of power struggles. The 
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team of seven managers interacted without hierarchy or acknowledgment of formal roles 

or structure that existed within the broader department. Power and influence were widely 

distributed, with the coexistence of authority and ‘symbolic power’ (Youngs, 2013). 

Within the Core Team process, authority relationships and power structures were 

informal and undefined. The ambiguous authority structures emerged within the internal 

structures of the Core Team, exposing the important role of limited structural domination 

and diffused power.  

 However, in Time 2, the power relationships bear resemblance to Empson’s 

(2011) study in a professional services firm where power was concentrated within an 

inner circle whose existence was unofficial but also uncontested. Although our studies 

differ in context and my study examined the interactions of leadership at a different 

management level within the organization, the characteristics of the inner circle were 

similar to those in Empson’s study (2011). Within the Core Team in Time 2, low levels 

of signification and legitimation were matched with growing domination from the 

members of the inner circle who asserted themselves and applied their external 

responsibilities to the Core Team process and program results. According to Yukl (2006), 

“Power is a dynamic variable that changes as conditions change” (p. 146). The 

concentration of authority within the inner circle and the pattern of inner circle members 

completing work and making decisions outside of Core Team meetings divided the Core 

Team members into two different “teams.”  

 In Time 2, a senior executive was the program sponsor, and he attended most 

Core Team meetings; a formal manager-employee relationship was also a part of the 

team. Although the power relationship appeared to be balanced within the inner circle, a 
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hierarchy with informal authority structures emerged within the Core Team and 

influenced the interaction among members and the relationships within the team. The 

concentration of power in Time 2 among the three Core Team members also repeatedly 

shifted the responsibility to those same three people over time. They began directing the 

results—subtly at first by sharing their preferences when others had not had the time to 

think about a topic or a question and more overtly over time, as they guided the 

discussions and confirmed decisions until their direction became the accepted norm. In 

most cases, there was some back and forth between the coleaders but with little input 

from others, and then a decision was finalized. The interaction within the Core Team 

meetings flowed to and from the inner circle, with the inner circle driving the process of 

decision-making and leadership practice within the Core Team. 

 In Time 2, the inner circle’s positional power provided access to resources that 

were previously not available, and that became a source of pride and personal power. The 

forums were held in the company’s largest meeting space, which required special 

permission to reserve due to the limited availability of the most advanced technology and 

other competing organizational needs. An external consultant was hired to facilitate a 

forum at a cost in the realm of $10,000. Forums were catered, providing breakfast and/or 

lunch to participants. While specific budget numbers were not shared, the contrast with 

Time 1 was stark. Rather than purchase food through the corporate catering service, 

which was expensive, in Time 1 individual Core Team members shopped at local 

discount stores for healthy snacks. They did not provide lunch or hire external consultants 

but rather facilitated the forums either themselves or recruited company employees to 

participate. For example, the creation of a video for a forum in Time 1 utilized an 
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inexpensive video program that was purchased online; the filming was done by a Core 

Team member, and IT managers were recruited as actors. 

 Throughout this study, one person was never solely in charge, even though the 

Core Team was embedded within a hierarchically structured department. The Core Team 

functioned with no hierarchy in Time 1 and limited hierarchy in Time 2. In Time 1, 

within the participative setting of the Core Team meetings, the identified program leader 

was not the decision-maker but rather an equal actor on the team. In addition to being a 

team member like the others, he organized team meetings and scheduled forums, updated 

information and communications within the Core Team, and acted as a liaison with others 

in the department. The program leader embraced the diffusion of power and ambiguous 

authority structures and did not engage in directing leadership action. The Core Team 

made decisions and took action together. As with the study of Mehra et al. (2006), 

The coordinator positioned themselves as an equal to the others in the group. This 
suggests that the wider distribution of leadership across a group could contribute 
to effective teamwork provided there is some degree of co-ordination where those 
with positional authority choose to position themselves in a role similar to others 
in the group. (Youngs, 2013, p. 13) 

There was an expressed equality among the Core Team members and a diffusion of 

power that was reinforced by trust and mutual respect. The Core Team’s process in Time 

1 was characterized by diffused authority and limited power relationships (Denis et al., 

2010).  

 Interestingly, the program leader was the same person throughout the study. Yet 

as an inner circle member in Time 2, he embraced the power structure of the inner circle 

that controlled the interaction within the Core Team meetings and led to changed roles, 

new routines, and different expectations of participation. In Time 2, the program leader 
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became an active part of the inner circle that directed the strategic action of the Core 

Team. Officially, Director A was responsible for the program in Time 2. The ‘coleaders’ 

were not more senior in the hierarchy of the new department and in fact, in the case of 

one coleader, the opposite was true, but since the work of the Core Team was seen as part 

of her job responsibility, she held positional power that was confirmed by her manager, 

Director A, who was also a member of the Core Team. Coleader A took ownership of all 

logistical tasks and any other tasks that she felt were within her expertise and was quick 

to do the work without asking for assistance from other Core Team members and usually 

before anyone else even identified the task or could offer.  

 Leadership as dialectic and the suggested tensions (Denis et al., 2010) that are 

common in new organizational dynamics (Huffington et al., 2004) did not appear in this 

study. What was most notable was the absence of conflict. Despite the concentration of 

power within the inner circle, it was not a source of conflict within the Core Team. As the 

researcher, I observed a few instances of very minor tensions, but these were readily 

minimized by humor and positive language. Core Team members were mindful of the 

language that they used during meetings and the regular use of indirect language and 

humor diffused any comments or inputs that might have been perceived as directing or 

authoritative. There was no conflict during the 16 months that I observed the Core Team. 

Even when the relationships changed, there was still no conflict. It appeared that Core 

Team members outside of the inner circle were disengaged or withdrawing before any 

conflict could even begin. When Core Team members in Time 1 were asked during 

individual interviews about how they resolved conflict, they couldn’t recall a time when 
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they had had conflict. They offered no clear explanation as to why there was no conflict, 

although they did share that their mutual respect for each other could have been a factor. 

 The strength of their relationships was a likely contributor. Empson (2011) 

connected strong social embeddedness to minimizing conflict. Empson identified social 

embeddedness or a deep relationship of trust and “intuitive working relationships” 

(Gronn, 2002) as contributors to achieving concertive action (Empson, 2011; Gronn, 

2002). Empson also saw these as “integrating mechanisms for maintaining strategic and 

organizational alignment and for resolving the challenges inherent in achieving decisive 

action within an ambiguous authority structure” (2011, p. 10). In addition, she addressed 

the assumption that the preference for harmonious conflict resolution might lead to 

conflict avoidance and by consequence inaction, but that was not the case in her study 

(Empson, 2011), nor was that the case in this study. Even if there was a preference for no 

conflict, Core Team members were not inhibited towards action.  

Conclusion 3: The Norm of Reciprocity 

By its very nature, distributed leadership has the capacity to be a mutually 

reinforcing process of leadership. Within the findings, the norm of reciprocity was 

included as one example of the participation norms that the Core Team embraced within 

their internal process. However, due to its role in sustaining internal structures, I have 

highlighted its contribution in direct response to the second research question:  

RQ2: How do these interactions contribute to the norms of reciprocation among 

team members? 

MacBeath (2005) saw reciprocity as a key concept in the culture of distributed 

leadership. As internal structures of the leadership process in Time 1, the five findings of 
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shared interest, established routines, active participation, supportive language, and 

ambiguous authority structures were the basis for leadership practices among Core Team 

members. These internal structures were sustained by reciprocal actions. Within the Core 

Team, the distributed interactions among members were strengthened through the shared 

expectation of give and take in equal measure. In Time 1, there was a balance of 

exchange and “expectations about reciprocity and equity in exchanges” (Yukl, 2006, p. 

158). The relationship between Core Team members was a continued exchange of ideas 

and feedback as trust was given and received, building and creating more trust over time 

that shaped a shared and collective responsibility among Core Team members for the 

practice of leadership and reinforced a sense that they were ‘in it together’ as a team with 

ownership of and pride in the outcomes. There was a level of mutual respect among Core 

Team members that underlined their collective responsibility for the process and the 

outcomes of the program. This respect fueled their collaboration and ignored the 

hierarchy that existed in the department. There was reciprocation of action as Core Team 

members utilized similar positive language and humor, reinforced and maintained 

established routines, and abided by informal norms of attendance and sanctioned 

expectations of participation. The norm of reciprocity sustained dynamic interaction 

among Core Team members during Time 1. 

 The Core Team meetings were a consistent display of instances of ‘quid pro quo’ 

actions among members that were manifested in respect for individual expertise and 

contribution. Core Team members encouraged and supported the sharing of views and 

ideas through active listening and recognition. There was an equal sharing of tasks as 

well as an equal contribution to leadership practice. This “reciprocity denotes the 
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influence of two or more parties on one another and it occurs in a manner akin to a 

virtuous cycle or zigzagging spiral” resulting in “accumulated effects of successive 

phases of influence” (Gronn, 2002, p. 431). Adhering to the norm of reciprocity, Core 

Team members embraced the “notion of giving and giving back in return of equal value” 

(Gouldner, 1960). 

Core Team members could be described as conjoint agents. As a distinctive 

characteristic of distributed leadership (Gronn, 2002; Woods et al., 2004), conjoint 

agency describes an internal process of interpersonal synergy and a reciprocal influence 

that is both internal and external in its effects (Gronn, 2002; Mehra et al., 2006). “In their 

relations with their organizational peers, who attribute leadership to them as focal units, 

conjoint agents both influence colleagues and are influenced by them in return” (Gronn, 

2002, p. 431). In Time 1, Core Team members valued and recognized each other for their 

contributions and showed appreciation for their colleagues and the collaborative process 

of interaction. A similar reciprocity was evident in Time 2, but limited to the inner circle 

rather than seen throughout the Core Team. 

 In Time 2, there was a gradual but steady shifting of responsibility and leadership 

action to the three members of the inner circle. The relationships within the inner circle 

were strong; the three recognized each other’s strengths and experience when 

determining roles and assigning tasks; had an accountability to be responsible for the 

leadership practice; and had increased give and take. The norm of reciprocity was very 

much a sustainable factor in the continued building of trust among the three inner circle 

members. They shared information, complimented each other publicly, confirmed or 

agreed with each other’s comments, and built on ideas and suggestions, often finishing 
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each other’s sentences or thoughts. The patterns of positive interaction among the inner 

circle were strongly reciprocated.  

 Within the Core Team internal process, the findings shaped the leadership 

practice of the inner circle in Time 2, influencing the interaction in a way that created 

unity within the inner circle but fragmented entities within the Core Team. The initial 

request for contribution from all Core Team members in Time 2 was the identification of 

possible forum topics. Ignoring any of the results that had come from that work, new 

topics were later presented for approval. The inner circle continued to request feedback 

from Core Team members, but the uncertainty of the larger departmental situation 

created uncertainty within the Core Team that tightened the relationships between the 

inner circle and as a byproduct began to exclude other Core Team members. Core Team 

members were initially participative. One Core Team member offered multiple times to 

help but was politely but repeatedly refused. The refusal then led to hesitancy among 

Core Team members to offer to participate, so the give and take among the Core Team 

lessened, while the expectation of action within the inner circle increased. It appeared 

that the inner circle had greater access or understanding of the new department goals that 

might impact the program, which also enhanced their ability to take action. 

 In Time 2, the balance of exchange was unequal within the Core Team, and some 

members were unsure how they could contribute. Many were unaware of the previously 

established routines and brought with them their own unique understandings and 

expectations of the program. The two members who remained on the Core Team from 

Time 1 were either unable to sustain or unwilling to maintain the established routines, 

thus indirectly contributing to the uncertainty and the identified need to rebuild the 
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program, which resulted in repeated efforts to gain clarity and a shared purpose. Without 

a clear mission, participation levels varied and expectations were unarticulated or 

misunderstood. 

 The request for participation from Core Team members became more controlled 

and specific, and the inner circle began doing much of the work in between the Core 

Team meetings rather than during the Core Team meetings. As Core Team members’ 

hesitancy to participate grew, the inner circle took on more of the leadership 

responsibility and made more decisions. This created fragmented entities within the Core 

Team and a disorientation that was reinforced by language that created mixed messages 

for Core Team members regarding their role and their participation in the program. While 

much of the language was supportive and encouraging, the circumstances surrounding the 

use of language discouraged participation. For example, despite the request for feedback, 

no time was provided to give feedback, or in the case of the new logo and the tagline, the 

presentation of choices for a new tagline was deemed a consensus decision before 

everyone had actually agreed.  

 As the input from other Core Team members decreased, the inner circle took on 

more responsibility for the leadership practice, and the expectation for substantial 

feedback decreased. The general Core Team members received very little and in turn 

gave very little to the process. If there was any frustration or misaligned expectations, it 

wasn’t apparent during the Core Team meetings; the Core Team members continued to 

be respectful of each other without expressing concern. Core Team members were asked 

to review a recommended external website and to provide comments on the external 

group’s annual leadership session, yet some Core Team members were not able to access 
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the website. Only one Core Team member had attended the session and shared her 

experience, and the others refrained from commenting. 

 During the Core Team meetings, the back-and-forth interaction regarding 

decisions was restricted to the inner circle members, especially since it appeared that they 

were fully versed on the decisions. As this continued, the other Core Team members were 

polite but distant. They asked fewer questions, limited their comments, and in general 

waited before speaking even if feedback was requested. More and more of the leadership 

practice was taken in between meetings, with decisions being made by the inner circle. 

What was missing in Time 2 was the ‘space in between’ the interaction, where the 

process of leadership practice emerged. It might have existed within the inner circle 

outside of the Core Team meetings as they developed close working relationships, but 

that kind of connection was not present within the Core Team in Time 2. 

 The relations were weak among the other members of the Core Team. Their 

interactions were infrequent and inconsistent. Core Team members were respectful but 

generally not involved with each other and had only limited engagement with the inner 

circle. This new pattern of interaction became the accepted norm, and Core Team 

members recognized and accepted the authority of the inner circle. Thus, the fragmented 

relations between the Core Team members increased as agents drew upon these structures 

to enact leadership actions.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Each level of analysis presents challenges and sacrifices benefits of the other level 

(Denis et al., 2010). This focused qualitative study sought to capture a rich description of 

leadership practice within a specific situation; however, the sacrifice was the limited 
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transferability of the findings and conclusions. This study adds to the empirical research 

in a corporate context, but because it is based on only one small team within one 

organization, it is difficult to apply generalizability outside of this department. Spillane 

(2006a, p. 36) pointed out that his research on schools showed that the distributed 

perspective of leadership depended on many factors such as school type and school size, 

and similarly that would likely be the case within the corporate world. 

 For the sake of manageability and thoroughness, the study focused on one small 

team with strong research boundaries around that team, but in reality it is difficult to 

isolate a micro-level team when it is so heavily interdependent within the broader 

department and company. The interplay between the Core Team and department would 

have contributed an understanding of the broader context and of the actions and 

interactions that might be influential but are unknown, given that they occurred outside 

the boundaries of the Core Team meetings (Denis et al., 2010).  

 Another limitation of the study relates to the internal structure. Within Stones’ 

(2005) theory of strong structuration, the element of general-dispositional structures or 

habitus was not fully captured within this research. General dispositions are transposable 

skills or dimensions that exist within a ‘taken-for-granted’ and unnoticed state (Stones, 

2005). The interviews of Core Team members in Time 1 provided some insight into their 

individual interests and perspectives, specifically in the area of management 

development, but the interview questions did not address all aspects of members’ general 

dispositions due to the need to establish a reasonable scope for the research. With the 

unexpected large number of new members in Time 2, interviews were not held with all 

the new Core Team members, and therefore their level of interest and personal 
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motivation were not known. In one of the two validation interviews, an interviewee 

shared his view that the level of interest in management development was high in Time 2, 

despite the researcher’s having observed little application of that interest. 

 Considering the study’s conclusion that a distributed perspective of leadership is 

fluid in nature, a longer study would prove to be interesting. Even though the study 

followed two distinct timeframes over 16 months, that period represented only a snapshot 

of a longer process of a Core Team that began in 2004 and continued to exist after the 

study ended. It would be interesting to understand the longer-term ebb and flow of a 

distributed perspective of leadership in this case from the start of the program and how it 

continued.  

Implications for Theory, Research, and Practice 

Implications for Theory 

 With increased empirical research, the understanding and application of a 

distributed perspective of leadership is further developed and expanded. Building on 

existing theory, this study offers insight on the dynamic nature of distributed leadership 

in relation to traditional theories of leadership and explores the relationship between 

distributed leadership and social structuring.  

Dynamic nature of distributed leadership. The Core Team members manifested 

a distributed perspective of leadership through collective interactive processes. Based on 

the literature and the characteristics of Spillane’s definition of distributed leadership 

(2006a; Spillane et al., 2004), I believe that the leadership practices exhibited by the Core 

Team were reflective of the theory and sought to understand what was beneath the 

appearance of a distributed perspective of leadership. Initially, my assumption was that 

191 



 

distributed leadership was a dualism (Gronn, 2002) and that it either existed or it did not 

exist. Once the empirical research began, I considered the process of leadership as 

shifting points along a continuum. Gronn (2002) expanded on this idea and identified two 

end points on a continuum rather than a hard and fast dualism (p. 427). Using a 

continuum with the theoretical end points of one formal leader versus a widely dispersed 

leadership, MacBeath (2005) similarly viewed distributed leadership in educational 

leadership as a developmental sequence.  

 Upon deeper analysis, my conclusion is that there is a fluid nature to distributed 

leadership (Edwards, 2011) and that it can shift over time (Youngs, 2013). Furthermore, 

“capturing these shifts and understanding the past are important components that help 

identify why distributed forms of leadership can exist in organizations in different ways” 

(Youngs, 2013, p. 17). What was most interesting and unanticipated was the fact that 

leadership is not static (Kellerman, 2012) and distributed leadership did not exist in an 

absolute state but rather was coevolving in various degrees as a ‘lifecycle’ in response to 

the situation and thus also influencing the situation at the same time, which in turn 

influenced the prevalence of distributed leadership. The dynamic nature of the 

phenomenon coevolved as a different type or form of distributed leadership (Mehra et al., 

2006) that could be argued to ‘fit’ the needs of the situation. These coevolving dynamics 

were recognized by one Core Team member who was one of the two members on the 

team throughout the study. During a second interview, he acknowledged the difference 

between Time 1 and Time 2 and his own adjusted behaviors while attributing them to the 

new organization and changes in the situation.  
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Distributed leadership as collective responsibility and fragmented entities. 

Although this study was not originally designed with two distinct times, the impact of a 

corporate reorganization provided a unique opportunity to compare Time 1 and Time 2. 

In Time 1, a theme of collective responsibility prevailed, with distributed leadership 

practice enacted through patterns of shared accountability as the Core Team equally 

directed the discussion, made decisions, allocated resources, guided conversations, and 

solved problems. There was no recognized hierarchy within the Core Team, and the 

authority was broadly distributed among all Core Team members, encouraging 

collaborative working relationships. As agents, each member of the Core Team was 

networked with each other. Members communicated with the other members, introducing 

new ideas, making comments and suggestions, and providing feedback to the other Core 

Team members. The interactions flowed freely without a ‘center of control,’ as shown in 

Figure 5.1. In Time 1, the role of influence as a form of power (Naim, 2013) was broadly 

distributed among Core Team members. 

 

 
Figure 5.1. Flow of interaction in Time 1. 
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 Shaped by the dynamic of power, within the specific situation of Time 2, 

leadership was acquired by three inner circle Core Team members, changing the structure 

of authority. The change was gradual at first. The Core Team began with 12 managers 

who were brought together to further the goals of organizational effectiveness. However, 

authority was eventually concentrated within a small subset of three Core Team members 

rather than more broadly throughout the team, as was the case in Time 1. The 

responsibility for the leadership practice was then no longer shared throughout the entire 

Core Team but rather was distributed among the three inner circle members. The inner 

circle of decision makers influenced the flow of the conversation as they addressed Core 

Team members individually and guided the overall direction of the program and the Core 

Team meeting process. They regularly initiated action that included directing the 

conversation and discussion; making decisions about topic selection, budgets, and the use 

of external resources; allocating resources; and influencing program direction. The 

majority of the work of the Core Team was completed by the inner circle, usually outside 

of Core Team meetings. Ultimately, the inner circle took full responsibility for the 

program outcomes. In Time 2, the Core Team members rarely addressed each other 

during meetings; rather, comments and discussion flowed via one of the members of the 

inner circle as the focal point. The ideas, suggestions, and decisions were captured within 

a central area of control, as illustrated in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2. Flow of interaction in Time 2. 
 
 
 In Time 2, the centralization of authority within the inner circle significantly 

contributed to the dissipation of collective responsibility within the entire Core Team. 

While there remained a collaborated distribution of leadership practice among the three 

inner circle members (Spillane, 2006a, p. 60), the other 10 members of the Core Team 

were, over time, subtly discouraged and excluded from taking part in the leadership 

action. This created fragmented entities within the Core Team that were sustained by the 

increasing power and authority of the inner circle. The Core Team in Time 2 was a 

fractured entity with increased centralized control and an informal hierarchy that created 

different levels of participation, contribution, and responsibility. The emergent patterns of 

a distributed perspective of leadership from Time 1 and Time 2 are described in Table 5.2. 

 
Table 5.2 
Emergent Patterns of Distributed Leadership 
 Time 1 Time 2 
Pattern of 
distributed 
leadership 

Collective responsibility: All team 
members were accountable with a 
sense of shared responsibility and 
pride for the process and the results. 
Members had a combined ownership 
and took unified action within 
meetings. 

Fragmented entities: The team was larger, 
and a small subgroup owned the process 
and the results, while other team members 
offered feedback and suggestions upon 
request. The meeting process was focused 
on reviewing and updating finalized work 
that was completed between meetings. 
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 Both Time 1 and Time 2 displayed a form of distributed leadership with the 

leadership practice “constructed in the interactions between leaders, followers, and their 

situations” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 26); however, in Time 2, the shift in domination 

outweighed the combined aspects of signification and legitimation and shaped a reduced 

perspective of distributed leadership that did not engage the entire Core Team. The 

impact of the inner circle’s increasing power overwhelmed the interactive processes of 

the Core Team, while the decreased understanding of the purpose of the program and the 

lack of established norms further supported the fragmentation.  

 Although the data collected were presented in two distinct time frames that I 

referred to as Time 1 and Time 2, there was a coevolutionary nature to the leadership 

practice in response to change. Both Core Teams embraced distributive elements in their 

leadership practice and exhibited collective interactions between members of a team and 

the aspects of their situation. The changes in the internal structure highlighted how a 

distributed perspective of leadership can evolve within the context of emerging social 

structuring in a self-managed team of professionals. 

Distributed leadership and social structuring. Leadership is one example of 

agents’ explicit action (Schwandt, 2007). A distributed perspective of leadership is the 

relationship of social influence that is shaped by the patterns of interaction among agents 

or members of an organization and their situation (Spillane, 2006a). These interactions 

shape both the context and future actions, over time creating collective structural patterns 

that include what has been traditionally called leadership behaviors, challenging the 

traditional leadership paradigm (Schwandt, 2007). Since structuring is present in all 

interactions, the goal is to recognize the emergent structuring that is inherent in social 
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interactions. One of the ways that structuring is revealed is through leadership actions, 

such as acts of direction and order (Schwandt, 2007). Distributed leadership evolves from 

multiple modes of structuring (Schwandt, 2007) and the interactive patterns that emerge. 

Social structuring is the reciprocal interplay between structure and agents’ actions that 

then influences future structuring and future actions.  

As Schwandt (2007) stated, “When individual agents interact with each other, or 

with objects in their environment, each action potentially alters both the context and 

nature of the proceeding actions” (p. 6). Leadership as a social process is embedded 

within social structuring. The Core Team was embedded within a hierarchical 

organization, and even with the differences between distributed leadership and traditional 

leadership theories, the fluidity and flexibility of a distributed perspective of leadership 

allowed for the coexistence of both approaches to leadership. 

A distributed perspective of leadership and traditional leadership theories. A 

gradual distribution of power, authority, and influence over time has transformed patterns 

of dominance and deference that will permanently change leadership—to the point where 

“by the end of the twentieth century, leading by commanding and controlling was dead 

and gone, and leading by cooperating and collaborating was famously in fashion” 

(Kellerman, 2012, p. 31). There has been a shift in the balance of power between leaders 

and followers. “Power and influence have continued to devolve from top down—those at 

the top having less power and influence; those in the middle and at the bottom have 

more” (Kellerman, 2012, p. xviii). In addition to power shifts and the dispersement of 

power among many players, Naim (2013) contended that power is decaying and that the 

decay is accelerating: “Power is easier to get, harder to use—and easier to lose” (p. 2). 
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These changes in power significantly alter the role of the leader in organizations, as 

Kellerman (2012) pointed out: 

At a moment in history when the leader is so obviously weakened, or tarnished, or 
in some other way relatively disabled; and when what happens in the world at 
large is so obviously consequential; and when so many followers are not in the 
least inclined actually to follow, the traditional view of the “leader”, the 
suggestion that “the leader” is all-important is simply passé. (p. 65) 

Changes in power force organizations to seriously consider alternative perspectives of 

leadership. 

Implications for Future Research  

This study contributes to the current research on collective leadership processes, 

with a focus specifically on how a distributed perspective of leadership is manifested 

within a corporate context. The study examined the interactions of a professional team 

within the IT department of a Fortune 500 financial services corporation. While studies of 

distributed leadership exist in multiple contexts, such as the e-business environment 

(Brown & Gioia, 2002), health care (Denis et al., 2010), tourism (Benson & Blackman, 

2011), professional services firms (Empson, 2011), and the social movement (Brown & 

Hosking, 1986), there has been a heavy emphasis of research in the education field 

(Edwards, 2011; Scribner et al., 2007; Spillane, 2006a; Youngs, 2013). A strengthening 

of the perspective of distributed leadership as a sustainable concept reinforces the need 

for empirical investigation in a way that is “contextually driven” (Edwards, 2011) across 

differing organizations and in sectors other than education and in particular the private 

sector (Edwards, 2011). The expanded context addresses the question of transferability 

and generalizability (Youngs, 2013). 
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 Secondly, it was somewhat surprising in this study, to learn that there was a lack 

of conflict within both Time 1 and Time 2. In Time 1, when specifically asked about how 

the Core Team resolved conflict, each Core Team member replied that there was no 

conflict. I also did not observe any conflict in the Core Team meetings that I attended. 

Empson’s (2011) explanation that conflict is minimized by social embeddedness might 

be applicable in this study, but future studies on the relationship between a distributed 

perspective of leadership and the issue of conflict and conflict resolution would be 

interesting.  

 A saturation of data from 23 Core Team meetings observed over a total period of 

16 months influenced the decision to examine data on a meso level with a focus on the 

team; however, there is an opportunity to explore the rich data on a micro level and 

specifically to highlight key aspects of the dialogue and the role of language as a 

structuring mechanism.  

 A fourth implication for theory is the opportunity to find out more about the 

general disposition of team members and how the environment of the department and/or 

company was reflected within the Core Team and might have influenced the interaction. 

This topic could be something that would enhance a future study. Through relevant 

interview questions or broader observations, it could be possible to find out more about 

the general dispositions of the participants. It would also be interesting to observe and 

interview these same members in a different context to compare the interactions within 

another team that is in the same department. This would allow for a determination of 

what stayed the same and a clarification of the characteristics of the Core Team that were 

unique and those that were a common function within the department.  
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 Another possibility for future research would be to study the area of change in 

relationship to the sustainability of a distributed perspective of leadership. The Core 

Team has been in existence since 2004 and, in those years, the leadership practice has 

evolved but was maintained.  

 The evolution of the program and the team’s continued influence and impact on 

the department over time would be an interesting topic for study on the reciprocal nature 

of a distributed perspective of leadership. The distributed perspective of leadership was 

able to handle change over time; however, the question of how much change a team 

could handle would be interesting. 

Implications for Practice 

 At a time when there is a crisis of confidence in those in charge, resulting in low 

levels of trust in leaders in government and business (Kellerman, 2012), collective 

leadership processes are not only viable but can be advantageous for organizations to 

succeed moving forward. While this study represented only one case, it was done in 

response to the general need for more studies on “the actual doing of leadership in 

complex settings” (Denis et al., 2010, p. 81). A better understanding of the ‘how’ aspect 

of practicing distributed leadership has the impact of making this form of leadership more 

readily and easily considered and applied within organizations. 

 There are some important implications for practice as organizations embrace a 

distributed perspective of leadership. Specifically, aspects surrounding the membership 

process, team size, the role of the leader, and an understanding of the implications of 

social structuring can be used to intentionally apply a distributed perspective of 

leadership in future circumstances. One Core Team member noted in an interview that 
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she was going to try to apply some of the experiences from the Core Team to other teams 

that she was responsible for that were not considered to be as successful as the Core 

Team. As sources of power shift (Naim, 2013; Kellerman, 2012), organizational leaders 

will benefit from greater insight into aspects of a distributed perspective of leadership 

that embrace more diffuse power. 

 Another implication for practice is the resiliency of the agents involved and the 

recognition of shifts in leadership processes, indicating an awareness and sensitivity to 

the cues within the culture. The new PT department was focused on establishing a new 

relationship between two previously separate departments, which was the basis for a 

number of decisions that impacted the Core Team in Time 2. Seeking a successful 

reorganization, senior leadership might have seen the Core Team as a symbol of that 

goal, yet the distributed nature of the leadership process was not the norm within the 

company and perhaps—consciously or unconsciously—not trusted as a path for success. 

In Time 2, rather than risk supporting an initiative that was clearly aligned with only one 

of the two departments, again whether consciously or not, the department fell back on 

standard practices regarding team membership that equally represented both former 

departments and consequently the decision to change the majority of the members of the 

Core Team at one time, resulting in new members and a nearly doubled size of the team. 

These decisions had significant implications for the long-term dynamic nature of 

distributed leadership within the Core Team. As evident in this study, an implication for 

practice is that a distributed perspective of leadership coexists with traditional forms of 

leadership.  
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 In complex and ever-changing organizations, there will be a need for more fluid 

and flexible types of leadership. The need to appreciate the embeddedness of leadership 

within networks and understand the collective nature of leadership within large, complex 

and “messy” organizations (Denis et al., 2010) can contribute to the success of 

organizations and how they capitalize on their resources. In addition, an awareness of the 

“day-to-day interactions and actions that are shaping their leadership capacity” (Denis et 

al., 2010, p. 85) will allow for greater understanding and flexibility as organizations 

move forward. 

Concluding Remarks 

 Despite the growing research into alternative forms of leadership, the question of 

“who’s in charge” remains frequently asked within the realm of leadership. Reliance on 

the actions of one leader remains the dominant model in many corporate organizations, 

but a distributed perspective of leadership moves beyond charisma and heroic leadership 

to a joint interaction and valued relationship between leaders, followers, and aspects of 

their situation (Spillane, 2006a). While it has been hard to dismiss the long-held myth of 

leadership as the sole responsibility of one individual, and people with power are often 

reluctant to give it up or share it, the quest for power is undergoing a transformation 

(Naim, 2013). In the complex knowledge economy, organizations are required to think 

about leadership differently. “A distributed perspective on leadership is best thought of as 

a framework for thinking about and analyzing leadership” (Spillane, 2006a, p. 10). This 

study was focused on the how of leadership and “the experience of doing leadership as a 

practical activity in complex organizations” (Denis et al., 2010, p. 67). In response to the 

guiding research question—How are distributed leadership actions enacted within the 
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context of emerging social structuring in a self-managed team of professionals?—the 

study findings showed the fluid dynamics of a distributed perspective of leadership as a 

process that coevolved and changed over time to best fit with the circumstances.  
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APPENDIX A: 

RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET 

Coevolution of Distributed Leadership: 
An Examination of Social Structuring in a Team  

 
GW IRB number: 050930 
 
Principal Investigator: David R. Schwandt, PhD Telephone number: (703) 726-3770 
Sub-Investigator:  Heather J. English  Telephone number: (207) 967-5665 

 
1. Introduction 
You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. David R. 
Schwandt of the Graduate School of Education and Human Development, George 
Washington University (GWU). Taking part in this research will in no way affect your 
employment status. This research study partially fulfills the requirements for the degree 
of doctor of education. 
 
2. Why is this study being done? 
You are being asked to take part in this study because you are a current member of the 
[name] initiative. The interactive and collaborative process that is embodied within the 
[name] initiative is being studied as an example of distributed leadership.  
  
The purpose of this study is to gain insight into the process of distributed leadership. The 
research will be conducted at both the [name] campus and the [name] campus of 
[organization name]. The participants in this study will be employees within the [name] 
division, including the nine Core Team members of the [name] initiative and 
approximately 5 to 8 additional employees within the division who have contributed to 
[name] or been impacted by the process since its inception in 2004.  
 
3. What is involved in this study? 
This study will use site and participant observation, interviews, and document review to 
explore a distributed perspective of leadership. The following activities by the sub-
investigator are specifically research related: tape-recorded observations (with permission 
from the Core Team) of team meetings and observation of other corporate events, tape-
recorded interviews, and a review of documents such as project documentation and 
communication materials. The total amount of time you will spend outside of normal 
work responsibilities in connection with this study is 1 to 1½ hours for an interview. 
 
4. What are the risks of participating in this study? 
Participating in this study poses no risks that are not ordinarily encountered in daily life. 
There is a possible risk of loss of confidentiality. Every effort will be made by the sub-
investigator to keep your information confidential; however, it cannot be guaranteed. 
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Neither the individuals nor the company will be named in the study. Pseudonyms will be 
used where applicable. All records will be kept private and secured using encrypted 
storage software on a password-protected computer. As is the case in business meetings, 
the confidentiality of group discussions cannot be guaranteed, but the investigator will 
not discuss the specifics of the team meetings with those not present in the meeting, and 
other participants will be asked to respect each other’s confidentiality. 
 
During the interview portion of the research, it is possible that some of the questions 
asked as part of this study may make you feel uncomfortable. You may decline to answer 
any question, you may take a break at any time, and you may stop your participation in 
the interview process at any time. 
 
5. Are there benefits to taking part in this study? 
You may not benefit directly from your participation in the study; however, it is believed 
that the Core Team and/or the [name] division will benefit from a better understanding of 
the valuable processes that occur within [organization name]. In addition, the benefits to 
science and humankind that might result from this study are a better understanding of the 
social process of leadership within a team of self-managed professionals.  
 
6. What are my options? 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may decline to participate in this study. Your 
decision to participate in the study will in no way impact your employment. Should you 
decline to participate, that information will remain confidential between you and the 
researcher, and it will in no way impact your employment. Should you decide to 
participate and later change your mind, you may do so at any time. You may also choose 
to decline to participate in an interview, and you may decide not to answer any interview 
question.  
 
7. Will I receive payment for being in this study? 
You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 
 
8. Can I be taken off the study? 
The Investigator can decide to withdraw you from the study at any time. You could be 
taken off the study for reasons related solely to you (for example, not following study-
related directions from the Investigator) or because the entire study is stopped. 
 
9. How will my privacy be protected? 
If 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. Any published 
material will include only aggregated data results by employee type: “core team” and 
“other.” GWU will not release any information about your research involvement without 
your written permission, unless required by law.  
 
Your privacy will be protected through the use of a pseudonym during the observations 
and interview. Your name will not be collected, and the data collected will be 
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anonymous. Audio tapes will be destroyed immediately after transcription. All analysis 
of individual interviews will be aggregated to the collective level, eliminating the need to 
reveal any individual response. The company will view only aggregated data by 
employee type: “core team” or “other.”  
 
10. Problems or questions 
The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number 
(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 
participant. If you think you have been harmed in this study, you can report this to the 
Principal Investigator of this study. Further information regarding this study may be 
obtained by contacting Heather English at (207) 967-5665 or hjenglish@roadrunner.com 
or [contact from organization]. 
Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
 
11. Documentation of informed consent 
 
I,__________________________ (please print name), understand the information printed 
on this form. I have discussed this study, its risks and potential benefits, and my other 
choices with ______________________________.  
 
My questions so far have been answered. I understand that I can withdraw from the study 
at any time. 
 
I agree to participate in this study. 
 
 
_______________________________________ 
Signature of Participant 
 
I agree to allow the team meetings to be tape-recorded. 
 
 
_______________________________________ 
Signature of Participant 
 
DO NOT SIGN AFTER EXPIRATION DATE OF: 6/16/10 
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APPENDIX B:  

EMPLOYEE INTERVIEW PARTICIPATION LETTER 

Participation Letter 
 
Subject: Participation in study of a distributed perspective of leadership 
 
Heather English, a doctoral student at The George Washington University in Washington, 
DC, is conducting a study on the social process of leadership in a self-managed team of 
professionals. I am supportive of this study and have agreed to allow Heather the 
opportunity to conduct interviews with employees regarding the interaction and 
leadership actions involved in the [name] initiative within [name]. 
 
You have been selected as a participant because of your involvement and contribution 
within [name]. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and will in no 
way affect your employment. If you choose not to participate, there will be no 
consequences. If you do choose to participate, Ms. English will contact you within the 
next 2 weeks to schedule a mutually convenient time for the interview. The interview will 
last from 1 to 1½ hours. Your responses will be totally anonymous, and all comments and 
information will be confidential. 
 
If you choose to participate in this study, please e-mail Ms. English directly at 
hjenglish@roadrunner.com. She will contact you to determine a mutually convenient 
time for the interview. 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me or Ms. English directly at her  
e-mail or phone (207) 967-5665. 
 
Regards, 
 
[Name] 
Assistant Vice President 
[Organization Name] 
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APPENDIX C: 

RESEARCH INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Coevolution of Distributed Leadership: 
An Examination of Social Structuring in a Team  

 
GW IRB number: 050930 
 
Principal Investigator: David R. Schwandt, PhD  Telephone number: (703) 726-3770 
Sub-Investigator:  Heather J. English  Telephone number: (207) 967-5665 
 
1.  What are the goals of the program? 
 
2. Describe for me how the Core Team works. 

a. How does a person become a Core Team member?  
b. Why did you become a member of the Core Team? 
c. What are the objectives of the Core Team? 
d. What do Core Team members expect of each other? 
e. What are the expectations of Core Team members within IT? 

 
3. Describe how you communicate within the Core Team. 

a. How is information shared within the Core Team? 
b. How are Core Team members kept informed if a meeting is missed or something 

happens between meetings?  
c. Do the Core Team members communicate other than in team meetings? If so, 

how? How often? With whom? 
d. Is there a feedback process? 
e. What is the role of technology? 

 
4. Describe the Core Team’s group decision-making process. 

a. How does the Core Team reach a decision to take action? 
b. What happens if the Core Team does not reach a consensus? 
c. How do Core Team members deal with conflict? 
d. How does the Core Team connect with other areas of IT? 
e. What is the role of the Extended Team?  

 
5. How does the team structure its operations? 

a. What are the norms—implicit and explicit? 
b. How is leadership defined? 

 
6. How is the Core Team influenced or impacted by factors external to the team? 
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APPENDIX D: 

COMPLETE LIST OF DIRECT OBSERVATION AND INTERVIEW DATA 

Time 1: August 25, 2009–January 22, 2010 
 

Code Date and time Type Method 

Number of 
participants, 
(location)* 

M1 Tues., August 25, 
2009, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

2 (N) 
2 (S) 
1 (phone) 

M2 Tues., September 8, 
2009, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

4 (N) 
2 (S) 

M3 Tues., September 
15, 2009, 8:00-
11:00 am 

Management 
forum 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

31 (N) 
Audio line (W) 

M4 Tues., September 
22, 2009, 3:00-4:00 
pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

3 (N) 
1 (S) 
1 (phone) 

M5 Tues., October 6, 
2009, 3:00-3:30 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

2 (N) 
1 (S) 

M6 Tues., October 20, 
2009, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

5 (N) 
1 (phone) 

I7 Thurs., October 29, 
2009, 8:30-9:30 am 

Pilot interview  Semistructured interview – 
manager from different 
department in company 

1 (N) 

M8 Tues., November 3, 
2009, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

3 (N) 
2 (S) 
1 (phone) 

M9 Fri., November 6, 
2009, 1:00-3:30 pm 

Planning 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

3 (N) 
2 (S) 

M10 Fri., November 13, 
2009, 12:30-3:30 
pm 

Core Team 
planning 
meeting  

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

4 (N) 
3 (S) 

M11 Tues., November 
17, 2009, 3:00-4:00 
pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

3 (N) 
2 (S) 

I12 Tues., December 1, 
2009, 1:00-2:00 pm 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (S) 

M13 Tues., December 1, 
2009, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

3 (N) 
2 (S) 

M14 Thurs., December 
3, 2009, 8:30-11:00 
am 

Management 
forum 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

42 (N) 
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Code Date and time Type Method 

Number of 
participants, 
(location)* 

I15 Mon., December 
14, 2009, 9:30-
11:00 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (N) 

I16 Wed., December 
16, 2009, 9:30-
10:30 am 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (S) 

I17 Mon., December 
21, 2009, 1:30-2:30 
pm 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (N) 

I18 Tues., December 
22, 2009, 10:00 
am–1:00 pm 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (N) 

I19 Tues., January 12, 
2010, 3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (S via video-
conference) 

I20 Thurs., January 21, 
2010, 11:00 am–
2:30 pm 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview – 
face-to-face in (N) 

1 (N) 

M21 Fri., January 22, 
2010, 2:00-3:00 pm 

Core Team 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes, transcribed audio 

5 (N) 
2 (S) 
1 (phone) 

*N indicates Northland; S, South City; W, Westtown (pseudonyms for company locations). 
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Time 2: March 17, 2010 – November 18, 2011 
 

 Date Type Method 
Participants  
(location)* 

M22 Wed., March 17, 
2010. 2:00-3:30 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participation via phone – 
field notes 

7 (N) 
3 (S) 
2 (phone) 

M23 April 27, 2010, 4:00-
5:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Direct observation - field 
notes 

4 (N) 
2 (S) 

M24 Fri., April 30, 2010, 
8:30 am-12:30 pm 

Management 
Excellence  
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

124 (in 5 locations 
connected via  
videoconferencing) 

M25 Tues., May 11, 2010, 
2:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participation via phone – 
field notes 

6 (N) 
2 (S) 
2 (phone) 

M26 Tues., May 25, 2010, 
3:00-4:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

6 (N) 
5 (S) 

M27 Tues., June 22, 2010, 
1:00-2:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
2 (S) 
2 (phone) 

M28 Tues., July 13, 2010, 
4:00-5:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
2 (S) 
3 (phone) 
1 (C) 

M29 Tues., July 27, 2010, 
1:00-2:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

2 (N) 
2 (S) 
1 (C) 
5 (phone) 

M30 Tues., August 3, 
2010, 7:30 am–12:00 
pm 

Leadership 
Excellence  
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

58 (N) 
66 (S) 
8 (C) 
2 (E) 
140 in 4 locations 
connected via 
videoconferencing 

M31 Tues., August 10, 
2010, 1:00-2:00 pm 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
3 (S) 

M32 Thurs., August 26, 
2010, 9:00-10:00 am 

Core Team  
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
1 (S) 
1 (E) 
2 (phone) 

M33 Wed., September 8, 
2010, 9:00-10:00 am 

Core Team  
meeting  
cancelled  
at 8:45 am 

Field notes 1 (N) 
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 Date Type Method 
Participants  
(location)* 

M34 Tues., September 28, 
2010, 9:00-10:00 am 

Core Team 
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

2 (N) 
4 (S) 
1 (O) 

M35 Wed., September 29, 
2010, 8:00-11:30 am 

Leadership 
Excellence 
meeting 

Direct observation – field 
notes 

5 locations  
connected via 
videoconferencing 

M36 Mon., October 11, 
2010, 9:00-11:00 am 

Core Team 
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
5 (S) 
2 (phone) 

M37 Tues., December 7, 
2010, 9:00-10:00 am 

Core Team 
meeting 

Participant observation – 
field notes, transcribed 
audio 

4 (N) 
3 (S) 
2 (phone) 

I38 Tues., November 1, 
2011, 10:00-11:30 
am 

Core Team 
member  

Semistructured interview 
and respondent validation  

1 (N) 

I39 Fri., November 18, 
2011, 12:45-2:00 pm 

Core Team 
member 

Semistructured interview 
and respondent validation 

1 (S, via 
videoconferencing) 

*N indicates Northland; S, South City; E, Europe; C, Coastal (all pseudonyms for company 
locations).  
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