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Abstract  

Many organizations need to adapt to increasingly complex environments. 

New forms of organizational design and leadership are called for and, under 

some circumstances, more collective leadership practices are needed. 

Furthermore, values and beliefs in some societal contexts foster a general 

positive bias for collective leadership. Paradoxically, many investment 

decisions regarding leadership development activities do not pay off. At the 

same time, the research fields of collective leadership development and on-

the-job leader development are underutilized. The research field of 

leadership is in need of consolidation and integration within and between 

research areas. There has been much less research done on collective 

leadership development compared with leader development, and research 

on leadership development has been focused more on individual and 

collective change rather than on contextual facilitating factors such as 

organizational design. 

To address these theoretical and practical challenges, the aim of the thesis 

was to explore organizational design and leadership development in terms 

of increasing complexity in the empirical context of technology-, 

knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. The research design was 

centered around two studies that were part of a larger interactive research 

project and two conceptual studies that jointly investigated (1) 

organizational design and increasing complexity, (2) leadership development 

and increasing complexity, (3) how increasingly complex organizational 

design can foster leadership development. The interactive research project 

had four goals in terms of creating common learning for the project 

partners involved, new academic knowledge, and organizational 

development not only for the participating organizations but also for 

organizations in general. 

The thesis contributes to the research fields of organizational design and 

leadership development as well as their intersection. It adds to theory by 

providing a more fine-grained definition of ways of understanding 

leadership development according to increasing complexity. Furthermore, it 

adds to the understanding of how increasingly complex organizational 
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design can foster leadership development, especially collective leadership, 

thus demonstrating empirical examples of leadership development without 

traditional leadership development investments. 

The thesis proposes future research on emerging technology as an 

accelerator for leadership development and interactive research in 

partnership with organizations in order to further integrate the research 

fields of organizational design and leadership development. In terms of 

managerial contributions, a number of suggestions are offered to support 

better knowledge creation and decision-making regarding organizational 

design, on-the-job leader development, and especially collective leadership 

development. Furthermore, a shift from a psychology-centered leadership 

development approach toward more of a systemic and organizational 

design-centered leadership development approach that includes both 

individual and collective dimensions is called for. This shift will potentially 

change the leadership development industry, making many of the 

contemporary investments in leadership development obsolete. 
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Sammanfattning  

Många organisationer måste anpassa sig till en allt mer komplex kontext. 

Nya former av organisationsdesign och ledarskap krävs och under vissa 

omständigheter behövs ett mer kollektivt ledarskap. Dessutom verkar 

många organisationer i en samhällelig kontext med förändrade värderingar 

och övertygelser, som på olika sätt driver fram en positiv attityd till 

kollektivt ledarskap. Paradoxalt nog är det många investeringsbeslut 

avseende ledarskapsutveckling som inte genererar önskvärda resultat. 

Samtidigt är forskningsområdena kollektiv ledarskapsutveckling och 

ledarutveckling på arbetsplatsen underutnyttjade. Ledarskapskapsforsningen 

är i behov av konsolidering och integration inom och mellan 

forskningsområden. Området kollektiv ledarskapsutveckling är betydligt 

mindre beforskat jämfört med individuell ledarutveckling. Vidare har 

forskning inom ledarskapsutveckling fokuserat mer på såväl individuell som 

kollektiv förändring än på kontextuella stödjande faktorer så som 

organisationsdesign. 

För att belysa dessa teoretiska och praktiska utmaningar var syftet med 

avhandlingen att studera organisationsdesign och ledarskapsutveckling i 

termer av ökande komplexitet. Detta gjordes i en empirisk kontext av 

teknik-, kunskaps- och projektintensiva organisationer. Forskningsdesignen 

var centrerad kring två studier som ingick i ett större interaktivt 

forskningsprojekt och två konceptuella studier som gemensamt undersökte 

(1) organisationsdesign och ökande komplexitet, (2) ledarskapsutveckling 

och ökande komplexitet, (3) hur alltmer komplex organisationsdesign kan 

främja ledarskapsutveckling. Det interaktiva forskningsprojektet hade fyra 

mål i form av att skapa gemensamt lärande för de involverade 

projektpartnerna, ny akademisk kunskap, och organisationsutveckling, inte 

bara för de deltagande organisationerna utan också för organisationer i 

allmänhet. 

Avhandlingen bidrar till forskningsområdena organisationsdesign och 

ledarskapsutveckling samt deras skärningspunkt. Den ger ett bidrag till 

teoribildningen inom ledarskapsutveckling genom att föreslå en mer 

nyanserad definition av sätt att förstå ledarskapsutveckling utifrån ökad 
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komplexitet. Den bidrar även till förståelsen för hur en allt mer komplex 

organisationsdesign kan främja ledarskapsutveckling, särskilt kollektiv, och 

demonstrerar empiriskt hur detta kan ske utan traditionella investeringar i 

ledarskapsutveckling.  

Avhandlingen föreslår framtida forskning kring främst tillämpning av ny 

teknik som en accelerator för ledarskapsutveckling samt interaktiv forskning 

i samarbete med organisationer för att vidare integrera forskningsområdena 

organisationsdesign och ledarskapsutveckling. Vad gäller resultatens 

tillämpbarhet i praktiken presenteras ett antal förslag som bidrar till att öka 

kunskap och beslutsfattandeförmåga kring organisationsdesign, 

ledarutveckling på arbetsplatsen och speciellt kollektiv ledarskapsutveckling 

Vidare föreslås en förflyttning från ett psykologi-centrerat perspektiv på 

ledarskapsutveckling till ett systemiskt, organisationsdesign-centrerat 

perspektiv på ledarskapsutveckling som innehåller både individuella och 

kollektiva dimensioner. En förflyttning som rimligtvis resulterar i en 

förändring av ledarskapsutvecklingsindustrin, vilket gör många av de 

samtida investeringarna i ledarskapsutveckling föråldrade.  
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1. Introduction – the need for new knowledge 

The thesis addresses organizational design and leadership development and 

their intersection. This chapter begins with an introduction to the challenges 

driving the need for new knowledge. This is followed by an account of the 

research rationale, the aim and research questions, the theoretical and 

practical relevance, and a brief description of the empirical context. The 

chapter ends with a disposition and overview of the research project. 

1.1 Identified challenges  

1.1.1 Theoretical and practical challenges 

The focus of the thesis is on how changes in organizational design can 

foster leadership development in technology-, knowledge-, and project-

intensive organizations and how leadership development can be understood 

from different perspectives, especially from a collective perspective. Thus, 

the scope is broad in its nature and covers several theoretical and practical 

fields. The following six key theoretical and practical challenges drive the 

need to develop new knowledge in these fields.  

First, increasingly complex organizational environments drive organizations 

to increase the complexity of the organization, hence organizations need to 

initiate changes such as implementing an organizational design with a 

complexity matching the organizational environment, a rationale in line with 

complexity science applied to organizations (Uhl-Bienet al., 2007; McKelvey 

& Boisot, 2003). This in turn drives a need to develop matching leadership 

practices in terms of both individual and collective leadership. In line with 

this, large organizations can have multiple structural dimensions with a 

number of intersections in which more collective approaches to leadership 

might be needed.  

Second, there are new forms of organizations emerging with alternative 

approaches to organizational design regarding, for example, hierarchies 

(Gino et al., 2013; Laloux, 2014; Hamel, 2011). Empirical examples are the 

companies Zappos (Bernstein et al., 2016) and Valve (Birkinshaw, 2015; 
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Puranam & Håkonsson, 2015), which potentially create new demands on 

leadership. However, in contrast to these emerging trends and arguments, 

organizations seem to keep their basic rationale for organizing social 

structures in hierarchies with leadership roles at different levels (Fiske, 2010; 

Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). There is a trend 

towards more decentralized structures in some types of organizations 

(Billinger & Workiewicz, 2019), but not a complete elimination of 

hierarchies. In line with this, there is a need for research that focuses more 

on the external factors that drive leadership development because normally 

the supporting variables are at the team or organization level (Day & Liu, 

2019) such as organizational design.  

Third, in terms of the introduction of new technology, the internet society 

and digitalization have created opportunities for new ways of relating, 

communicating, and organizing that favor participatory and collective 

approaches to organizing at the expense of more traditional, that is 

hierarchical and individual, approaches to organizing and leadership. 

Furthermore, new technologies such as artificial intelligence will potentially 

affect organizational design and how leadership is conducted and by whom 

in more participatory and collective ways, as well as provide new ways for 

individuals to engage in traditional leadership roles. It is reasonable to 

suggest that they will affect leadership development in new ways.  

Fourth, leadership development is a multi-billion-dollar industry globally (e.g. 

Vogel et al., 2020). This is problematic in light of the strong support for the 

statement that many investments in leadership development do not pay off 

(Cohen, 2019; Fesere et al., 2017; Beer & Finnström, 2009). Leadership 

development may be more grounded in management fads than in validated 

knowledge about effective methods (Collins, 2000; Strang & Macy, 2001) 

and might even have negative effects on the participants as was 

demonstrated by Arnulf et al. (2016) in a study regarding the dark sides of 

leadership development. The problems with the leadership development 

industry and related fields have been criticized in the Swedish popular press 

by, for example, Alvesson (2019) and Pollnow (2018) in terms of 

questioning the value of leadership development investments and the 

validation of specific methods. Thus, there is a need in both the private and 
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public sector to improve the understanding of what the concept of 

leadership development means, as well as how to better foster leadership 

development in practice without expensive leadership development 

investments that do not deliver the expected outcome.  

Fifth, the research field of leadership development is fragmented and in need 

of conceptualization, consolidation, synthesizing, and integration 

(Antonakis, 2017; Antonakis & Day, 2017) as well as further exploration in 

specific areas. For example, there is a clear focus on investments in formal 

programs and consultant interventions such as leadership courses and 

coaching while the field of on-the-job leader development is underutilized 

(Hezlett & McCauley, 2018). Furthermore, research in collective leadership 

development is nascent and needs further exploration (Day & Liu, 2019; 

Day & Dragoni, 2015; DeRue & Myers, 2015; Vogel et al., 2020). 

Six, people's values and beliefs change over time, see, for example, the 

World Values Survey map and literature applying these data (Inglehart, 

2018; Inglehart & Baker, 2000). Hence, changes in people´s values and 

beliefs potentially drive a demand for organizations to change accordingly. 

In many western countries, secular-rational and self-expression values have 

increased over the last decades at the expense of traditional and survival 

values, especially in protestant Europe. Reasonably, this change of values 

results in more people who value self-development activities such as leader 

development in terms of coaching, leadership programs, feedback, etc. 

However, the interest in self-development is nothing new and can partly be 

traced back to Weber´s (1930, first pub. 1904-5) seminal work on underlying 

subconscious values and beliefs in protestant cultures that foster individuals 

to strongly strive and develop in comparison with many other cultures. At 

the same time there is a growing interest in alternative approaches in the 

field of leadership such as shared, distributed, collective leadership (Avolio 

et al., 2009) that to some extent challenges traditional approaches to 

leadership such as seeing leaders as heroic individuals. 

Value shifts, together with other factors, have broadened and contributed to 

women gaining influence in the public sphere in many societies and will 

possibly gain more influence in the future. In Sweden, for example, a 
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country with a high inclination towards secular-rational values and self-

expression values, the number of women in the labor force, including 

managerial positions, has grown significantly in recent decades (SCB, 2020). 

Both current leadership scholarship and leadership practice are male-centric 

and not gender-neutral, according to Johnson and Lacerenza (2018). From 

the perspective of Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 1998; 

Hofstede & Bond, 1984), the growing numbers of women in the workforce 

and in managerial positions will potentially affect the view on leadership and 

challenge traditional concepts such as leaders as heroic male individuals, 

heroism, and achievement. It is reasonable to believe that more femininity 

will result in more focus on good relationships, caring, and quality of life 

according to Hofstede's cultural dimensions theory. However, women and 

men lead in similar ways and there is broad agreement among organizational 

scientists that there are little differences in leadership between men and 

women (Johnson & Lacerenza, 2018; Eagly & Johnson, 1990). Thus, there is 

no consensus among researchers regarding Hofstede's cultural dimensions 

theory, and it can be debated if more women in managerial positions will 

actually affect leadership in practice or not. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to 

assume that value shifts towards more secular-rational and self-expression 

values (Inglehart, 2018) potentially could contribute to push organizations 

towards implementing more participatory and collective leadership practices. 

Moreover, these shifts in values and beliefs can broadly be related to the 

perspectives of modernism, postmodernism, and metamodernism/post- 

postmodernism. Despite the lack of strict definitions of these broad 

concepts, they can serve as simplifying intellectual constructs in order to 

contribute to better understanding of conflicting and complementing 

underlying belief systems driving individuals’ perceptions of reality regarding, 

for example, organizational design and leadership development. Broadly, 

postmodernism can be viewed as a critical perspective on modernism and 

metamodernism as a response to postmodernism and a way of integrating 

modernism and postmodernism. See, for example, the discussion by 

Slingerland (2008) about the modernism research and postmodernism 

research perspectives, and Hicks (2004) for a (critical) overview of 

postmodernism, and López, and Potter (2005) and Akker et al. (2017) for a 

response to the postmodern perspective. A challenge for researchers, and 
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partly also for practitioners, is to first foster an understanding of intellectual 

diversity in terms of these intellectual constructs, the underlying 

conscious/subconscious values and beliefs, etc. A second challenge based 

on this understanding is to develop appropriate decision-making capabilities 

regarding what intellectual constructs, values, and beliefs to foster in order 

to advance the fields of organizational design and leadership development.  

In summary, this section highlights six key theoretical and practical challenges 

that call for new knowledge in the fields of organizational design and 

leadership development and their intersection. These challenges include the 

complexity of organizations and their environment, new forms of 

organizing with more collective approaches, new technology as a driver for 

leadership development, the challenges within the leadership development 

industry, the need for integration between research fields and more 

collective leadership development research, and the impact from values, 

beliefs, and intellectual constructs on the understanding of organizational 

design and leadership development.  

1.1.2 Research rationale  

In the context of these theoretical and practical challenges, there is a need to 

deepen the understanding of how organizational design can be understood 

from a complexity perspective. Furthermore, there is a need to deepen the 

understanding of how new organizational design in terms of changes in 

structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes increases internal 

complexity in order to cope with external complexity. Generally, 

organizational design can be of different types, such as traditional line 

organizations with relatively stable, hierarchical, and one-dimensional 

structures in comparison to organizations in highly dynamic and complex 

environments with a dynamic and hybrid organizational design containing 

multiple dimensions. New organizational design can be viewed from a 

complexity perspective and can result in more or less complex 

organizational designs and different types of demands on leadership 

development.  

Furthermore, there is a need to deepen our understanding of how leadership 

development can be understood from a complexity perspective, such as 
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leader development in terms of the complexity of roles at different 

organizational levels. In addition, there is a need to deepen our 

understanding of how the concept of leadership development can be 

understood and ordered hierarchically according to increasing complexity. 

Generally, leadership development can be viewed from both a leader 

development and a collective leadership development perspective. Leader 

development can be viewed from the perspectives of sequential growth in 

complex thinking and meaning-making for individuals in leadership roles. 

Collective leadership development can be viewed as the result of a change 

of context in terms of, for example, organizational design. Finally, there is a 

need to deepen our understanding of whether increasingly complex 

organizational design can foster leadership development, more specifically 

collective leadership development and opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development. 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

Given the identified need to develop new knowledge driven by the 

described key theoretical and practical challenges, and given that complexity 

is a central concept related to both organizational design and leadership 

development, the aim of the thesis is to explore organizational design and 

leadership development in terms of increasing complexity.   

Therefore, the thesis explores the following three research questions that 

operationalize the aim: 

Research question 1 (RQ 1): How can organizational design be 

characterized in terms of increasing complexity?  

Research question 2 (RQ 2): How can leadership development be 

characterized in terms of increasing complexity?   

Research question 3 (RQ 3): How can an increasingly complex 

organizational design foster leadership development? 

To achieve the aim, the research questions need to be answered by applying 

an appropriate research design. Together the answers form an integral part 
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that achieves the aim. The research contributes to the fields of 

organizational design and leadership development through empirical 

investigations (paper III and IV) of some large technology-, knowledge-, 

and project-intensive organizations as well as conceptual studies (paper I 

and II). The empirical investigations focus on individuals’ ways of 

understanding leadership and the role of increasingly complex 

organizational design in facilitating leadership development.  

1.3 Theoretical and methodological relevance of the thesis 

“We have barely scratched the surface in our efforts towards leadership 

development. In the mid 21st century, people will look back on our present 

practices as primitive” John Gardner, on Leadership (Gardner, 1990). 

Overall, the field of leadership research is fragmented with a large number 

of diverse theories and findings, and there is a need to start to synthesize 

and integrate both within and between research fields (Antonakis, 2017); 

Antonakis & Day, 2017), and therefore there is a growing need for new 

knowledge in the field of leadership development and related fields. Many 

organizations have had extensive experience of leader development through 

coaching, job assignments, formal classroom training, etc. The shift from 

leader-centered to a collective view on leadership (DeRue & Myers, 2015) is 

a promising research field of growing importance as more complex 

environments and shifting values call for leadership to become more peer-

like and collaborative. There are a number of collective approaches to 

leadership such as sharing leadership, pooling leadership, spreading 

(distributing) leadership, and producing leadership through interaction ( 

Denis et al.,  2012). Specifically, pooling leadership and producing leadership 

have been developed in the context of the growing numbers of knowledge-

based organizations. However, in relationship to leader development, the 

research of leadership development is relatively young (Day & Liu, 2019; 

Drath et al., 2008; Van Velson et al., 2010), and leadership development 

research from a collective perspective needs further exploration (Day & 

Dragoni, 2015; DeRue & Myers, 2015). 
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The field of leadership development, including leader development, has 

focused more on the changes of individuals and the collective than on 

external facilitating factors, thus it is important to take into account the 

external factors such as organizational culture and interpersonal 

relationships that motivate and support developmental changes at both 

individual and collective levels (Day & Liu, 2019). The process of leadership 

development is naturally embedded in context, and both internal and 

external factors – such as organizational design – drive such development. 

Studies by DeRue et al. (2012) and McCall Jr and McHenry (2014) 

demonstrate examples of external factors that support leadership 

development, such as structured reflection in terms of after-event reflection, 

role modeling such as supervisor support, and setting high standards for 

performance. Usually the support variables can be located at the team and 

organization levels (Day & Liu, 2019), such as organizational design. Leader 

development has historically been focused on formal programs, and there is 

an over-reliance on formal programs in practice and an underutilization of 

the potential of individualized on-the-job development (Hezlett & 

McCauley, 2018; Yip & Wilson, 2010).  

Furthermore, leadership development should be seen as a multilevel process 

(Avolio, 2004), and the support variable can normally be located at higher 

levels in the team or organization (Day & Dragoni, 2015) such as supervisor 

support, group dynamics, organizational context, etc. Reasonably, this 

research field would need more research design built on multilevel methods, 

more precise interview techniques such as phenomenography, and case 

study research, as well as more interactive research in order to better handle 

these specific challenges and contribute to both research and practice.  In 

line with the call by Vogel et al., (2020), there is a need to advance the 

research and practice partnership through in-depth research-practice 

collaboration such as communities of co-creation.   

In conclusion, there are growing needs for more research regarding how 

external factors such as organizational design drive collective leadership in 

particular, but also leader development in terms of increasing complexity. 

Leadership development is a multilevel process, and there is a clear need for 
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research with multilevel approaches and methods in order to capture this 

multilevel phenomenon.  

1.4 Practical relevance of the thesis 

Contemporary organizations demand increasingly effective leadership, 

which highlights the importance of leadership development (Day & Liu, 

2019). The design of organizations has an impact on organizational 

performance (Doty et al., 1993; Kates & Galbraith, 2007) and thus can 

reasonably be assumed to have a significant impact in more complex 

environments. One of the key performance predictors for organizations in 

dynamic environments is leadership (DeRue & Myers, 2013). In particular, 

large technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations that 

operate in dynamic and complex environments have a strong need to 

continuously and quickly adopt appropriate organizational design and 

leadership practice. 

The problem with current leadership and the need for leadership 

development is exemplified in a Gallup survey where 82% of the employees 

rated their leaders as fundamentally uninspiring (Hougaard et al., 2018). This 

is in strong contrast to a McKinsey & Company study with more than fifty 

thousand managers in which around 70% rated themselves as inspiring and 

motivating (Bazigos & Caruso, 2016). Furthermore, organizations’ 

investments in leadership development might unintentionally enhance 

negative leadership practices in terms of creating too much leader centrism 

(Alvesson, 2019), and leadership development is not unequivocally positive 

for participants in interventions/programs (Arnulf et al., 2016). In that study 

(ibid, p. 7), 37% of the respondents reported negative experiences, with the 

primary reasons being, “The activity turned out into something I was not 

prepared for”, “I did not feel that the facilitator respected my integrity”, and 

“I felt forced to say or do things that made me feel awkward”.  

A study by (O’Leonard & Loew, 2012) shows that almost USD 14 billion is 

invested in leadership development annually by US companies, and some 

estimate the value to be three or even more times higher. Despite the 

popularity and growth of leadership development, there is a lack of evidence 
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that organizations get better leaders from these investments (Cohen, 2019). 

There is, according to Feser et al. (2017), evidence that the results from 

investments in leadership development are not meeting the expectations, 

and according to (Beer et al., 2016) many investments in leadership 

development do not pay off.  

There are potentially specific challenges for individuals operating in more 

complex organizations. Complex systems interact in unexpected ways, so it 

is hard to make sense of things due to the fact that our cognitive capability 

might not be at the level that is needed (Sargut & McGrath, 2011). The 

problem related to the fact that some individuals are not capable of handling 

the demands from society as a whole as individuals is referred to as being 

“in over our heads” (Kegan, 1994). Some researchers claim that there is a 

lack of individuals who can handle more complex roles – such as senior 

leadership roles – and a lack of individuals who are capable of handling 

leadership roles in the upper organizational domain (Dawson & Stein, 

2011). Hence, a more complex society with increasingly complex 

organizational roles will potentially increase the lack of individuals capable 

of handling the situation. This highlights the importance of capitalizing on 

the opportunities to use organizational design as a tool for handling this lack 

of individuals who are up to the task, that is, organizational design that 

avoids overly complex roles and tasks for individuals. 

Furthermore, development of individuals cannot always be planned, it takes 

time, and it is not always possible. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that 

organizations should prioritize investments in organizational design that, in 

addition to improving the organization’s ability to reach its goals, contain 

suitable roles and tasks with the potential to create on-the-job experiences 

for individuals as well as more collective leadership practices, rather than 

investments in leadership development programs. Paradoxically, leadership 

development is often a strategic priority for organizations, but they lack 

knowledge of what is the best approach for leadership development. One 

reason for this situation is the gap between theory and practice (Day & Liu, 

2019), thus there is potentially a lack of actionable knowledge based on 

research. Furthermore, it is reasonable to believe that many managers and 

leaders know quite well what “good” leadership is, but they do not know 
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how to act in practice, and they lack confidence in acting in new ways. This 

situation creates challenges in studying leadership development and might 

be one of the reasons why there is a need for research built on more 

sophisticated research methods.  

In conclusion, the problems with current leadership, the lack of leadership 

development investments that meet expectations, and the challenges with 

complex organizations and the lack of actionable knowledge call for more 

research that contributes to a better understanding regarding the 

intersection of organizational design and leadership development. 

1.5 Empirical context  

The empirical element of the research is based on two empirical studies that 

explore the research questions in the context of technology-, knowledge-, 

and project-intensive organizations. These types of organizations were 

selected due to the high degree of dynamic and complex environments the 

organizations operated in and the high pressure to develop the necessary 

organizational design and leadership, as well as their interest in participating 

in an interactive research project with the potential to create long-term 

improvements in organizational design and leadership practices.  

The empirical studies were performed in three technology-, knowledge-, and 

project-intensive organizations operating with head offices and central 

functions in Sweden, one of them with a strong global focus, one with 

mainly a Nordic/Swedish focus, and one with a strong Swedish focus. 

These organizations deliver advanced technology-based products or services 

using predominantly a combination of line- and project-organizations in 

combination with other forms of organizational structures and ways of 

working. A large majority of all interviews were conducted with individuals 

with roles located geographically in Sweden, and all additional workshops 

and meetings with the companies were conducted with individuals located 

in Sweden. Hence, from the perspective of the Word Value Study (Inglehart, 

2018), this is an empirical context with less hierarchical and authoritative 

types of organizations compared with many other empirical contexts in 

other countries. A characteristic of Swedish management style is a focus on 
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trust, consensus seeking, and conflict avoidance, and such management 

tends to be anti-hierarchical and action-oriented (Isaksson, 2008).   

Two of the organizations had recently implemented a new and increasingly 

complex organizational design in parts of their respective organizations in 

order to match increasingly higher demands on technology development 

respectively IT development by, among other things, adding a third 

structural dimension. The organizations in question are referred to as Tools 

R&D and Gaming Solutions. Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions consisted 

of 500 and 200 employees, respectively, within companies with 40 000 and 

2 000 employees, operating in the metal cutting and software development 

industries. Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions consist of three structural 

dimensions – 1) the line organization, 2) the product development 

organization/project office, and 3) the new structural dimension (that is, the 

additional third structural dimensions referred to as the Knowledge 

development organization and the Object area organization). The third 

organization with 18 000 employees, referred to as Infraprojects, operated in 

the infrastructure industry. Infraprojects was together with Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions part of the first empirical study that focused on 

leadership development (paper III). Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions were 

part of the second empirical study (paper IV) that focused on organizational 

design and leadership development and are described in more detail in the 

following part of this section. First, to be noted, Infraprojects was part of 

the initial data collection that was the basis for paper IV, but the empirical 

data from Infraprojects were related to large projects rather than 

increasingly complex organizational design. 

In neither Tools R&D nor Gaming Solutions can the new third dimension 

be described as a traditional matrix dimension such as a product, market, or 

project organization. In Tools R&D, the new structural dimension (the 

Knowledge development organization) can be described as a type of 

research program management organization with permanent new leadership 

roles in a vertical structure. In Gaming Solutions, the new structural 

dimension (the Object area organization) can be described as a type of semi-

permanent project organization, located virtually between two departments 

in the line organization and parallel to the traditional project office.  
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In both cases, new formal leadership roles were implemented in the new 

structural dimension; Tools R&D had three new types of roles in a vertical 

structure, and Gaming Solutions had one new type of role. In Tools R&D, 

the new roles were staffed with individuals already assigned to expert or 

managerial roles. In Gaming Solutions, the new roles were staffed with 

individuals already assigned to managerial roles from two different 

departments, the former “supplier and customer departments”. Thus, in 

both cases there were different mixes of multiple roles for individuals in the 

new roles. Furthermore, in both cases individuals in the new roles spent 

different amounts of time in the new roles, and there were differences 

regarding the responsibilities in the new roles. In addition, in Tools R&D 

there were differences regarding responsibility in the new roles between sites, 

and in Gaming Solutions there were differences between individuals in the 

new roles in terms of having the same or not the same team-members in the 

new structural dimension as they were responsible for in the formal 

managerial-subordinate relationship in the line organization. Hence, Tools 

R&D and Gaming Solutions are examples of implementation of new roles 

with a number of differences within and between them. Furthermore, in 

Tools R&D this meant new leadership teams/decision forums in the new 

structural dimension consisting of three roles in a vertical structure. In 

Gaming Solutions, this meant new members in existing leadership teams or 

decision forums. In both cases this meant new project teams and the 

redesign of processes.  

In summary, Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions are examples of how changes 

of key variables in organizational design, in terms of additional structural 

dimensions, new leadership roles, staffing and teams, and the redesign of 

processes - create an increasingly complex organizational design, a type of 

“fuzzy/hybrid” design. To be noted, Infraprojects was not part of the study 

regarding increasingly complex organizational design and leadership 

development, but all three organizations were part of the study regarding 

leadership development. 
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1.6 Research disposition and overview  

The thesis comprises a cover essay and four appended papers (I-IV). The 

cover essay is structured in five chapters. Following this introductory 

chapter, chapter 2 presents and discusses the theoretical framework, 

including clarifying definitions of the key concepts used, followed by central 

theories and their underlying assumptions and a brief literature review 

related to the most central concepts. Chapter 3 presents and discusses the 

philosophical position, overall research design, data collection, and analysis 

as well as limitations and remarks on the quality of the research and its 

contribution quality. Chapter 4 links the findings from the papers to the 

research questions and discusses the results in relation to the relevant 

literature, followed by a synthesis of the main findings. Chapter 5 discusses 

the methodology and progression of the research, the contribution to theory 

and practice, and potential future research. Finally, the thesis concludes. 

An overview of the thesis project is displayed in Figure 1 in terms of the 

rationale and approach (chapters 1, 2 and 3), results (chapter 4 and 

appendices), and implications (chapter 5). 
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Figure 1. Overview of the research project 
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2. Theoretical framework 

The objective with this chapter is to provide theoretical lenses that support 
the achievement of the aim of the thesis, that is, to explore organizational 
design and leadership development in terms of increasing complexity. 
Furthermore, it seeks to provide a common language regarding concepts 
and definitions in order to support clear and concise descriptions and 
arguments, as well as offer some literature context for the appended papers. 
The first section presents the key overall theoretical positions of the thesis. 
The sections two to five form the theoretical framework applied as 
analytical tools in addressing the research questions. Due to the character of 
the research questions and broad scope, it is suitable to apply several 
theories and frameworks. Key theoretical definitions are summarized in 
brief in appendix 6, and the most central domains and references are 
presented in Table 1.  

Table 1. Sections, domains, and central references  

 



 
 

17 
 

2.1 Key assumptions and overall theoretical position  

Complexity is a key concept for describing how organizational design foster 

leadership development. This is of extra relevance for large technology-, 

knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations because they usually 

operate in highly complex environments. Leadership development is highly 

contextual (Day, 2000; Day & Liu, 2019), and thus a perspective such as 

organizational design on leadership development is highly relevant. 

Increasingly complex organizations drive a need for complementary 

approaches to traditional individual approaches to leadership development 

in terms of collective approaches. This assumption is in line with the 

proposition by Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) regarding the need for more collective 

approaches to leadership in the context of knowledge-producing 

organizations.  

The theoretical position is in line with viewing organizations as complex 

adaptive systems (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001), the contextual school of 

leadership (Hannah et al., 2009; Osborn et al., 2002). Therefore, 

organizations are recognized as complex adaptive systems striving to 

improve performance. Leadership development thus depends on the 

context at the group and organization level. Furthermore, the theoretical 

position is primarily in line with the functionalist paradigm and discourse in 

the social sciences (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Mabey, 2013). 

2.1.1 Organizations as complex adaptive systems 

To further develop the theoretical lenses for the research questions, the 

thesis applies the view of organizations as complex adaptive systems. This 

view conceptualizes leadership as a process for managing interconnectivity 

and dynamic systems (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001) and thus is a broader 

conceptualization in relation to basic human relationship models for 

leadership grounded in psychology and social psychology. This is in line 

with the notion of organizations as open systems (D. Katz & Kahn, 1978) 

and the notion of leadership in complex systems (Jacobs & Jaques, 1987). 

The view of organizations as complex adaptive systems is compatible with a 

perspective based on contingency theory. In terms of, for example, 
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organizational design and leadership development, the contingency theory 

states that there is not a single best universal solution and design for all 

organizations, but rather that designs should be adapted to the different 

contexts and character of the work (see, for example, Burton & Obel, 2018; 

and Donaldson, 2001). 

2.1.2 Contextual school of leadership 

The thesis takes a point of departure in the contextual school of leadership 

research (Hannah et al., 2009; Osborn et al., 2002). This school views 

leadership as rooted in context and that leadership and context are 

intertwined and hence contextual changes will change leadership. Therefore, 

a change in the key dimensions in organizational design such as structure, 

roles, etc., will change the context of leadership, and reasonably drive 

leadership development. The initial roots for the contextual school of 

leadership research can be traced to cross-cultural psychology (Hall, 1976; 

Hofsteds, 1980), and there is a relationship to the contingency movement. 

This is a contextual theory of leadership that views leadership as 

encapsulated and as “socially constructed in and from a context” (Osborn et 

al., 2002, p. 798) and that follows the notion that “change the context and 

leadership changes” (p. 797). Hence, contextual variables for leadership such 

as organizational structure, roles, etc., are of interest in both the schools of 

leadership research and leadership development research. The context tends 

to be outside the interaction of leaders and followers – and outside the 

leadership process – in terms of both group and organizational levels. From 

the perspective of organizational design, the context for leadership 

(development) can be viewed as both static and dynamic. Thus, the thesis 

views organizational design as a potential key contextual factor driving 

leadership development in terms of both on-the-job leader development 

and collective leadership development. 

The increasing complexity of organizations and the pace of change of 

organizational design have created new opportunities for both collective 

leadership and leader development depending on the character of change. 

The context of leadership development shapes the conditions for 

development (Beer et al., 2016; Day, 2000; Day & Liu, 2019), and people 
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develop desirable skills when organizations redesign the social context 

thoughtfully so that development can take place (Cohen, 2019). Therefore, 

there is potential in using organizational design to create favorable 

conditions for learning and growth. There is a need to study the context of 

leadership in greater detail due to the significant impact on organizational 

performance from the design of an organization (Doty et al., 1993; Kates & 

Galbraith, 2007) and the emergence of new forms of organizations, such as 

organizations with multiple dimensions, multiple roles for individuals, and 

different forms of collective leadership practices.  

2.1.3 The functionalist paradigm and discourse  

From the standpoint of the framework by Burrell and Morgan (1979), the 

functionalist paradigm strives for objectivity and seeks rational explanations 

of social affairs. The functionalist paradigm and discourse will be described 

more in Chapter 3 Methodology. In comparison, a discourse is not as fixed 

or fundamental as a paradigm. The most common discourse in the field of 

leadership development is the functionalist discourse with a focus on 

enhancing leadership efficiency and effectiveness (Mabey, 2013). Leadership 

research and practice at large is dominated by the functionalist perspective 

(Alvesson & Spicer, 2012; Carroll, 2019; Mabey, 2013). The perspective of 

the functionalist discourse is strongly related to organizational performance, 

and in the context of leadership development the functionalist discourse 

focuses on how to improve leadership. See, for example, (Larsson et al., 

2019) for a critique of the functionalist discourse in terms of a foundation 

for leadership development that is too simplistic. Alternative discourses to 

the functionalist discourse are critical management studies (drawing from 

both the dialogic and critical discourses) and interpretative discourse 

(Mabey, 2013). Broadly, the theoretical position is in the functionalist 

paradigm and is mainly based on the functionalist discourse, and to some 

extent also a combination of the interpretive and critical discourses. This is a 

suitable paradigm and mix of discourses for the character of the research 

questions and the research design. 

Summary of section 2.1, key assumptions and overall theoretical position.  In line with 

Perrow (1986, p. vii), “All important social processes either have their origin 
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in formal organizations or are strongly mediated by them; the study of 

organizations must be at the core of all social science”, the thesis applies the 

proposition that to some extent behavior has its origin in the organizational 

design, but of course behavior also follows other variables such as culture 

and individual personality, motivation, etc. Furthermore, it proposes that 

leadership is one of the determinant factors for effectiveness in dynamic 

organizations but that many other factors drive effectiveness such as 

different dimensions in organizational design. 

2.2 Organizational design and complexity 

In order to achieve the thesis´s aim, and more specifically to answer 

research question 1 and 3, the concept of organizational design needs to be 

understood. Hence, this section presents and discusses organizational design, 

complexity, and related concepts. Because leadership (development) is 

highly contextual, organizational design is highly relevant for the 

understanding of leadership (development).  

2.2.1 Models for organizational design  

Organizational design is a well-established research field in the area of 

organization studies with both a descriptive and a normative approach, 

namely how organizations work (in terms of aggregating their members 

towards organizational goals) and how to make organizations work better 

(Puranam, 2018). See Burton and Obel (2018) for a contemporary 

presentation and discussion of the science of organizational design and 

models/theories of designing organizations. The organizational design 

perspective has been applied in other research areas such as project-based 

organizations (Miterev et al.,  2017), and there are a number of models for 

organizational analysis and design (Kates & Galbraith, 2007; Mintzberg, 

1993; Nadler & Tushman, 1980; Waterman et al, 1980; Van de Ven et al., 

2013). The Star model (Kates & Galbraith, 2007) is built on the five 

dimensions of strategy, structure, processes, rewards, and people. The 7S 

model (Waterman et al., 1980) is similar with its seven dimensions of 

structure, strategy, systems, style, skills, staff, and subordinate goals. These 

two models have many similarities and overlap regarding the proposed 
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dimensions. The Star model is well established and applicable to a wide 

range of organizations, and it has a theoretical point of departure in 

contingency theory and an information process perspective. It is based on 

the fundamental premise that organizational design should help the 

organization to process information, and it provides a logic for how to 

diagnose and improve organizations (Obel & Snow, 2014) and can be 

positioned as a functionalist, normative approach. The thesis focuses on a 

number of key dimensions similar to the dimensions of the Star and the 7S 

models, namely organizational structure, roles and staffing, teams, and 

processes. These dimensions were decided on due to the fact that the 

organizations’ initial key decisions regarding a new organizational design 

were foremost focusing on these dimensions.  

2.2.2 Leadership of organizations, organizational structures and levels 

of leadership  

Leadership of organizations differs from leadership in organizations (Dubin, 

1979; Hooijberg et al. 2007) and refers to leading with the non-face-to-face 

activities at the top of the organization, that is, strategic leadership such as 

leading through strategy, structures, and systems. The concept of leadership 

of organizations is similar to the concept of strategic and organizational 

leadership performed at the upper organizational levels, such as changes of 

organizational structure and policy (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002). Leadership 

in organizations refers to interpersonal face-to-face-leadership and the 

behavior of leaders that motivates individuals and teams. This type of 

leadership is practiced at all organizational levels, but leadership in 

organizations is the central aspect of leadership at the lover organizational 

level.  

Leadership differs at different levels of the organization (Jacobs & Jaques, 

1987; D. Katz & Kahn, 1978; Mumford et al., 2007; Yukl, 2012; Zaccaro & 

Klimoski, 2002) regarding both complexity and interaction with the 

environment as one moves up the organizational levels (Hooijberg et al., 

1997). This notion has support from Ashby (1952) and D. Katz and Kahn´s 

(1978) seminal work on the differences between leadership at different 

organizational levels, as demonstrated empirically by Kaiser et al. (2011). A 
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theory that can be seen to capture both leadership of and in organizations 

(Dubin, 1979; Hooijberg et al., 2007) and that is in line with the notion 

leadership at different levels is stratified systems theory (SST: Jacobs & 

Lewis, 1992; Jacobs & Jaques, 1987; Jaques, 1976, 1990).  

SST is an example of the integration of leadership and organizational theory, 

as called for by Day and Lord (1988; as cited in Zaccaro, 2001), and is a 

theory for leadership in hierarchical organizations (House, 1992). According 

to House (1992), p. 17): “SST is thus primarily a theory of organizational 

structures in relation to the competitiveness required for survival in a world 

environment. Secondly, it is a theory of managerial performance 

requirements derived from that structure, and of managerial capability 

necessary to deal with the performance requirements.” This idea has a long 

history in management research and can be traced to D. Katz and Kahn 

(1978), R. L. Katz (1955), and Mann (1965). The systems framework of D. 

Katz and Kahn argues that there are three distinct levels of leadership – the 

creation of structure (strategic leadership), the interpretation of structure 

(organizational leadership), and the application of structure (production 

leadership). SST contains a more detailed distinction of different levels of 

management/leadership, and the levels of leadership differ in character in 

terms of actual work and the degree of complexity inherent in the tasks at 

each level of work. Hence, the theory assumes that task complexity 

increases with organizational level, and this assumption is theoretically 

commensurable with, for example, the Model of Hierarchical Complexity 

(MHC: Commons et al., 1998; Commons & Pekker, 2008).  

Furthermore, the theory is in line with Weber's (1947) notion of 

organizations as hierarchical systems with a specialization of labor, as well as 

with Simon´s (1962) notion that hierarchies are needed to deal with 

complexity in all systems and Prigozhin´s (1989) notion that structures of 

hierarchies are fundamental principles governing the organization of 

systems. Contemporary researchers have applied SST for conceptual 

analyses of leadership at different levels and as a theoretical framework (see, 

for example, Hunt et al., 2009; Mumford et al., 2007; Osborn et al., 2002). 

However, there is a lack of contemporary theory development, and there are 

weaknesses in the theory to be aware of (see Kaiser et al., 2011; House, 1992; 
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Törnblom, 2018; Törnblom et al., 2018; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002). 

Interesting to note is that practitioners have been applying the theory and its 

extension as a framework for decisions regarding organizational design 

improvements (see Clement & Clement, 2013; Shepard et al., 2007). Bolden, 

(2011) notes that from the viewpoint of SST, leadership is primarily the 

result of organizational design and role structures, a viewpoint in contrast to 

that represented by Bass (1985) who views leadership as primarily the result 

of individual agency. 

There are a number of arguments for applying SST in the thesis. First, it is a 

theory for leadership in hierarchical organizations, preferably large complex 

organizations. Second, large complex organizations still have hierarchical 

structures, see for example, complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007) that applies concepts from SST in terms of strategic level, 

organizational level, and production level and that views organizations as 

containing, among other things, a hierarchical structure foremost in terms of 

administrative leadership. Third, SST relates to adult development theories 

such as the MHC and ego development theory (EDT: Cook-Greuter, 1999, 

2004, 2013; Joiner & Josephs, 2006; Loevinger, 1966, 1976; Torbert et al., 

2004) through the notion of individual cognitive processes. Fourth, SST has 

an approach to organizational design with the ambition to connect 

organizational structures, roles, and individual cognitive processes, and in 

this it is a unique theory with its own strengths and weaknesses. Fifth, it is in 

comparison with many other theories in the field of organizational design 

and leadership development a theory up for debate. There are both 

researchers (Hunt et al., 2009; Mumford et al., 2007) and practitioners 

(Clement & Clement, 2013; Shepard et al., 2007) who favor it and apply it, 

and it is reasonable to assume that some of the actors who favor the theory 

take more of a modernist, structural, hierarchical perspective on 

organizations. At the same time, there are researchers and practitioners who 

are critical towards the theory. Some of the critics are likely inspired by 

postmodern and anti-hierarchical ways of thinking and thereby by default 

take a critical standpoint. Sixth, in these times of critical perspective-

influenced ideas and in the context of Sweden’s position in the World 

Values Survey map (Inglehart, 2018) and its character of management style 

in terms being anti-hierarchical, etc., theories such as SST will relative to 
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other countries be seen as obsolete and out of date. But that might 

necessarily not be the case in some areas of application. Especially in times 

of crises, more top-down approaches to leadership might be more 

appropriate. Similarly, the emergence of new alternative ways of organizing 

(Laloux, 2014), as well as multiple matrix-, hybrid-, and project-intensive 

organizations, might position SST as irrelevant, but that might not 

necessarily be the case. In conclusion, the perspective of SST as being an “old, 

traditional organizational structure type of theory” with strengths and 

weaknesses still applies to some extent in both organizational and leadership 

research and practice. However, like all theories, it is important to take the 

weaknesses into consideration. 

2.2.3 Complexity science applied to organizations  

Another perspective on organizational design and leadership is complexity 

science (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), in which organizations need to match their 

level of complexity with the level of complexity in the environment. So 

instead of simplifying and rationalizing their structures, organizations should 

increase their complexity to the level of the environment. In the same vein, 

and referred to as the law of requisite complexity, McKelvey and Boisot 

(2003) propose that the complexity of a system needs to be equal to the 

complexity of its environment in order for it to operate effectively. 

Accordingly, the thesis adopts the standpoint that effective organizations are 

based on, among other factors, an organizational design with an appropriate 

level of complexity. However, there are counter arguments for matching 

internal complexity with external complexity when external complexity 

increases, especially in terms of the risk of failing with change management 

and not having individuals who are up for the new type of work. 

Furthermore, there are different types of increasingly complex 

organizational designs in terms of how the complexity specifically affects 

individuals and in what part of the organization. Some types might explicitly 

contain more complex roles and tasks for specific individuals in certain roles. 

Other types might contain changes of other organizational design variables 

that on a general level result in an increasingly complex organizational 

design without more complex roles and tasks for specific individuals, just 
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different tasks. In summary, increasingly complex organizational design does 

not always result in more challenging roles and tasks for individuals.  

2.2.4 Complex organizations 

There are three properties that determine the complexity of an environment 

according to Sargut and McGrath (2011) – Multiplicity, the number of 

potentially interacting elements; Interdependence, the degree of connectivity 

between those elements; and Diversity, the degree of diversity between 

those elements. Thus, complex organizations are defined as organizations 

with distributed control containing a large number of multiple interacting 

elements, such as people, structures, processes, and strategies, with a high 

level of connectivity and diversity between these elements. This means that 

predictability and detailed control are not possible. 

In complex organizations, it is harder to make sense of things, and our 

understanding might not be able to cope with the complexity, and past 

behavior might not predict future behavior. Predictability and detailed 

control are not possible. For example, air traffic control is a complex system 

continually adapting to changes of multiple variables in terms of aircraft 

variables, weather, etc. (Sargut & McGrath, 2011). Another example of this 

characteristic of complex organizations is distributed control, that is, the 

power to control is divided among many agents and no one has all the 

control (Cregård, et al., 2018).  

2.2.5 Complexity and types of organizations  

The taxonomy by Mintzberg (1980) proposes five types of organizational 

structuring – simple structure, machine bureaucracy, professional 

bureaucracy, divisionalized form, and adhocracy. Adhocracy is suitable for 

complex and dynamic environments, and professional bureaucracy is 

suitable for complex and stable environments. One basic part of the 

organization types that is of special relevance for the thesis is the operating 

core. The operating core is the core business functions, including the groups 

of individuals who themselves produce the organization’s central products 

and services or who directly support their production. An organization with 

a complex operating core in terms of, for example, a multidimensional 
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structure, a continuous dynamic character of organizing, strong 

decentralization of knowledge, and knowledge- and project-intensive work 

is defined as having a complex base. The strategic apex is defined as the 

managers at the top of the organization, including their personal staff. 

The framework by Perrow (1986), with its roots in safety and failures in 

systems, proposes four types of organizations in terms of degree of 

interaction (linear or complex) and type of coupling (loose or tight), which 

are outlined as follows; Type 1) Linear and tight: centralization is needed 

because of the tightly coupled nature of the process, and centralization is 

compatible with linear interactions and therefore is compatible with the 

demands on centralization, for example, dams and rail transports. Type 2) 

Complex and tight: centralization is needed to cope with the tightly coupled 

nature of the process, while decentralization is needed to cope with the 

complexity of unplanned interactions of failure, and thus the demands on 

both centralization and decentralization are incompatible, and examples 

include space missions and nuclear power plants. Type 3) Linear and loose: 

there are few complex interactions, the linearity is compatible with 

centralization but does not demand it, failure can be handled from above or 

below, loose coupling is compatible with decentralization but is not required 

because not many interactions are unexpected, and both centralization and 

decentralization are possible, and examples include most manufacturing and 

single goal agencies. Type 4) Complex and loose: decentralization is needed 

because complex interaction is desirable in order to cope with unplanned 

interactions of failure, and decentralization is possible because loose 

coupling is desirable, hence there are compatible demands on 

decentralization, and examples include R & D firms, universities, military 

ventures, and multi-goal agencies. In the case of Type 4, these organizations 

have the opportunity to implement more decentralized forms of 

organization design, potentially driving the development of leadership 

practices with a decentralized character. 

2.3 Leadership development and related concepts 

In order to achieve the thesis´s aim, and more specifically to answer 

research question 2 and 3, the concept of leadership development needs to 
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be understood. Hence, this section briefly presents and discusses leadership 

development and related concepts as an introduction to sections 2.4 and 2.5, 

and it takes a point of departure in different definitions of leadership that lay 

out the conceptual foundation for (individual) leader development (2.4) and 

collective leadership development (2.5).  

From this perspective, the area of leadership research is extensive, and the 

thesis is delimited to leadership development. Broadly, the leadership 

concept is defined as the set of schemata and assumptions about leaders and 

leadership that an organization has embedded in its culture. In the same vein, 

the leader and leadership development concepts is viewed broadly as the set of 

schemata and assumptions about leaders and leadership development that 

an organization has embedded in its culture. Furthermore, the thesis 

acknowledges the implicit assumptions individuals make regarding 

leadership development, which is in line with the notion of implicit 

leadership development and which can be described as the cognitive 

structures of stakeholders regarding leadership development (Vogel, et al., 

2020). These implicit assumptions that individuals make are not necessarily 

in line with the organization’s assumptions embedded in its culture.  

The historical roots of leadership development research can be traced back 

to the practice of leadership development as the main narrative (Vogel, et al., 

2020). The roots go back to McCauley et al. (1994) and suggestions on 

theoretical framing from researchers such as Avolio (2007), Lord and Hall 

(2005), and Day (2000). Furthermore, the seminal works of Bass (1985) and 

Burns (1978) supported the emergent leadership development field in 

defining good leadership, that is, what to strive towards (Vogel, et al., 2020). 

Despite the differences between leader development and leadership 

development, the concepts are often used interchangeably in the literature 

(Day, 2000; Day et al., 2014). The distinction between management, leader, 

and leadership development by Day (2000) and others is used in the thesis. 

These concepts are described briefly next. 

2.3.1 Management development 

Management development is characterized by the application of proven 

solutions to known problems, thereby mainly taking a training orientation to 
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improve task performance in a managerial role by providing new knowledge 

and training in order to improve the specific skills and abilities needed (Day, 

2000). Management development is here defined according to the definition 

by Dragoni et al. (2009, p. 731) as “the process by which individuals 

pursuing managerial roles learn the interrelated sets of skills and abilities (i.e. 

competencies) necessary for effectiveness.” This is similar to Day (2000, p. 

282) who state, “Leadership roles refer to those that come with and without 

formal authority, whereas management development focuses on 

performance in formal managerial roles.”. 

2.3.2 Leader development 

In contrast, leader development focuses primarily on human capital and 

developing individuals’ capabilities to think and act in new ways (Day, 2000). 

The rationale for development takes a point of departure in being effective 

in formal leadership roles through development of individual-based 

knowledge, skills, and abilities (Day & Dragoni, 2015). Hence, there is a 

clear division between leaders and followers. Leader development is here defined 

as the expansion of a person’s capability to be effective in a leadership role and process 

(Van Velsor et al., 2010). This definition is built on the assumption that 

leadership will be more effective if leaders develop appropriate new 

knowledge, skills, and abilities.  

2.3.3 Leadership development 

Compared with leader development, leadership development is founded on 

a qualitatively different and broader view on leadership (Day, 2000). It is 

qualitatively different in that it also encompasses collective aspects of the 

development that cannot be explained by or reduced to leader development 

of the individual. Hence, the concept of leadership development transcends 

and includes the concept of leader development. Leadership development is 

a process containing multiple individuals, such as groups, teams, networks, 

or entire organizations (Day et al., 2014). Management development and 

leadership development have overlaps as well as a number of key 

differences (Day, 2000). Management development is characterized by the 

application of proven solutions to known problems, thus it is mainly a 

training orientation. Leadership development is characterized by building 
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the capacity, both cognitive and behavioral, as well as individual and 

collective, to learn, adapt, and develop from unforeseen challenges. The 

thesis takes a point of departure in a combination of two similar definitions 

of the concept of leadership development. Hence, leadership development is 

defined as expanding the collective’s capacity of organizational members to engage 

effectively in leadership roles and processes in order to produce direction, alignment, and 

commitment (Drath et al., 2008); Van Velson et al., 2010). 

The two concepts of leader and leadership development are linked and 

complementary, “The preferred approach is to link leader development with 

leadership development such that the development of leadership transcends 

but does not replace the development of individual leaders” (Day, 2000, p. 

605). There are three possible levels of inclusiveness and complexity related 

to the concept of leader and leadership development – namely leadership as 

role-based authority, leadership as an influence process between individuals, 

and leadership as a shared property of a social system including 

interdependencies among individuals, teams, and organizations as well as 

roles and influence processes depending upon the situation (Day & 

Harrison, 2007), see also similar proposed distinctions (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 

2012;  Drath et al., 2001) as well as Kjellström et al. (in press). These three 

possible levels all imply different ways of working with development. From 

an intervention perspective on leadership development, methods for 

creating development at a collective/cultural level can include, for example, 

experimenting with new practices, new assignments for a team, team 

coaching, and collective development programs (Kjellström et al., 2020) as 

well as changes of organizational design in terms of, for example, structures, 

roles and staffing, teams, and processes.  

In summary, there are differences and similarities between management, 

leader, and leadership development. The thesis views both leader and 

collective leadership to be needed, and the development of one of them 

might contribute to the development of the other. An individual attending a 

developmental intervention will possibly later contribute to collective 

leadership development, and a group that develops collective leadership 

might create opportunities for on-the-job leader development. 
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2.4 Leader development and complexity 

In order to deepening the answer to research questions 2 and 3, this section 

presents and discusses specifically leader development, complexity, and 

related concepts. The presentation and discussion take a point of departure 

in different definitions of leadership and leadership development from an 

individual perspective. 

2.4.1 Leader(ship) as a tripod - leader, followers, and a common goal 

Traditionally, leadership research has focused on the individual leader. 

Individual leader(ship) is here defined based on (Bennis, 2007, p. 3): “In its 

simplest form [leadership] is a tripod - a leader or leaders, followers, and a 

common goal they want to achieve”. Hence, leadership research according 

to this tripod is the study of the interaction between leaders and followers 

around shared goals.   

2.4.2 Complex thinking and meaning making in the context of leader 

development  

In order to better enrich the understanding of specifically leader 

development, and the related concept of vertical leader development, the thesis 

applies a theoretical lens in terms of a developmental psychology 

perspective, specifically adult development. From this perspective, vertical 

leader development is seen as sequential growth in complex thinking and 

meaning-making for individuals in leadership roles. The concepts of vertical 

leader development are supported by popular business literature such as The 

leadership pipeline: How to build the leadership powered company by Charan, Drotter, 

and Noel (2010), Leadership agility: Five levels of mastery for anticipating and 

initiating change by Joiner and Josephs (2006) and Good to great: Why some 

companies make the leap . . . and others don’t  by Collins (2001), as well as a 

seminal work regarding the differences between leadership at different 

organizational levels by D. Katz and Kahn (1978), a proposition that has 

been demonstrated empirically by Kaiser et al. (2011). 

There is substantial research that explores leadership development from a 

developmental psychology perspective in terms of adult development 
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(McCauley et al., 2006; Torbert et. al., 2004; Rooke & Torbert, 1998), and 

for adjacent areas see (Dawson & Heikkinen, 2009; Kegan, 1994; Kjellström 

& Stålne, 2017). This research field, with its empirically based theories, takes 

a process approach to individual development by recognizing multiple 

dimensions and levels that transform dynamically throughout an individual’s 

lifetime (Hoare, 2006; 2011). It focuses on consecutive individual growth in 

complex thinking and meaning-making in relation to oneself, the social 

context, and the larger surrounding environment. There is strong predictive 

validity in terms of leadership effectiveness, competence at work, etc. 

(McCauley et al., 2006; Rooke & Torbert, 2005). Complexity can be referred 

to as ontological complexity or epistemological complexity. The concept of 

ontological complexity refers to the complexity of real things, such as 

physical objects, as well as systems such as organizations. Epistemological 

complexity refers to the complexity of our thinking, such as in the two 

prominent theories in the field of adult development that encompass 

cognitive complexity and meaning making, respectively, the MHC and EDT. 

The MHC contains a number of distinct levels of task complexity. The key 

characteristic of the MHC in relation to SST is the construct of cognitive 

processes, their common constructivist and Piagetian roots, and their clear 

focus on complexity. The MHC is a formal theory that illustrates how the 

complexity of information or a task is related to the difficulty of the task 

(Commons, 2008). EDT is in comparison built on a broader view on 

psychological functioning due to the focus on meaning making, perspective 

taking, cognitive complexity, and social-emotional development. EDT 

contains a number of ways of making meaning of reality, or action logics 

(Torbert et. al., 2004). Both the MHC and EDT have the same stepwise 

complexity and developmental view as SST and are thus related, but in 

different ways (SST/MHC/EDT: Törnblom et al., 2018; MHC: Koplowitz, 

2008; EDT: Koplowitz, 2008). Both of these theories have been applied to 

the domain of leadership (Cook-Greuter, 2004; Dawson & Heikkinen, 2009; 

Rooke & Torbert, 2005). SST, the MHC, and EDT have mainly an 

individualistic approach to leadership development. However, in the next 

section a collective approach to leadership that applies EDT and related 

theories is presented.  
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2.4.3 Complex thinking and leading complex organizations  

Leading complex organizations demands complex leadership (Marion & 

Uhl-Bien, 2001), a leadership based on the concept of complexity thinking 

(Richardson & Cilliers, 2001). Complex leaders are systems thinkers (Senge, 

1990) and systems thinking is needed more at the higher than the lower 

levels of the managerial hierarchy (Hunt et al., 2009; Jacobs and Jaques, 

1987). The need for complex leaders varies between the type of organization 

and environment (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001), and mature organizations in 

mature industries have less concern about fitness and growth compared to 

organizations in less mature industries, and thus have less need for complex 

leaders in comparison. Nevertheless, in today´s world of volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (V.U.C.A.: Bennett & Lemoine, 2014) 

organizations are constantly in need of leaders, as well as organizational 

design, etc., that can handle complexity successfully. The thesis views the 

concept of leading complex organizations as referring to the leadership at 

the upper echelon, the strategic domain (D. Katz & Kahn, 1978), namely 

the management roles of the CEO and the top executives, not all 

management or leadership roles in the organization. Hence, the complexity 

in (managerial) roles differs between organizational levels. However, there is 

a range of people who lead in different positions at different levels in the 

organizations that are involved with complex tasks. 

2.4.4 Methods for leader development and on-the-job development 

Empirical research shows that some of the most powerful methods for 

leader development are, according to leaders themselves, developmental 

relationships and challenging assignments (Yip & Wilson, 2010). There is a 

broad variety of methods for leader development including activities such as 

mentoring, coaching, networking, and on-the-job development through 

challenging relationships or assignments and developmental programs, as 

well as by experiences from private life (McCauley et al., 2010). Methods for 

leader development can be categorized into five domains – developmental 

relationships, developmental assignments, feedback processes, formal 

programs, and self-development (Van Velsor et al., 2010), see also 

(Kjellström et al., 2020) regarding methods for leader development. When it 
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comes to leader development, the thesis focuses on the area of on-the-job 

development as a result of an increasingly complex organizational design. 

Thus, only the two categories of developmental relationships and 

developmental assignments in the frameworks of Van Velsor et al. (2010  

and Kjellström et al. (2020) are applied in the analysis regarding on-the-job 

leader development.  

2.5 Collective leadership development and complexity 

In order to deepen the answer to research questions 2 and 3, this section 

presents and discusses specifically collective leadership development, 

complexity, and related concepts. The thesis views the collective aspect of 

leadership development as increasingly important because the context for 

leadership many times calls for more collective approaches. Furthermore, 

complexity is a relevant perspective to apply in order to enhance the 

understanding of collective leadership development.  

2.5.1 Collective approaches to leadership 

More and more researchers have started to explore leadership as an 

emergent, collective phenomenon (Contractor et al., 2012; Denis et al., 2012; 

Friedrich et al., 2009; Ospina et al., 2020) as the context calls for leadership 

to become more peer-like and collaborative (Drath et al., 2008). Especially 

for project management and professional service firms, the context calls for 

organizational design that focuses on collaboration and collective practices 

(Raelin, 2018).  

The individual (leader) perspective on leadership incorporates concepts such 

as leaders' traits, behaviors, and characteristics. These concepts are less 

suitable to apply for capturing collective leadership, and here it is more 

suitable to apply a process-oriented approach. The idea of collective 

leadership can be traced back to Gibb (1954, p. 884, cited in Gronn, 2002), 

where the term “distributed leadership” is mentioned for the first time. 

Today there are a number of different streams of research that cover plural 

forms of leadership. In Denis’s review, Bolden (2011) concludes that there 

are a wide range of theories and notions with a common idea in terms of 
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understanding leadership as a more collective, systemic social process. Denis 

et al. (2012) identified four streams of such plural leadership – sharing 

leadership in teams, pooling leadership at the top of the organization, 

spreading leadership across boundaries over time, and producing leadership 

through interaction. The first stream is associated with shared leadership in 

groups (Pearce & Conger, 2003), a tradition that considers leadership as “a 

dynamic, interactive influence process among individuals in groups for 

which the objective is to lead one another to the achievement of group or 

organizational goals or both” (p. 1). The second, “Pooling leadership”, focuses 

on co-leadership at the top of the organization between two or more people 

(Alvarez & Svejenova, 2005). The third is associated with the term 

“distributed leadership” and how leadership can be distributed between 

hierarchical levels over time as well as across inter-organizational and intra-

organizational boundaries, for example, research within the area of 

education (Spillane, 2012; Bolden, 2011) and within inter-organizational 

collaboration (Vangen & Huxham, 2003, cited in Denis et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, distributed leadership shares many similarities with concepts 

such as, collaborative, emergent, shared, co, and collective leadership (Bolden, 2011).  

Importantly, the fourth, “Producing leadership through interaction”, is 

associated mostly with the term “relational leadership”, the stream that 

moves furthest from leadership as an individual towards leadership as a 

social phenomenon, a collective process, see, for example, Uhl-Bien (2006), 

Crevani et al. (2010), and Drath et al. (2008). A review by Endres and 

Weibler (2017) concludes that not all relational leadership theories are equal 

to collective or plural leadership, and many of what they define as relational 

constructivist leadership studies are situated at the interpersonal interaction 

level. As noted by Denis et al. (2012), many of the contributions in the 

fourth stream are built on work regarding shared leadership by Pearce and 

Conger (2003) and/or on distributed leadership by Gronn (2002), as well as 

Follett´s (1924) collaborative leadership approach, which is an example of a 

processual perspective according to Denis et al. (2012). For example, the 

DAC framework (Direction, Alignment, and Commitment: Drath et al., 

2008) and complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) presented in 

the next sections are mostly associated with the fourth stream of plural 

leadership. Both the DAC framework and complexity leadership theory 
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were developed in the context of knowledge-intensive organizations, and 

thus are suitable to apply in the thesis.  

2.5.2 The DAC framework 

The DAC framework defines leadership based on the concepts of direction, 

alignment, and commitment and views leadership as a social phenomenon, a 

collective process, an outcome, and a product of the actors’ beliefs and 

practices. The framework is multilevel in the sense that it views the 

production of leadership that is possible at different levels, from dyads to 

larger entities of individuals such as groups and organizations, “the DAC 

ontology transcends and includes the tripod ontology” (Drath et al., 2008, p. 

643, italics in original). See Bennis' (2007) tripod ontology with leaders, 

followers, and common goals. Furthermore, context and interactions are 

central to the framework, and thus are linked to both the fourth stream of 

collective leadership “Producing leadership through interaction” (Denis et 

al., 2012), mostly associated with the term relational leadership (Uhl-Bien, 

2006; Crevani et al., 2010), and to the contextual school of leadership 

(Hannah et al., 2009; Osborn et al., 2002) among others. A number of 

plural/collective leadership theories are compatible with the DAC 

framework, “Shared leadership, complexity science, and relational 

approaches each represent emergent ideas about leadership that move well 

beyond the ontology that frames leaders, followers, and their shared goals as 

essential, indispensable elements of leadership” (Drath et al., 2008, p. 641).  

The DAC framework is based on a functionalist, pragmatic ontology; for 

example, it focuses on outcomes that can be realized in different ways due 

to the multilevel approach. In comparison, “With the tripod, the basic 

question for leadership theory is: Who are the leaders and how do they 

interact with followers to attain shared goals? With the tripod, leadership 

theory basically seeks to explain what characterizes leaders and how they 

influence followers. With the DAC ontology, leadership theory would seek 

to explain how people who share work in collectives produce direction, alignment, and 

commitment.” (ibid, p. 636, italics in original). The thesis defines leadership 

according to the DAC ontology as “the presence of direction, alignment, 

and commitment (DAC) that marks the occurrence of leadership” (ibid, p. 
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636). Furthermore, leadership practice is defined according to DAC (ibid, p. 

645): “A leadership practice is a pattern in the behavior of a collective aimed 

at producing DAC. Practices are analogous to leader and follower behaviors 

in the tripod ontology. The key difference in the concept of leadership 

practices is that practices are understood as collective enactments such as 

patterns of conversation or organizational routines that include and 

transcend individual behaviour.” Furthermore, leadership beliefs are defined 

as follows: “Leadership beliefs transcend leader and follower characteristics 

because leadership beliefs can be about any aspect of how to produce DAC, 

but leadership beliefs also include beliefs about leader and follower 

characteristics” (ibid, p. 643). Finally, leadership culture is defined as follows: 

“The idea of a leadership culture locates the source of leadership (that is, the 

source of the processes for producing DAC) not in individual minds but in 

the interaction of beliefs and practices at the collective level” (ibid, p. 646). 

2.5.3 Leadership development from the perspective of the DAC 

framework 

This movement to a collective view on leadership development such as 

DAC does not mean that the underlying dominant functionalist 

assumptions on effectiveness and efficiency have changed (Mabey, 2013). 

Leadership development from the perspective of the DAC framework 

(Drath et al., 2008, p. 640), “is framed as the development of existing beliefs 

and practices for producing DAC (that is, the further development of 

leadership culture). This includes but is not limited to developing individuals 

in roles such as leader and follower.” Hence, this definition includes 

developing individuals in roles such as leaders and followers but is not 

limited to that type of tripod development. In the scope of the DAC 

framework, both leader development and leadership development can occur 

separately. For example, leader development can occur without any 

development of leadership culture. Furthermore, in some contexts it is 

possible for leadership development to occur without leader development, 

“But leadership development could be pursued without leader development 

in contexts in which the beliefs and practices for producing DAC do not call 

for individuals to take leader or follower roles, such as in peer-like settings 

of self-managing teams or cross-boundary collaboration. This is not the 
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same as saying that leadership development can take place without individual 

development” (ibid, p. 649-650). Hence, leadership development demands 

leader development or some kind of individual development in terms of 

skills and competences.  

Feedback loops from DAC as the key for developing leadership practices. According to 

Drath et al. (ibid, p. 649 and 647-648), “Leadership development from the 

perspective of the DAC framework is framed as the development of 

existing beliefs and practices for producing DAC (that is, the further 

development of leadership culture),” and “The feedback loop from DAC to 

the underlying beliefs is assumed to be the key to developing leadership 

practice”. Improving present leadership practice represents single-loop 

learning and questioning the practice itself represents double-loop learning 

in the terminology of Argyris and Schön (1974). To be noted, in DAC 

feedback loops, not changes of context in terms of organizational design, etc., 

are assumed to be the drivers for the development of leadership practices. 

More specifically, feedback loops develop underlying individual and 

collective beliefs that in turn develop leadership practices. 

2.5.4 Complexity leadership theory 

Similar to the DAC framework, complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007) is in line with the fourth stream of plural leadership and is an 

approach that views leadership as a social phenomenon and as a collective 

process. Complexity leadership theory is suitable to apply in the context of 

the research questions and the empirical context and will be presented 

briefly in the following. The theory depends on a distinction between 

leaders and leadership and views leadership as a process. The theory takes a 

point of departure in a complexity theory perspective and “consider[s] 

leadership as an emerging phenomenon resulting from dynamic interactions 

among organizational members across organizations and inter-

organizational spaces.” (Denis et al., 2012, p 263, [s] added by author). 

Specifically, “leadership should be seen not only as position and authority 

but also as an emergent, interactive dynamic - a complex interplay from which a 

collective impetus for action and change emerges when heterogeneous 

agents interact in networks in ways that produce new patterns of behavior 
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or new modes of operating” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p 299, italics in original). 

It is interesting to note that the theory includes formal administrative or 

bureaucratic structure as factors contributing to the development of 

leadership and organizations, and it views leaders as key players in 

developing connections and harmonizing adaptive structures and 

administrative structures in organizations. The theory strives to avoid 

reductionism and determinism through holism, the standpoint that the 

whole of a phenomenon is larger than the sum of its parts. The whole 

cannot be understood by studying the parts, and in a complex system it is 

not possible to predict the future with certainty. 

The theory is developed in the context of knowledge-producing 

organizations in order to offer better support to leadership research in the 

knowledge-oriented economy (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). There is a need for a 

radical change of perspective about leadership due to the new context that 

leaders operate in, “…the context in which leaders operate is both radically 

different and diverse. The world of traditional bureaucracy exists but it is 

only one of many contexts” (Osborn et al., 2002, p. 798). Complex 

leadership theory has been applied in other empirical studies, for example, 

how agile coaches practice enabling leadership in knowledge-producing 

organizations (Bäcklander, 2019). The framework consists of three types of 

leadership – administrative leadership, adaptive leadership, and enabling 

leadership that mirrors the administrative and bureaucratic functions and 

the emergent informal dynamic of complex adaptive systems within a 

context of knowledge-producing organizations. Furthermore, it is 

interesting to note that the theory applies the concepts of strategic level, 

organizational level, and production level from SST (Jaques, 1976, 1989, 

1990; Jacobs & Jaques, 1987) and the more commonly applied conceptual 

framework by D. Katz and Kahn (1978) in order to describe different types 

of leadership, namely administrative leadership, adaptive leadership, and 

enabling leadership, in terms of character and where they appear in the 

organization. 

In summary, complexity leadership theory is a framework to understanding 

emergent leadership dynamics in bureaucratic/formal structures. Hence, it is 

a framework suitable to be applied in the thesis as a lens due to the 
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empirical setting in terms of large technology-, knowledge-, and project-

intensive organizations, the distinction between leader and leadership 

development, and the distinction between different organizational levels of 

complexity and the acknowledgment of the presence of bureaucratic/formal 

structures. 

2.5.5 Constructive-developmental theory applied to collectives 

Constructive-developmental theory in the field of adult development, a 

school of research in psychology with a focus on development of meaning 

and meaning-making processes for individuals over the life span (Kegan, 

1994; Loevinger, 1966, 1976), has to some degree been applied to collective 

perspectives on leadership (McCauley et al., 2008, 2006; Torbert et al., 2004). 

EDT is positioned as part of this sub-research field of adult development, 

that is, constructive-developmental theory. In comparison, the MHC is 

positioned as part of another sub-field, namely behavior developmental 

theory and focuses on cognitive complexity. Applied to collectives, 

constructive-developmental theory deals with the collective constructs and 

interpretations and how these collective constructs and interpretations can 

expand to become more complex over time. According to McCauley et al. 

(2008), leadership cultures and practices in organizations can be categorized 

as dependent, independent, or interdependent, ordered according to 

increasing complexity. The latter categories transcend and include the 

former and are more complex than the former. Leadership practices is 

defined as, “the actions and routines intentionally used in the collective to 

produce direction, alignment, and commitment”, and leadership culture as, 

“the taken-for-granted assumptions, beliefs, and values widely shared in the 

collective that determine and justify the leadership practices” (ibid, p1). The 

following definitions of different leadership cultures and practices by 

McCauley et al. are applied (ibid, p.3). Dependent leadership cultures and practices 

are “broadly characterized by the assumption that only people in positions 

of authority are responsible for leadership. This assumption may lead to 

organizations that emphasize top-down control and deference to authority”. 

Independent leadership cultures and practices are “broadly characterized by the 

assumption that leadership emerges as needed from a variety of individuals 

based on knowledge and expertise. This assumption may lead to 
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decentralized decision-making, high demand for individual responsibility, 

strong reliance on experts and expertise, and competition among experts”. 

Interdependent leadership cultures and practices are “broadly characterized by the 

assumption that leadership is a collective activity that requires mutual 

inquiry and learning. This assumption may lead to the widespread use of 

dialogue, collaboration, horizontal networks, valuing of differences, and a 

focus on learning”.  

In summary, the MHC has not been applied to the study of collective 

perspectives of leadership. However, EDT, as a constructive-developmental 

theory, has to some extent been applied in the study of collective 

perspectives on leadership (McCauley et al., 2008, Torbert et al., 2004). 

2.5.6 Collective leadership development 

According to Ospina (2017), the collective leadership literature contains 

theories such as complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), discursive 

leadership (Fairhurst, 2008), network leadership (Cullen-Lester & 

Yammarino, 2016), and constructionist collective leadership (Drath, 2001; 

Ospina et al., 2012). “They share a view of leadership as an emergent, 

interactive process intended to cultivate group members’ capacity and 

adaptability to navigate complexity”, and ”With their own strengths and 

weaknesses, collective leadership theories do not diminish the legitimacy of 

other theories. Neither do they deny the relevance of the formal leader, but 

they invite the researcher (and the practitioner) to consider the range of 

alternative sources from which leadership emerges in the system. They thus 

help us see leadership in a completely novel way: contextual and fully 

embedded in a system of relationships reflecting the collective.” (Ospina, 

2017, p. 281). This is similar to the topic of (development of) collective 

ability (Runsten, 2011; Runsten & Werr, 2016). 

As stated earlier, the thesis applies the concept of collective leadership, but 

not in terms of the “shared”, “pooling”, or “distributed” streams of plural 

leadership, and more in line with the stream of plural leadership labeled 

“producing leadership through interaction” (Denis et al., 2012). For 

additional and similar definitions of collective leadership development, see 

Contractor et al. (2012). Furthermore, the definition of leadership according 
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to DAC is applied, which is a collective approach to leadership in itself. 

Following this, collective leadership is defined as development based on the 

DAC framework as the development of existing collective beliefs and collective 

leadership practices for producing DAC (that is, the further development of 

leadership culture). The applied definition of collective leadership 

development is in line with the development of leadership in the context of 

complexity leadership theory in the sense that leadership can be developed 

without leader development. Thus, development is seen as “a recognizable 

pattern of social and relational organizing among autonomous 

heterogeneous individuals as they form into a system of action” (Hazy & 

Uhl-Bien, 2015, p. 80), that is, leadership development not necessarily 

according to the tripod.  

Finally, the most central theoretical definitions in chapter 2 are summarized 

in appendix 6. 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter presents and discusses the methodological underpinnings of 

the thesis. Due to the character of qualitative research, the description of the 

methodology is comprehensive and rich. The guiding principle for the 

choices of methods has been to ensure that the best available explanation is 

given to the phenomenon studied and to strive for as much objectivity and 

replicability as possible. This chapter starts with a brief introductory 

overview of the methodology and the overall research design. This is 

followed by a presentation of and motivation for the philosophical 

underpinnings, the interactive research design, and the research methods in 

the appended papers. Next, limitations in each paper are presented and 

discussed as well as an evaluation of the papers’ research and contribution 

quality.  

3.1 Methodology in brief and overall research design 

The overall research design was a mixed method approach with a 

combination of conceptual and qualitative empirical research in the context 

of technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. The 

empirical research was part of a larger interactive research project where 

researchers and organizations co-produced knowledge of value for both 

researchers and practitioners. 

The research was carried out in four different individual research projects, 

resulting in two conceptual and two empirical papers with their own specific 

research methods suitable for their specific research questions. The papers 

are of different character and contribute in different ways to the aim and 

research questions. The underlying studies for the four papers were 

conducted in chronological order. In relation to the area of investigation in 

the thesis, papers I and II have a strong focus on individual 

leaders/leadership in the context of large traditional hierarchical 

organizations. Paper III expands on the notion of leadership development 

from a complexity perspective and introduces the concept of collective 

leadership development in addition to the more common notion of leader 
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development. Finally, paper IV investigates how increasingly complex 

organizational design fosters both leader development and collective 

leadership development. The main themes that run through all articles to 

various degrees are complexity, organizational design, and leadership 

development. Overall, all the papers contribute to a better understanding of 

organizational design and leadership development in terms of increasing 

complexity. See Table 2 for a summary of the methods in the appended 

papers.  

Table 2. Summary of the methods in the appended papers  

 



 
 
44 
 

The thesis applied a design with different units of analysis. This is because 

leadership development is a process at multiple levels (Avolio, 2004; Day & 

Dragoni, 2015) and organizational design incorporates a number of different 

variables at different organizational levels and aspects (Waterman, et al, 1980; 

Van de Ven et al., 2013; Kates & Galbraith, 2007).  

Organization studies is a broad research field, and the thesis makes a 

distinction between research that produces knowledge about managers vs. 

knowledge for managers. This distinction is evident in, for example, the field 

of organizational design (Puranam, 2018), which contains both descriptive 

and normative research streams. Thus, normative research in the field of 

organizational design is reasonably more valuable for decision makers and 

HR than descriptive research. Following that, the thesis strives to be both 

descriptive and normative. However, the value of normative research for 

practitioners depends among other things on the researchers’ philosophical 

position in, for example, the framework of Burrell and Morgan (1979). 

The ambition from a research design perspective is to address both research 

gaps and practical problems, that is, to produce scientific knowledge, not 

driven by an ideological agenda, in line with Antonakis (2017) and Eagly 

(2016), as well as to address practical problems, that is, to produce actionable 

knowledge (Argyris, 1996) in the research fields of organizational design and 

leadership development and their intersection. The research design 

represents a road map, a research strategy, to systematically explore the 

phenomenon of interest in line with the approach described by Marshall and 

Rossman (2014). The nature of the research questions and the character of 

the research field of leadership development and organizational design 

guided the decision to use a mixed method approach. A combination of 

conceptual (papers I and II) and qualitative empirical research (papers III 

and IV) with their specific research question(s) was decided to be used in 

order to better capture different perspectives of the phenomenon of interest. 

Interactive research was used as an overall research approach for papers III 

and IV. 
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3.2 Philosophical underpinnings  

This section presents the philosophical position as well as arguments for the 

chosen position and how the research is in line with these. Hence, it is 

characterized in relation to common beliefs and agreements regarding 

ontological and epistemological positions.  

3.2.1 Paradigms in social science 

The meta-theoretical framework by Burrell and Morgan (1979) of 

sociological paradigms and organizational analysis contains the four 

quadrants of radical structuralism, radical humanism, interpretivism, and 

functionalism arranged along two dimensions – the nature of social science 

in terms of subjectivity versus objectivity, and the nature of society in terms 

of radical change versus regulation. Thus, the framework is centered around 

two fundamental questions: Is society basically about collaboration or 

conflict? Is it possible to say something objectively true about society, or not? 

Radical structuralism is a sociological paradigm of objectivity and radical 

change. This is a position that views conflicts as a fundamental part of 

society and that social change is the result of these conflicts. Radical 

humanism is a sociological paradigm of subjectivity and radical change and 

is an approach seeking to understand how individuals can be liberated from 

the structure in which they are embedded, with a focus on understanding 

the subjective experience of these individuals. Interpretivism (interpretive 

sociology) is a sociological paradigm of subjectivity and regulation that seeks 

to understand the world as it is through the understanding of the subjective 

experience of individuals’ perceptions of reality. Functionalism (functionalist 

sociology) is a sociological paradigm of objectivity and regulation and is an 

approach seeking rational explanations of social affairs. Most theories in 

sociology and organization theory are grounded in the functionalist 

paradigm, and they have an ambition to objectively describe what is done 

and what is going on in society and in organizations. Most theories that are 

based on a functionalist paradigm, in its most developed form, attempt to 

apply the models and methods in natural science to study a social 

phenomenon due to the functionalist paradigm’s strong roots in sociological 

positivism.  
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The functionalist paradigm was later influenced by the interpretive and the 

radical structuralist paradigms. The influence from the interpretive paradigm 

can be traced to the German idealist tradition of social thoughts, with a 

focus on understanding society from the point of the actors. The influence 

from the radical structuralist paradigm can be traced to the sociology of 

radical change in terms of aspects from Marxist theory concerning social 

change.  

In conclusion, there are different schools of thought also within the 

functionalist paradigm that more or less have some commonalities with the 

interpretive and radical structuralist paradigms. In the perspective of this 

meta-theoretical framework, the thesis is positioned in the functionalist 

paradigm and to some extent leans towards the junction with both the 

interpretive paradigm and radical structuralist paradigm. This position is the 

result of the choices of aim, research questions, theory, and research design 

and the author’s philosophical standpoints.  

Another perspective on paradigms is offered by Guba and Lincoln (1994). 

They analyze four competing paradigms in qualitative research in social 

science – positivism, postpositivism, critical theory, and constructivism. The 

paradigm of postpositivism is ontologically defined as (ibid, p. 109) “ -critical 

realism-“real” reality but only imperfectly and probabilistically 

apprehendable”, and epistemologically as “modified dualist/objectivist; 

critical tradition/community; findings probably true”. Methodologically it 

may include qualitative methods among other methods. The thesis views 

postpositivism as related mostly to the functionalist paradigm in Burrell and 

Morgan’s meta-theoretical framework. In conclusion, from the perspective of 

Guba and Lincoln the overall philosophical standpoint is mostly in line with 

postpositivism, and to some extent in line with critical theory and 

constructivism. 

In light of these positions, the character of the philosophical standpoint is in 

line with the standpoint of Antonakis (2017), stating that the scientist’s goal 

is to do good science in the sense of reporting results fully and accurately, 

and not be driven by an ideological agenda. This type of research can 

sometimes produce results that contradict pre-assumptions regarding 
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expected or desired results, thereby potentially being extra challenging, 

especially for researchers with an ideological agenda. Part of the broader aim 

was to also produce actionable knowledge (Argyris, 1996). Thus, it took an 

approach in line with the functionalist paradigm in terms of viewing the task 

of organizations as maximizing utility, although utility is not easy to define. 

In the next section, the papers are positioned in relationship to paradigms as 

well as the broader and more flexible concept of discourses. See, for 

example, Mabey (2013) for a discussion on differences between paradigms 

and discourses.  

3.2.2 The thesis in relationship to conflicting discourses of leader(ship) 

and leadership development 

The meta-theoretical framework by Burrell and Morgan was developed 

further by Deetz (1996) and Alvesson and Deetz (2000). They propose four 

distinctive research perspectives, or as they state it, discourses – the 

normative or functionalist, the interpretive, the dialogic, and the critical. 

When exploring leadership development processes and enactments, the 

notion of discourses is to be preferred before the notion of paradigms 

(Mabey, 2013). The notion of discourses is defined in line with Fairhurst 

(2009, p. 1616-1617), “Discourse can be seen as an interpretative repertoire 

[...] Such repertoires are tool bags of terminology, tropes, themes, habitual 

forms of argument, and so on that, in effect, contextualize by supplying 

leadership actors with a set of linguistic resources for use in discourse.” 

Hence, discourses are not intended to be theoretically strictly different 

boxes like paradigms. Furthermore, discourses are no more than social 

constructions, thus they might change over time. Therefore, one advantage 

of using the concept of discourse is the option to look into how different 

discourses might interact and influence each other and to take into account 

how they might change over time. The thesis notes the existence of 

different discourses in the field of leadership development and the tendency 

for researchers to stick to their favorite discourse. This is even more 

interesting to note in light of the fact that leadership research can easily be 

political. There are interesting exceptions of researchers who combine 

different discourses (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; Fairhurst, 2009; Mabey, 

2013).  
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Based on a literature review, Mabey (2013) outlines four discourses of 

leader(ship) and leadership development – functionalist, interpretive, 

dialogic, and critical. This demonstrates the existence of different discourses 

of leader(ship) and leadership development and the value of applying a 

critical realism (Bhaskar, 2013) position in terms of its capability to grasp a 

wide range of different discourses in the field of leadership development 

research. To note, Mabey’s research was conducted from a critical realism 

position, which is described as close to the interpretive discourse. In light of 

these four discourses, the thesis is broadly positioned in the functionalist 

and interpretive leadership development discourse, with some interaction 

with parts of the critical leadership development discourse. Thus, this is a 

combination of leadership development discourses that to some extent is in 

line with the standpoint of critical realism in terms of combining 

functionalist and interpretive discourses and paradigms. Critical realism will 

be discussed briefly in the next section together with pragmatism 

3.2.3 Interactive research, theoretical roots in pragmatism and critical 

realism 

Two important theoretical starting points for understanding the 

philosophical assumptions in interactive research are pragmatism and critical 

realism (Aagaard et al., 2006). As stated by Svensson et al. (2015), 

pragmatism offers a good potential starting point for joint knowledge 

creation between practitioners and researchers in an equitable form. Critical 

realism is a necessary and important complement to pragmatism, and it 

offers knowledge creation of a more general nature. The roots of the 

philosophical tradition of pragmatism can be traced to the philosophers 

John Dewey, William James, and Charles Sanders Peirce (Thayer, 1982). 

Pragmatism takes the standpoint that an idea first must be tested in practice 

before it really can be understood, and the best way to understand a 

phenomenon is to change it. This philosophical tradition stresses the 

problem with separating knowledge and action, and thus the importance of 

linking theory and practice.  

However, in the context of the interactive research approach, the limitations 

of pragmatism in terms of its focus on immediate, short term, and 
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instrumental factors needs to be handled. Critical realism (Bhaskar, 2013) as 

described by Svensson et al. (2015) offers one necessary and important 

complement to pragmatism in terms of its aim to create knowledge of a 

general nature through discovery, questioning, and extending perspectives. 

Critical realism focuses on underlying mechanisms, patterns, and structures 

in order to explain fundamental conditions of human action. It is interesting 

to note the critique of postmodernism from the standpoint of critical 

realism (ibid, p. 347), “Critical realism rejects various post-modern theories claiming 

that true knowledge cannot be acquired and that everything is relative, contextual and 

temporary”. In critical realism, ontology and epistemology are separated, and 

there is a distinction between the real and observable world. Furthermore, 

reality and its governing underlying mechanisms exist, and there are 

contingent truth claims, not universal, because the context varies and 

knowledge about reality is context sensitive, although possible through a 

combination of empirical observations and interpretation.  

Pragmatism and critical realism are two compatible concepts in line with the 

standpoint that it is possible to integrate positivist, realist, and interpretivist 

perspectives and that the application of a philosophical position depends on 

real practice and the research questions. In practice, the thesis applied 

interpretive methods and at the same time tried to handle biases by 

combining empirical observations and interpretations from a position that 

strives for objectivity. From the standpoint of critical realism, it can be 

stated that knowledge can be socially constructed, thus there are, for 

example, possible differences in how individuals construct the concepts of 

leadership development. This standpoint is suitable for the research 

approaches in the appended papers and is especially suitable for the research 

approach in paper III due to methodological choice of phenomenography. 

Furthermore, according to critical realism, contextual truth claims are 

possible, and the position of the thesis is in line with that statement, that is, 

it strives for objectivity, replicability, contextual truth claims, etc., and at the 

same time recognizes the presence of subjectivity. 

The interactive research approach can be positioned under the umbrella 

concepts of collaborative research (Ellström et al., 1999) and can be 

described as a development of the action research tradition (Svensson et al., 
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2007), with their common focus to develop mutual and equal relationships 

between and with the participants. However, interactive research has a set of 

different objectives, preferences, and research roles compared with action 

research. Compared with action research, interactive research focuses on 

how researchers and practitioners share the responsibility for driving the 

process forward, the interactive dimension. Furthermore, interactive 

research focuses strongly on theory development and validity, and the role 

of the interactive researcher is to drive critical learning processes that 

support theoretical development. Another advantage with the interactive 

research approach is the lower degree of normative research compared with 

action research because normativity might be sub-optimal for organizations 

depending on the researcher’s philosophical position, such as the position in 

Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) framework. It should be noted that the 

interactive research approach is similar to the combination of Mode 1 

(theoretical mode of knowledge production) and Mode 2 (practice based, 

problem-driven mode of knowledge production). See Starkey and Madan 

(2001) for a description of the concepts of Mode 1 and 2, as well as Guthey 

et al., (2018) for a discussion of their weaknesses, and Huff and Huff (2001) 

regarding an alternative Mode 3 that addresses major problems of humanity 

at large and by doing so strives to revitalizes management and organizational 

research.  

In summary, the interactive research approach leverages the advantages of a 

combination of pragmatism and critical realism and strives for both theory 

development and generally applicable knowledge for practitioners. Hence, 

interactive research was a suitable research approach. 

3.2.4 Positioning of included papers 

The theories/frameworks used in the included papers are SST (papers I and 

II), the MHC (paper II), EDT (papers II and III), DAC (papers III and IV), 

and The Star model (paper IV). These are all examples of functionalist 

theories/frameworks to various degrees. For example, EDT is positioned 

more towards the interpretivist paradigm due to its “constructivist” nature 

in terms of focusing on a person’s constructions and interpretations of 

experiences, but EDT also focuses on the “developmental” aspect in terms 
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of how these individuals’ constructions and interpretations of experiences 

grow more complex over time. This “developmental” aspect of the theory is 

seen as a functionalist character. Furthermore, the concepts of leader, 

leadership, leader development, and leadership development applied in the 

papers are based on a functionalist discourse. 

The qualitative design of paper III contained a phenomenographic method, 

a technique for capturing different subjective understandings of a 

phenomenon. It should be noted that the standpoint predominantly in the 

functionalist paradigm resulted in striving to minimize the subjective aspect of the 

researchers and in striving for objectivity, replicability, etc. Thus, the aim was 

not to use the researchers’ subjectivity as well as background, age, gender, 

ethnicity, hobbies, etc., as a part of the method. In addition, the critical 

approach in paper III was applied also towards the research group in terms 

of adapting a critical approach towards the researchers’ own explicit or 

implicit assumptions in order to be open to potential new perspectives on 

leadership development. More specifically, the strong interpretivist 

dimension in phenomenography applied in paper III is about the 

respondents’ subjective experience/way of understanding, not subjectivity 

from the researcher. In phenomenography the researcher strives for 

objectivity in the research processes, and at the same time the interviewees’ 

subjective idea is the focus of the research. Furthermore, paper III includes 

a critical discussion in terms of applying the approach of critical 

performativity by Alvesson and Spicer (2012) by combining critical 

questioning with the aspiration to generate a positive impact on practical 

leadership development. This approach combines reflexivity and 

questioning assumptions by clarifying one´s own ideas, being pragmatic, and 

taking the concerns of participants seriously. This approach can to some 

extent be likened to the dialogic and critical discourse (Mabey, 2013) in 

terms of questioning the traditional view on leadership development from a 

critical (management) perspective. Thus, it is an example of a paper that to 

some extent incorporates different discourses regarding leadership 

development, while at the same time it has its center of gravity in the 

functionalist discourse (Mabey, 2013) and paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979). 



 
 
52 
 

3.2.5 Philosophical standpoint at a glance 

The thesis has a foundation in the functionalist paradigm, while at the same 

time recognizing the clear influences from the interpretive paradigm and to 

some extent the radical structuralism paradigm. The application of the 

interactive research design positions the broader methodological roots of 

the empirical studies in the fields of critical realism and pragmatism. These 

philosophical standpoints are suitable for research spanning over different 

research fields in terms of leader development, collective leadership 

development, and organizational design. These research fields, similar to the 

fields of sustainability, gender studies and educational research, may be 

subject to ideological or political bias or conflicting discourses. Thus, an 

explicit declaration of philosophical standpoints is important for other 

researchers and practitioners to be able to better understand underlying 

drivers potentially affecting the research in a specific direction.  

3.3 Interactive research design  

In interactive research, researchers and organizations co-produce knowledge 

(Svensson et al., 2015; Aagaard Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; Van de Ven & 

Johnson, 2006). Papers III and IV were both based on a qualitative 

empirical research approach that was part of a larger interactive research 

project. This interactive research approach was chosen for the following 

reasons. First, it is an approach with the potential to produce both general 

academic knowledge and actionable knowledge. Second, this approach is 

suitable due to the character of the research questions. Third, the approach 

offers good access to empirical data, the potential for good research quality 

due to good opportunities for validation, etc. Fourth, the approach was 

suitable for the participating organizations due to their need for new 

knowledge regarding leadership development, specifically in the context of 

increasingly complex organizational design. 

3.3.1 The interactive research project in brief 

The larger interactive research project was conducted formally over two 

years. However, it was in total around three years including the co-
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production of the project definition in the application process and the co-

production of the post-project evaluation/report with the participating 

organizations. Overall the research was structured in two major studies. 

Empirical study 1 focused on leadership development, and paper III was 

built on qualitative empirical data from study 1. Empirical study 2 focused 

on organizational design and leadership development, and paper IV was 

built on qualitative empirical data from study 2.   

The joint learning was organized mainly around learning workshops that 

were designed to create a common reflective community in which both 

researchers and practitioners focus on generating new knowledge that is of 

theoretical interest and at the same time useful for practice. Thus, the 

organizations’ role as part of the interactive process of co-production of 

new knowledge was centered around active participation in organizational 

learning workshops (activity A) and cross-organizational learning workshops 

(activity B), as well as project and follow-up meetings, commenting on 

documents from the researchers such as the description of the findings 

from the data analysis, drafts of the conclusions, new research questions and 

current and new ideas of conceptual models, drafts of scientific articles, etc. 

Furthermore, in the later stage of the research project two of the 

organizations formed an internal pilot for carrying out a practical test of the 

dialogue map, which was a framework for leader and leadership 

development that was developed in the context of the research project. See 

Figure 2 for an overview.  



 
 
54 
 

Figure 2. Activities over time in the interactive research project  

 

3.3.2 The interactive research model 

The interactive research approach has three goals – to contribute to new 

knowledge for researchers (science), to contribute to organizational 

development through changes of practice and innovation (practice), and to 

create learning among researchers and practitioners (learning). In this 

approach, researchers and participating practitioners are involved and 

engaged in joint learning from two systems in continuous interaction, see 

Figure 3. The central focus of this type of approach is the results of the 

research in terms of new concepts and theories (Svensson et al., 2015). 
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Figure 3. The interactive research model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Based on Svensson et al. (2015). 

The model is based on process thinking and the recognition that researchers 

and practitioners have different interests. As shown in Figure 3, the model 

contains two interacting activity systems – the research system and the 

practice system – and the model strives to enhance a two-way flow of 

problem definition and knowledge between research and practice. The 

shadowed circle represents the joint learning between the researchers and 

practitioners. The researcher’s role in interactive research is to be goal 

oriented in terms of striving towards the three goals. The role is not the 

same as in action research in which the researcher should drive change in 

the participating organization(s); in interactive research the researcher 

should not drive change in the participating organization(s). 



 
 
56 
 

3.3.3 Summary of key activities in the interactive research project 

The project consisted of a large number of interactions with the three 

organizations and a rich data collection approach containing a total of 75 

interviews, 13 workshops, more than 25 project/follow-up meetings, and 

analysis of more than 20 internal documents. However, not all of these 

empirical data were used in papers III and IV, see Table 3, which presents a 

summary of key activities for the research project in total, papers III and IV. 

Table 3. Interactive research: key activities and participating 

organizations  

 

* The data for both paper III and IV were processed and developed during 

a limited number of workshops. For paper III, the workshops that mainly 

contributed were the second round of organizational workshops in each 

organization and the first cross-organizational workshop, in total four 

workshops. For paper IV, the workshops that mainly contributed were the 
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third round of organizational workshops in each organization and the 

second cross-organizational workshop, in total four workshops. 

3.3.4 The role of the organizations and participating key individuals 

The role of the organizations was to act as partners and co-producers of 

knowledge with the researchers, that is, Sofia Kjellström, Kristian Stålne, 

and the author Oskar Törnblom, who also acted as the central contact 

person towards the organizations. Initially five potential organizations were 

contacted based on their previously mentioned suitable profiles and the fact 

that both Sofia Kjellström and Oskar Törnblom had personal contact with 

key individuals in these organizations. Two of them decided to not join the 

research project, resulting in three participating organizations from the 

network of Oskar Törnblom. 

The key individuals in the three organizations were all senior managers or 

HR experts. In each organization, 2–4 key individuals were assigned to be 

part of the research project team in each organization, of which one of the 

key individuals acted as the “project champion”, the central contact person 

towards the researchers. It should be noted that a number of key individuals 

from the organizations also participated as co-production partners already in 

the “pre-project phase”. The role for the organizations as co-production 

partners meant that they initially contributed to co-production of the 

research questions and assisted with practical knowledge that improved 

decisions regarding the methodology for data collection.  

3.3.5 Learning workshops (activity A and B) 

The key individuals in each of the three organizations participated in 

organizational learning workshops (activity A), and in some of these 

workshops additional individuals participated who had been interviewed in 

the research project. In total nine organizational workshops were conducted 

at Tools R&D, Gaming Solutions, and Infraprojects. In addition, four cross-

organizational learning workshops (activity B) were conducted. The three 

organizations participated in three of the cross-organizational learning 

workshops. Only Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions (paper IV) participated 

in workshop number 11 that focused more specifically on new and 
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increasingly complex organizational design. Nevertheless, Infraprojects also 

participated in study 2 that was the basis for paper IV, but the empirical data 

from Infraprojects were not related to new and increasingly complex 

organizational design because Infraprojects focused instead on large 

projects. For an overview, see Table 4. 

Table 4. The learning workshops (activity A and B) 

 

These workshops lasted 2–3 hours and were held on site in a conference 

room at one of the companies, and in some workshops a combination of on 

site and video conferences was conducted. In every workshop all three 

researchers and 2–5 key individuals from the organizations participated. In 
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addition, in one of these workshops 8–15 additional individuals who had 

been interviewed attended the workshop.  

Organizational learning workshops (activity A): The organizational learning 

workshops were part of a larger ambition in terms of creating a continuous 

learning community between the specific organization and the researchers. 

Because of that, prior to each workshop the agenda was co-produced and 

the pre-readings and/or the presentations for the workshops were 

developed by the researchers with input from the key individuals. During 

the learning workshops the researchers and key individuals co-developed 

research questions and project plans and discussed findings, tentative 

conclusions, etc., in the context of creating joint learning of value for both 

researchers and practitioners. Workshop 1 at each organization focused on 

defining the specific research questions and concrete next steps. Workshop 

2 at each organization focused on reflection on findings from the first study 

(as paper III is built on) and defining new research questions and concrete 

next steps. Workshop 3 at each organization focused on findings from study 

2 (as paper IV is built on), as well as deepening the reflection concerning 

study 1 and initial discussion regarding the pilot project that later was 

conducted in two of the organizations.  

Cross-organizational learning workshops (activity B). A larger cross-organizational 

project group was formed, and its members conducted in total four cross-

organizational learning workshops. As in the case of the organizational 

learning workshops, cross-organizational learning workshops were part of a 

larger ambition in terms of creating a continuous learning community 

between the three organizations and the researchers. The first workshop 

focused on leadership development and the tentative empirical results from 

study 1 (as paper III is built on). The second workshop focused on the new 

organizational design in two of the organizations and the tentative empirical 

results from study 2 (as paper IV is built on). The third workshop focused 

on the concept of collective leadership, and Cindy McCauley, a senior 

researcher, participated as lecturer and facilitator to support the creation of 

new perspectives and knowledge applicable for both the researchers and the 

organizations. McCauley’s publication regarding the assessment of 

developmental components of managerial jobs (1994) is one of the primary 
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articles in the evolution of the leadership development field (Vogel et al., 

2020). Furthermore, McCauley was one of the authors of the original DAC 

article (Drath et al., 2008). The fourth workshop focused on overall 

conclusions from both a research and practitioner perspective, specific 

lessons, and takeaways from the pilot project in two of the organizations, as 

well as lessons learned from applying the interactive research method for 

research in the field of leadership development and organizational design in 

technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations.  

3.4 Research methods in the appended papers 

This section describes the chosen methods in each paper in order to 

enhance the understanding of the design of each paper, specifically how the 

data in the papers were generated, prior to the analysis of the answers to the 

research questions. The presentations of papers III and IV are more 

extensive than the presentations of paper I and II due to the empirical 

research design of papers III and IV. First the distribution of work among 

the authors for each paper is presented in Table 5. 

Table 5. The authors´ contribution to each paper 
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3.4.1 Paper I 

Research design. Paper I was a conceptual research study built on conceptual 

reasoning and an analysis of the extant literature. It highlights limitations, 

separating the academic and practitioner perspectives on the support and 

applicability of SST. This research design was decided due to 1) the lack of 

contemporary academic literature, especially regarding the limitations of the 

theory, and 2) the advantages of conceptual reasoning in the sense of 

leveraging a literature review to a discussion regarding concepts from 

different perspectives, such as applicability of an old theory in the context of 

new forms of organizational design. The conceptual approach was decided 

to be suitable for contributing to the understanding of leadership 

development from the perspectives of leadership in hierarchical 

organizations. More specifically, the research design was built on the 

theoretical background, relationship to other theories, key concepts and 

constructs, and support or nonsupport from other views in the scientific 

literature regarding its application in research and/or practice.  

Sample, data collection, and analysis. The sample and data consisted of the 

specific literature, and the analysis consisted of conceptual reasoning and 

analysis of extant literature. More details can be found in the appended 

paper I. 

3.4.2 Paper II 

Research design. Paper II was a conceptual, analytical, comparative qualitative 

study. This research had an analytical design in terms of a comparison of 

SST with two theories of adult development as lenses to analyze SST. This 

research design was decided on in order to shed light on the potential 

commonalities between the theories and, at least as important, to highlight 

the potential lack of commonalities. Hence, it was a research design aiming 

to contribute to clarifying what aspects in the MHC and EDT support SST, 

as well as to clarify in what aspects the two theories do not support SST. In 

this context, the goal was to advance the understanding of the theory’s 

strengths and weaknesses from the perspectives of other theories, and 

possibly contribute to a better understanding of leadership development in 

hierarchical organizations from the perspective of cognitive complexity and 
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meaning making. More specifically, the research design was built upon the 

application of the MHC and EDT as lenses to analyze SST. This was built 

on the assumption that the respective theories’ different levels are 

commensurable and thereby comparable.  

Sample, data collection, and analysis. The sample and data consisted of the 

specific theories, and the analysis consisted of an analysis of the 

correspondence between the different levels in terms of definitions and 

descriptions, not the exact correspondence. More detailed information can 

be found in the appended paper II.  

3.4.3 Paper III 

Research design. Paper III was grounded in an explorative and 

phenomenographic design as a qualitative method (Marton, 1981, 1986; 

Åkerlind, 2005; Sandberg, 1997) in order to empirically investigate the 

qualitatively different ways of understanding leadership development. A 

phenomenographic method can be applied to study qualitatively different 

ways of making sense of, understanding, or experiencing a certain 

phenomenon. Compared with many other qualitative methods, the 

phenomenographic method contains a final step where the results are 

ordered in categories according to their complexity. One of the advantages 

with the chosen method is that the results describe differences between the 

subjective reality of a phenomenon, in this case leadership development. 

Thus, it is an interpretivist method in terms of measuring differences in how 

individuals interpret different phenomena. More specifically, 

phenomenography was used for both data collection and analysis, and adult 

development theory (Hoare, 2011; Kjellström & Stålne, 2017; Kegan, 1994; 

McCauley et al., 2006; Rooke & Torbert, 2005) was applied as a theoretical 

framework for discussion. In addition, a critical discourse was applied in the 

discussion, arguably in line with critical performativity. According to 

(Alvesson & Spicer, 2012), the ambition with critical performativity is to 

couple critical questioning with the aspiration to have an impact on practical 

organizational work. In this case the practical area was leadership 

development, a young research field in need of more knowledge that can 

contribute to both research and practice. In this context, the research design 
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was part of the larger interactive research project. In brief, paper III first 

applied a functionalist perspective/discourse in that the concepts of leader, 

leadership, and leadership development are founded in this 

perspective/discourse. Second, it took an interpretive discourse in terms of 

phenomenography and adult development, and third it took a critical 

perspective/discourse for the discussion of the results. 

Sample. In studies with a phenomenographic method, it is of key importance 

that the interviewed individuals represent a wide range of experiences. Thus, 

the sample was designed purposely to contain individuals with different 

ages, genders, and experiences from different types of professional and 

leadership roles at different organizational levels in three different 

technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. The 

researchers and key individuals at the organizations made the specific 

choices regarding particular individuals to interview. In addition, the sample 

also included two experts in the field of leadership development to 

potentially capture additional richness of data variation. The selected 

respondents were invited to participate by e-mail or phone and sent 

information as a start of the informed consent process containing 

information about the purpose of the study, voluntariness to participate, 

confidentially, etc. One of the contacted persons declined due to lack of 

time. In total, 21 individuals were interviewed, and according to meta-

analysis of phenomenographic research there is a need for around 20 

participants to reach saturation (Sandberg, 2000). In Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions, individuals were interviewed who had roles in the new 

organizational design and roles in HR. In Infraprojects, individuals were 

interviewed who had roles from different parts of the whole organization. 

This was due to the fact that, first, the focus area for Infraprojects in the 

research project had not yet been defined at that time, and second, from a 

methodological perspective the importance was the wide range of 

experience from the study participants. 

Data collection. The data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews 

built on three general questions: “What is leadership development”? “What 

promotes leadership development?” “What hinders leadership 

development”? An initial phase of a pilot interview was conducted, and it 
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confirmed the sufficient quality of the decided data collection method, and 

because the questions were suitable from the beginning the results of the 

pilot interview were included in the sample. The interviews were conducted 

face-to-face and lasted about 60–90 minutes and were audio recorded and 

transcribed verbatim.  

Analysis. The data analysis process was an interpretive and iterative process 

going from familiarization with the data to interpretations of what 

constitutes leadership development and how leadership development was 

described by the respondents, to finally focusing on both what and how 

jointly. The result was an outcome space with different categories and an 

outline of the internal relationship between the categories. This was in 

accordance with the proposition by Åkerlind (2005) that hierarchically 

inclusive relationships are typically to be found in the empirical data 

generated from applying a phenomenographic method. In order to improve 

the quality of the results and gain face validity, the results were both 

presented and to some extent improved in workshops with key individuals 

at the three organizations. More detailed information regarding research 

design, sample, data collection, and analysis can be found in the appended 

paper III. 

3.4.4 Paper IV  

Research design. Paper IV was based on a comparative case study design 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Siggelkow, 2007; Yin, 2009) with an abductive approach 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2016; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) in order to create 

an in-depth understanding of a complex social phenomenon. In this paper a 

phenomenon was studied as collective leadership development and another 

phenomenon was studied as opportunities for leader development. The 

broader phenomenon that was studied was how increasingly complex 

organizational design affects behavior in terms of leadership. In paper IV, 

research question 1 was a “How” type of research question of a descriptive 

character, and research questions 2 and 3 were “What” types of research 

questions with a descriptive/relationship character and were thus suitable 

for a case study design. The research design was decided to be based on 

multiple case studies and multiple units of analysis, see (Schell, 1992) for an 
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alternative research design regarding design parameters, the number of data 

sources, and the number of case studies. Multiple units of analysis were 

decided to be used due to the character of the research questions, that is, 

including individual, team, and organizational units. A multiple case study 

was decided on in order to generate a higher degree of transferability and 

analytic generalization compared with a single case study.  

A deductive approach in paper IV was not used due to the limitations 

related to deciding on theories in advance and because of the nature of the 

research question. An inductive approach was not used due to the 

limitations with not using theory early and iteratively in the process of 

understanding the empirical findings. Instead, an abductive approach to case 

study design was decided to be used due to the fact that it is suited to the 

character of the overall interactive research project, the use of both “How” 

and “What” questions in paper IV, and the explorative approach of how 

increasingly complex organizational design fosters collective leadership and 

opportunities for leader development. The abductive approach was used in 

order to deepen the empirical understanding and to provide the option to 

make suitable decisions regarding relevant theories to use. As a result of 

these decisions, the method was not inductive due to the fact that theories 

were used as frames of reference. It was also not deductive because the 

interview guide contained open-ended questions that were not designed to 

verify hypotheses or theories. Furthermore, the abductive approach was not 

used to find anomalies or to build new theories. In summary, the character of 

the abductive approach that was used could be described as a combination 

of deductive and inductive approaches in order to generate in-depth 

empirical understanding and suitable theoretical decisions. 

Sample. The sample of organizations was two large organizations that 

recently (in 2017) had implemented a new organizational design. These 

organizations were decided to be part of the specific study that was the basis 

for paper IV because they represent technology-, knowledge-, and project-

intensive organizations containing a wide range of specialist and leadership 

roles. The organizations was called Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions. 

Furthermore, the sample of respondents for the semi-structured interviews 

was designed purposely to represent a wide number of individuals in 
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different roles in the new organizational design and in HR. The researcher 

and key individuals at the organizations made the specific choices regarding 

particular individuals to interview. The respondents were invited by e-mail 

or phone to participate and were sent information as a start of the informed 

consent process containing information about the purpose of the study, 

voluntariness to participate, confidentially, etc. Due to lack of time, two of 

the contacted persons declined to participate. In total, the sample contained 

34 individuals in highly qualified different roles at different levels of the 

organization. This mix of respondents together with the data collection 

from workshops and documents was used in order to match the character 

of the research questions, as well as to handle one of the challenges within 

leadership development research, which according to Avolio (2004) and Day 

and Dragoni (2015), is the fact that leadership development is naturally a 

process at multiple levels. The fact that it is a process at multiple levels calls 

for a research design with multiple units of analysis – in terms of 

organizational design/structure, collective and individual leadership 

development, and individuals’ understandings – and a multi-method 

approach.  

Data collection. The data collection methods consisted of semi-structured 

interviews, learning workshops, and internal document analysis, and this mix 

of data collection methods was used in order to deepen the understanding 

of the phenomena being studied and to improve the research quality. The 

semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face, one of them using 

video conferencing because the respondent was located in the UK, and were 

centered around the following themes: the new organizational design (what 

is new, what functions well, what is challenging) and leader and leadership 

development (own development and needs, support structures and 

methods). They lasted about 46–96 minutes, were audio recorded, and were 

transcribed verbatim. An initial phase of piloting the interview questions 

was conducted with two individuals, and the questions were suitable already 

in the pilot phase, so these interviews were included in the sample. In 

addition, four of the learning workshops in the overall interactive research 

project, with key individuals in managerial roles in the new organizational 

design and HR, were used for both data gathering and validation of findings 

in order to deepen the quality of the research.  
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Analysis. The process for data analysis had the character of abduction, in the 

sense of working back and forth between empirical findings and theory. The 

process of answering research question 1 in paper IV was based on a 

descriptive method that evolved during the process to the use of 

categorization in terms of changes of organizational structure, roles and 

staffing, teams, and processes. This categorization made sense because both 

organizations made decisions regarding changes of these categories and they 

fit well with frameworks for organizational analysis and for study designs 

such as the Star model (Kates & Galbraith, 2007) and the 7S model 

(Waterman et. al, 1980), both of which are frameworks with usability among 

practitioners. A comparative case study analysis of the two organizations 

was used in order answer research questions 2 and 3 in paper IV regarding 

how increasingly complex organizational design develops collective 

leadership practices and new opportunities for leader development. The 

design of the analysis regarding research question 2 included opportunities, 

not actual development, and was delimited to studying opportunities for 

individuals in the new technology area manager (TAM) roles and object 

owner roles in Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions. This focus on 

opportunities was decided on due to the fact that the study design did not 

include measurement of actual individual development and because 

individual development is complex, takes time, and is hard to measure. The 

delimitation on individuals in the new TAM and object owner roles was 

decided on due to the fact that these were the new and most central roles in 

the new organizational design. A framework by Kjellström et al. (2020) 

partly built on Van Velsor et al. (2010) regarding methods for leader and 

leadership development was applied as an analytical tool to categorize the 

new opportunities for leader development for individuals in the new TAM 

and object owner roles and development of collective leadership practices. 

The decision to use the framework was due to the fact that it was developed 

foremost based on empirical findings from practitioners’ own experiences 

from what creates development, especially on-the-job development. Hence, 

this was a framework with possibilities for both researchers and 

practitioners, an important aspect in the thesis. More detailed information 

regarding research design, sample, data collection, and analysis can be found 

in the appended paper IV. 
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3.5 Limitations in each paper 

There are limitations in all academic research. The methodology applied 

relied on both conceptual and empirical studies and is limited by the choice 

of methods and the particular empirical context, see each specific paper for 

details. In the following section, major limitations in each paper are 

presented. 

It was beyond the scope of paper I to validate the key concepts and 

constructs in SST, and the thesis does not provide support or nonsupport 

for the proposed value of implementing the theory and its extensions for 

organizational improvement. The purpose with the analysis of SST, that is, 

the comparison with the MHC and EDT in paper II, was not primarily to 

investigate any exact correspondence, and it was primarily to point out 

similarities and differences. Even though the three authors of paper II 

discussed the findings and reached consensus, the analysis was limited due 

to the fact that it did not include a more thorough analysis such as a richer 

empirical material and several independent scorers thus making interrater 

reliability a possibility, see, for example Dawson (2002, 2003).  

In paper III, a greater number of participants based on phenomenography 

might have increased the richness of the descriptions of the more complex 

understandings of leadership development and resulted in a more precise 

order of the different understandings in terms of differences in complexity. 

However, the number of categories that was extracted was in the normal 

range, and the number of participants was sufficient (Sandberg, 2000).  

The comparative case study in paper IV of increasingly complex 

organizational design was based on two organizations with their specific 

organizational characteristics and contexts; however, both were large, 

technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. Hence, there 

was a limitation regarding lack of generalizability in a statistical sense. On 

the other hand, multiple case studies are claimed to generate analytical 

generalization (Yin, 2009). The fact that the data collection methods 

primarily were based on individual perceptions of the organization was a 

limitation. However, other methods were used in addition to interviews to 
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reduce this limitation in terms of the overall interactive research design with 

its workshops, etc., and document analysis contributed to compensating for 

this limitation. In order to generate generalizability from the results of the 

thesis in terms of how increasingly complex organizational design fosters 

leadership development, there is a need for a research design with a scope 

across industrial sectors and types of organizations, with multiple case 

studies and with multiple types of new organizational designs. 

3.6 Research quality and contribution quality 

Research needs to be performed with scientifically rigorous methods, and 

the evaluation of the research quality and the contribution quality of the 

thesis is to be done by the reader. However, in this section the interactive 

research design is first discussed in terms of its contribution to robust and 

trustworthy research. Second, the four papers are analyzed using established 

frameworks for the evaluation of research quality and contribution quality, 

see Tables 6 and 7. The two evaluations of research quality and contribution 

quality have their potential strengths (structure, clearly defined concepts, etc.) 

and weaknesses (rather mechanistic ways of evaluating on the basis of a 

number of potentially arbitrary concepts that are not always suitable for the 

specific research being evaluated). Thus, it is important to be aware of the 

weaknesses in relying too much on frameworks for evaluation. The 

framework for evaluation of contribution quality Whetten (1989) is 

predominantly developed for the evaluation of conceptual papers; however, 

the framework is also applied for the empirical papers. With the same logic, 

the framework for evaluation of research quality (Hannes, 2011) is 

predominantly applied on qualitative research, but here the framework is 

also applied on the conceptual papers. 

3.6.1 The overall interactive research design  

The overall interactive research approach for papers III and IV has resulted 

in a robust and trustworthy research design. The project was conducted 

over 3 years (including the pre-project phase) with rigorous data collection 

and good opportunities to validate findings, etc. See the earlier description 

in chapter 3 regarding the strengths with interactive research, especially 
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regarding the validation method, for example, that key senior participants 

validated the findings and the large number of interactions over time 

contributed to research robustness.  

The broader output from the research project was generally in line with the 

triple-goal approach in interactive research in terms of (1) creating a learning 

culture and community among researchers and participating organizations 

during the research project (common learning), (2) developing new relevant 

knowledge for researchers (science), and (3) developing organizations 

(practice). The research project divided number (3) into (A) development of 

participating organizations in terms of new knowledge and improvement of 

practice (practice A), and (B) dissemination of new knowledge to 

practitioners in general (practice B). See Figure 4 regarding the four types of 

outputs. 

Figure 4. Four types of output from the interactive research  
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3.6.2 Research quality of each paper   

This section evaluates the research quality for each specific paper. In short, 

the evaluation of the research quality for each paper indicates that they seem 

to meet the quality standard according to the framework by Hannes (2011), 

see Table 6 in the end of this chapter. In addition, Three of the papers have 

been published (one of them is in press) and thus have gone through the 

peer-review process for publication in scientific journals.  

In both quantitative and qualitative empirical research, the concepts of 

validity and reliability are relevant, and both approaches need to produce 

valid and reliable results. Furthermore, there is a debate regarding the degree 

of applicability of concepts such as validity and reliability in qualitative 

research, thus other terms might be more useful (ibid). Terms such as 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability are used in 

qualitative research and have the same underlying ideas as quantitative 

research and its terms of internal validity, external validity (or 

generalizability), reliability, and objectivity (ibid). It should be noted that 

despite this the quantitative terms are also used in qualitative research.  

Credibility refers to the evaluation regarding whether the data represent the 

studied participants’ view and whether the opinion of the studied group is 

reflected in the data, and thus it represents the aspect of truth. Transferability 

refers to the evaluation of whether the research findings are applicable to 

other specific settings. Dependability refers to the evaluation of the 

replicability of the research, that is, to what degree the research process is 

logical, traceable, and documented, especially regarding chosen methods and 

the researcher’s decisions. Confirmability refers to the evaluation of the degree 

of objectivity and to what extent the findings can be qualitatively confirmed 

by the data and a review of the audit trail in the research process.  

It is interesting to note that the concept of confirmability might not apply in 

research when the researcher’s experience is part of the data, such as 

research inspired by a critical paradigm or phenomenology (Morse et al., 

2002, cited in Hannes, 2011). Examples of critical paradigms with a 

subjective position are radical humanism and interpretivism along quadrants 

2 and 3 in Burrell and Morgan’s framework (1979). Phenomenology is also 
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positioned in quadrant 3, interpretive, in Burrell and Morgan’s framework. 

However, the two empirical papers are not subject to these limitations 

because they are not grounded in a critical paradigm even though the 

method in paper III is based on phenomenography, that is, the method in 

paper III is not built on the researcher’s experience, and the aim was not to 

use subjectivity as part of the method/data. Phenomenography is used as a 

method to understand individuals’ subjective ways of understanding a 

phenomenon, in this case leadership development. Hence, the concept of 

credibility is applicable in the evaluation of research quality in both papers 

III and IV. The proposed terms for evaluation of qualitative empirical 

research (ibid) were also applied for evaluation of the two conceptual papers. 

However, the concepts of credibility and transferability were not applicable 

to the same degree for the evaluation of papers I and II as for papers III 

and IV. In conclusion, the evaluation of papers I-IV regarding research quality 

defined by the variables of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability as proposed by Hannes (ibid) suggests that the papers meet 

the quality standard regarding research quality. See Table 6 for an evaluation 

of the research quality for each paper.  

Additional details regarding the research quality of papers III and IV. The research 

findings for paper IV are applicable to other specific/similar settings, that is, 

it has analytical generalizability in comparison to paper III that is more 

generally applicable in a broader context. In addition, the fact that papers III 

and IV were part of a long-term interactive research project was a 

methodological strength in terms of a good pre-understanding of the 

organizations before the studies were conducted, as well as good 

opportunities for validation of the results in workshops and project and 

follow-up meetings with key individuals in the organizations. Regarding 

paper III, in addition to the variables presented in Table 6 the 

phenomenographic method achieved communicative validity and pragmatic 

validity (van Rossum & Hamer, 2010; Åkerlind, 2005) by presenting and 

discussing the results in research seminars and workshops with key 

individuals in the three organizations. Furthermore, the established 

procedure in phenomenography, the coder reliability or interrater reliability, 

was used (Åkerlind, 2005). In addition, dialogic reliability was obtained 

through discussion and mutual critique of the interpretations used to reach 
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agreement (ibid), and reliability of the researchers’ interpretative awareness 

(Sandberg, 1997; van Rossum & Hamer, 2010) was obtained through 

consciously holding back on theories and prejudices in order to fully focus 

on the experiences and descriptions of the individuals in the study. 

Regarding paper III and transferability, a study with a greater number of 

participants would probably result in more developed descriptions of the 

most complex understandings, but not necessarily more categories. Therefore, 

there are reasons to believe that the results are generalizable to a wider 

population. Furthermore, a strength of the study in paper III was the 

diversity of participants from large organizations, implying that in these 

organizations many methods for leader and leadership development were 

used, potentially contribution to the rich account. This highlights the fact 

that there are many different ways of understanding leadership development 

and that there is no consensus regarding practitioners’ beliefs and 

assumptions regarding leadership development. 

3.6.3 Contribution quality of each specific paper  

This section evaluates the contribution quality of each specific paper, see 

Table 7 for the result. The evaluation is based on a framework for 

evaluation of conceptual research regarding the quality of the contribution 

(Whetten, 1989). However, this framework is also applied for evaluation of 

the two empirical papers. The framework contains seven factors, of which 

the factors Why so, Well done, and Done well were excluded from the 

analysis in order to be evaluated by others than the author. The four factors 

What’s new, So what, Why now, and Who cares were applied to analyze the 

contribution quality of the four papers. In conclusion, the evaluation of papers 

I-IV based on these four factors seems to show that the papers contribute 

to the research field.  
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Table 6. Evaluation of research quality of paper I-IV 
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Table 7. Evaluation of contribution quality of paper I-IV  
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4. Synthesis of the results 

To address the aim of the thesis, this chapter synthesizes the findings from 

the appended papers by answering the research questions and discussing the 

results in the context of the literature presented in the theory chapter. The 

results from the papers are presented by applying a thematic structure in 

sections 4.2–4.4, followed by a summary in section 4.5. However, first each 

paper’s rationale and its contribution to answering the research questions is 

presented briefly (4.1) to serve as an introduction to the papers. For detailed 

descriptions see the appended papers.  

4.1 Papers and correspondence with the research questions 

4.1.1 Papers 

Paper I. This paper examines and discusses a managerial perspective on the 

nature of organizational leadership in terms of SST, and it looks at the 

central concept of leadership at different organizational levels. The paper 

contributes to answering research question 1 by demonstrating that 

complexity of roles increases with organizational level and that roles are 

embedded in hierarchical structures of complexity. It also addresses research 

question 2 by demonstrating that leadership development can be seen as 

vertical leader development in the context of managerial or leadership roles 

at different levels of complexity. In this vein, leadership development refers 

to individuals moving vertically up between organizational levels from one 

managerial/leadership role to a more complex one.  

Paper II. This paper analyzes SST’s descriptions and assumptions regarding 

different levels of organizational roles and cognitive processes from two 

adult development theories, the MHC and EDT. The paper contributes to 

answering research question 1 by demonstrating that task complexity in 

roles increases with organization levels and to answering research question 2 

by demonstrating support for the notion of vertical leader development, 

that is, leadership development can be viewed from the perspective of 

differences in complexity of roles at different organizational levels. More 

specifically, this notion has support from the MHC and EDT.  
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Paper III.  This paper identifies and investigates qualitatively different ways 

of understanding leadership development and categorizes them according to 

increasing complexity. The paper contributes to answering research question 

2 by describing leadership development in terms of a number of different 

ways of understanding the concept of leadership development among 

practitioners and how these different ways of understanding leadership 

development can be ordered according to increasing complexity. Specifically, 

the paper adds to the understanding of leadership development as collective 

leadership development in addition to the more common individual view, 

leader development. Some of the more complex ways of understanding 

leadership development relate it to organizational development, and thus it 

contributes to addressing research question 3.  

Paper IV. This paper explores and analyzes the relationship between 

increasingly complex organizational design and collective leadership 

development and opportunities for on-the-job leader development. The 

paper contributes to answering research question 1 by demonstrating how 

organizations implement increasingly complex organizational design in 

order to cope with increased complexity of the environment of the 

organization. Specifically, the paper shows examples of how changes in 

organizational structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes increase the 

complexity of the organizational design. Furthermore, the paper contributes 

to answering research question 3 by showing how increasingly complex 

organizational design may develop new collective leadership practices in 

terms of cooperation, decision-making, and solutions. Further, it 

demonstrates how increasingly complex organizational design fosters the 

creation of opportunities for on-the-job leader development for individuals 

assigned to new roles. Specifically, it shows how changes in organizational 

structure, roles and staffing, teams, and redesign of processes create the 

development of collective leadership practices and new opportunities for 

on-the-job leader development.  

In conclusion, the four papers contribute in different ways to answering the 

research questions, and there is a common theme that runs through all 

papers in terms of complexity, organizational design, and leadership 

development. 
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4.1.2 Correspondence between the research questions and the 

appended papers 

Together and from different complementary standpoints, the three research 

questions address the aim of the thesis, that is, to explore organizational 

design and leadership development in terms of increasing complexity. The 

relationship between each research question and the appended papers is 

presented in Table 8. 

Table 8. Research questions and appended papers  

 

4.2 Organizational design and increasing complexity 

The following section answers research question 1: How can organizational 

design be characterized in terms of increasing complexity? The answers are 

structured based on a number of different aspects of organizational design 

in relation to increasing complexity and are given in terms of increasingly 

complex organizational context and increasingly complex organizational 

design (4.2.1), advantages and disadvantages of increasingly complex 

organizational design (4.2.2), hybrid structures in increasingly complex 

organizational design and formal hierarchies (4.2.3), and characteristics of 

complex organizations (4.2.4). The section ends with a summary (4.2.5). 
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4.2.1 Increasingly complex organizational context and increasingly 

complex organizational design 

The increasingly complex organizational design in Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions was created in order to handle the increasingly complex 

organizational context in terms of stronger competition, higher demands on 

time to market, etc. This situation for organizations is commonly referred to 

as VUCA. – volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (Bennett & 

Lemoine, 2014). The development of the two organizations is in line with 

theories on complexity science applied to organization design (Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007, p. 301) stating that instead of focusing on simplifying and 

rationalizing their structures, organizations should increase their complexity 

to match that of the environment. In practice, a third additional structural 

dimension was added to the first and second dimension, and thus Tools 

R&D and Gaming Solutions both contained three structural dimensions, 

including parts of the line organization, parts of the product development 

organization/project office, and the new structural dimension (that is, the 

additional third structural dimensions referred to as the Knowledge 

development organization and the Object area organization). 

The study in paper IV did not include data based on specific measurements 

of the degree of complexity. Nevertheless, applying the proposed 

dimensions that determine the complexity of an environment in terms of 

multiplicity, interdependence, and diversity (Sargut & McGrath, 2011) 

shows that the complexity of the organizations in paper IV increased 

according to the following. In terms of multiplicity, the number of 

potentially interacting elements could be argued to increase due to more 

structural dimensions, roles, and teams. In terms of interdependence, the 

degree of connectivity between those elements could be argued to increase 

due to a greater number of relationships. In terms of diversity, the degree of 

diversity between those elements could be argued to increase due to the 

different and dynamic nature of roles, staffing, and teams. It should be 

noted that this approach to determining the complexity of an environment 

is considered a quantitative approach. A more qualitative approach would 

measure other variables such as mindset, culture, ways of handling conflicts, 

etc., see, for example, Laloux, (2014) and McCauley et al. (2006). This type 
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of more qualitative approach is to some extent elaborated on in section 4.4.2 

in terms of constructive-developmental theory applied to collectives. 

4.2.2 Advantages and disadvantages of increasingly complex 

organizational design 

It was not an explicit aim of the organizations in the study to increase 

complexity, the aim was, as mentioned, to keep up with competition, 

improve time to market, etc. The side effect in terms of increasingly 

complex organizational design has a number of advantages and 

disadvantages. One advantage from the position of complexity science 

applied to organizational design is potentially a better match between 

external and internal complexity, thus potentially creating better conditions 

for keeping up with competition and customer needs. Furthermore, there 

are advantages for individuals interested in leader development as well as 

participating in more collective leadership practices due to the notion that 

increasingly complex organizational design fosters leadership development. 

On the contrary, there are disadvantages in terms of the risk that an 

increasingly complex organizational design will create challenges for 

individuals who are not up for the new type of work, that is, those who lack 

motivation, skills, or capabilities. Furthermore, there is the risk of a failed 

change management project, especially taking into consideration that this 

type of change project creates a more complex organizational design. Hence, 

there is generally a higher risk with a change management project that will 

result in increasingly complex organizational design than one that will result 

in less complexity. The empirical findings show that these examples of 

potential disadvantages were handled satisfactorily. 

4.2.3 Hybrid structures in increasingly complex organizational design 

and formal hierarchies  

The examples of Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions demonstrate how 

increasingly complex organizational design can be understood in terms of 

changes in organizational structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes. 

The character of the new organizational design in Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions can be described as a type of hybrid structure with multiple 
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dimensions with more of the work being done within the new structural 

dimension. Still, Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions have relatively static and 

traditional line organizations in parallel to the new dimension. Hence, the 

increasingly complex organizational designs are not an example of radically 

different ways of organizing regarding, for example, hierarchies, such as 

described by Gino et al., (2013), Laloux (2014) and Hamel (2011) and the 

organizational examples of Zappos (Bernstein et al., 2016) and Valve 

(Birkinshaw, 2015; Puranam & Håkonsson, 2015). Even these types of 

organizations have hierarchical structures, as was noted, for example, by 

Wilber (Laloux, 2014) with the example of actualization hierarchies instead 

of dominance hierarchies, as well as by Birkinshaw (2015). Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions are examples of organizational design in large technology-, 

knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations of a hybrid character. They 

contain formal hierarchies in terms of their relatively traditional line 

organization with relatively static organizational levels, in combination with 

additional structures of roles, staffing, and teams of a more dynamic character. 

These additional structures do not have formal hierarchies. Instead, they 

have hierarchies of complexity in terms of character of scope and decision 

forums. An example is the vertical structure in the new third dimension in 

Tools R&D with the new roles in a vertical structure, including technology 

area manager (TAM) roles, technology area board (TAB) roles, and the TAB 

chair role. 

These findings in terms of the existence of formal hierarchies also in these 

new forms of hybrid structures are supported by the two conceptual papers 

I and II. Structures of hierarchies are fundamental principles governing the 

organization of systems (Prigozhin, 1989), and hierarchies are needed to 

make complex social and physical systems possible (Simon, 1962). We 

organize social structures into hierarchies (Fiske, 2010; Gruenfeld, & 

Tiedens, 2010; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). 

4.2.4 Characteristics of complex organizations 

Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions are argued to have the character of 

foremost an Adhocracy (dynamic and complex) in combination with a 

Processional bureaucracy (stable and complex) according to the taxonomy 
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of organizational forms by Mintzberg (1980) - adhocracy in terms of the 

organizing of project teams and between project teams and the type of 

resource allocation between the new structural dimension and the other 

dimensions, and professional bureaucracy in terms of the formal line 

organization, standards, and norms. The operating core (ibid, p. 323) of the 

new organizational design in Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions is highly 

specialized professionals such as PhD researchers and software engineers in 

a complex organizational design. When the new organizational design was 

implemented, the complexity of the base increased due to the additional 

structural dimension, including more roles, more teams, dual roles, etc. 

There was a decentralization of knowledge and project-intensive work in a 

multiple structural dimension with some degree of continuous changes of 

task focus for individuals in the new leadership roles. It should be noted 

that the top of the organization, the strategic apex, was not changed as a 

result of the new organizational design. Thus, there was not a more complex 

strategic apex, but a more complex operating core and complex base. In 

comparison, other types of organizations might do the opposite, for 

example, by implementing a new organizational design that instead reduces 

the complexity of the base and increases the complexity of the top of the 

organization by implementing more strategic roles, managerial roles, or 

support staff at the strategic apex, centralizing tasks more towards the top 

of the organizations, etc.  

Tools R&D, and to some extent also Gaming Solutions, are examples of 

new organizational designs that increase the degree of complex interaction 

and loose coupling (Perrow, 1986, p 146-154), which is in line with previous 

conclusions in terms of the increased degree of Multiplicity, 

Interdependence, and Diversity (Sargut & McGrath, 2011). Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions increased the loose coupling by implementing a more 

decentralized organizational design in terms of mostly a horizontal, but also 

to some extent vertical distribution of responsibility. The degree of 

decentralization increased due to the transfer of some formal power in the 

line organization to the new structural dimension. More decisions were 

taken in less formal structures in the new structural dimension, which in a 

way was a distribution of formal power both horizontally and vertically. It 

should be noted that there was no vertical distribution of formal power in 



 
 

83 
 

the line organization due to the fact that an additional structural dimension 

was created. Hence, there was a greater amount of distributed 

responsibility/control. In the perspective of Perrow (1986), Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions are examples of Type 4 organizations (complex and loose) 

that increased complex interaction and loose coupling. 

4.2.5 Summary  

To conclude, research question 1 is answered by highlighting how 

organizational design can be characterized in terms of increasing complexity 

from a number of central aspects, including increasingly complex 

organizational context and increasingly complex organizational design in 

terms of complexity science applied to organization design (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007. p. 301), increasingly complex organizational design in terms of 

multiplicity, interdependence, and diversity (Sargut & McGrath, 2011),  

hybrid structures in increasingly complex organizational design, with formal 

hierarchies (Fiske, 2010; Jacobs & Jaques, 1987), and characteristics of 

complex organizations in terms of type of structure, operating core 

(Mintzberg, 1980), and complex interaction and loose coupling (Perrow, 

1986). Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions are thus examples of increasingly 

complex organizational design.  

4.3 Leadership development and increasing complexity 

The following section answers research question 2: How can leadership 

development be characterized in terms of increasing complexity? The 

answers are structured based on a number of different aspects of leadership 

development related to increasing complexity and are described in terms of 

different ways of understanding leadership development ordered by 

increasing complexity (4.3.1), vertical leader development from the 

perspective of complex thinking and meaning making (4.3.2), different ways 

of understanding leadership development according to four conflicting 

leadership development discourses (4.3.3), and additional perspectives on 

what the respondents did not talk about (4.3.4). The section ends with a 

summary (4.3.5). 
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4.3.1 Different ways of understanding leadership development 

ordered by increasing complexity  

The main finding shows six qualitatively different ways of understanding 

leadership development, denoted W1–W6: W1) one´s own development, 

W2) fulfilling a leadership role, W3) personal development, W4) leader and 

organizational development, W5) collective leadership development, and 

W6) human development (paper III). These findings are ordered in the 

overall groups of leader development (W1, W2, W3, W4, W6) and collective 

leadership development (W5), although both W4 and W6 have some type of 

collective dimensions, but mainly an individual focus. Specifically, the 

concept of collective leadership development (W5) gained relevance for 

Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions due to the increasingly complex 

organizational design, and this area is explored in more detail in section 4.4.  

See Figure 5 for an overview of the respondents’ expressions of qualitatively 

different ways of understanding leadership development ordered by 

increased complexity grouped in terms of individual or collective leadership 

development. 

Figure 5. Ways of understanding leadership development 

Source: Further developed version of the results in paper III 

(Kjellström, Stålne, & Törnblom, in press). 
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These six ways of understanding were ordered by increased complexity built 

on two arguments. First was an analytical argument, and the definition by, 

for example, Day (2000) and Drath et al., (2008) suggests that leadership 

development transcends and includes leader development. There are 

similarities to adult development research (Kjellström & Stålne, 2017; 

Commons & Pekker, 2008; Cook-Greuter, 1999; Torbert et al., 2004; Kegan, 

1994) that suggest that different ways of understanding are ordered in the 

expansion of perspective taking and complexity. These findings are in line 

with Day (2000) and Drath et al. (2008) suggesting that leadership 

development transcends and includes leader development. Furthermore, 

they show similarities with leadership identity theory in terms of the 

movement from individual to relational to collective identities (Lord & Hall, 

2005; Komives et al., 2006). 

Second, the empirical findings show that individuals who expressed more 

comprehensive conceptions also expressed and integrated less 

comprehensive understandings, but the opposite did not occur, see Table 1 

in paper III for an overview of the respondents’ expression of qualitatively 

different ways of understanding leadership. However, this was not the case 

for W5 and W6, and W6 did not integrate W5 or vice versa.  Thus, the order 

of W5 and W6 is seen as parallel or switched. This order in terms of 

expansion of comprehensiveness from W1 to W5/6 shows some similarities 

with both the leadership development literature (Day, 2000, and Drath et al., 

2008) and adult development literature (Kjellström & Stålne, 2017; 

Commons & Pekker, 2008; Cook-Greuter, 1999; Torbert et al., 2004 Kegan, 

1994).   

4.3.2 Vertical leader development from the perspective of complex 

thinking and meaning making  

The findings from paper III, in terms of different ways of understanding 

leadership development, can be seen in terms of the complexity of our 

thinking and focused on epistemological complexity in contrast to 

ontological complexity that relates to real things such as physical systems. 

From the perspective of epistemological complexity, the different ways of 
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understanding represent the expansion of perspective taking and complex 

thinking regarding leadership development.   

One of the findings in paper III is that leadership development can be 

understood as filling a leader role (W2). This way of understanding 

leadership development is conceptualized by horizontal development in the 

current role, or vertical development in order to be able to handle the role at 

the next organizational level. The concept of vertical leader development is 

supported by the findings from papers I and II that show that 

organizational structures have leadership roles at different levels of 

complexity. This proposition that the character of and demands on 

leadership differ between organizational levels has support from different 

scholars (D. Katz & Kahn, 1978; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002; Kaiser et al., 

2011; Jacobs & Jaques, 1987). Leadership roles at higher organizational 

levels are conceptually more complex than roles at lower organizational 

levels in a traditional managerial hierarchy from a perspective of 

strategic/system complexity. However, roles at lower organizational levels 

are complex in terms of operational complexity. Hence, complexity in roles 

can be of different character.  

Individuals who change role to a higher organizational level of complexity 

will need to develop if they do not already have the necessary capabilities, 

skills, etc., to operate at the higher level of complexity. As demonstrated in 

paper II, the theories of adult development, namely the MHC (Commons et 

al., 1998; Commons & Pekker, 2008) and EDT (Cook-Greuter, 1999, 2004, 

2013; Joiner & Josephs, 2006; Loevinger, 1966, 1976; Torbert et al., 2004), 

confirm the concept of vertical leader development in terms of roles at 

different complexity levels in organizational structures. Having said that, the 

more fine-grained levels of roles and leadership in SST lack support, and the 

comparison with the MHC and EDT was not designed to validate the key 

concepts and constructs in SST or to provide support or nonsupport for the 

proposed value of the application of SST in practice for organizational 

improvements. 

The way of understanding leadership development in paper III defined as 

W6 (Human development) is a type of leader development potentially 
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compatible with a developmental perspective, such as the constructive-

developmental theory applied to individual leadership (McCauley et al., 2006) 

or proposed evolutionary perspectives on organizational design (Laloux, 

2014). This is because W6 (Human development) puts leadership 

development in a broader context than the organizational boundaries, and 

human development is seen as an evolutionary process, but still an 

individualistic perspective of leadership development. Thus, leadership 

development can be viewed as an overall evolutionary process resulting in 

development for an individual from a developmental perspective. However, 

this does not mean that all leadership development is of such developmental 

character.  

4.3.3 Different ways of understanding leadership development 

according to four conflicting leadership development discourses  

There are other approaches to categorize the empirical findings from paper 

III than as presented in section 4.3.1–4.3.2. In this section, the findings are 

categorized in terms of what the respondents talked or did not talk about in 

the lens of conflicting leadership development discourses according to the 

framework by Mabey (2013), with roots in the development by Deetz (1996) 

and Alvesson and Deetz (2000) of the original framework by Burrell and 

Morgan (1979). A broad mix of conflicting discourses are here seen as a less 

complex spectrum of discourses compared with only one dominant 

discourse. 

The framework by Burrell and Morgan contains four paradigms based on 

different meta-theoretical assumptions regarding the nature of social science 

and the nature of society arranged in two dimensions – the objective-

subjective dimension and the sociology of regulation-sociology of radical 

change dimension. Mabey’s four discourses (dialogic, critical, interpretive, 

and functionalist) are based on Burrell and Morgan’s four paradigms (radical 

change, radical humanism, interpretive, and functionalist) and two 

dimensions – the a priori-emergent dimension and the consensus-dissensus 

dimension. The following categorizes the findings according to the dialogic, 

critical, interpretive, and functionalist discourses, and the overall result is 

presented in Figure 6.  
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Dialogic, critical and interpretive discourses: First, there were no clear descriptions 

from the respondents of leadership development from the dialogic 

discourse, a discourse in opposition to the functionalist discourse. 

According to the empirical findings, there were no respondents who 

problematized the concept of leadership and/or leadership development 

from the dialogic discourse. For example, there were no statements that 

leadership development is bad or that leadership development from a 

functionalist discourse needs to be challenged at its core. Potentially this 

critique could be inspired by critical theories such as post-colonialism, neo-

Marxism, gender, intersectionality, etc., but no respondents talked about 

that. Second, there are no statements from a clear critical discourse. 

However, W6 (Human development) is positioned at the intersection of 

critical and functionalist discourse due to W6’s expansion of the concept of 

leadership development to outside the organizations and to human 

development at large. As in the case of dialogic discourse, the respondents 

did not refer to critical theories or problematize and challenge leadership 

development at its core. Third, there were to some extent descriptions in 

line with interpretive leadership development discourse primarily in terms of 

the collective aspect of leadership development. 

Functionalist discourse: The respondents took mainly a functionalist position 

stating that leadership development is good for organizations (and the 

individual). For example, no respondents problematized leadership 

development as a potential source for stress when the fact is that there are 

limitations with leader development, development takes time, and it is not 

always possible. From the perspective of Sweden’s position in the World 

Values Survey map (Inglehart, 2018), with a high degree of self-actualization 

(personal development) and secularity (non-hierarchical, etc.) and a context 

predominantly influenced by protestant values (Weber, 1930, first pub. 

1904-5), it is no surprise that the respondents viewed leadership 

development predominantly as something positive. From other positions on 

the map, namely low self-actualization and secularity, leadership 

development can reasonably be viewed as an extension of the hierarchical 

power and authority in managerial roles as something positive. For example, 

no respondents problematized leadership development as something that is 

not necessary and that instead the focus for development should be on 
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better structure and traditional management. Figure 6 presents the center of 

gravity of the discourses used by the respondents in terms the functionalist 

discourse. The empirical data are not of such character that the exact 

position of W1–6 can be defined. However, the center of gravity can be 

established as displayed.  

Figure 6. Conflicting leadership development discourses  

Source: A modified version of the original frameworks by 

Mabey (2013) and Burrell and Morgan (1979). Concepts 

from Burrell and Morgan are in parentheses. 

The results from the categorization in terms of what the respondents talked 

or did not talk about in the lens of conflicting leadership development 

discourses demonstrate that the respondents predominantly used a 

functionalist discourse. The spectrum of spread between the four discourses 

can be seen as less complex than a hypothetically more complex spread of 

discourses containing a balanced mix of the four discourses. This result 

could be viewed from a normative standpoint in terms of researchers’ and 

or practitioners’ ideological positions. A functionalist discourse position 
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probably views the results as expected and “good”. On the contrary, a 

position in one of the conflicting discourses probably views the results as an 

indication that there is a lack of ways of understanding based on the other 

conflicting discourses. The result in terms of the predominantly 

functionalist discourse is in line with the dominant discourse in 

contemporary organizations and research. However, from the perspective of 

the World Values Survey map (Inglehart, 2018) there are reasons to believe 

that the idea about what constitutes “good” organizations differs between 

countries, and thus differences in the ideas about what functionalist theories 

and approaches should result in.  Furthermore, there are reasons to believe 

that the idea about what is “good” in an organization and leadership differs 

between individuals with thoughts based in modernism, postmodernism or 

metamodernism (Slingerland, 2008; Hicks, 2004; López and Potter, 2005; 

Akker et al., 2017). A modernist standpoint would reasonably prefer the 

functionalist discourse, and to some degree the critical discourse, due to the 

common standpoint in objectivity for both the functionalist and the critical 

discourse. A postmodernist position would reasonably prefer both the 

dialogic discourse and interpretive discourse due to their common 

standpoint in subjectivity. A metamodernist position would reasonably 

expand from the functionalist discourse and incorporate relevant aspects of 

the three other discourses to some extent, and thus would be a position to 

some extent in line with critical realism (Bhaskar, 2013). 

4.3.4 Additional perspectives on what the respondents did not talk 

about 

Following the analysis in 4.3.3, this section discusses what the respondents 

did not talk about regarding leadership development in an additional and 

broader perspective. This is relevant because it is reasonable to assume that 

more in-depth studies with a richer variance of respondents would have 

deepened the description of each category, as well as hypothetically 

additional categories, for example, richer variance in terms of the degree of 

relational scope (leader-follower, teams, organization, society, degree of 

linkage to formal roles, etc.) Furthermore, the respondents did not talk 

about emerging technologies as support for leadership development, such as 

big data and algorithmic decision-making to support collective leadership 
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development. As well as leader development from downloading leader skills 

from experienced leaders to non-experienced leaders, as in human-

technology integration research indicating the potential possibility to feed 

knowledge directly into the brains of aircraft pilots (Choe et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, potentially using cognitive-enhancing drugs to support leader 

development. See the general overview of potential areas of application, 

advantages, risks, and ethical considerations, including examples already in 

use by shift workers and active military personnel (Sahakian & Morein-

Zamir, 2007). 

4.3.5 Summary  

To conclude, research question 2 is answered by highlighting six different ways 

that understanding leadership development can be characterized in terms of 

increasing complexity. In addition, it explored vertical leader development 

from the perspective of complex thinking and meaning making. This was 

followed by an additional categorization of ways of understanding 

leadership development from the perspective of conflicting leadership 

discourses. This showed a predominant usage of the functionalist discourse 

among the respondents and thus a less complex spectrum of spread of 

discourses compared with a hypothetically balanced mix of the four 

discourses. Furthermore, the respondents did not talk about emerging 

technologies as methods for individual leader development or for collective 

leadership development.  

4.4 Increasingly complex organizational design and 

leadership development 

The following section answers research question 3: How can an increasingly 

complex organizational design foster leadership development? The answers 

are presented based on a number of different aspects of how increasingly 

complex organizational design can foster leadership development, namely 

the development of collective leadership practices from increasingly 

complex organizational design (4.4.1), development of collective leadership 

practices according to plural leadership, complexity leadership theory, the 

DAC framework, and constructive-developmental theory applied to 
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collectives (4.4.2), the development of opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development from the increasingly complex organizational design (4.4.3), 

the demands on leader development in more complex organizations (4.4.4). 

The main findings are summarized in section 4.4.5 and Figure 8. 

4.4.1 Development of collective leadership practices from increasingly 

complex organizational design 

The shift towards more collective leadership practices in Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions was the result of a combination of a number of changes 

creating an increasingly complex organizational design. These changes will 

here be described in terms of organizational structures, roles and staffing, 

teams, and processes in the context of how they contributed to creating 

more collective leadership development. Hence, they are presented as key 

variables in organizational design in line with the Star model for 

organization design (Kates & Galbraith, 2007). 

The new structural dimension in terms of the additional dimension (the 

Knowledge development organization in Tools R&D and the Object area 

organization in Gaming Solutions) directed individuals to work more in 

cross-organization cooperation, driving more collective decision-making and 

solutions at both the team and department levels. Furthermore, the content 

of the former first line manager roles was reduced, and some of the 

managerial tasks were moved to the new leadership roles in Tools R&D and 

Gaming Solutions. Also, central work carried out by specialists was moved 

to the new structural dimension, thus driving a need for less traditional 

managerial work in the line organization and a need for more collective 

leadership centered around the new structural dimension.  

The new roles and staffing in terms of the new leadership roles in the new 

structural dimension fostered the development of more collective 

approaches to leadership in comparison to leadership in traditional 

managerial roles. Individuals in these new leadership roles needed to 

cooperate and find common procedures for decision-making with other 

individuals in different roles in order to reach their goals.  
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The new teams in Tools R&D in terms of new decisions forums and in 

Gaming Solutions in terms of new project teams as well as adding the new 

leadership roles as members in existing decision forums fostered more 

collective approaches to leadership. These teams operated in addition to, 

and to some extent in parallel with, the traditional management teams (and 

to some extent as a project team, but of a permanent character), and they 

needed to apply more cooperation and common decision-making compared 

with a traditional management team.  

The new processes in Tools R&D in terms of redesign of an existing process 

for technology development and transfer of responsibility for that process 

from first line manager roles to the new leadership roles fostered more 

collective leadership. This was because individuals in the new leadership 

roles had no formal authority and had to take the initiative to drive 

collective activities in order to agree on common decisions regarding the 

technology strategy and prioritization. Similar, in Gaming Solutions the 

overall process for IT development was changed due to the shift from a 

customer-supplier relationship to a partner relationship resulting in the two 

departments having to cooperate more than before, thus driving more 

collective decision-making and solutions between departments.  

Therefore, changes of the key organizational design variables organizational 

structures, roles and staffing, teams, and processes contributed together, to 

different degrees, to the development of more collective leadership, 

specifically more leadership practices in terms of organizational routines or 

patterns of conversation of a more collective character.   

4.4.2 Development of collective leadership practices according to 

plural leadership, complexity leadership theory, the DAC framework 

and constructive-developmental theory applied to collectives  

The new leadership practices can be described primarily as resulting from 

the behavior of individuals in the new leadership roles. These individuals 

practiced a type of individual leadership based on greater cooperation and 

collective decision-making, resulting in a type of “individual driven collective 
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leadership practice”. Of course, other individuals’ behaviors also contributed to 

the development of leadership practices.  

Plural leadership. In the perspective of Denis et al. (2012), these new collective 

leadership practices are most in line with the stream of plural leadership 

producing leadership through interaction. This stream is mostly associated 

with “relational leadership” and views leadership as a social collective 

process, see, for example Uhl-Bien (2006), Crevani et al., (2010), and Drath 

et al. (2008). Both complexity leadership theory and the DAC framework 

are in line with this stream of plural leadership. 

Complexity leadership theory. According to complexity leadership theory (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007), the empirical examples of Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions demonstrate the development of enabling leadership in terms of the 

increasingly complex organizational design and adaptive leadership in terms 

of the more collective approaches to leadership that were developed. They 

also maintained administrative leadership, especially in terms of the functional 

line organization with its formal hierarchy. Hence, from the perspective of 

complexity leadership theory, there was the development of a more 

collective approach to leadership in terms of development of adaptive 

leadership. 

The DAC framework. Applying the DAC framework (Drath et al., 2008) for 

analysis of the study of Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions demonstrates 

development of the leadership practices through change of direction and 

alignment. It is interesting to note that the empirical findings in the context 

of the DAC framework show that the major drive for change of DAC was 

change of context, not feedback loops, in terms of the increasingly complex 

organizational design that generated a change of direction and alignment. 

Hence, the findings are an example of how change of context in terms of 

increasingly complex organizational design, not feedback loops, fosters 

development of new leadership practices and thus the development of DAC. 

Constructive-developmental theory applied to collectives. Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions are tentative examples of a gradual developmental shift towards 

more collective leadership practices in the terminology of McCauley et al. 
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(2008). Note that the empirical data include the variable of collective 

leadership practices, not the additional variable cultures in the terminology. 

This gradual development of practice may tentatively be described as a shift 

from a dependent/independent leadership practice towards a more 

independent/interdependent leadership practice according to the 

terminology of McCauley et al. (2008). This developmental shift of 

leadership practice was the result of: changes in key variables in 

organizational design (Kates & Galbraith, 2007), that is, organizational 

structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes; increasingly complex 

organizational design in terms of increasing multiplicity, interdependence, 

and diversity (Sargut & McGrath, 2011); and an increased degree of 

complex interaction and loose coupling (Perrow, 1986).  Furthermore, there 

was development of direction and alignment according to DAC (Drath et al., 

2008), specifically development of more collective leadership behaviors, 

more peer-like and collaborative practices, and more organizational routines 

or patterns of conversation of a collective character. Furthermore, more 

adaptive leadership, that is, leadership more as a complex dynamic rather 

than as a person, developed (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). This developmental shift 

of leadership practice and its relationship to the increasingly complex 

organizational design is conceptualized in Figure 7. 

Hence, the empirical findings tentatively demonstrate a developmental shift 

towards a more independent/interdependent leadership practice from the 

perspective of constructive-developmental theory applied to collectives 

(McCauley et al., 2008), and this developmental shift was driven by the 

implementation of increasingly complex organizational design. 



 
 
96 
 

Figure 7. Organizational design and leadership practice  

 

4.4.3 Development of opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development from the increasingly complex organizational design 

From the findings in paper III, opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development can be viewed primarily from the ways of understanding 

leadership W1–4, especially W2 (Filling a leader role) and W4 (Leader and 

organizational development), that is, the alignment of leader development 

and organizational development. Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions in 

paper IV are examples of organizations operating in highly dynamic 

environments constantly driving a need to develop their organizational 

design. Hence, there is potentially a high degree of general on-the-job leader 

development opportunities (particularly W2 and W4, as well as W1, 3, and 6) 

in these types of organizations compared with relatively more static 

organizations such as replicating organizations, that is, McDonald´s, H&M, 

etc. Furthermore, depending on the type of new organizational design that is 

implemented, different types of new opportunities for on-the-job leader 
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development are created. In Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions the 

increasingly complex organizational design created new leadership roles, 

adjustments of present managerial roles and new relationships and thus new 

opportunities for on-the-job leader development for individuals in specific 

roles in terms of developmental assignments and relationships (Kjellström 

et al., 2020; Van Velsor et al., 2010). However, in contrast to Tools R&D 

and Gaming Solutions, other organizations that implement new 

organizational design might reduce opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development, that is, reduction of roles, staff, relationships, etc. Hence, new 

organizational design does not automatically create new opportunities for 

on-the-job leader development. This discussion regarding how contextual 

factors affect leader development is applicable also for collective leadership 

development.  

In brief, there are reasons to believe that the character and amount of 

opportunities for on-the-job leader development, as well as collective 

leadership development, depends on the industry, the organizational type, 

and the character of the new organizational design. In the case of Tools 

R&D and Gaming Solutions, increasingly complex organizational design 

created opportunities for on-the-job leader development in terms of 

developmental assignments and relationships, and these opportunities were 

interlinked to the new collective leadership practices.  

4.4.4 Demands on leader development in more complex 

organizations  

The increasingly complex organizational design in Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions described in paper IV did reasonably not result in a need for more 

individuals with systems thinking capabilities (Senge, 1990; Hunt et al., 2009; 

Jacobs & Jaques, 1987). This was because the increasingly complex 

organizational design did not include more complex roles in the line 

organization; instead, it included an additional structural dimension and 

more leadership roles that created a type of decentralization of leadership 

tasks and a more complex operating core. In addition, the top of the whole 

organization, the strategic apex, was not part of the change. Moreover, the 

increasingly complex organizational design resulted in a need for more well-
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functioning collective leadership practices instead of more leaders with 

systems thinking capabilities at the top of the organization. Thus it appears 

that more complex organizations with well-functioning collective leadership 

practices do not automatically demand leaders with systems thinking 

capabilities to the same degree as in complex organizations that rely heavily 

on individual leadership. Hence, the empirical findings are examples of 

increasingly complex organizational design with decentralization and more 

collective leadership practices, not more demands for system thinking 

capabilities for individual leaders in the new organizational design.  

4.4.5 Summary  

To conclude, research question 3 is answered by highlighting how increasingly 

complex organizational design fosters leadership development from a 

number of central perspectives. Specifically, these include the development 

of more collective leadership practices and opportunities for on-the-job 

leader development through changes in key organizational design variables 

in terms of organizational structures, roles and staffing, teams, and 

processes. These key variables are in line with the Star model of 

organization design (Kates & Galbraith, 2007). From a complexity 

leadership theory perspective, these include the development of adaptive 

leadership, that is, leadership as a complex dynamic rather than a person and 

thus a more collective approach to leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). A 

tentative shift in leadership practice towards more 

independent/interdependence (McCauley et al., 2006), and change of DAC 

(Drath et al., 2008) in terms of more collective leadership practices.  

The main findings are summarized in Figure 8. The framework 

demonstrates the empirical findings in terms of the relationship between 

context, organizational design, leadership development, and long-term 

outcomes. In short, an increasingly complex organizational context fosters 

increasingly complex organizational design that fosters collective leadership 

development, specifically new leadership practices and opportunities for on-

the-job leader development, thus resulting in improved performance. 
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Figure 8. Organizational design as a driver for leadership 

development  

 

In Figure 8 the arrows symbolize direct effects in terms of (1) an 

increasingly complex organizational context that drives (2) decisions 

regarding changes of organizational design in terms of an increasingly 

complex design (organizational structure, roles and staffing, teams, and 

processes), which in turn fosters (3) leadership development in terms of 

collective leadership development and opportunities for individual on-the-

job leader development, which in turn drives (4) improved performance. 

From the perspective of leadership development, specifically collective 
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leadership development and opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development, the framework in Figure 8 demonstrates the following: 

1. Collective leadership development as a result of individual and collective 

behavior in interaction, driven by increasingly complex organizational 

design, and new leadership practices in terms of cooperation, collective 

solutions, and decision-making between individuals, teams, departments, 

etc. Specifically, a number of variables drive this development in 

interaction. A) The additional structural dimension fosters more 

cooperation, collective solutions, and decision-making between 

departments, teams, and roles. B) The new leadership roles (and staffing) 

in the new dimension drive a more collective approach to leadership 

from foremost individuals in these roles. C) New decision 

forums/teams in the new structural dimension drive more cooperation 

and common decision-making between different teams and drive 

collective leadership approaches both vertically and horizontally. D) 

New/redesign of processes drive more collective decision-making and 

solutions between departments and teams.  
 

2. Opportunities for on-the-job leader development as a result of the increasingly 

complex organizational design. Specifically, the opportunities for on-

the-job leader development are created from potential developmental 

relationships (managers, colleagues) and developmental assignments 

(expanded work responsibilities) for individuals staffing the new 

leadership roles. Collective leadership development can be created 

without leader development but not without individual development 

(Drath et al., 2008). 

Figure 8 demonstrates how increasingly complex organizational design 

fosters leadership development in terms of collective leadership, specifically 

new leadership practices and opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development.   
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4.5 Summary of the main findings  

This section summarizes the main findings from answering the research 

questions. In answering the research questions, a number of studies have 

been carried out that together contribute to the aim of the thesis, that is, to 

explore organizational design and leadership development in terms of 

increasing complexity. 

The main findings in answering research question 1 lie in the understanding of 

organizational design in relation to increasing complexity in terms of 

increasingly complex context, increasingly complex organizational design, 

hybrid structures, formal hierarchies, and differences in complexity of 

(leadership) roles. The findings are examples of increasingly complex 

organizational design in terms of multiplicity, interdependence, and diversity 

(Sargut & McGrath, 2011) as a reaction to an increasingly complex 

organizational context (paper IV). Thus, these are examples of organizations 

in line with Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) who state that organizations should 

increase their complexity to match the complexity of the current context. 

Both empirical examples, Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions, demonstrate 

how an additional structural dimension, new leadership roles and staffing, 

teams, and redesign of processes created an increasingly complex and 

“fuzzy/hybrid” character of organizational design. The findings 

conceptually confirm that the complexity of (leadership) roles increases with 

organizational levels, thus the demands on leadership vary between 

organizational levels (papers I and II).  

Furthermore, Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions are examples of “modern 

organizations” that do not get rid of hierarchies when introducing additional 

hybrid structural dimensions. Hence, they are in line with the literature that 

acknowledges the natural presence of hierarchies (Fiske, 2010; Gruenfeld, & 

Tiedens, 2010; Magee, & Galinsky, 2008), specifically complexity leadership 

theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) which acknowledges formal hierarchies in 

complex knowledge-intensive organizations. They are also in line with the 

general SST proposition (Jacobs & Jaques, 1987; Jaques, 1990) regarding the 

needs of hierarchies; however, the findings also highlight relevant limitations 

and critiques of SST. More specifically, a contribution to previous work 
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(Kaiser et al., 2011; House, 1992; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002) by highlighting 

both support for and limitations of SST from the literature (Törnblom, 

2018), especially from the MHC and EDT (Törnblom et al., 2018), in the 

context of role and leadership complexity between organizational levels. The 

contribution in terms of both critique and support of SST can be seen as an 

integration of two perspectives as well as a critique of postmodern-inspired 

political/ideological-driven researchers who tend to view hierarchies as 

problematic per se.  

The main findings in answering research question 2 are the results regarding 

different ways of understanding leadership development (W1–6) arranged 

according to increasing complexity (Kjellström et al., in press). This suggests 

that collective leadership development can be viewed as more complex (W5) 

than individual development (W1–4), not including W6. This is in line with 

Drath et al.'s (2008) notion that collective leadership expands on, and 

incorporates, leader development. Hence, individuals need to be able to 

behave in new ways, or develop new behaviors over time, in order to 

contribute to collective leadership development. However, this does not 

necessarily include leader development, and in some situations only 

individual development is needed for the development of collective 

leadership (ibid). The findings in terms of the six different ways of 

understanding leadership development have similarities to adult 

development theory in terms of the proposition that different ways of 

understanding can be ordered in terms of complexity and perspective taking, 

for example, constructive-developmental theory applied to individual 

leadership (McCauley et al., 2006). In line with this, the findings 

demonstrate that the character of and demands on leadership differ between 

organizational levels (Törnblom, 2018; Törnblom et al., 2018). Thus, vertical 

leader development can be seen from the perspective of individuals 

changing to a leadership role at a higher level of complexity (Zaccaro & 

Klimoski, 2002; Kaiser et al., 2011). Finally, the findings show that the 

respondents described leadership predominantly from the functionalist 

position in the context of conflicting leadership development discourses 

(Mabey, 2013).  
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The main findings in answering research question 3 demonstrate that increasingly 

complex organizational design fosters leadership development (paper IV). 

Specifically, it fosters collective leadership development and opportunities 

for on-the-job leader development. However, collective leadership does not 

replace individual leadership according to the findings. This is in line with 

propositions that collective leadership complements and expands on 

individual leadership (Day, 2000; Day et al., 2014) and that changes in 

individual behavior are a pre-requisite for the development of leadership 

practices, and not always changes in individual leader behavior (Drath et al., 

2008). These findings demonstrate that collective leadership development is 

created primarily by behavior from individuals in new leadership roles in the 

new structural dimension, a type of “individual driven development of collective 

leadership practice in the context of increasingly complex organizational design”. More 

specifically, the increasingly complex organizational design in terms of 

structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes fosters the development 

of collective leadership practice in which individuals in the new leadership 

roles are central actors in the creation of more collective leadership practice. 

Individuals in these new leadership roles apply more of a collective form of 

leadership in order to deliver on their assignment. They drive the collective 

forward towards common goals and use more cooperation and negotiation. 

Of course, there are other individuals who also contribute to the 

development of collective leadership practices, but the central contributors 

are individuals in the new roles. Hence, the findings contradict the 

proposition by Drath et al. (2008, p. 647-648) that feedback loops are the major 

source of leadership development. On the contrary, in Tools R&D and Gaming 

Solutions, it was the change of leadership context, that is, the organizational 

design, that was the major source of leadership development.  

In addition, an increasingly complex organizational design does not 

necessarily imply that individual leaders grow according to, for example, 

adult development theory, and it does not necessarily mean that individual 

leaders develop a more complex view regarding their understanding of 

leadership development (W1–6). Nevertheless, it is reasonable to assume 

that an increasingly complex organizational design gives an advantage for 

individuals with a more complex understanding of leadership development 

(e.g., W4–6). Subcultures in organizations that have a predominantly 
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collective leadership culture (W5) will reasonably get better conditions from 

an increasingly complex organizational design, and predominantly individual 

leader cultures with a strong role-based perspective (W2) will have reduced 

ability to operate effectively.  

To summarize, based on the findings from answering the research questions 

the understanding of organizational design and leadership development and 

the role of increasing complexity are summarized in Figure 9.  

Figure 9. Summary of main findings  
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As described in Figure 9, the thesis acknowledges contextual factors and 

underlying assumptions affecting organizational design and leadership 

development, and these are described in the following paragraphs. 

Contextual factors. The figure/thesis acknowledges the influence of the 

complexity of context on organizations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), specifically 

on organizational design. It also acknowledges the presence of formal 

hierarchies and leadership roles at different levels (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 

2002) in contemporary hybrid knowledge-, technology-, and project-

intensive organizations, as noted in complexity theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) 

in terms of knowledge-intensive organizations. Moreover, there is the 

presence of a “leadership pipeline” (Charan et al., 2010) of individuals in 

terms of vertical leader development, related to constructive-developmental 

theory (Kegan, 1994, 1982), EDT applied to leadership (Joiner & Josephs, 

2006; Torbert et al., 2004), and leadership identity theory (Lord & Hall, 2005; 

Komives et al., 2006). Furthermore, there is the presence of different ways 

of understanding leadership development (Kjellström et al., in press) and 

different types of methods for collective leadership development and leader 

development, including on-the job development (Kjellström et al., 2020). 

The figure/thesis acknowledges that organizational design and the need for 

leadership development are in some aspects different and in some aspects 

similar between organizations, which is in line with contingency theory. See, 

for example, different types of organizational design in terms of simple, 

functional, and matrix design (Kates & Galbraith, 2007), different types of 

leadership according to levels of role-complexity (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 

2002), and different types of plural, collective leadership (Denis et al., 2012), 

as well as the contextual school of leadership research (Osborn et al., 2002). 

This is a view in line with the acknowledgment of organizations as complex 

adaptive systems in which leadership is conceptualized as a process for 

managing dynamic systems and interconnectivity (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 

2001).  

Underlying assumptions. The thesis acknowledges that individuals and groups 

can have different underlying assumptions inspired by or related to, for 

example, modernism, postmodernism, or metamodernism (Slingerland, 

2008; Hicks, 2004; López and Potter, 2005). Or there might be a strong base 
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in one type of sociological paradigm and/or leadership development 

discourses (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Mabey, 2013), reasonably affecting the 

view on organizational design and leadership development. Also, the 

dominant values and beliefs in society according to the World Values Survey 

map (Inglehart, 2018) that the organization mainly operates in will 

reasonably affect the view on organizational design and leadership 

development. Hence, there are a number of underlying assumptions 

affecting values, beliefs, and decision-making regarding organizational 

design and leadership development. 
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5. Contributions and conclusion  

The contributions that are generated from the findings of the thesis have 

the character of new empirical evidence and the development of existing 

theoretical concepts. This chapter starts with methodological reflections and 

the progression of the research followed by theoretical contributions to the 

body of knowledge in the fields of leadership development and 

organizational design and their intersection. This is followed by managerial 

contributions and suggestions for future research. Finally, the thesis 

concludes.  

5.1 Methodological reflections and progression of the 

research  

5.1.1 The research over time 

In relation to different perspectives on organizational design and leadership development. 

The research project can be described in terms of four phases. Phase one 

had a clear perspective based on traditional organizational structures and an 

individual perspective on leadership development and a functionalist point 

of departure (paper I and II). Phase two broadened the perspective to view 

leadership development as both individual and collective, and it applied 

interpretive methods in the context of an interactive research design and a 

discussion from a critical management perspective, with a functionalist point 

of departure (paper III). Phase three broadened the perspective further in 

terms of complex hybrid organizations and incorporating both 

organizational design and leadership development in the context of 

interactive research design with interpretive methods, also based on a 

functionalist point of departure (paper IV). Finally, in phase four the 

findings from the papers were synthesized by answering the research 

questions.  

In relation to conflicting leadership development discourses. The progression of the 

research project can be positioned within the framework of Mabey (2013) in 

terms of each paper’s dominant discourse. Broadly, all papers have aspects 

of the functionalist discourse in terms of the researcher’s ambition to strive 
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for objectivity and the mainstream approach to understanding organizations 

and supporting their improvements, that is, improvement in the 

organization’s perspective in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. Papers I 

and II are positioned with a center of gravity in the functionalist discourse. 

Paper II is positioned as a bit closer to the interpretive discourse compared 

with paper I due the application of EDT, a theory positioned more towards 

the interpretive discourse than both SST and the MHC, which are two 

theories that are positioned as clearly functionalist. Paper III is positioned 

within the functionalist discourse, as well as partly within the interpretive 

discourse due to the application of phenomenography to study different 

subjective ways of understanding leadership development. Paper III also 

contains a discussion that is positioned in the critical discourse. Finally, 

Paper IV is positioned with a center of gravity in the functionalist discourse, 

but containing parts of interpretive discourse in terms of interpretive 

methods. Discourses are not as fixed as paradigms, and it is more common 

for a paper to span over different discourses than different paradigms. 

5.1.2 The interactive research project over time and normativity 

The overall approach from the researchers in the interactive research project 

was to be goal oriented, in terms of creating both academic knowledge and 

knowledge of value for practitioners, both for the participating 

organizations and organizations in general. The academic position strives for 

objectivity and generalizability in knowledge production, and the 

practitioner position strives for organizational improvement and thus 

normativity. 

During the latter phase of the research process, the results demonstrated 

that Tools R&D and Gaming Solutions developed more collective 

leadership as a result of increasingly complex organizational design. This 

was presented, discussed, and processed primarily during the learning 

workshops in which key individuals from the organizations participated. It is 

reasonable to assume that this way of conducting research helped these key 

individuals to develop their beliefs in terms of how the increasingly complex 

organizational design contributed to creating more collective leadership. 

Furthermore, their understanding of the concepts of collective leadership 
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increased. During this phase, the research team (Oskar Törnblom, Kristian 

Stålne, and Sofia Kjellström) did not take a normative position that 

collective leadership development is good or bad for the organizations. To 

be noted, normative positions can be very different depending on, for 

example, if they have roots in different research paradigms (Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979) and/or discourses (Mabey, 2013). However, later on in this 

phase, the research team partly changed position in terms of stating that the 

development of more collective leadership was positive for the 

organizations, which was a normative position with roots predominantly in 

a functionalist paradigm and discourse. Thus, here the research team took 

more of a normative position compared with earlier phases in the research 

project that were more non-normative. For example, later on one of the 

organizations invited the research team to conduct a presentation for 

managers and senior executives in which Oskar Törnblom and Kristian 

Stålne, among other things, expressed a normative position in terms of the 

positive view on the development of more collective leadership.  

The normative research position in the later stage had reasonably no 

negative effect on the organizations. The organizations requested a type of 

normative input and a combination of descriptive and normative 

approaches is not automatically in conflict. In some situations it may be 

problematic and in other of great value. The thesis takes a descriptive, and 

to some extent a normative approach to organizational design and 

leadership development. It is normative in the sense of broadly viewing 

more effective organizational design as well as leadership development as 

generally being positive. In this perspective, the normative position, 

foremost a functionalist one, in the later stage had similarities to action 

research as well as to applied natural science such as research fields in 

engineering and medicine with a clear focus on striving for improvements of 

practice, which in relation to social sciences have a low level of politically 

controversial normative research agendas. 

5.1.3 Research ethics and reflexivity  

In terms of ethics, there were several concerns raised during the research 

that are discussed here in terms of transparency, voluntariness, 
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confidentiality, and the researcher´s background and prior relation to the 

organizations. 

Transparency, voluntariness, and confidentiality. The research did not require 

ethical review according to Swedish law, but all research was conducted in 

accordance with general research ethical principles (Gustafsson et al., 2005). 

To ensure transparency regarding the research aim, methodology, 

voluntariness, and confidentiality for the respondents in the interviews, an 

information consent process was initiated, including oral and written 

information. Consent was established, and confidentiality for the 

respondents was clarified.  

The researcher´s background and prior relation to the organizations. The fact that one 

of the researchers (Oskar Törnblom) had extensive consulting experience 

from organizational development in a broad range of private companies, 

state-owned companies, municipalities, governmental agencies and non-

profit organization affected the research project in a number of ways. First, 

there was good understanding of the practical challenges and potential 

solutions in the areas of organizational design and leadership development. 

Second, there was good understanding of leadership development methods 

and SST in terms of strengths and weaknesses and in terms of applicability 

in practice. Third, the researcher had a previous relationship with one of the 

organizations from consulting assignments two years before the research 

project. Hence, there was an advantage in terms of prior knowledge about 

the organization and contact with senior executives. Furthermore, the 

researcher had prior contacts with senior executives in the two other 

organizations. These contacts contributed when setting up initial meetings 

with key individuals in the organizations, who later took the role of project 

champions in the research project.  

During the research project and the writing of the thesis, the researcher 

(Oskar Törnblom) did not participate in any consulting assignments, or 

promote himself or other consultants, for the three organizations. Thus, 

there was no risk of a conflicting agenda for the researcher in terms of 

potentially conflicting roles of researcher versus consultant. 
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One challenge for the researcher was to stick to the methodology of 

interactive research in which the researcher is not leading change and acts as 

an action researcher. Interactive research is different from action research in 

this sense. Group reflections and iterative adjustments of project plans and 

roles between the three researchers supported the researcher in sticking to 

the methodology of interactive research, as did clarification of 

responsibilities and expectations between the researchers and key individuals 

in the organizations. The fact that it would have been easier for the 

researcher to act as an action researcher resulted in a valuable personal 

learning experience, specifically regarding the strengths and weaknesses of 

interactive research versus action research in the context of a specific 

researcher’s, in this case Oskar Törnblom’s, personality, knowledge, and 

background. Furthermore, the fact that the researcher changed role from a 

senior consultant to a junior researcher resulted in valuable personal 

learning experience in the journey to go back to a beginner´s mind and be 

the junior in the room. This resulted in increased self-awareness regarding 

personal strengths and weaknesses in both research and consulting roles, a 

broader consulting toolbox, and new knowledge of value for practitioners, 

especially in terms of new perspectives on how to frame organizational 

challenges and to design solutions. 

5.1.4 The researcher´s standpoint over time 

The progress of the research over time, the understanding of the conflicting 

leadership development discourses, and the experience of becoming more 

normative over time in the interactive research project changed the 

researcher´s standpoint over time. The researcher went from a personal 

starting point of an interest in structural and relatively static views on 

organizational structures and an individual perspective on leadership and 

leadership development to a personal interest in collective approaches to 

leadership in complex, hybrid, and multidimensional organizational 

structures. Furthermore, there was development of an interest and belief in 

the potential of research that contributes to both theory and practice, as well 

as in terms of interactive research with its roots in critical realism and 

pragmatism in terms of striving for objectivism, contextual thoughts claims, 

and a pragmatic position driving both theory and organizational 
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development. In this type of interactive research, the understanding is that it 

is of central value to have a research team with different competences and 

committed senior executives in the participating organizations. In terms of 

the experience from applying phenomenographic methods, the personal 

learning is that there is great potential in applying this and similar types of 

structural interviews to improve research methodology in the field of 

organization studies in order to enhance research and contribution quality. 

In relation to interactive research and its roots in critical realism and 

pragmatism (Aagaard Nielsen & Svensson, 2006; Svensson et al., 2015), the 

concepts of modernism, postmodernism, and metamodernism (Slingerland, 

2008; Hicks, 2004; López and Potter, 2005; Akker et al., 2017) are of interest 

despite the lack of strict definitions of these broad concepts. Despite this 

lack they are valuable “thought figures” to apply due to their potential to 

contribute to a better understanding of underlying ideas and theoretical 

roots in, for example, the fields of organizational design and leadership 

development. Metamodernism is a perspective that strives to integrate some 

of the strengths of modernism with some of the strengths of 

postmodernism. For that reason, it has relevant critiques of both 

modernism and postmodernism and strives to overcome their shortcomings. 

The thesis views metamodernism as “developmental”, in terms of it not 

being seen as just an alternative to modernism or postmodernism, and it is a 

developmental dimension that integrates previous perspectives and develops 

them further. Hence, it is a developmental approach in line with stage 

theories in adult development and developmental/evolutionary perspectives 

on organizational development/design.  

A metamodern perspective can contribute with a more complex perspective 

on current conflicts in the research fields of organizational design and 

leadership development and why these conflicts exist. From the 

metamodern perspective, it could be argued that it is not either/or in terms 

a modernism and postmodernism perspective, and by the same token it is 

not leader or leadership (development), it is both, and the relevant 

functional aspects of the two should be integrated. An integration and 

synthesis will result in a broader and more complex perspective in which 

collective leadership (development) is seen as a complement to the 
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perspective of individual leader (development) as a hero. This is a 

perspective that views collective and individual leadership (development) as 

both necessary and as each other’s complement. This is similar to 

definitions of collective leadership (Day et al., 2014; Day, 2000; Drath et al., 

2008) that transcend and include leader development.  

Finally, there are specific challenges related to the strong connection to 

practice in leadership development research. For example, researchers might 

have incentives in promoting new theories, new approaches, their own 

consulting business, etc., while practitioners might have other needs than 

the knowledge the researchers produce. Thus there is a need for more 

practitioner-driven interactive research based predominantly on a 

functionalist discourse.   

5.2 Theoretical contributions of the research 

This section presents key theoretical contributions in relation to both 

specific theories and empirical literature, as well to some contemporary 

academic debates. The contribution is to the body of knowledge in 

leadership development research and in the intersection of leadership 

development and organizational design research. The contribution is of the 

character of new empirical evidence and the development of existing 

theoretical concepts. First, there were also contributions from the research 

and practice partnership in terms of the application of interactive research 

(Svensson et al., 2015) and the umbrella context of collaborative research 

(Ellström et al., 1999), similar to Mode 1 and 2 research (Starkey & Madan 

2001; Guthey et al., 2018). Hence, a reply to the recent call by Day and Liu 

(2019, p. 237) that “this is the right time for practitioners in organizations to 

strengthen partnerships with researchers in developing practically useful and 

theoretically rigorous approaches to developing individual and collective 

leadership”. The thesis is also a reply to the call from Vogel et al. (2020, p. 

44) for the need for advancement of research and practice partnership in the 

field of leadership development by forming communities of co-creation. 

The three main areas of theoretical contributions presented are as follows: 

organizational design in relation to increasing complexity (5.2.1), leadership 
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development in relation to increasing complexity (5.2.2), and increasingly 

complex organizational design as a driver of leadership development (5.2.3). 

Finally, the main areas of theoretical contributions are summarized (5.2.4). 

5.2.1 Organizational design in relation to increasing complexity 

The first contribution lies in the understanding of organizational design in 

relation to increasing complexity by focusing on a number of broad themes, 

including context, organizational design and complexity; organizational 

design variables such as structures, roles and staffing, teams, and processes; 

hybrid structures and formal hierarchies; and characteristics of complex 

organizations.  

The thesis gives empirical examples of how increasingly complex 

organizational contexts drive the development of increasingly complex 

organizational design. This finding is in line with theories on complexity 

science applied to organization design (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Hence, the 

findings contribute to the debate regarding whether organizations should 

increase the complexity of the organization to match the complexity of the 

context or instead reduce the complexity by offering a positive example of 

organizations that increased the complexity of the organizational design to 

handle external complexity. See Birkinshaw and Heywood (2010) and 

Heywood et al., (2005) for related discussion on different approaches to 

organizational complexity. 

The thesis demonstrates that complexity in leadership roles increases with 

organizational levels and that the demands on leadership vary between 

organizational levels, a proposition supported by a range of scholars (Ashby, 

1952; D. Katz and Kahn, 1978; R. L. Katz, 1955; Mann, 1965). More 

specifically, a contribution to previous literature (Kaiser et al. 2011; House, 

1992; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002) by highlighting both support and 

limitations of SST from the literature (Törnblom, 2018), especially from the 

MHC and EDT (Törnblom et al., 2018), in the context of role and 

leadership complexity between organizational levels. Of note, parts of the 

results can be seen as a relevant critique of SST regarding its lack of 

academic support for some of its propositions. The contribution in terms of 

both critique and support of SST can be seen primarily as a critique of 
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political/ideological-driven researchers who by default define hierarchies as 

bad, some of whom are inspired by postmodern ideas. 

In the same vein, the results relate to the debate regarding non-hierarchical 

versus hierarchical organizations; see, for example Billinger and Workiewicz 

(2019), Törnblom (2018) and Törnblom et al. (2018). This is a debate 

broadly linked to popularized case studies (Laloux, 2014; Hamel, 2011). 

However, a closer look shows that they have forms of hierarchies, see the 

example of the organization Valve (Birkinshaw, 2015; Puranam & 

Håkonsson, 2015). Moreover, there is a body of solid research stating that 

organizations seem to keep their basic rationale for organizing social 

structures in hierarchies (Fiske, 2010; Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010; Magee & 

Galinsky, 2008). The thesis offers both conceptual and empirical support 

for the proposition that structures of hierarchies are fundamental principles 

governing the organization of systems. Further, it provides an empirical 

contribution in terms of an example of “modern organizations” that 

introduces additional structural dimensions with the character of self-

organizing elements without getting rid of hierarchies, that is, the formal line 

organization is intact except for a reduction in some of its responsibilities. 

This adds to the literature on organizational design (Billinger & Workiewicz, 

2019) regarding the presence of both formal hierarchies and more 

decentralized structures in contemporary complex hybrid organizations. 

Thus, the findings are in line with complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien et 

al., 2007) that acknowledges the presence of hierarchies in complex 

technology-intensive organizations.  

5.2.2 Leadership development in relation to increasing complexity 

The second theoretical contribution lies in the understanding of leadership 

development in relation to increasing complexity by focusing on a number 

of broad themes, including different ways of understanding leadership 

development according to increased complexity, different ways of 

understanding leadership and conflicting leadership development discourses   

and leader development from the perspective of complex thinking and 

meaning making.  
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A theoretical contribution to leadership development research is the 

offering of a more fine-grained description of different ways of 

understanding leadership development (Kjellström et al., in press). More 

specifically, the results from paper III offer a more fine-grained approach to 

describing different ways of understanding leader(ship) development than 

previously established definitions in terms of six qualitatively different 

perspectives. This adds to existing research that differentiates between 

leader and leadership (Crevani et al., 2010; Day & Liu, 2019; Drath et al., 

2008) and between leader development and leadership development (see, 

for example, Day, 2000; Day et al., 2014; Drath et al., 2008; Van Velsor et al., 

2010). As well as the shift from leader-centered to a collective view on 

leadership (DeRue & Myers, 2015).  

The results are in line with the proposition that leadership development 

transcends and includes the development of individual leaders (Day, 2000; 

Day & Harrison, 2007; Drath, 2001; Drath et al., 2008). Furthermore, the 

results are congruent with leader identity and leadership identities (Komives 

et al., 2006; Lord & Hall, 2005) in terms of the progression from individuals, 

to a relational focus on others, to leadership involving everyone. The main 

findings make theoretical contributions to the field of constructive- 

developmental theories of adult development in terms of similarities with 

Robert Kegan’s five-stage subject object theory (Kegan, 1994, 1982) 

regarding progression in ability for social perspective-taking and complex 

thinking. The results also add to the field of critical management studies and 

critical performativity studies (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012) by highlighting 

individuals’ different ways of understanding and critically examining the 

underlying structures and assumptions within different ways of 

understanding, combined with an ambition to have an impact on practical 

organizational work on leadership development. 

The analysis regarding what the respondents talked or did not talk about 

from conflicting leadership development discourses (Mabey, 2013) is a 

contribution in terms of an empirical application of the framework of 

Mabey on different ways of understanding leadership development in 

technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. Furthermore, 

it makes a contribution in terms of demonstrating that the predominant 
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discourse applied by the respondents was a functionalist one. These results 

are in line with the fact that the majority of theories in the field of leadership 

development are based on a functionalist paradigm (Burrell & Morgan, 1979) 

and the functionalist discourse (Mabey, 2013), and they are furthermore in 

line with the proposition that the dominant rationalities in organizations are 

pragmatism, a strive for objectivism, and a drive for improvement in the 

context of regulations.  

Furthermore, in relation to the field of organizational leadership (see, for 

example, Hunt et al., 2009; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002), the thesis 

contributes to the research on opportunities for leader development when it 

comes to vertical development in traditional hierarchical structures 

(according to SST) with respect to cognitive complexity (according the 

MHC), and to meaning-making perspectives (EDT). Thus, a contribution to 

the intersection of adult development research applied to leadership 

(McCauley et al., 2008; McCauley et al., 2006; Torbert et. al., 2004) and 

organizational leadership (Hunt et al., 2009; Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2002) in 

terms of the analysis of leadership roles at different levels of complexity 

from the perspective of the MHC and EDT. 

The central aspect of this second theoretical contribution lies in the 

improvement of the concept of leadership development in terms of the 

detailed description of six ways of understanding leadership development. 

This more developed concept of leadership development also has the 

potential to be used by researchers to better understand their own and 

others’ assumptions regarding what leadership development is. This might 

facilitate better capabilities for researchers to define and assess the value or 

non-value from investments in leadership development interventions.  

5.2.3 Increasingly complex organizational design as a driver of 

leadership development 

The third theoretical contribution lies in the understanding of how increasingly 

complex organizational design fosters leadership development in terms of 

collective leadership practices and opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development. In the following, this contribution is presented according to 
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external factors, the collective perspective, additional theoretical collective 

perspectives, and the individual leader perspective. 

External factors. The thesis adds to the literature describing external factors 

for leadership development such as organizational culture and interpersonal 

relationships (Day & Liu, 2019) by demonstrating empirically how changes 

in organizational design drive leadership development and thus contribute 

to the contextual school of leadership (Hannah et al., 2009; Osborn et al., 

2002). Furthermore, the findings are in line with researchers stating that 

normally the supporting variable for leadership development can be located 

at higher levels such as the team or organization (Day & Dragoni, 2015), 

that is, outside the individual or dyad relation. Furthermore, an empirical 

example of how the supporting variable organizational design in terms of 

structure, roles and staffing, teams, and processes fosters leadership 

development. According to the DAC framework (Drath et al., 2008, p 647-

648), development of leadership practices, that is, development of DAC, is 

driven by feedback loops from DAC to the underlying individual and 

collective beliefs that in turn are assumed to be the key factors for 

developing leadership practice. However, the findings demonstrate 

empirically how increasingly complex organizational design, which is 

referred to as “context” in the DAC terminology, should be seen as a main 

driver of the development of collective leadership, new leadership practices. 

This is a contribution to the DAC framework in that it describes alternative 

causalities of the development of leadership practices. Therefore, the 

contribution adds to the debate regarding the value or non-value of 

investments in leadership development in terms of demonstrating how 

leadership development can be generated without specific investments in 

interventions, and in this case from external factors in terms of increasingly 

complex organizational design.  

Collective perspectives.  There is a growing body of research within the field of 

leader development on different methods for leader development (Yip & 

Wilson, 2010; McCauley et al., 2010), and organizations have a significant 

amount of experience from formal classroom training, coaching, job 

assignments, etc. (Lacerenza et al., 2017). In contrast, Day and Liu (2019 p. 

235) state: “Nonetheless, there is still much less known about how to 
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develop more collective organizational forms of leadership. More work is 

needed to deepen our understanding of this topic”. The thesis contributes 

to this call by offering two empirical examples of how increasingly complex 

organizational design fosters collective leadership development, and it 

contributes broadly to the adjacent topic of the development of collective 

ability (Runsten, 2011; Runsten & Werr, 2016). The increased interest in 

collective leadership development and the increased presence of 

organizations in need of more collective leadership calls for research that 

acknowledges that the support for leadership development normally can be 

located at higher levels of the team or organization (Day & Dragoni, 2015). 

In this perspective, the thesis offers an example of conceptualizing 

leadership development from a systemic perspective, including individual 

and relational psychology as well as group psychology. This is a 

conceptualization of leadership development that embraces both leadership 

in organizations and leadership of organizations (Dubin, 1979; Hooijberg et 

al., 2007), that is, changing the level/unit of analysis to a broader/higher 

organizational level.  

Additional theoretical collective perspectives. The thesis demonstrates development 

of plural leadership in terms of mostly the fourth stream of plural leadership, 

producing leadership through interaction (Denis et al., 2012). Hence, it 

makes a contribution to the field of relational leadership (Uhl-Bien & 

Ospina, 2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006;  Crevani et al., 2010) through the empirical 

example of how change of organizational design in technology-, knowledge-, 

and project-intensive organizations fosters predominantly individuals in new 

leadership roles to foster collective leadership practice in terms of producing leadership 

through interaction. Furthermore, the empirical findings are an example of 

leadership development according to complexity leadership theory (Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007) through the development of enabling leadership in terms of 

the increasingly complex organizational design and adaptive leadership in 

terms of the more collective approaches to leadership. Of note, the 

organizations keep the administrative leadership in terms of functional line 

organizations with their formal hierarchies. In the context of constructive-

developmental theory applied to collectives (McCauley et al., 2008, 2006; 

Torbert et. al., 2004), the findings tentatively demonstrate a gradual 

developmental shift of the leadership practice from a 
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dependent/independent leadership practice towards more of an 

interdependent leadership practice (McCauley et al., 2008) that still contains 

dependent/independent leadership but relatively less so than prior to the 

increasingly complex organizational design.   

Individual leader perspective. The thesis contributes empirically to the 

understanding regarding opportunities for on-the-job leader development in 

the context of more dynamic structures and in terms of implementing 

increasingly complex organizational design. Thus, it adds to the field of on-

the-job development (Hezlett & McCauley, 2018; McCauley & McCall, 2014; 

Van Velson et al., 2010) through the empirical example of how increasingly 

complex organizational design fosters the creation of new opportunities for 

on-the-job leader development. This contributes to the debates regarding 

what creates leadership development in terms of formal programs versus 

on-the-job development, internal versus external factors, etc. The findings 

are in line with research arguing for the presence of external factors driving 

leadership development and the over-reliance on formal programs in 

practice and the underutilization of the potential of individualized on-the-

job development (Hezlett & McCauley, 2018; Yip & Wilson, 2010). It also 

gives conceptual/tentative support to the commonly embraced (although 

not empirically validated) 70-20-10 rule (McCall, Lombardo, & Morrison, 

1988) that 70% of leadership development should be generated from 

challenging work experiences.  

5.2.4 Summary  

Taken together, this section responds to the call for consolidation and 

integration within and between research fields (Antonakis, 2017; Antonakis 

& Day, 2017) in terms of the integration of organizational design, collective 

leadership development, and leader development research. More specifically, 

it relates to the field of on-the-job leader development (Hezlett & 

McCauley, 2018; McCauley & McCall, 2014; Van Velson et al., 2010) and 

the call by Day & Liu (2019) for more research on collective leadership 

development. Finally, it provides a contribution to the stream of research 

that views leadership development from the team or organization levels 

(Day & Dragoni, 2015), by taking a systemic and organizational design-
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centered approach to leadership development. Thus, the results broadly add 

to the critique of the leadership development industry (Cohen, 2019; Feser 

et al., 2017; Beer et al., 2016) by demonstrating other ways to foster 

leadership development than through traditional investments in leadership 

development.  

5.3 Managerial contributions of the research 

This section discusses a number of managerial contributions that the 

research generated. These contributions can support organizations in 

creating new and relevant knowledge that improves decision-making 

regarding investments in organizational design and leadership development, 

as well as their intersection. 

In the context of practical challenges in organizations regarding 

organizational design and leadership development, the results make a 

managerial contribution in terms of highlighting the importance of the 

following: develop appropriate organizational design principles, improve the 

understanding of the risk with applying academic theories as a framework 

for organizational improvements, increase the understanding of leadership 

development (especially collective leadership development), increase the 

capability to make better decisions regarding leadership development 

investments, develop understanding of the existence of different competing 

leadership development discourses, increase senior decision makers’ 

understanding of when not to invest in leadership development and instead 

invest in management development, organizational design, etc., improve the 

knowledge regarding limitations with leadership development interventions 

and the challenges within the leadership development industry, foster 

collective leadership development and on-the-job leader development from 

increasingly complex organizational design, and move from a psychology-

centered leadership development approach to more of a systemic and 

organizational design-centered leadership development approach that 

includes both individual and collective dimensions. 

The central managerial implication is the importance for decisions makers, 

HR, and consultants to develop this systemic, organizational design-
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centered approach to leadership development. Specifically, this should be in 

terms of continuously incorporating leadership development into the larger 

system of organizational design in order to drive both collective leadership 

and leader development, and predominantly on-the-job development. In the 

following, each central area of managerial implication is presented based on 

the results from answering the research questions. 

5.3.1 Managerial contribution to organizational design 

The result from answering research question 1 has a number of managerial 

implications regarding organizational design, and these are presented as 

follows. 

Develop appropriate organizational design principles. Organizations need to match 

the level of complexity of their organization to the level of complexity of 

their environments according to complexity science applied to organizations 

(Uhl-Bien et al. 2007; McKelvey & Boisot 2003). Furthermore, there are 

arguably advantages of a complex organization to be aware of in terms of a 

potentially high level of adaptability to external and internal factors, 

delegation and distribution of power, and cooperation and communication. 

Furthermore, in comparison to traditional views on management and 

leadership, that is, individualistic, top-down, etc., complex organizations 

demand more distributed and emergent leadership, thus more collective 

leadership, but not elimination of individual leadership. The result 

demonstrates two example of organizations that increased complexity of the 

organizational design resulting in positive effects. However, there is a 

hypothetical risk that organizations that implement increasingly complex 

organizational design create challenges for individuals assigned to more 

complex roles and/or collective practices who are not up to the task. This is 

linked to the challenges when there is a lack of individuals capable of 

performing in senior leadership roles (Dawson & Stein, 2011), societal 

demands individuals cannot handle (Kegan, 1994), and the fact that 

individual development is not always possible and is normally a slow process 

over time. This highlights the importance for organizations to not increase 

the complexity of roles for individuals who are not up to the task and 

instead handle the more complex context at a structural and collective level. 
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Hence, there are potential challenges with implementing more complex 

roles and/or collective practices if there is a shortage of individuals who can 

match these roles. These organizations might end up in a situation with a 

lack of individuals capable of handling these roles with clearly negative 

consequences for both individuals and the organization. One promising 

strategy to handle this challenge is to make sure that new and increasingly 

complex organizational design does not include roles and/or collective 

practices with a complexity that individuals cannot handle. This can, for 

example, be done by not designing more complex roles, dividing existing 

roles into smaller roles, creating a flexible staffing culture where tasks and 

roles can be adjusted to fit individuals, and creating structures and routines 

that reduce the need for leadership. In brief, it is important that 

organizations clarify (and potentially change) their principles for 

organizational design in terms of their approach to external complexity and 

key variables in organizational design (collective dimension) and the 

character and complexity of key roles and staffing (individual dimension). 

Improve the understanding of the risk with applying academic theories as a framework for 

organizational improvements. From a contingency theory perspective there is no 

single best universal design or structure that fits in all organizations (see, for 

example, Burton & Obel 2018; Donaldson, 2001). Thus, there are principal 

arguments against applying a theory such as SST as the framework for 

organizational improvements, see, for example (House, 1992) regarding the 

lack of support for the proposed link between organizational effectiveness 

and designing organizations according SST as well as Törnblom (2018) and 

Törnblom et al., (2018) for an overview of weaknesses. Practitioners should 

be aware of the difference between scientific support for a theory and 

scientific support for the proposed value of applying the theory for 

organizational improvement, and this differs in the case of SST (ibid). The 

risk of applying theoretically ideal types in practice is that this might result in 

oversimplification and or drive organizations to make reality fit theory by 

applying a general theory without considering the unique organization 

characteristics. Thus, there is a potential risk of applying theoretical ideal 

types in practice. To reduce that risk, it is better to apply a less theoretical 

perspective on organizational design, etc., in terms of viewing organizations 

as social systems with hierarchical structures, but without holding on to 
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specific theories. Therefore, the thesis emphasizes the potential benefit for 

managers to apply a pragmatic perspective grounded in contingency theory 

and to apply parts of specific theories or frameworks when appropriate, 

while at the same time continuously being open to rejecting current applied 

theories and frameworks and to apply other more fruitful theories or 

frameworks.  

5.3.2 Managerial contribution to leadership development 

The result from answering research question 2 has a number of managerial 

implications regarding leadership development presented as follows: 

Increase the understanding of leadership development - especially collective leadership 

development. The result in terms of the six categories of different ways of 

understanding leadership development has a number of potential positive 

implications for organizations. Arguably many individuals and thereby 

organizations understand leadership development primarily from the 

perspective of leader development and through leadership development 

programs. This result supports potentially organizations to view leadership 

development from additional and/or new perspectives. This opens up for 

additional and new methods for working with leadership development 

without traditional investments in leadership development, organizational 

design as a driver for leadership development, etc. Here the dialogue map of 

leader and leadership development methods (Kjellström et al., 2000) can be 

of assistance to improve the knowledge regarding individuals’ different ways 

of understanding leadership development, the difference between 

management development and leadership development, the fact that some 

types of leadership development are harder to create than other types, etc. 

Furthermore, organizations will reasonably improve by performing activities 

that introduce new concepts that deepen and broaden the understanding of 

leadership development in terms of, for example, different types of 

individual development, collective development, and the usage of 

organizational design to foster leadership development. This could 

preferably be done by involving senior executives and experts in decisions 

regarding leadership development investments. This should especially 

include senior executives with a strong understanding of the broader 
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organizational context and its long-term effect on the need for changes of 

organizational design and or leadership.  

Increase the capability to make better decisions regarding leadership development 

investments. Organizations are different and have different needs for 

leadership, thereby leadership development needs to vary with the individual 

and collective context. The results indicate the value for practitioners to 

conduct a critical analysis of present definitions, underlying understandings, 

assumptions, and investments in leadership development as a form of 

reflexive practice. Doing this analysis will potentially increase the 

understanding of what type of leadership development that is needed in 

each specific organization and situation and for each specific individual. 

Because individuals who participate in different development activities, such 

as leadership training, form their identity as leaders according to the implicit 

theories of effective leadership, it is of importance to understand the 

underlying assumptions in leadership development programs. Thus, 

especially decisions makers and HR specialists should develop their 

understanding of present definitions, underlying assumptions, and character 

of investments in leadership development in order to potentially make more 

informed decisions regarding leadership development investments.  

Furthermore, perform critical audits of current investments in leadership 

development regarding especially why, what, and the expected outcomes, 

potentially supported by external experts who are not also offering the 

interventions that they evaluate, that is, external experts who only focus on 

evaluation, not delivery of interventions. 

Develop the understanding of the existence of different competing leadership development 

discourses. It is easy to get stuck in one’s own favorite discourses and not be 

able to see other competing discourses. In societies and organizations with a 

high degree of change and novelty, it is of importance to be able to 

understand different discourses. The extension of Burrell and Morgan´s 

(1979) framework by Mabey (2013) with its four distinctive discourses has 

the potential to support senior decisions makers in leveraging their 

understanding of different discourses regarding leadership development. 

Potentially this increased understanding will result in better decision-making 
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regarding leadership development at a policy and strategic level, leading to 

better long-term investment decisions in the leadership development 

industry overall. 

Increase senior decisions makers’ understanding of when not to invest in leader 

development and instead invest in management development, organizational design, etc. In 

this era of a large and growing leadership development industry, it is easy to 

follow the crowd and search for new and better investments in leadership 

development activities. Sometimes the solution is not investments in either 

individual leader or collective leadership development, and instead the 

solution is to be found in other areas such as changes of the organization’s 

structure, allocation of power, staffing, etc. As demonstrated in paper IV, 

new organizational design can create collective leadership development and 

opportunities for on-the-job development. Hence, in contrast to 

investments in leader or collective leadership development, the two case 

studies in paper IV are examples of alternative ways to create both collective 

leadership development and opportunities for on-the-job leader 

development as a “positive side effect” from implementing new 

organizational design. This raises the strategic question of whether 

organizations at first should focus on investments in organizational design 

that both deliver strategy execution and capitalize on individuals’ present 

strengths; in other words, investments that do not demand leader 

development, especially not vertical development. Thus, potentially only 

secondary investments should be made in leader development interventions 

both on-the-job and “off”-the-job through external programs facilitated by 

internal HR or external resources through programs, etc. 

Improve the knowledge regarding limitations with leadership development interventions 

and the challenges within the leadership development industry. The large leadership 

development industry proposes a wide range of on-site interventions and 

off-site programs for both individual leader and collective leadership 

development. Although leadership development is possible, it is arguably 

hard, and in some cases resulting in a negative return of investments. 

Organizations, and indirectly also the leadership development industry, will 

reasonably gain value from improving the knowledge among decision 
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makers and HR regarding limitations with leadership development 

interventions and the challenges within the leadership development industry.  

5.3.3 Managerial contribution to organizational design and leadership 

development 

The result from answering research question 3 has a number of managerial 

implications regarding the interface between organizational design and 

leadership development presented as follows: 

Foster collective leadership development and on-the-job leader development in increasingly 

complex organizational design. The results indicate that the individual/team 

responsible for a reorganization, such as implementing increasingly complex 

organizational design, should before, during, and after implementation make 

sure that the potential opportunities for on-the-job leader development and 

collective leadership development are realized. It is important to assess 

which of the individuals in the new organizational design need proactive 

support (none, some, all). Furthermore, when new leadership roles and 

collective leadership practices are created, the positive attitudes towards 

change can potentially be enhanced by explicitly communicating how the 

new organizational design develops collective leadership practices and 

opportunities for on-the-job leader development. Hence, a change 

management approach that increases the knowledge about the new 

organizational design from a leadership development perspective has the 

potential to reduce risk and resistance related to change management. 

Thereby a call is made to decisions makers, HR personnel, and consultants 

to view leadership development from a leadership of organizations 

perspective in terms of how change of structure, roles and staffing, teams, 

and processes potentially fosters development of leadership in organizations.  

Move from a psychology-centered leadership development approach towards more of a 

systemic and organizational design-centered leadership development approach that includes 

both individual and collective dimensions. Three key factors drive the need for this 

shift: 

1. Complex context driving a need for more collective leadership. Organizations 

operating in increasingly complex contexts need to adapt their 
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organizational design accordingly, and one way to handle the increased 

complexity is to develop more collective leadership. Another factor 

driving the need for more collective leadership is the lack of individuals 

capable of handling more complex leadership roles, and one way to 

handle this is by complementing individual leadership with more 

collective leadership. This calls for a broad collective contextual 

approach to leadership development, and thus calls for a collective 

leadership culture built up by individual and collective beliefs and 

leadership practices of a collective character. 

2. A need for more focus on on-the-job leader development instead of leader 

development programs. It is hard and takes time, and it is not always 

possible to develop individual leaders. The potential for development is 

greater from on-the-job leader development than from leader 

development programs. This fosters a need for more focus on leader 

development that focuses on the contextual factors driving on-the-job 

leader development. 

3. Leadership development is a multilevel phenomenon driven by both individual and 

collective contextual factors. More specifically, both on-the-job leader 

development and collective leadership development can be initiated 

from changes in leadership practices, which in turn are driven by 

changes in organizational design such as structures, roles and staffing, 

teams, and processes. Hence, these are driving factors for leadership 

development in the areas of leadership of organizations, such as 

organizational design.  

In conclusion, the thesis proposes that in order for complex organizations to 

be able to better handle their leadership challenge, the concept of leadership 

development needs to be questioned and changed. Organizations will 

reasonably improve their leadership practices by moving towards a systemic 

and organizational design-centered leadership development approach that 

includes both individual and collective dimensions. This calls for managers 

and executives to be more involved in investment decisions regarding 

leadership development. 
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5.4 Limitations and future research 

The thesis aimed to explore organizational design and leadership 

development in terms of increasing complexity, and like all academic 

research there are limitations in the chosen research design that call for 

future research. Regarding each paper´s limitations, see chapter 3.5. In the 

following, three propositions of potential future research are presented that 

take a point of departure in key findings, address limitations in the thesis, 

and have a clear ambition to contribute to both theory and practice.  

5.4.1 Future research on organizational design  

Organizational structures and new trends in organizational design. Complexity 

science applied to organization design proposes that organizations should 

match the complexity of their context, and complexity leadership theory 

acknowledges the presence of hierarchies in complex technology-intensive 

organizations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Furthermore, there is a body of 

literature that acknowledges hierarchies as fundamental principles governing 

systems such as organizations (Fiske, 2010; Gruenfeld & Tiedens, 2010; 

Magee & Galinsky, 2008); however, there are contemporary 

business/organizational design trends proposing new ways of organizing 

without hierarchies (Gino et al., 2013; Laloux, 2014; Hamel, 2011). The 

empirical findings confirm how an increasingly complex organizational 

context fosters the complexity of organizational design as well the presence 

of hierarchies in complex technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive 

organizations. Therefore, and in light of the limitations of the study in terms 

of not having empirical data regarding organizations’ actual principles and 

frameworks for organizational design, the thesis proposes further research 

in this field. Specifically, it calls for research regarding how the concepts of 

complexity and hierarchies are present in the principles and frameworks for 

organizational design that are applied in different types of industries, 

especially in complex technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive 

organizations. It also calls for studies on how contemporary organizations 

relate to business/organizational design trends such as alternative ways of 

organizing, see, for example descriptions by Laloux (2014). Hence, there is a 

need for research that contributes to the body of literature that critically 
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examines these trends regarding alternative ways of organizing in terms of, 

among other things, hierarchies (see for example the two organizations 

Zappos: Bernstein et al., 2016; Valve: Birkinshaw, 2015; Puranam & 

Håkonsson, 2015). For this research, a functionalist-based research design 

with a combination of functionalist and critical management discourse 

might be an appropriate research design to capture the downside, 

limitations, and what is not new in these trends and how they potentially 

handle complexity and hierarchies in different ways. Reasonably, this 

research will contribute to practice in terms of new knowledge that can 

support better decision-making regarding how to relate to new trends in 

organizational design, and thus indirect leadership development. 

5.4.2 Future research on leadership development 

Further validation of the more fine-grained distinction of ways of understanding leadership 

development. A number of studies show that many leadership development 

initiatives do not deliver according to expectations (Day & Dragoni, 2015; 

Cohen, 2019; Feser et al., 2017; Beer & Finnström, 2009; Avolio et al., 

2010). Some investments might even have negative effects on the 

participants, as was demonstrated by Arnulf et al. (2016). At the same time, 

organizations invest large amounts in leadership development. According to 

Zenger (2012), around USD 12 billion is spent by US companies yearly on 

leadership programs for executives and managers, and according to 

O’Leonard and Loew (2012) almost USD 14 billion is spent on leadership 

development by US companies. Increasingly complex organizations are 

facing a need for more collective forms of leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), 

and there is less knowledge about collective forms of leadership 

development compared to leader development (Day & Liu, 2019; Day & 

Dragoni, 2015; DeRue & Myers, 2015; Vogel et al., 2020). Taken together, 

there is a need for a more nuanced understanding of different forms of 

leadership development. The findings in the thesis demonstrate more 

nuanced distinctions and assumptions and provide more fine-grained 

distinctions of leadership development according to the level of complexity. 

The findings are in line with leadership identity theories (Lord & Hall, 2005; 

Komives et al., 2006) and adult development theories (Kegan, 1994; Rooke 

& Torbert, 1998; McCauley et al., 2006). To further validate the results, 
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there is a need for studies with a greater sample of respondents in different 

industries and types of organizations. 

Rigorous longitudinal studies to measure leader development. Regarding leader 

development, the study of the increasingly complex organizational design 

did not include the measurement of potential leader development according 

to, for example, adult development theory applied to leadership. Leader 

development is challenging to measure because it usually is developed over 

long time. Hence, rigorous longitudinal studies are needed in order to 

measure the potential individual leader development.  

Policy, philosophy, and investments in leadership development. Furthermore, there is a 

need for research that increases the knowledge about different ways of 

understanding leadership development at a policy level, for example, 

research on leadership development philosophy and specific investments in 

leadership development interventions in organizations, categorized 

according to different ways of understanding leadership development, 

individual or collective focus, in-house or off-site, on-the-job development 

or scheduled interventions, etc.  

Emerging technologies as an accelerator for leadership development. Another potential 

area of concern is what new and effective approaches for leadership 

development can be developed through support from emerging 

technologies. First, in terms of collective leadership development, potential 

research questions are: How can, for example, big data, algorithmic 

decision-making, etc., potentially enhance collective leadership development? 

What are the potential risks and ethical aspects to take into consideration? 

Second, in terms of leader development in line with experiments with aircraft 

pilots regarding uploading knowledge directly to the brain (Choe et al., 

2016), a potential research question is: How can potentially uploading 

knowledge directly to the brain enhance leader development? What are the 

potential risks and ethical aspects to take into consideration? Third, in the 

same vein as potential effects from physical activity on cognition (Hansen, 

2016), and meditation on personal growth for managers (Lychnell, 2017), 

potential research questions are: How can cognitive-enhancing drugs 

(Sahakian & Morein-Zamir, 2007) potentially enhance leader development? 
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What are the potential risks and ethical aspects to take into consideration? 

Fourth, and in contrast to the other three proposals, potential research 

questions are: How can emerging technologies potentially be applied in 

order to reduce the need for leadership without reducing organizational 

results, and thus reduce the need for leadership development? What are the 

potential risks and ethical aspects to take into consideration? This fourth 

proposal has the potential to reduce the need for leadership development, 

particularly leader development. From the perspective of the proposition 

that organizational design should be changed to suit people, not the other 

way around, together with the risk and ethical aspects especially in leader 

development, the thesis puts the most emphasis on the fourth proposal. 

5.4.3 Future research on the intersection of organizational design and 

leadership development  

Further studies across industries and different types of new organizational design. 

Organizations in highly dynamic and complex contexts have a constant need 

for developing their organizational design, thus potentially shaping new 

opportunities for leadership development to a relatively high degree 

compared with organizations in less dynamic and complex contexts. 

Traditionally, leadership development has been focused on developing 

individuals to fill the leadership pipeline (Charan et al., 2010) in relatively 

static organizational structures. The process for leadership development is 

multileveled (Avolio 2004), and the supporting variable for leadership 

development is usually located at the team or organizational level (Day & 

Dragoni, 2015). Leadership research, including leader development, has 

focused on individual or collective change instead of contextual facilitating 

factors (Day & Liu, 2019) such as organizational design. Therefore, there is 

a need for more focus on the collective and organizational design 

perspective on leadership development. The results demonstrate how 

increasingly complex organizational design fosters leadership development 

based on a comparative case study of two large technology-, knowledge-, 

and project-intensive organizations with their specific organizational 

characteristics and contexts. Thus, there are limitations regarding the lack of 

generalizability in a statistical sense; however, the use of a multiple case 

study is claimed to generate analytical generalization (Yin, 2009). Despite 
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this, to generate generalizability from the results there is a need for future 

studies across industrial sectors and types of organizations with multiple 

case studies and with multiple types of new organizational designs to see 

how these potentially fosters leadership development.  

Interactive research to develop an integrative framework for organizational design and 

leadership development. Given the limitations of the thesis´ interactive research 

project, it is important to take advantage of the benefits of interactive 

research (Svensson et al., 2015), similar to the combination of Mode 1 and 2 

research (Starkey & Madan 2001; Guthey et al., 2018), in further research at 

the intersection of organizational design and leadership development. This 

is in line with the call by (Vogel et al., 2020) regarding the need for 

advancing the research-practice partnership in order to transform the 

leadership development research and improve the contribution to both 

research and practice. A research area with a clear and strong practical value 

where this interactive research is suitable is a categorization of philosophies, 

frameworks, and practical methods in organizational design and leadership 

development, and such a categorization will result in an integrative 

framework to be used by both researchers and practitioners to increase the 

understanding of current frameworks for organizational design and 

leadership development in terms of underlying assumptions, focus, and their 

potential interconnections. It is reasonable to think that such interactive 

research would improve the applicability of the results in practice, for 

example, in terms of improved decision-making capabilities regarding how 

to leverage both short- and long-term leadership development from changes 

of organizational design.  

5.5 Conclusion  

The thesis explored organizational design and leadership development in 

large technology-, knowledge-, and project-intensive organizations. The 

research design was centered around two studies that were part of a larger 

interactive research project and two conceptual studies that together 

investigated organizational design and increasing complexity, leadership 

development and increasing complexity, and how increasingly complex 

organizational design can foster leadership development. Based on the 
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findings, the thesis discusses methodological considerations, contributions 

to theory and practice, and suggestions for future research. 

The thesis makes a contribution to the understanding of organizational 

design and leadership development in terms of increasing complexity in the 

fields of leadership development and organizational design and integration 

of the two. The results can be used by practitioners to enhance both their 

understanding of the leadership development concept and the quality of 

their decision-making regarding organizational design and leadership 

development investments. In the same vein, the thesis calls for a shift from 

a psychology-centered leadership development approach toward a more 

systemic and organizational design-centered leadership development 

approach that includes both individual and collective dimensions. 

 

Final reflections 

Multiple paradigms and value systems exist in parallel and in some respects, 

they compete in society and in organizations. There are different types of 

organizational designs suitable for different types or organizations, and there 

are different types of leadership development interventions suitable for 

different types or organizations and individuals. As society and 

organizations change, theories in organizational design and leadership 

development also change, but not always necessarily to the benefit of 

practitioners. Thus, there is a continuous need for screening and selection of 

which old theories and practices to keep and what new theories and 

practices to use and integrate into some of the old ones. All old theories and 

practices are not obsolete and all new theories and practices are not good, 

and vice versa. 

In times of an unexpected major change of context, such as serious societal 

crises, some organizations need to be able to shift to a more hierarchical 

mode of operating and thus move toward more traditional leadership with 

individual leaders in formal managerial roles. This highlights the importance 

of organizational capabilities that can rapidly change operating mode to 
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become more hierarchical when appropriate, as well as the opposite when 

appropriate. 

The leadership development industry drives practitioners to make 

investment decisions that in many cases do not pay. The challenges within 

the leadership development industry are reinforced by different types of 

conflicts and lack of knowledge. An independent evaluation of the 

leadership development industry has the potential to more accurately lay out 

the roadmap toward short- and long-term improvement in this industry. 

The future of organizational design will likely have many of the same 

elements that we see in present organizations. At the same time, it will 

reasonably capitalize on emerging technologies reducing the need for 

leadership development. In line with this, it is time for a philosophical 

standpoint that organizations should be designed to suit human beings 

better, a standpoint that can be envisioned as a pragmatic approach to 

organizational design and leadership development. It is reasonable to 

assume that such a movement will affect the leadership development 

industry by reducing the need for much of the contemporary investments in 

leadership development. 
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