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Abstract 

Purpose – This thesis presents a tool kit for the social construction of leadership in technology-enabled 

collaboration, both for practitioners and scholars. 

Design/methodology/approach – The study investigates how leadership can be socially constructed in 

virtual environments by synthesising ethnographic field studies and practitioner discourse through an 

ethnographic research approach. 

Findings – The findings underline the importance of seeing leadership as a social construction to capture the 

various sense-making activities of individuals in interaction to produce leadership. Technology-enabled 

collaboration brings forth new forms of leadership that often emerge from collective activities or are shared. 

Practical implications – The study provides a tool kit for practitioners to aid their understanding and sense-

making activities in the organizational reality of the 21st century and illustrates the various ways in which 

leadership can develop during virtual collaboration. 

Originality/value – The thesis provides a synthesis of interdisciplinary perspectives, ethnographic field 

research enhanced by an auto-ethnography, and illustrates the advantages of studying leadership as a process 

of social construction in technology-enabled collaboration. 

Keywords – Virtual work, Virtual leadership, Leadership, Technology-enabled collaboration 

Paper type – Master’s thesis 

  



 
2 

 

Table of Contents 
1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 5 

2 Literature review ............................................................................................................................ 15 

2.1 Towards a new understanding of leadership .......................................................................................... 15 
2.1.1 Historical perspectives on leadership ............................................................................................... 15 
2.1.2 Evolutionary perspectives .................................................................................................................. 17 
2.1.3 New leadership perspectives .............................................................................................................. 18 
2.1.4 Plural leadership concepts ................................................................................................................. 19 
2.1.5 Complexity leadership theory ............................................................................................................ 21 
2.1.6 Leadership as a social construction ................................................................................................... 22 
2.1.7 A new leadership ontology ................................................................................................................. 23 

2.2 Leadership in virtual collaboration ......................................................................................................... 26 
2.2.1 Research in virtual work ................................................................................................................... 26 
2.2.2 Communication in virtual collaboration ......................................................................................... 28 
2.2.3 Paradoxical virtual leadership .......................................................................................................... 29 
2.2.4 Traditional leadership theories applied to virtual collaboration .................................................... 30 
2.2.5 Two different leadership approaches ................................................................................................ 33 
2.2.6 Contemporary leadership perspectives on virtual collaboration .................................................... 35 
2.2.7 Looking ahead ..................................................................................................................................... 37 

3 Methodology .................................................................................................................................. 39 

3.1 Philosophical assumptions ...................................................................................................................... 39 
3.1.1 Ontological assumptions – the researcher’s view of reality ............................................................ 39 
3.1.2 Epistemological assumptions – how the researcher knows reality ................................................ 40 
3.1.3 Axiological assumptions – value stance taken by researcher ......................................................... 40 
3.1.4 Methodological implications – procedures used in the study ........................................................ 42 

3.2 Research design ....................................................................................................................................... 42 
3.2.1 Research approach .............................................................................................................................. 43 

3.3 Data collection procedures .................................................................................................................... 46 

3.4 Data analysis procedures ........................................................................................................................ 47 
3.4.1 Ethnographic content analysis .......................................................................................................... 47 
3.4.2 Discourse analysis ............................................................................................................................... 47 

3.5 Reliability, validity, generalizability ...................................................................................................... 48 



 
3 

 

4 Findings ......................................................................................................................................... 49 

4.1 Meta-ethnography .................................................................................................................................. 49 
4.1.1 Collaboration ..................................................................................................................................... 49 
4.1.2 Coordination ....................................................................................................................................... 55 
4.1.3 Communication .................................................................................................................................. 58 

4.2 Practitioner discourse ............................................................................................................................. 61 
4.2.1 Technology-enabled collaboration ................................................................................................... 62 
4.2.2 Technology-enabled leadership ........................................................................................................ 64 
4.2.3 Technology-enabled leadership skills and behaviours .................................................................... 65 
4.2.4 Discourse ............................................................................................................................................ 67 

5 Discussion ...................................................................................................................................... 71 

6 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................................... 76 

7 Appendix ........................................................................................................................................ 79 

7.1 Sources meta-ethnography .................................................................................................................... 79 

7.2 Sources practitioner articles .................................................................................................................. 79 
7.2.1 Distributed team ................................................................................................................................ 79 
7.2.2 Leadership .......................................................................................................................................... 80 
7.2.3 Remote lead* ...................................................................................................................................... 80 
7.2.4 Remote manage* ................................................................................................................................ 80 
7.2.5 Remote team ....................................................................................................................................... 81 
7.2.6 Remote work ...................................................................................................................................... 82 
7.2.7 Virtual lead* ....................................................................................................................................... 84 
7.2.8 Virtual manage* .................................................................................................................................. 85 
7.2.9 Virtual team ........................................................................................................................................ 85 

7.3 Auto-ethnographic biography of the researcher ................................................................................... 88 
7.3.1 Leadership roles in virtual collaborative environments ................................................................. 88 

7.4 References ............................................................................................................................................... 89 

 

  



 
4 

 

Figure 1 A new leadership ontology ....................................................................................................... 25 

Figure 2 Cocitation network on virtual work ....................................................................................... 26 

Figure 3 Research design ........................................................................................................................ 43 

Figure 4 Neurons – an expression of the meta-ethnographic synthesis ............................................. 49 

Figure 5 Synthesis of the meta-ethnography and practitioner discourse .......................................... 70 

 

Table 1 Four Streams of Research on Leadership in the Plural ............................................................ 19 

Table 2 Two different approaches on the study of leadership in virtual environments .................... 33 

Table 3 Types of leadership behaviours studied ................................................................................... 34 

Table 4 Research approach .................................................................................................................... 44 

Table 5 Steps in a meta-ethnographic approach .................................................................................. 45 

Table 6 Search queries for practitioner discourse ................................................................................ 46 

  



 
5 

 

“Over the last decade, a quiet revolution has been taking shape in organizations 
around the world. This revolution involves the wiring of organizations so that many 
significant human interactions are now mediated by information technology.” 
(Avolio & Kahai, 2003, p. 325) 

“We stand on the brink of a technological revolution that will fundamentally alter 
the way we live, work and relate to another. In its scale, scope, and complexity, the 
transformation will be unlike anything humankind has experienced before.”   
(Schwab, 2015) 

“In light of escalating challenges facing political and business leaders in today’s 
complex environments, it is imperative that we as leadership scholars and 
practitioners begin to take on the hard work of pioneering new models for 
researching and developing leadership.” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 19) 

1 Introduction 

As these quotes illustrate, technology has fundamentally changed how people work and now shapes 

all interactions among individuals. At the same time, these changes are part of a larger revolution 

that will transform organizations and work itself. As a result, scholars and practitioners need to 

rethink how they conceptualize leadership. This study aims at making a contribution towards 

rethinking leadership in the 21st century by providing a basic vocabulary for individuals to 

comprehend how leadership can be constructed in technology-enabled collaboration. 

In this introduction, I contextualize how organizations are changing as a result of the technological 

revolution, and I aim to capture scholars’ inability to comprehend constructions of leadership in 

this new organizational environment. I show how leadership in practice is already moving beyond 

traditional leadership concepts, and how scholars are beginning to embrace new perspectives to 

capture these dynamics. This introduction illustrates how research on leadership in virtual 

environments has evolved and clearly shows the limitations of the current body of literature. 

Furthermore, in this introduction I develop a rationale for (1) why scholars need to embrace 

interdisciplinary perspectives to study leadership, (2) why leadership should be studied as a process 

of social construction, and (3) why scholars need to adopt an interpretive ontology and follow 

ethnographic methods to comprehend leadership in technology-enabled collaboration. Finally, I 

define the purpose of this research, its guiding questions and how this thesis is structured. 
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Work is fundamentally changing 

Work is no longer a place. Increasing numbers of knowledge workers can work anywhere, anytime. 

Their workplace is no longer an office, but a coffee shop, a co-working space, their living room or 

the beach. Even employees that have a dedicated office space can today choose to work from home. 

Also, employment types are changing. More and more people participate in the sharing economy, 

earn an income as an influencer running a YouTube channel or by doing gig work on the side. There 

are a growing number of freelancers and independent contractors that collaborate with businesses 

around the globe. 

Since work is no longer restricted to a physical location, more and more collaboration, 

communication, and – as a result – leadership takes place in virtual worlds. As the world is going 

virtual, it seems the scholarly literature on leadership remains in a state of inertia. Grounded in a 

positivist logic of stability and predictability, some scholars still try to operationalize real-world and 

virtual dynamics that are in constant flux, looking for defining the ultimate truth of what effective 

leaders are and how they should behave. In doing so, researchers are building on leadership ideas 

that originated in hierarchical and bureaucratic organizations of the Industrial Era, in order to 

explain today’s vastly different interconnected world. 

To comprehend leadership in today’s technology-enabled collaboration, scholars need to update 

their perspective to see leadership as a process of social construction, utilizing interpretive and 

ethnographic methods to capture and illustrate the rich complexity in which leadership evolves in 

today’s knowledge-based work. 

Scholarly thinking is not changing 

Even though work is moving to the virtual and becoming more collaborative, much of leadership 

discourse still builds on traditional command-and-control models with clearly defined managerial 

hierarchies. In these views, the role of leadership is to enforce principles, motivate workers, establish 

a vision and communicate goals (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2010), which has worked well to 

implement efficiencies in bureaucratic organizations of the Industrial Era (Dery, Sebastian & van 

der Meulen, 2017). In today’s networked organizations, such traditional perspectives have limited 

applicability. For example, one of these bureaucratic principles exercised in this traditional view of 

leadership is the idea that control must be rationalized, and managerial practices should be 

organized in a way to achieve that (Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007). In light of decentralized 

work and interorganizational collaboration, these traditional notions of command-and-control 

limit practitioners in their ability to comprehend how leadership in virtual collaboration evolves. 
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In general, traditional perspectives of leadership are less useful in addressing the complexities of 

today’s world, in which companies need to be adaptive to respond to digital disruption and to meet 

customer demands. While Saarinen and Piekkari (2015) claim that increased task focus in virtual 

collaboration brings back management-by-numbers and coercive control, I argue that it is the 

vocabulary and public discourse that encourages academia and practitioners to frame their 

perceptions in a bureaucratic command-and-control terminology. The concepts of leaders and 

followers are terms that reflect dualistic and dichotomous identities, and limit practitioners’ and 

most scholars’ ability to interpret leadership dynamics of the real world, “it seems impossible to 

speak of leadership without speaking of leaders” (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007, p. 41). At 

the same time, scholars and practitioners alike need to be aware that the challenges organizations 

are facing today cannot be solved by one person, such as ‘the leader’, but that more complex and 

nuanced responses are necessary to utilize the expertise of organizational members. 

Leadership in practice is already changing 

While changing workforces and increased virtual collaboration have already produced new forms 

of leadership, practitioners are in need of new leadership concepts to make sense of their new 

organizational reality. In the Future of Jobs Report 2018, the World Economic Forum (2018) found 

that half of the companies they surveyed will witness a reduction in their full-time workforce by 

2022 as a result of increased automation. In an environment of increased automation and 

connectivity, workers in leadership roles therefore need to be more collaborative and contribute as 

a member of diverse teams (Gratton, 2010). Such teams are increasingly virtual, as members choose 

to work from home or are fully remote. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) found that 24 

percent of employees completed work at home, up from 19 percent in 2003. As more than 1.3 people 

will be working virtually in a few years, organizations need to support greater collaboration in order 

to keep innovating (Johns & Gratton, 2013). As workforces are changing, leadership styles are 

adapting as well. What seems clear is that leadership skills and organizational capabilities that 

brought success in the past are no longer effective in today’s “volatile, uncertain, complex and 

ambiguous environment” (Moldoveanu & Narayandas, 2019, p. 4). To lead through the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution, the World Economic Forum (2019) recommends putting people at the centre, 

for example through systems leadership: the ability to lead in situations of diffused power, while 

encouraging collaborative action. New leadership styles and practices that have evolved as a result 

of a changing organizational environment reflect the need for scholars to catch up to these 

developments in their conceptualizations of leadership. 
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Some scholars are catching up 

A number of scholars have already moved beyond traditional leadership concepts by adopting 

perspectives from complexity science, emerging and shared leadership, or by reframing leadership 

as collective processes during collaboration. To conceptualize such processes in academic literature, 

Uhl-Bien, Marion and McKelvey (2007) have framed leadership as a “complex interactive dynamic, 

from which adaptive outcomes (e.g. learning, innovation, and adaptability) emerge” (p. 9). Also, 

perspectives that see leadership as an emerging process provide a richer repertoire to illustrate the 

interdependent, dynamic and decentralized world of work in today’s organizations (DeRue, 2011). 

Shared leadership is another concept that highlights the collaborative and distributed nature of 

leadership in technology-enabled collaboration (Bathurst & Ladkin, 2012). What both complexity 

and shared leadership perspectives illustrate is that there is a growing tendency to see leadership as 

a collective dynamic. In such a collective view, leadership can be characterized as “a dynamic that 

transcends the capabilities of individuals alone” (Lichtenstein et al., 2006, p. 2), evolving from the 

interaction and tension inherent in differences of perceptions and understanding. While these 

scholars are pioneering new leadership models, most of scholarly and practitioner discourse still 

circulates around a focus on the individual leader, rather than collective ideas of leadership, despite 

more collaboration and participation. But as Avolio et al. (2014) argue, when organizations are 

radically changing, this should also affect how leadership in current and future organizations is 

studied. And yet, most scholars and practitioners still seem to be unable to describe the new 

organizational realities with new leadership concepts. 

The inability of practitioners and scholars to rethink leadership can be explained by the concept of 

cultural lag. Swidler (1986) explains that people are generally reluctant to appropriate new 

opportunities, as that would require them to abandon their established ways of life and familiar 

strategies of action for which they have a cultural repertoire. She illustrates this phenomenon with 

the metaphor of a cultural tool kit of resources that affords people the construction of various 

strategies of action. This tool kit consists of certain cultural elements like attitudes, styles, rituals 

and beliefs (Swidler, 1986). Applied to the context of leadership, this implies that scholars and 

practitioners are missing the necessary tool kit, or a rich vocabulary, to make sense of the intricate 

environment in which they find themselves and to comprehend the complexity to which they are 

subjected. But instead of focussing on developing a leadership tool kit, research on leadership in 

virtual environments has largely deployed traditional leader concepts. 
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Research on leadership in virtual environments 

The current body of literature on virtual collaboration builds on different, and for the most part 

separate, streams. As organizations started to change through advanced information technology in 

the 1990s, different literature streams have emerged in an attempt to capture the new organizational 

environment (e.g. Davenport & Pearlson, 1998; Davidow, 1992). Early research on virtual teams 

focused on communication and trust (Jarvenpaa, Knoll & Leidner, 1998; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999), 

technology (Townsend, DeMarie & Hendrickson, 1998) and global virtual teams (Lipnack & Stamps, 

1997; Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000). Another body of literature explored computer mediated 

communication (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Sproull & Kiesler, 1986; Markus, 1994; Chidambaram, 1996) 

and distributed teams and information technology (Gibson & Cohen, 2003; Griffith, Sawyer, & Neale, 

2003; Majchrza, Malhotra & John, 2005). While these streams seem to overlap especially in the field 

of communication of conceptualizations of teams, they have largely evolved in parallel from 

different origins. 

Building on this foundation of streams, literature focused more explicitly on leadership and 

effectiveness in a virtual context. At the turn of the century, the first conceptualizations of virtual 

leadership evolved, coined e-leadership by Avolio and colleagues (Avolio et al., 2001; Avolio & Kahai, 

2003; Zaccaro & Bader, 2003; Cascio & Shurygailo, 2003; Avolio et al., 2014; Lilian, 2014). The 

concepts of trust (e.g. Jarvenpaa, Knoll & Leidner, 1998) and conflict (e.g. Hinds & Bailey, 2003) have 

been recurring themes in the literature on virtual teams. Great attention, perhaps driven by a 

practitioner demand for simple solutions, has been paid to the examination of effective leadership 

in virtual teams (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002; Kayworth & Leidner, 2002; Roy, 2012; Zander, Zettinig & 

Mäkelä, 2013). These early conceptualizations of virtual leadership have shaped later conceptions of 

how researchers view and study leadership. 

Researchers in the field of virtual teams have either adopted traditional leadership concepts or have 

produced new interpretations by building on virtual leadership. While some scholars compare 

traditional leadership theories with virtual team leadership (Zhang & Fjermestad, 2006), others 

attempt to import less-contemporary concepts like transformational leadership into the context of 

virtual teams (Purvanova, & Bono, 2009; Balthazard, Waldman & Warren, 2009). Fortunately, some 

of these scholars have recently broadened their perspective to study virtual leadership through 

richer perspectives, such as a paradox lens (Purvanova & Kenda, 2018). While some research has 

been conducted on broader themes like team processes (Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017) or team 

leadership (Liao, 2017), other studies have focused on essential processes of virtual teams, such as 
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communication (Fulk & Yuan, 2013; Marlow, Lacerenza & Salas, 2017; Gibbs et al., 2015) and influence 

(Steizel & Rimbau-Gilabert, 2013), or collaboration (Andres, 2012; Hill & Bartol, 2016). More recent 

contributions have discovered perspectives on leadership emergence (Ziek & Smulowitz, 2012; 

Charlier et al., 2016) and shared leadership (Shuffler et al., 2010) in virtual teams. Although some 

scholars are advancing new leadership theories, these concepts are largely grounded in a positivist 

ontology that seeks to operationalize and measure. 

On the other hand, there is also a small number of qualitative and empirical studies building on 

real-life cases. These qualitative studies often produce descriptions that are rich in context to 

describe and interpret the sense-making activities of individuals. Such ethnographic accounts have 

the ability to better comprehend the dynamic complexity in which leadership is socially constructed 

in the 21st century. Various scholars have embraced these methods to study collaboration (Al-Ani, 

Horspool & Bligh, 2011), influence and political processes (Elron & Vigoda-Gadot, 2006), virtual 

interaction (Subramaniam, Nandhakumar & Baptista, 2013), e-leadership (Van Wart el al., 2019), 

virtual team leadership (Hambley, O’Neill & Kline, 2007; Humala, 2015), shared leadership 

(Nordbäck & Espinosa, 2019) and emergent leadership (Shollen & Brunner, 2014) in qualitative 

studies that are rich in context and meaning. Taken together these perspectives can function as a 

foundation on which an ethnography of leadership in virtual collaborative work environments can 

be constructed. 

Limitations of current theoretical perspectives 

Leadership in technology-enabled collaboration remains limited in the number of studies and 

variety of theoretical perspectives adopted. While various aspects of virtual teams have been 

explored throughout the last two decades, the concept of leadership of virtual teams seems to be 

scattered across different literature streams and has not been given sufficient attention – “although 

this research base has helped us to understand virtual leadership, it is small compared to the amount 

of research on virtual teams as a whole and the prevalence rate of virtual teams in modern 

organizations” (Schmidt, 2014, p. 182). Even though the literature has recognized the effects of 

technology on leadership, “what we know about the interaction between advanced information 

technology and leadership still remains at the very nascent stages of development” (Avolio et al., 

2014, p. 105). The small amount of qualitative empirical work in the field, combined with the ever-

advancing technological capabilities point to a deficiency in the current body of literature on virtual 

leadership that is characterized by an inability of scholars to produce contemporary and holistic 

perspectives that are rich in meaning and context. This gap becomes even wider as technology 
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continues to advance, questioning the very applicability of findings in early studies of virtual teams, 

where technology was less sophisticated and virtual team members were less technologically savvy 

(Raghuram, Tuertscher & Garud, 2010). As technology becomes ever more sophisticated and 

traditional leadership perspectives less and less applicable, comprehending the effects of 

technologies on leadership dynamic becomes even more difficult if scholars do not modify their 

research perspectives (Avolio et al., 2014). Scholars are, therefore, advised to reconsider how they 

study leadership in the 21st century to adopt new perspectives and methods.  

Leverage interdisciplinary perspectives on leadership 

Studying leadership in virtual collaboration could benefit from combining the different streams (e.g. 

virtual teams, remote work, dispersed teams, global virtual teams, distributed teams, virtual work, 

virtual collaboration, e-leadership) with a strong focus on communication and individuals’ 

perception. In that context, also other researchers (Kramer, Shuffler & Feitosa, 2017) are calling for 

more interdisciplinary views to study global virtual teams. For example, the domain of virtual teams 

and computer-mediated-communication could be combined, as both explore the balancing of 

technological and relational processes of communication from different angles to achieve work 

efficiency and enhance effectiveness (Raghuram, Tuertscher & Garud, 2010). Shifting the focus to 

the study of communication for comprehending leadership would also allow scholars to generate 

richer accounts of how leadership is constructed in virtual collaboration. 

Scholars should primarily be focused on sense-making activities of individuals in technology-

enabled collaboration when researching leadership. When adding technology and communication 

to the study of leadership in virtual teams, scholars could benefit from a focus on affordances (Gibbs, 

Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). Accordingly, affordances can provide broader implications as they are 

primarily concerned with understanding how technology enables individuals and organizations to 

work; additionally, the concept of affordances has broader applicability as it is not tied to specific 

individual technologies and media that may become obsolete in a matter of years. In summary, 

interdisciplinary research perspectives to study leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can 

aid in creating a requisite variety with an enhanced ability to capture and comprehend the complex 

dynamics inside today’s organizations. 

Seeing leadership as a process of social construction 

Scholars could also benefit from viewing leadership as a process of social construction and build on 

emerging, shared and collective leadership concepts that emphasize the relational aspects of 

organizing. Studying leadership through interpretive methods requires scholars to adopt a process-
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relational view, rather than a systems-control framing of organizations. The latter sees organizations 

as a controllable entity with inputs and outputs that go through a conversion process to achieve 

organizational goals; process-relational thinking portrays the organization as a “set of relationships 

and understandings which are always emergent”, characterized by a multiplicity of individuals with 

different interests and that are continuously involved in social processes (Watson, 2006, p. 52). 

Adopting such a process-relational view enables scholars to move beyond traditional command-

and-control notions of managerial leadership and puts interactions among individuals into the 

focus. Seeing leadership as a process of social construction requires scholars to regard the notion of 

leadership as a powerful societal discourse that shapes these processes, practices and interactions 

(Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2010). Acknowledging that such a leader-centric discourse exists 

among practitioners and scholars helps in deconstructing interpretations and frames that build on 

command-and-control notions to translate them into today’s organizational realities. 

Use interpretive methods 

Such deconstruction and interpretation processes can be guided by an interpretive methodology 

that does not seek to operationalize through lab experiments but focuses on creating ethnographic 

accounts during field research. Laboratory designs to study virtual leadership often focus on 

controlling key variables to generate causal inference in an attempt to capture the complexity of 

interactions in virtual teams, which can often cause validity issues (Liao, 2017). Concerns have also 

been raised that student samples, which are used in these laboratory settings, do not resemble real 

life conditions of interpersonal and organizational factors (Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). While 

the objective to study the workforce of the future could warrant the use of student samples, the 

operationalization of leadership dynamics through variables in a positivist tradition does not 

guarantee a capability to fully comprehend all aspects of organizational dynamics. Instead, 

leadership research on virtual teams should use field research designs to study leadership in 

technology-enabled collaboration across organizational levels. 

Leadership in technology-enabled work should be studied using an interpretive ontology and 

ethnographic approaches. To follow the metaphor of Geertz (1973) – individuals are animals 

suspended in webs of significance and meaning that they themselves have spun, “I take culture to be 

those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but 

an interpretive one in search of meaning” (p. 5). The search of meaning is concerned with individuals’ 

sense-making and their interpretations, which in turn shapes their beliefs and actions. As such, the 

study of leadership is then not about a manager’s view of what is effective, but about how leadership 
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evolves through the interactions and creation of a negotiated order among individuals (Uhl-Bien, 

2006). Using interpretive methods allows scholars to comprehend individuals’ sense-making 

activities that socially construct leadership and thus moves beyond the limitations that positivist 

approaches have in building leadership models for the 21st century. 

Purpose of this study 

As the world is entering a new decade, futurist Rita J. King describes the current time as the 

Imagination Age, where we can imagine a future that we want to create together (Hansen, 2012). 

This research aims to contribute to the conversation on how the future should look. To respond to 

calls for pioneering new models of leadership this study provides a foundation for scholars to 

construct new leadership perspectives. Given the inability of practitioners and researchers to 

interpret the new organizational reality, a “tool kit of symbols, stories, rituals, and world-views” 

(Swidler, 1986, p. 273) is needed to be used in different configurations to make sense of the 

complexity of today’s world and to construct lines of actions. The purpose of this ethnographic study 

is to develop such a tool kit for the social construction of leadership in technology-enabled 

collaboration, both for practitioners and scholars. The idea of a tool kit follows Swidler’s cultural 

metaphor to provide a rich vocabulary and repertoire for individuals to support their sense-making 

processes of leadership dynamics in the real world and allows them to construct lines of actions to 

confront a world of complexity. The research question guiding this study is “How can leadership be 

socially constructed in technology-enabled collaboration?”. 

The social construction of leadership includes both conceptualizations of the construction of social 

reality, the cognitive outcomes of social interaction, as well as the social construction of reality, the 

social interactions themselves (Pearce, 1995; Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). The concept technology-

enabled is ultimately inclusive as it does not limit the research to dimensions of virtuality, like 

geography, or certain technologies, such as the Internet, and is open as such for future technological 

developments. It recognizes that all teams are hybrids of virtuality and co-location. The term 

enabled is preferred over mediated, which could imply that technology is merely a mediator, whereas 

in reality, technology is encompassing all areas of life, which makes drawing boundaries where 

technology is still a mediator and where it is already reality difficult. Finally, the word collaboration 

is equally inclusive, as it includes all work-related activities but also acknowledges that individuals 

in their free time or in educational contexts can collaborate. In addition, collaboration shifts the 

focus away from leader-centric views to emphasizes collective processes. 
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I propose an ethnographic research approach for the study of how leadership can be constructed in 

technology-enabled collaboration. To construct existing interpretations of virtual leadership I 

interpretively synthesize existing qualitative accounts through a meta-ethnography (Noblit and 

Hare, 1988), and enrich them with themes found in online discourse on the topic and through an 

auto-ethnography of my own practitioner experience in the field. The purpose of this research is to 

provide a foundation for studying 21st century leadership using ethnographic methods in order to 

arrive at an understanding that is rich in context to match the dynamic complexity that 

organizations operate in nowadays. 

The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows: In the literature review I show how leadership 

as a social construction can be studied by leveraging interdisciplinary perspectives on virtual work. 

In the methodology chapter I show how I utilized an ethnographic research approach to develop a 

tool kit of how leadership can be constructed in technology-based collaboration. In the findings 

chapter I present the result of seeing leadership through interdisciplinary perspectives, as a social 

construction and embracing ethnographic methods to answer the research question. The discussion 

chapter reflects on how this research contributes and compares to extant literature and develops 

implications for scholars and practitioners. The conclusion summarizes the main findings in 

response to the research question and lists the limitations of this study. 
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2 Literature review 

In approaching the research question of how leadership can be socially constructed in technology-

enabled collaboration, this review aims to provide a rationale for studying leadership in the 21st 

century by discussing extant literature. In specific, I describe how leadership has developed 

throughout history to arrive at an understanding on the social construction of leadership. In the 

second part of this review I discuss existing research on virtual leadership perspectives based on a 

new leadership ontology. 

2.1 Towards a new understanding of leadership 
Leadership as a concept is the product of human imagination, reflecting different periods in time. 

This section provides an overview of leadership’s evolutionary and historical origins, and how new 

theories build on collective dynamics and individuals’ sense-making processes to describe how 

leadership as a social construction can be studied. 

2.1.1 Historical perspectives on leadership 
Throughout history, leadership concepts have had different purposes, which has led to a variety of 

models that describe leading for results, leading followers, leading organizations, and leading 

systems. 

Leading for results 

As social constructions in societal and academic discourse, the concepts of leader and leadership 

have served a purpose in replicating certain worldviews and achieving organizational objectives in 

capitalist economies. Early conceptualizations of leadership can be attributed to management 

theory with a focus on leading for results (Van Wart, 2013). One of the key theorists in that area was 

Fayol (1930) with his principles of management – planning, organizing, staffing, directing, 

controlling. Another key contribution can be seen in the principles of scientific management (Taylor, 

1911) that aimed at systematically designing efficient workflows and then ensuring that employees 

work according to these scientifically proven, effective processes. Overall in this school of leadership, 

leaders were expected to deliver results, which emphasized effectiveness perspectives and leader-

centric views. 

Leading followers 

In the 1970s, a new school emerged that did not treat workers as machines but instead as followers: 

transactional leadership theory with an emphasis on leading followers (Van Wart, 2013). As part of 
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this paradigm, situational leadership theory (Hersey & Blanchard, 1972) mapped out effective leader 

behaviours such as delegating, supporting, coaching or directing that should be used depending on 

the competence and commitment of followers. In another instance, Fiedler (1974) developed a 

contingency model to prescribe how leaders should adjust their leadership style to the 

favourableness of the situation, in terms of the leader-member relationship, degree of task structure 

and the leader’s position of power. In summary, this school of thought served as a how-to guide for 

leaders to effectively lead followers and to support, direct, encourage or motivate them depending 

on the situation. 

Leading organizations 

Organizations started to change in the 1980s and the focus of leadership theory and practice shifted 

towards leading organizations, driven by transformational leadership theories (Van Wart, 2013). In 

preserving the leader-follower duality, the idea of transformational leadership (e.g. Bass, 1985) was 

to facilitate change through idealized influence (i.e. being a role model), inspirational motivation, 

individualized consideration and intellectual stimulation. This scholar integrated laissez faire (i.e. 

the absence of leadership) with transactional and transformational leadership perspectives to 

prescribe a full range of leadership theory that leaders need in order to facilitate change. The early 

perspectives of leadership known as great man theory (i.e. leaders are heroes) (Carlyle & Bloom, 

1840) and trait theory (i.e. leaders are born) (Galton, 1869) found a renaissance in charismatic 

leadership (Conger, 1989), which both described and explained how individuals successfully 

facilitate organizational wide change and lead movements. 

Leading systems 

As organizations have changed driven by the sophistication of technology, abstract leadership 

principles may have remained consistent, but their applicability in practical and operational aspects 

of organizational life has changed (Van Wart, 2013). Accordingly, more contemporary perspectives 

of leadership have started to move away from the leader-follower duality towards a view of leading 

systems, driven by horizontal and collaborative leadership theory. In this school of thought, 

individuals in leadership roles are perceived as creating systems in which they are not needed, and 

there is a greater emphasis on horizontal collaboration in response to fast change (Van Wart, 2013). 

Such systems leadership concepts have an enhanced ability to comprehend how leadership can 

evolve through collaborative practices, which are the foundation for today’s knowledge work.  



 
17 

 

2.1.2 Evolutionary perspectives 
In taking a step back, leadership can also be understood by looking at the purposes it has served in 

nature and as part of evolution. From an evolutionary perspective, species usually develop 

behaviours through trial and error to adapt to changing environments. In different instances it has 

been observed that coordination and cooperation do not necessarily need to be imposed from 

managerial positions, but that individuals have the capacity to self-organize (King, Johnson, & Van 

Vugt, 2009). Further, in pre-human societies, leadership simply served as a mechanism to solve 

simple group coordination problems, and later to encourage collective action in situations of 

immediate threats. Increases in group size then favoured social-cognitive mechanisms like language 

and shared subjectivity, and thus shifted the emphasis to social constructions of leadership, in which 

individuals could use manipulation and persuasion techniques to gain power (King, Johnson, & Van 

Vugt, 2009). Finally, the agricultural revolution brought about complex societies in which there was 

a need for powerful individuals to formally lead and to manage complex group relations. 

Throughout history it can therefore be observed that leadership dynamics have fulfilled different 

purposes to ensure the survival of the population in changing environments. 

Another interesting perspective describes leadership as a by-product of dominance. In that view, 

both leader and follower roles arise from a difference in the relative position of individuals in the 

hierarchy of a group, while that hierarchy evolves as a result of competition for scarce resources 

during which some individuals are more successful (Van Vugt, 2006). As this scholar argues: 

“Highly placed individuals are able to exercise control over group activities, because 
they are not dependent upon others to achieve their goals. They eat when they are 
hungry, rest when they are tired, and threaten anyone who annoys them. Low ranked 
individuals must coordinate their actions with the dominant individual because they 
offer protection as well as access to other valuable resources, for example, food and 
mates. Thus, a low ranked individual has no other option but to follow whatever 
dominant individuals in the group decide to do.” (Van Vugt, 2006, p. 358) 

This description resembles command-and-control tendencies in the leadership literature, such as 

scientific management views where a handful of individuals in managerial positions have the 

coercive power to use their subordinates as submissive individuals in the achievement of their own 

personal and organizational objectives, while enjoying their own independence. Still to this date, 

this unitary command perspective continues to exist, as individual leaders are often still perceived 

as the personification of companies and as management teaching continues to emphasize that 

leadership is exercised by individuals (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007). 
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2.1.3 New leadership perspectives 
By recognizing the changing organizational environment in the 21st century, scholars have started 

to reconceptualize traditional notions of leadership. These more recent perspectives offer relational 

and collective leadership processes and can therefore serve as a valuable starting point for studying 

social constructions of leadership in technology-enabled collaboration. 

Postheroic leadership 

While the traditional literature on leadership has been dominated by command-and-control 

perspectives, leadership in practice has triggered a movement among scholars towards viewing 

leadership activities in a collective, rather than personified in an individual. This movement is 

exemplified in the notion of postheroic leadership (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007). In the 

scholars’ conceptualization, everyone can participate in leadership since it is a dynamic, collective 

construction process with a focus on actions and interactions. In this perspective, individuals in 

leadership roles encourage participation and the concept of effectiveness is evaluated in terms of 

individuals’ growth (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007). The notion of postheroic leadership 

could therefore encourage scholars to move towards embracing a relational lens to study how 

leadership emerges from the interactions among individuals. 

Relational leadership 

Relational leadership has been defined “as a social influencing process through which emergent 

coordination and change are constructed” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 655). Thus, for the study of leadership, 

both relationships and relational dynamics of leadership, like social interactions and social 

constructions, are important. This theory also clearly states that leadership is not restricted to 

hierarchical or managerial positions, but can occur throughout the organization, and since all 

relationships are embedded in context, this context is vital for the study of relational dynamics (Uhl-

Bien, 2006). Relational perspectives allow scholars to move beyond leader-centric views as they shift 

the focus towards individuals in interaction. As a result, leadership does not need to be limited to 

managerial positions but can in fact be shared among individuals. 

Shared leadership processes 

The focus on relational dynamics shifts attention to the study of processes through which leadership 

can emerge. Leadership as a plural process can for example occur in musical ensembles that often 

lack a formal leader and yet manage to collectively move towards shared goals during performances 

(Bathurst & Ladkin, 2012). Such ensembles resemble phenomena like self-managed or cross-
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functional teams in today’s knowledge organizations, in which there is no formally appointed leader, 

but where leadership roles are shared. This joint plural action requires individuals to recognize each 

other's expertise and allow them to influence the decision-making process within the group 

(Bathurst & Ladkin, 2012). Accordingly, this process involves the letting go of authority to open up 

space for other individuals to influence the group. In more general terms, there are essential 

processes that are mobilized by leadership, such as defining direction, actualizing goals, sustaining 

commitment and responding to changes (Raelin, 2005). As organizations are becoming more and 

more collaborative through technology and in response to external complexities, plural leadership 

perspectives allow scholars to broaden their views to recognize that leadership is not limited to 

individuals but can emerge from collective action. 

2.1.4 Plural leadership concepts 
Research on leadership in the plural has evolved significantly over time and can be summarized in 

four distinct streams (see Table 1). 

Table  1  Four  Streams of  Research on Leadership  in  the P lura l  

 Sharing leadership Pooling leadership Spreading leadership Leadership through 
interactions 

 

   
 

Empirical 
focus 

Mutual leadership in 
groups: members 

leading each other 

Dyads, triads, joint 
organizational leaders 

Leadership relayed 
between people to 
achieve outcomes 

Leadership as an 
emergent property of 

relations 

Particularly 
propitious 

contexts 

Teams (product 
development, 

change teams, and 
crisis teams) 

Knowledge-based 
organizations 

Inter-organizational 
collaboration, public 

services, and education 

Knowledge-based 
organizations 

Dominant 
disciplinary 

perspectives 

Organizational 
behaviour and social 

psychology 

Management, 
sociology, and 

psychodynamics 

Sociology, educational 
administration, and 

public administration 

Sociological 
perspectives 

Adapted from Denis ,  Langley  and Sergi  (2012)  
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Sharing leadership 

The stream on sharing leadership deals with antecedents and consequences of shared leadership, 

primarily building on quantitative surveys and experiments to study how team members lead each 

other (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012). Further, this body of literature finds that both vertical leaders 

and self-leadership contribute to the phenomenon of shared leadership, building on conditions of 

task interdependence, complexity and the need for commitment. In technology-enabled 

collaboration, shared leadership can occur in self-managed teams that transcend organizational 

boundaries or serve as a cross-functional panel of experts from different organizational units. The 

notions of joint plural action and letting go of authority can therefore be associated with this stream. 

Pooling leadership 

Another scholarly perspective studies leadership as it is occurring in dyads or pooled in multiple 

individuals leading organizations by building on qualitative case studies (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 

2012). Such pooling of leadership at the top can be observed in formal role agreements where two 

or more individuals share a specific managerial role, or where two individuals co-found a company 

to lead and manage the business together. In knowledge work such dyads can, for example, occur 

in project teams that have both a formal team leader and a dedicated project manager. While these 

two roles have the potential to emerge from a self-managed team, more often than not these two 

positions are formally defined before the start of the project. 

Spreading leadership 

The spreading of leadership across levels over time is particularly concerned with researching inter-

organizational collaboration through qualitative case studies, often described as dispersed or 

distributed leadership (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012). Collaboration across organizational 

boundaries are becoming more common in today’s organizations, especially as the nature of work 

is fundamentally changing. In this stream leadership is seen as relays over time, where leadership 

roles are handed over between organizations or individuals (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012). Such 

spreading of leadership is increasingly common also in organizations with dispersed teams that 

operate on workflows that span across different time zones. 

Producing leadership through interactions 

Finally, the stream on producing leadership through interactions shifts the focus from individuals 

towards collective interaction where leadership emerges as a result from these relations (Denis, 

Langley & Sergi, 2012). Relational leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, 2006) is a key contributor to this 

body of literature, which builds on a post-modernist discourse of leadership (Hosking, 1988; 
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Hosking, 2007) in which leadership is constructed through emergent organizing activities. In this 

research stream, leadership is dissociated from individuals and located in practices, it is created 

through communication by actors that are present in leadership as they enact and influence it 

(Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012). Relational perspectives in which leadership is produced and 

constructed through interactions are useful in comprehending today’s interconnected world that is 

characterized by a notable shift towards more collaboration. 

Limitations of traditional leadership theories 

Conceptualizations of leadership that are motivated by traditional command-and-control notions 

with a leader-centric view, on the other hand, fail to comprehend the complexity that individuals 

operate in and how that shapes their actions and perceptions. A simple analogy can visualize the 

difference between a relational and a leader centric perspective: 

“What creates a traffic jam? If you follow a single car, you will never understand it. 
The jam results from the interactions among many cars. Car A influences the 
movement of car B, which blocks the path of car C, and so on. Yet if you map the 
movements of all the relevant cars, and how each impacts the other, you will get a 
complete account of the traffic jam.” (Harari, 2016, p. 109, emphasis added) 

If we take the traffic jam as a metaphor for leadership, then it becomes clear that studying the 

behaviour of individual leaders (i.e. leader-centric) is of limited usefulness in explaining how the 

complex phenomenon traffic jam, or leadership, evolves from the interactions among many 

individuals in motion. And since the globalized and interconnected world is probably more complex 

than a traffic jam, scholars are in need to update the lenses through which they study and aim to 

comprehend leadership. 

2.1.5 Complexity leadership theory 
One lens through which leadership could be studied in today is through the use of complexity 

science. In a conceptual exploration of complexity theory’s relevance to leadership theory, Uhl-Bien 

and colleagues began to describe how complexity leadership evolves in response to adaptive 

challenges that organizations with formal administrative and bureaucratic structures experience 

(Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007). Their rationale is that all organizational structures have a 

hierarchy and hierarchical leaders, which inhibits the ability of the organization to self-organize 

(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Accordingly, as these organizations are grounded in bureaucracy, there is 

a strong tendency for rationality and stability over adaptability. Uhl-Bien & Arena (2017) describe 

these organizations as having two systems: an operational system that pushes for order in the form 
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of standardization, alignment and control to deliver productivity, efficiency, and results. The 

entrepreneurial system, on the other hand, drives change by defining new opportunities, different 

operating procedures or new products and services to strive for innovation, learning and growth. 

Connecting both the operational system and the entrepreneurial system is what the scholars label 

adaptive space, in which tension, conflict and pressures are played out. The internal conflict of two 

diverging organizational logics then necessitates different kinds of leadership. 

A key contribution of complexity leadership theory is the distinction between operational, 

entrepreneurial and enabling leadership. This conceptualization recognizes that also organizations 

in knowledge work experience the two contradicting logics of ideas and innovation versus 

productivity and profitability. In such a context, complexity leadership allows scholars and 

practitioners to acknowledge the efforts of individuals to not only lead the operational system or 

the entrepreneurial system, but to also function as mediators in creating an adaptive space for the 

two systems to resolve their inherent tension. At the same time, complexity leadership theory might 

face increased obsolescence as organizations are fundamentally changing through, for instance, 

contingent workforces. As a meso-level organizational view, complexity leadership theory might 

also experience limitations in describing and explaining how leadership evolves from the micro 

interactions among individuals as part of teams that might be self-managed and disconnected from 

a larger organization. 

2.1.6 Leadership as a social construction 
As perspectives of leadership in the plural have shown, leadership can be the outcome of individuals’ 

collaboration can even be produced during interactions. As the foundation for technology-enabled 

collaboration, the study of communication offers rich perspectives for scholars to comprehend 

social constructions of leadership. 

Communication 

Studying communication processes among individuals is important for understanding how 

leadership dynamics evolve in interaction. While the classic model of communication perceives it 

as a linear process with a sender that transmits a message to a receiver for achieving certain goals, 

reality is more complex than such a simple one-way, cause-and-effect focused conceptualization of 

communication implies (Ruben & Gigliotti, 2016). As these scholars argue, a systems view of 

communication has the ability to better encompass the complexity of leadership communication 

and influence. The systems model studies the various ways individuals create, select and interpret 
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messages to inform and shape their actions and thoughts, and in that sense, communication is seen 

is a basic life process, rather than a linear exchange (Ruben & Stewart, 2016). The systems view 

focuses on phenomena like attention and agenda-setting, the management of meaning and framing, 

sensemaking or sensegiving (Ruben & Gigliotti, 2016). Since organizational members can choose to 

engage such communication strategies, the study of communication dynamics in interaction allows 

scholars to understand how individuals attribute leadership roles to other individuals in a process 

of social construction and can thus serve as a foundation to explain leadership emergence. 

Seeing leadership as a process of social construction enables scholars to move beyond a leader-

centric view to comprehend how leadership can evolve in the technology-enabled collaboration of 

today’s organizations. Leadership as a co-constructed reality is primarily concerned with 

communicative practices, and therefore resists the temptation to reduce the phenomenon to a 

leader’s personal traits or situational factors, like transactional leadership theory would do 

(Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). As the scholars explain, the social construction can be seen in attributions 

and sense making that frame the interpretations of individuals’ past experience and serve as a 

vocabulary to construct narratives of leadership actors in the present (i.e. the construction of social 

reality). Next to that, leadership can be constructed through social interaction processes that both 

implicitly and explicitly create a social, negotiated interactional order, which assigns leadership 

roles – the social construction of reality (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). Studying how this negotiated 

order is constructed also allows the discovery of influential acts of organizing that actively structure 

interactions and relationships, and thus frames leadership as an organizing activity (Hosking, 1988). 

Studying leadership as a social construction requires scholars to use different concepts in 

conceptualizing their interpretations of perceived reality.  

2.1.7 A new leadership ontology 

Direction, alignment, commitment 

Given the various ways in which leadership can be constructed and studied in technology-enabled 

collaboration – shared, pooled, spread, through interactions – scholars are advised to employ multi-

level frameworks to ensure applicability of findings across time and different organizations. The 

DAC framework (Drath, et al., 2008) which is organized around the outcomes of direction, 

alignment, and commitment (DAC) could provide such a basic vocabulary to make sense of the 

context, interactions and practices in which leadership is produced. In this model, leadership 

practices that produce direction are characterized by widespread agreement on goals, aims and 

mission; those that create alignment describe how knowledge and work is organized and 
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coordinated among individuals; practices that create commitment illustrate how individuals 

prioritize the collective interest and benefit over their own interests (Drath, et al., 2008). The basic 

premise of the framework is that if direction, alignment and commitment arise as outcomes then 

leadership is present. Such outcomes can be produced through leadership practices that are shaped 

by individual and collective leadership beliefs. It is at this point that the framework recognizes that 

the concept of leadership is ultimately linked to beliefs. So, if the collective belief in a traditional 

organization of the industrial era is that outcomes of direction, alignment and control can be best 

achieved through single leaders, then leadership practices like command and submission will 

recreate such a collective belief in reality. In turn, if individuals that comprise a knowledge-based 

organization collectively believe that direction, alignment and control can be produced in a culture 

of empowerment, autonomy and collaboration, then shared leadership practice may arise as a result. 

The strength of the DAC framework is therefore that it is open to different conceptualizations of 

leadership. This new leadership ontology can serve as a starting point for multi-level analyses of 

how leadership is socially constructed in today’s organizations. 

In proposing an alternative ontology of leadership, Drath et al. (2008) recognize that the dynamics 

such as teamwork, organizational learning, dialogue and culture change, which would be 

overlooked in traditional leader-follower perspective, can all produce direction, alignment and 

commitment and as such can be studied as leadership. At the same time, the DAC ontology is 

inclusive in the sense that it even recognizes the conventional tripod of leaders and followers striving 

for shared goals as one special case of leadership. In this relational view of leader-follower 

interactions, dynamics like commanding and influencing are perceived as mutually constructed 

social achievements between individuals (Drath, et al., 2008). In viewing the leader-follower duality 

as part of the social construction of reality in certain situations, the DAC framework recognizes that 

leader-centric concepts which dominate public discourse may have an influence on how individuals 

construct their reality and thus shape their actions. However, perceiving this leader-follower tripod 

as one special case also implies that it should not be the default lens through which leadership 

should be studied. 

Action-spacing and co-orientation 

As a simple and basic conceptualization of what leadership entails, the DAC ontology can also be 

criticized. Crevani, Lindgren and Packendorff (2010), for instance, argue that from the perspective 

of a process ontology, the reduction of leadership as an outcome could imply that it is merely the 

final result of a completed temporary leadership process and would therefore overlook continuously 
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evolving interactions. The scholars label these interactions action-spacing to describe how 

possibilities, potentials, as well as opportunities and limitations for individual and collective action 

are created. While the idea of action-spacing makes intuitively sense to describe how individuals in 

a collective are testing out and evaluating different strategies of actions, the criticism that outcomes 

are just end results overlooks Drath’s and colleagues’ elaboration: ““producing DAC” should be 

understood to mean not just producing DAC once and for all but also reproducing DAC, developing 

DAC, and re-creating DAC in ways that contribute to the longer-term outcomes” (Drath, et al., 2008 

p. 642). As DAC is continuously reproduced, action-spacing plays a role in testing out new 

possibilities for leadership practices. Another concern raised by Crevani, Lindgren and Packendorff 

(2010) deals with the observation that the DAC framework only regards successful instances of 

leadership which indeed produce DAC outcomes, while other diverging or failing leadership 

practices are disregarded. These scholars name such processes co-orientation during which 

diverging arguments, interpretations and decisions are exchanged. Raising this second concern is 

an important reminder for scholars that leadership should not only be comprised of successful 

instances. Studying leadership as a social construction of reality should then also include dynamics 

of co-orientation that serve the purpose in creating a negotiated order. In the DAC framework, co-

orientation would, therefore, take place in the interaction between individual and collective 

leadership beliefs, to ultimately result in leadership practices which produce direction, alignment 

and commitment. The illustration below (Figure 1) integrates the concepts of action-spacing and 

co-orientation into the DAC framework. 

Figure  1  A  new leadership  ontology 

 

Adapted from Drath et  a l .  (2008)  and Crevani ,  L indgren and Packendorff  (2010)  
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2.2 Leadership in virtual collaboration 
The technological transformation that organizations are going through has also led to various 

research fields on leadership in virtual collaboration. Building on different literature streams as a 

foundation for virtual work, the field has expanded to studying virtual teams and communication, 

while adopting traditional leadership concepts or developing new emerging approaches to the study 

of leadership.  

2.2.1 Research in virtual work 
Research in virtual work has expanded significantly from nine research clusters in 1995 to sixteen in 

2006, with the stream on virtual teams becoming the most significant one (Raghuram, Tuertscher 

& Garud, 2010). In practical organizational reality, however, virtual teams incorporate elements of 

various research clusters, such as computer-mediated communication, remote work, distributed 

teams and technology, as well as organizational and team structures (see Figure 2). The concept of 

virtual teams can therefore serve as a foundation on which the literature on how leadership in 

technology-enabled collaboration can be reviewed. 

Figure  2  Coc i tat ion network on v i r tual  work  

 

Adopted from Raghuram,  Tuertscher  & Garud (2010)   
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At the same time, more and more teams in organizations cannot be classified as strictly virtual or 

face-to-face anymore. As I argue, all technology-enabled collaboration in today’s and likely future 

knowledge work has elements of virtual work, whether the team members are co-located or 

dispersed. It is not the location that defines whether a team and leadership is virtual or not, but it 

is the use of technology that shifts significant amounts of interaction, communication and 

coordination into virtual spheres, which implies that leadership is constructed increasingly in these 

virtual worlds. 

Raghuram, Tuertscher and Garud (2010) identified several overarching themes that connect the 

various literature streams on virtual work. They found that there is recurrent attention paid to the 

dynamics of behaviour and attitudes, most notably conceptualized in conflicts, isolation and trust. 

Also, a focus on interpersonal relationships and their outcomes in the form of performance and 

effectiveness connects the various research clusters (Raghuram, Tuertscher & Garud, 2010). These 

overarching themes confirm that different perspectives on virtual work offer complementary views. 

In combination these themes can generate a more comprehensive understanding of how leadership 

dynamics evolve. Adopting such an interdisciplinary approach would also have the ability to 

integrate research on virtual processes, such as communication, coordination and collaboration, in 

order to understand how leadership can be socially constructed in virtual environments. 

Virtual teams 

In defining a typology of virtual teams, Bell and Kozlowski (2002) were one of the pioneers in the 

field of virtual work, based on which later theories and conceptualizations of virtual teams were 

built. The scholars define the difference between virtual teams and conventional teams along the 

dimensions of spatial distance and communication. They argue that virtual teams are distributed 

and technologically mediated, while conventional teams are proximal (i.e. co-located) and 

communicate face-to-face. While this basic distinction may have served a purpose in explaining the 

new world of virtual work at the turn of the century, in today’s interconnected world teams tend to 

rather fall on a virtual continuum (cf. Al-Ani, Horspool & Bligh, 2011). But as knowledge work is not 

limited to location anymore, flexible work arrangements and contingent workforces question even 

the usefulness of such a continuum on which most teams would be considered hybrids of virtual 

and co-located teams. Therefore, instead of classifying teams like at the turn of the century or as 

hybrids, scholars are advised to acknowledge that in today’s world, technology is ubiquitous and 

virtual interactions are part of the perceived reality of individuals, making the distinction between 

virtual and real obsolete. 
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2.2.2 Communication in virtual collaboration 
Rather than classifying individuals into categories, the focus of virtual leadership research should 

be on relationships and interactions. Therefore, communication as a basic relational process should 

be given increased attention to understand the social construction of leadership in virtual 

environments. 

Influence tactics 

A more practical perspective to study interactional dynamics is to consider influence tactics in 

technology-mediated communication tools (e.g. Steizel & Rimbau-Gilabert, 2013). In a qualitative 

study through interviews and content analysis, these scholars developed a repertoire of influence 

tactics in virtual work, which have the potential to shed light on how leadership roles can be socially 

constructed in such environments. They found that rational tactics, which employ logical and 

persuasive arguments, are most commonly used in virtual environments as they minimize potential 

setbacks and do not rely on reading reactions which are challenging in virtual communication that 

lacks social cues. Interactional dynamics, such as influence tactics between individuals and 

collectives, illustrate the unique environment of virtual collaboration, and how it differs from more 

conventional ideas of leadership in face-to-face settings. Most importantly, influence tactics can 

help explain leader emergence as a result of social constructions. 

Communication as a tool for leadership emergence 

In search of the impact of emergent virtual leadership competencies on team effectiveness, Ziek and 

Smulowitz (2012) conducted a mixed-method study by combining a participant survey with content 

analysis of participant messages. They found that communication as a tool allows individuals to 

emerge as virtual leaders in teams without assigned or appointed leaders. In such environments, 

individuals need to be proficient in using technology to be perceived as having leadership potential, 

by for example asking specific questions or defining the direction of the team (Ziek and Smulowitz, 

2012). By linking leadership emergence to the competent use of communication tools, this study 

emphasises the uniqueness of the virtual collaboration context in contrast to more conventional 

and purely face-to-face settings. Instead of building on positional power or expertise, individuals 

with leadership ambitions need to be able to show direction, create alignment and commitment 

through the use of technology when communicating virtually with their team members. Seeing 

leadership as a practice of communication, as done in this study, is then also closer to the study of 

relational aspects and plural concepts of leadership. 
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Other scholars, such as Charlier et al. (2016), sought to isolate and operationalize certain variables 

through an experimental simulation with 344 students in 86 teams to test the effects of 

communication apprehension and text-based communication ability on leadership emergence. In 

creating different physical configurations of these teams along a virtual continuum, Charlier et al. 

(2016) tried to mimic different organizational contexts to test their hypotheses and theorize how 

spatial distance affects leadership emergence. Their hypothesis that individuals that are more 

dispersed are less likely to emerge as leaders was contradicted in their finding that geographical 

dispersion creates a level playing field as a result of increased interdependence and collaboration. 

While it seems plausible that more collaboration, driven by technology, creates more equal 

opportunities for leadership to emerge, generalizing this relationship based on geographic location 

oversimplifies organizational reality. In today’s organizations, even individuals that are physically 

located in the same office building use technology to communicate and collaborate with each other 

and with individuals that are situated somewhere else. Instead of using geographic location as a 

simple variable to draw conclusions, scholars should be concerned with the sense-making accounts 

of individuals and how they engage in communication in virtual environments. 

Conflicts 

One such sense-making process can be observed in the experience and construction of conflicts in 

which individuals in virtual collaboration are involved in. In developing a theory-based explanation 

of how geographical dispersion leads to team-level conflict, Hinds and Bailey (2003) consider how 

distance and technology-mediation may create task, affective and process conflicts and, as a result, 

may reduce team performance. According to their conceptualization, technology mediation often 

leads to difficulties in information transfer and coordination may have negative relational aspects. 

These concepts are not easily transferable into today’s environment as the technologies that are in 

use have fundamentally changed. Not only have cloud-based solutions and collaboration tools 

altered the way people work, but also new technologies that allow people to communicate and 

collaborate more effectively in real time have improved relational aspects, information transfer and 

coordination. While there is a possibility that such conflicts may arise in today’s knowledge work, 

it is not about the technology per se, but about its appropriation, and how people use it to 

collaborate. 

2.2.3 Paradoxical virtual leadership 
Appropriating technology and leveraging a diverse team of individuals that are globally dispersed 

offer opportunities for leadership to emerge in order to reduce potential conflicts. As conflicts are 
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often the result of tensions between two extremes, leadership can help resolve such tensions by 

addressing both concerns. A conceptualization that describes leadership roles resolving tension can 

be found in paradoxical virtual leadership. In a theoretical argument, Purvanova and Kenda (2018) 

summarize different tensions that individuals in virtual collaboration experience into the 

technology dependence paradox, the geographic dispersion paradox and the human capital paradox. 

Paradoxes and tensions 

One such tension in the technology paradox is that the amount of big data that technology generates 

can, on the one hand, lead to data overload, but on the other hand also allow for educated decisions 

to be made by leveraging data richness. Geographic dispersion can, for instance, create time tension 

between coordinating work across time zones but also allows the team to extend its work cycle 24/7. 

Finally, summarized in the human capital paradox, task-oriented experts in virtual collaboration 

experience low social capital while enjoying high knowledge capital (Purvanova & Kenda, 2018). 

Some of these tensions may occur at a team level, such as coordination challenges and extended 

work cycles, and others happen at an individual level like the dispersion tension of isolation versus 

flexibility. Seeing such tensions through a paradox lens provides scholars with the opportunity to 

study social constructions at both levels to understand how leadership roles and responses evolve 

to resolve such tensions. 

Paradoxical leadership styles 

Individuals in leadership roles can respond to the paradoxes and their inherent tensions by either 

avoiding them, by perceiving them as competing choices or by identifying synergies. Purvanova and 

Kenda (2018) illustrate these three responses in the different styles of paradoxical virtual leadership: 

stagnant, selective or synergistic. In paradoxical virtual leadership, the scholars therefore recognize 

that individuals can choose a response in the form of a leadership style to resolve conflicts that team 

members experience. If there is an individual that manages to reduce data overload while finding 

solutions to appropriate the data richness, it engages in such a synergistic leadership style and 

resolves the tension. Paradoxical virtual leadership is therefore a suitable concept to investigate how 

leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed. 

2.2.4 Traditional leadership theories applied to virtual collaboration 
While paradoxical virtual leadership recognizes the complexity of interactions in technology-

enabled collaboration by adopting a paradox lens, other studies prefer to simplify and operationalize. 

In an attempt to bridge the gap between traditional and virtual team leadership, Zhang and 
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Fjermestad (2006) describe four virtual team contingencies: physical distance across space and time, 

communication distance in face-to-face versus computer-mediated communication, cultural 

distance in terms of national cultural diversity, and organizational distance measured by the 

diversity of organizational membership. Based on these concepts they developed propositions to 

prescribe what virtual team leader traits are most suitable in tackling these contingencies, such as 

communication competency, environmental alertness, cultural sensitivity, or personal influence 

power. This research approach illustrates the limitations that a leader-centric view and positivistic 

methods can experience when trying to comprehend and explain leadership in a virtual context. 

Assuming that certain leader traits (e.g. cultural sensitivity) alone have the ability to tackle 

contingencies like cultural distance overlooks the fact that such traits, contingencies and distances 

are all social constructions of an individual’s reality. Distance in itself is a relative perception, 

especially when it is not measured in physical distance, but is used to refer to differences in culture, 

organizational units or communication technology. Building on the traditional leadership roots of 

trait theory assumes that just one single individual in a leadership role is able to overcome virtual 

challenges through a transformative leadership style. In complex and collaborative environments of 

today, however, it is more often a collective coordinated effort that enables conditions in which 

contingencies of virtual work can be leveraged (e.g. synergistic, paradoxical leadership). 

Transformational leadership 

In another study, transformational leadership was more explicitly explored in virtual team contexts. 

Balthazard, Waldman and Warren (2009) concluded that the communication style of an individual 

and how much they communicate enables them to emerge as transformational leaders. Furthermore, 

they found that the extent of participation and grammatical complexity of individuals’ 

communication predicted transformational leadership in virtual teams, while personality was less 

important than in face-to-face contexts. In this research as well, constructed reality is simplified to 

the extent that communication style and volume as isolated variables alone serve to explain how 

individuals socially construct transformational leadership behaviours. To take it a step further, 

Balthazard, Waldman and Warren (2009) even wanted to find a link to an individual’s personality 

to predict the likelihood that they would emerge as transformative leaders. They asked the students 

to complete a self-assessment of their personality to assign them certain predefined personality 

types. Following such a biased self-report and arbitrary sorting of individuals into personality 

categories, the scholars found no significance of personality characteristics’ effect on 

transformational leadership in a virtual context. Studies like these exemplify how a simplification 
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of reality through positivist approaches is not helpful in generating rich sense-making perspectives 

of individuals to comprehend how leadership – and not just leaders – evolve in a virtual environment. 

In another experimental study, Purvanova and Bono (2009) compared transformational leadership 

in face-to-face and virtual communication. They used a sample of 272 psychology students, with 39 

of them volunteering to be team leaders in charge of both a virtual and a face-to-face team. The 

scholars utilized this setup to understand how consistent transformational leadership behaviours of 

team leaders would be in face-to-face and virtual teams. In this experiment, the team leaders were 

predefined, which often happens in organizational contexts as well. But the assumption that 

transformational leadership elements in the behaviour of these team leaders can be separated to 

draw conclusions on virtual and face-to-face leadership, overlooks that teams are comprised of 

unique individuals who engage in collective sense-making activities through their interactions. So 

the finding that “transformational leadership behaviors were more strongly linked to performance 

in virtual than in face-to-face teams” (Purvanova & Bono, 2009, p. 352) would in a real-life context 

very much depend on the team members and their perception, but more importantly on the context, 

the technology and how it is appropriated. Simple advice like “transformational leadership has a 

stronger effect in computer-mediated communication” to conclude that team leaders 

should “increase their transformational leadership behaviours to be effective” (Purvanova & Bono, 

2009, p. 343) may satisfy a practitioner’s desire for simple and practicable solutions, but it does not 

do justice to the complex reality that is socially constructed. 

Limitations of traditional leadership theories in virtual collaboration 

The criticism of positivist approaches and the use of traditional leadership concepts is also echoed 

by other scholars in the field. Schmidt (2014), for example, detected contradictions in various studies 

on transformational leadership in virtual teams. He observed how Hoch and Kozlowski (2012) found 

that transformational leadership did not lead to higher performance in virtual teams, while 

Purvanova and Bono (2009) saw the opposite to be true. These differences in findings could be 

explained by methodology and how the scholars attempted to measure transformational leadership. 

Purvanova and Bono (2009) counted transformational leadership behaviours, but Hoch and 

Kozlowski (2012) used overall perceptions as a determinant of transformational leadership (Schmidt, 

2014). Such differences in operationalization of leadership constructs illustrate that 

transformational leadership concepts – like all leadership concepts – are the product of an 

individual’s social construction, which implies that meanings and assumptions not only vary among 

scholars, but more so among practitioners. 
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2.2.5 Two different leadership approaches 
In reviewing the last fifteen years of research on virtual teams Gibbs, Sivunen and Boyraz (2017) 

summarized 265 articles into strong and emergent leadership perspectives to visualize the 

underlying assumptions that researchers use as part of their studies (see Table 2). 

Table  2  Two di f ferent  approaches  on the study of  leadership  in  v i r tual  env i ronments 

Strong leadership A formal leader is necessary in virtual teams: challenges of building trust, commitment and 
team identity, managing and monitoring team progress. 

Emergent leadership Virtual teams are networked or self-organized forms: lacking a formal leader and may benefit 
from sharing leadership behaviours among team members. 

Adapted from Gibbs,  S ivunen and Boyraz  (2017)  

Strong leadership 

The basic assumption underlying the strong leadership approach is that a formal, vertical leader is 

necessary enforce top-down leadership (Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017) and that such leadership is 

even more crucial in virtual teams as they experience increased challenges of motivating and 

coordinating team members. In this approach, the leader therefore takes a central role in imposing 

structure, establishing shared objectives and coordinating tasks (Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). 

Strong leadership as a concept builds on traditional command-and-control notions of leadership 

originating in the Industrial Age. This strong approach presumes that in technology-enabled 

knowledge work, individual contributors as experts in their fields working on complex tasks can be 

managed like workers in a factory completing scientifically engineered workflows at an assembly 

line. In today’s reality, building trust, commitment and team identity is not the result of the actions 

of a single individual, it is the collective construction of social reality, resulting from the interactions 

among team members. 

Emergent leadership 

The basic assumption of the emergent leadership approach, on the other hand, is that virtual teams 

are networked or self-managed, which characterizes them as lacking a centralized, formally 

appointed leader and thus require the function of leadership to be shared among team members 

(Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). In this perspective, leadership emerges from the interactions of 

team members that enact particular behaviours, often in the form of shared leadership. Such an 

emergent perspective recognizes that leadership is not limited to managerial roles but can indeed 

evolve from collaboration. At the same time, emergent views could benefit from including the fact 
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that teams in knowledge work also have designated roles prior to their initiation in which 

individuals fulfil certain leadership functions, like project manager or team leader. Therefore, 

combining emergent leadership perspectives with the mutual constructions of designated and 

assigned leadership roles would enable researchers to better comprehend how leadership in 

technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed. 

Level of analysis 

Next to the distinction between emergent and strong leadership, the difference between the level 

of analysis is also crucial. Gibbs, Sivunen and Boyraz (2017) distinguish between two types of 

leadership behaviours that are considered in the studies they reviewed: individual trait and 

organizational function (see Table 3). While the former adopts a leader-centric view, building on 

trait theories, the latter takes into account the context from which leadership can evolve. Rather 

than studying personality traits or interpersonal qualities as determined and static characteristics 

of individuals, scholars are advised to shift their perspective to instead leverage the more fluid 

concept of skills in order to understand what kind of behaviours comprise leadership functions in a 

virtual context. Embedding such a skills perspective into the study of behaviours would then allow 

scholars to enrich their conceptions of how leadership roles can be constructed. 

Table  3  Types  of  leadership  behaviours  studied 

Individual trait 
 

Leadership is studied in terms of personality traits or interpersonal qualities 

Organizational function Leadership is studied in terms of both individual and organizational factors 

Adapted from Gibbs,  S ivunen and Boyraz  (2017)  

View of technology 

Finally, assumptions on the function of technology in virtual collaboration may have a strong effect 

on the outcomes of research on leadership in virtual environments. As Gibbs, Sivunen and Boyraz 

(2017) explain, adopting an effects approach assumes that technology is merely an input variable or 

mediator, with either positive or negative effects on virtual team processes. A process approach, on 

the other hand, sees technology as entangled in team or organizational processes and therefore 

takes into account the all communication and coordination tools used in virtual collaboration 

(Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). Lastly, the scholars describe the comparative approach in the sense 

that studies compare computer-mediated communication with face-to-face teams in lab-based or 

field-based experiments. Treating technology as an input variable to be manipulated in 
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experimental studies, like in the effects approach, simplifies the complex reality of individuals in 

which they experience a ubiquity of technology, which by now has advanced to all areas of life. In 

today’s knowledge work, technology is not just a mediator, but it is the perceived reality of 

individuals in their organizational context. In the same vein, studies that adopt a comparative 

approach to distill differences between traditional face-to-face and virtual collaboration do not 

reflect today’s organizations, in which the use of technology is no longer an either-or choice, but 

where technology is entangled into organizational processes to such a degree that it can hardly be 

separated to draw general conclusions. Therefore, adopting a process approach is most suitable 

when studying how leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed. 

2.2.6 Contemporary leadership perspectives on virtual collaboration 
Instead of utilizing traditional leadership concepts, scholars are beginning to emerging and shared 

leadership views that enable multilevel analyses of leadership at both individual and organizational 

levels. 

E-leadership 

In taking a process approach for technology, Avolio et al. (2014) investigated the effect of technology 

appropriation on leadership and vice versa by reviewing the sources from which e-leadership can 

evolve. They define e-leadership “as a social influence process embedded in both proximal and distal 

contexts mediated by [advanced information technology] AIT that can produce a change in 

attitudes, feelings, thinking, behavior, and performance” (p. 107). Although the scholars use the 

term mediated in their definition, they do not see technology as a mediating variable but as 

something that is intertwined with organizational processes. In defining the micro-level loci (i.e. 

sources) of e-leadership, Avolio et al. (2014) are strongly driven by the tripod ontology (Drath et al., 

2008) of leaders, followers and their shared goals. Accordingly, leaders as loci are important in 

determining how followers appropriate advanced information technology and affect how the role 

of technology is perceived in the team (Avolio et al., 2014). As this finding is framed in the tripod 

ontology, its meaning is reduced to only being applicable to individuals in a team leader role. From 

a process and outcome perspective, however, any team member should be able to help determine 

technology appropriation and perception and, as a result, help create direction, alignment and 

commitment (i.e. leadership). 

As a second micro-level locus of e-leadership, Avolio et al. (2014) include followers in that they 

impact how virtual interactions evolve through their unique set of attributes and skills. The scholars 
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also elaborate on how followers can appropriate back channel technology (i.e. communicating 

through direct messages) in influencing and manipulating the team leader or each other. Also 

limiting such a finding to the locus of a follower restricts its applicability in a real life, organizational 

context. In theory, all individuals, whether they have a managerial position or not, may contribute 

their unique set of attributes and skills and may engage in back channel communication. Further, 

Avolio et al. (2014) add that a virtual team leader’s behaviour has an impact on collaboration and 

team performance, and that the interaction among group members can influence other individuals 

or collectives. While both claims seem plausible, again one could argue that impacts of behaviour 

or influencing other individuals do not need to be reduced to only certain team roles but are 

interactional dynamics that can contribute to the construction of leadership in technology-enabled 

collaboration. 

Multilevel perspectives 

Another theoretical contribution further illustrates the limitations of the tripod ontology in 

explaining the occurrence of virtual leadership. In proposing a multi-level framework that includes 

both the team and individual level, Liao (2017) argues that task-oriented and relationship-oriented 

leader behaviours affect individual and virtual team level processes and effectiveness outcomes. 

Interpreting this proposition through the DAC ontology (Drath et al., 2008) implies that all 

individuals, whether they are defined as leaders or not, can positively affect virtual team processes 

when they behave task-oriented and relationship-oriented. In fact, both task and relational 

leadership behaviours may result in the outcomes of direction, alignment and commitment and can 

thus contribute to the social construction of leadership. Viewing Liao’s (2017) remaining 

propositions through the DAC ontology instead of in a leader-centric manner renders these ideas 

more applicable to study how leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed. 

Accordingly, virtual team leadership in practice is effective when it enables collaboration, in the 

form of training, guidance, resource sharing and relationship building; it is effective when it enables 

shared mental models that are created through interactions and knowledge exchange; it is effective 

when trust can be created through face-to-face meetings, rich communication channels or 

synchronous communication. 

Emerging leadership 

In another instance, scholars have adopted an emergent leadership approach in studying the 

effectiveness of individual traits on virtual team leadership. In an experimental study, Kayworth and 

Leidner (2002) created thirteen diverse and globally dispersed virtual teams to assess virtual team 
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leadership effectiveness. They found that individuals in team leadership roles are effective when 

they perform multiple leadership roles simultaneously to address paradoxes and contradictions, an 

idea that was later included in Purvanova & Kenda’s (2018) conception of virtual paradoxical 

leadership. Interpreted through the DAC ontology this finding means that individuals who perform 

paradoxical virtual leadership behaviours can be perceived as performing a leadership role. To take 

it a step further, I argue that if a technology has the ability to address paradoxes and contradictions 

through the use of artificial intelligence or algorithms, then that can be a form of leadership as well. 

In summary, Kayworth and Leidner (2002) found that individuals can be effective team leaders when 

they show good communication skills, can display an understanding disposition, are able to achieve 

role clarity in the team, and are able to carefully balance assertiveness with a caring attitude. Rather 

than taking these capabilities as traits that are static, a skills perspective would acknowledge that 

all team members can actually learn these capabilities to contribute to the emergence of leadership 

during collaboration. 

Such instances of leadership emergence and shared leadership from the perspective of an 

organizational function have been studied by Hoch and Dulebohn (2017). The scholars distinguish 

between emergent leadership and shared leadership in virtual teams. Accordingly, shared 

leadership can be seen as a collective influence process that takes place at the team level. Emergent 

leadership, in turn, describes a situation in which an individual emerges from the collective into a 

leadership role, and while multiple leaders can emerge, this is not considered shared leadership 

(Hoch & Dulebohn, 2017). Applying this distinction to the idea of social construction could imply 

that that the concept of leadership emergence is closer to the construction of social reality (see 

Fairhurst & Grant, 2010) in that it is primarily an account of sense-making by constructing a 

narrative about an individual's emergence into a leader role. Shared leadership as a team 

phenomenon, on the other hand, seems to be more concerned with the social construction of reality, 

in which a negotiated order gets created during which leadership roles are assigned. 

2.2.7 Looking ahead 
The field of leadership in virtual collaboration is at a critical junction at which it needs to decide 

which path to follow in the future. As we are entering the third decade of the 21st century, we need 

to rethink how we want to study and conceptualize leadership going ahead into a world that is 

getting ever more complex. Schein (1996) made an observation twenty-five years ago on the field of 

organizational studies that can be adopted to illustrate the critical junction for the study of 

leadership: the field on leadership can only progress with concepts (1) that are linked to concrete 
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experiences and observations of individuals in organizational environments, (2) that allow scholars 

to make sense of their observations, (3) that can be defined to be studied further, and (4) that 

address practitioner needs to solve real organizational problems. To develop such new leadership 

concepts, scholars need to embrace interdisciplinary perspectives on virtual work, see leadership as 

a process of social construction and study leadership through an interpretive lens with ethnographic 

methods. 
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter I show how my research was guided my ethnographic methods to answer the 

research question. I elaborate on philosophical assumptions that shaped this study and its 

underlying research design. Then, I describe data collection and data analysis procedures and close 

with remarks on reliability, validity, and generalizability of this study. 

3.1 Philosophical assumptions 
Conceptualizations of reality are shaped by different views, by what constitutes knowledge, by 

values and by methodology. As these perceptions vary between individuals and their choices, such 

differences naturally impact the outcome of research through different interpretations and 

conclusions. In this section I elaborate on the ontological, epistemological and axiological 

assumptions that guided my research and the resulting methodological implications. 

3.1.1 Ontological assumptions – the researcher’s view of reality 
Ontology as a concept deals with the researcher’s view of reality and therefore what is regarded as 

subjective truth. While realism posits that there is a single truth in which facts exist and that be 

uncovered through research, relativism and nominalism hold that there are either many truths and 

that facts depend on the stance of the observer (i.e. relativism) or that there is no truth, as all facts 

are the product of human imagination (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). This research is guided by 

strong tendencies of relativist notions and some ideas that are shaped by nominalism. 

A nominalist idea is incorporated in the way in which I see leadership: a construct of human 

intersubjectivity that is invited to coordinate social processes and build social order. As a product 

of human imagination, leadership is ultimately a subjective idea that is interpreted based on the 

context and unique experiences of the individual. It is something that is neither a natural law, nor 

a rule that everyone follows. As there is no ultimately right or truthful definition, leadership is a 

fluid concept that not only reflects changes in society but is also subject to change over time. Since 

leadership is continuously rethought, scholars should adopt sense-making perspectives to 

comprehend how the concept reflects individuals’ perception and how it shapes their actions. 

I utilize ideas of relativism to understand different leadership theories and their impact on the social 

construction of reality. In that sense, the lenses that scholars adopt or the leadership theories that 

practitioners follow, impact the results of both research and organizational outcomes. While 

individuals engage nominalist notions in their everyday sense-making activities, their actions and 
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beliefs are also shaped by societal discourse and are directed by predefined concepts of leadership 

in society. To understand how leadership can be constructed in technology-enabled collaboration, 

I am concerned with understanding the sense-making perspectives of individuals and I evaluate 

leadership concepts and vocabulary that aid scholars and practitioners in comprehending their 

reality. 

3.1.2 Epistemological assumptions – how the researcher knows reality 
Epistemology builds on ontological assumptions in that it defines how scholars know the reality 

they engage with during their research. Realism is expressed in positivist social science as it aims to 

discover causal laws from hypotheses and deductions to define and measure concepts that are 

reduced to simple terms to be generalizable (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). Throughout my research 

and this text, I often criticize positivist epistemologies for their simplification of reality through the 

isolation and operationalization of variables in an attempt to explain the complex world of today. 

While a positivist epistemology can have advantages in sciences that, for example, deal with natural 

laws, my own practitioner and research experience have contributed to my understanding that 

richer epistemologies are needed to comprehend leadership constructions in technology-enabled 

collaboration. 

Following relativist and nominalist ontologies, I build on constructivist epistemologies to 

understand the world and how individuals create multiple realities through their lived experiences 

and interactions. The main drivers of social constructionism are human interests as science aims to 

increase the general understanding by gathering rich data to illustrate the complexity in an attempt 

for theoretical abstraction (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). I acknowledge that under such an 

epistemology, reality is constructed between myself, the researcher, including my individual 

experiences, and the context that I research. Unlike in a positivist epistemology, I do not claim to 

be an independent researcher but see myself as part of what is being observed. In fact, through my 

practitioner experience in the field of technology-enabled collaboration (see 7.3) and my 

engagement with the scholarly social sciences literature, I see myself as a boundary spanner that 

has the ability the mediate between praxis and academia. 

3.1.3 Axiological assumptions – value stance taken by researcher 
All research is value laden in that it is a product of human actions and thoughts that are driven by 

a belief system. Also, my research is impacted by axiological assumptions that are linked with 

relativist and nominalist ontologies and constructionist epistemologies. More importantly, the 
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research process and the outcomes expressed in this article are shaped by my own personal values, 

how I was brought up, the societies I was socialized into and the intellectual ideas that I came to 

engage with to reflect my personality. 

For me, values such as autonomy, independence and freedom impact my choices. My belief system 

is shaped by progressive, liberal ideas to leverage cultural diversity, modernization, and 

transparency for a multicultural and global future. Having lived, worked and studied in six countries 

during the last eight years of my life outside of my home country, I have come to develop a global 

mindset and a perception that the world is converging towards becoming a global villages and 

cultural space. At the same time, I acknowledge that my path of life and the choices I have made do 

not reflect the majority of the people from the cultures I have lived in, nor the world as a whole. 

While I see that it is more common among our Millennial generation and those that come after us 

to study, live and work abroad, I also know that those of us who have such opportunities can be 

classified as a global cosmopolitan elite. At the same time, a global mindset and multicultural 

experiences and relations allow us to add new perspectives to academic discourse. 

My values, experiences and belief system have an effect on how I interpret leadership in technology-

enabled collaboration. I naturally favour ideas of collaboration and coordination in which individual 

expertise is recognized and leveraged. I have a tendency to embrace and create new progressive 

ideas that not only explain today’s world but also illustrate what may be possible in the future, 

especially in virtual collaboration. During my practitioner experience I have worked in various fully 

remote roles and organizations with a variety of individuals from different cultural backgrounds 

and generations. I have also learned to appropriate different technologies for the achievement of 

organizational objectives. My research is, therefore, strongly driven by my own desire to better 

comprehend the reality I have found myself in and will continue to work in. My interpretation is 

shaped by the conflict between traditional ideas of leadership and new leadership dynamics that I 

have experienced myself in practice, and the inability of scholarly literature to make sense of these 

new dynamics. Therefore, this text is a reflection of my own curiosity to leverage my unique role as 

a boundary spanner in learning more about the world we live in and enrich the scholarly discourse 

on leadership in the 21st century, as well as to provide practitioners with a useful vocabulary of 

leadership concepts. 
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3.1.4 Methodological implications – procedures used in the study 
Each epistemology as a way of knowing reality has implications for how that reality is accessed and 

studied. A positivist epistemology implies for methodologies to be concerned with the discovery of 

facts through experiments, during which hypotheses are verified or falsified to confirm or reject 

theories (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). I do not only criticize positivist epistemologies but also those 

methodological implications. I show in my literature review that such methods have shortcomings 

and often lead to contradictory results when trying to conceptualize leadership in virtual 

environments. 

My methodological choices are, therefore, driven by relativist and nominalist ontologies. Relativism 

leads to a constructionist epistemology that implies a methodology that is concerned with 

convergence and theory generation through triangulation and comparison, while building on cases 

and using questions as a starting point (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). I use such methodologies to 

gather multiple perspectives of the scholarly literature on leadership by aiming for synthesizing 

themes to be used as complements in a vocabulary for leadership in technology-enabled 

collaboration. Nominalism implies a stronger form of constructionism, one that is focused on 

generating new insights and therefore commences with critiques since it is primarily concerned 

with sense-making accounts of individuals (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015) and how their experiences 

and societal discourse shape their constructions of leadership. In my research I involve research 

designs that use engagement and reflexivity of the field, while building on discourse and my own 

practitioner experiences. 

3.2 Research design 
In an attempt to answer the research question how leadership can be constructed in technology-

enabled collaboration I have utilized a research design that integrates both scholarly and 

practitioner perspectives (see Figure 3). As one data source I have used a selection of eight 

qualitative case studies (see 7.1) that deal with various aspects of leadership in virtual environments. 

Another data source consists of 165 articles that were written and published by practitioners in 

virtual work on a blog publishing platform (see 7.2). A third data source is my own practitioner 

experience in various organizational settings as roles (see 7.3). 

I constructed a meta-ethnography from the selected eight cases and organized the findings through 

an ethnographic content analysis, sensitized by my auto-ethnography. After that I utilized discourse 

analysis to deconstruct leader-centric language to translate it into leadership concepts resulting 
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from a social construction of reality or a construction of social reality. I used a selection of 75 out of 

the 165 articles to construct a qualitative overview of practitioner discourse on virtual leadership 

through an ethnographic content analysis, guided by my auto-ethnography. Following that I 

utilized a discourse analysis to reflect on how the discourse in practitioner articles is driven by 

certain leadership ideas and organizational concepts and how they influence the sense-making 

processes of other individuals. The final outcome of my data collection and data analysis procedures 

are presented in the findings. 

Figure  3  Research des ign 

 

3.2.1 Research approach 
The purpose of my research is to develop a rich vocabulary and repertoire for individuals to support 

their sense-making processes on how leadership dynamics evolve in real life contexts of the 21st 

century. In my study, I explored how leadership can be socially constructed in technology-enabled 

collaboration. I adopted a qualitative approach in this research, as that is most suitable to explore a 

phenomenon in order to arrive at a complex understanding and develop new insights that address 

gaps in the literature (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Following the methodological implications of a 

constructionist epistemology to gather multiple perspectives, synthesize different themes and 
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engage with the sense-making accounts of individuals, also makes a qualitative approach an 

appropriate choice. Furthermore, the constructionist epistemology underlying this research does 

not aim to isolate variables from their real-life contexts, operationalize and measure them in a 

quantitative research approach. A qualitative approach allows research to generate thick 

descriptions of reality and thus develop a vocabulary to construct leadership in technology-enabled 

collaboration, as the aim of this study. Table 4 summarizes the research approach I adopted for this 

study. 

Table  4  Research approach 

Research approach Qualitative 

Direction of theorizing Mainly inductive; partially abductive 

Level of analysis Meso-level theory 

Theoretical focus Substantive theory 

Form of explanation Interpretive 

Range of theory Middle-range theory 

Use and audience of research Basic research, scientific c0mmunicty 

Purpose of research Exploratory 

 

The direction of theorizing is primarily inductive, beginning with empirical findings to work 

towards more abstract ideas and theoretical concepts. As the research moved through multiple 

iterations, theorizing tended to become abductive, as I moved back and forth between themes found 

in the literature and ideas emerging from the findings in the empirical world. 

The level of analysis of this study is at a meso-level theory level, as it revolves around relations, 

processes and structures at a mid-level of social life in organizations. As a theoretical focus this 

research aims at contributing to substantive theory that applies to a limited area of society.  

Following the constructionist epistemology this study adopts an interpretive form of explanation to 

describe how the social world functions and how meaning is socially constructed. The goal is to 

enrich the understanding of how the social world operates to help researchers and practitioners 
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understand technology-enabled leadership within a system of meaning. Accordingly, the outcome 

of this research functions as a middle-range theory in between general frameworks and empirical 

generalizations and can be used as basic research to advance fundamental knowledge about how 

society works. The primary audience is therefore the scientific community. The purpose of the 

research is primarily exploratory to formulate questions and ideas to be addressed in future research.  

A meta-ethnographic approach 

To create an ethnographic account of leadership in virtual collaborative work environments I 

adopted a meta-ethnographic approach (Noblit & Hare, 1988). As the scholars explain, a meta-

ethnography is an interpretive alternative to research synthesis that does not aim at developing 

overarching generalizations but focuses on translating qualitative studies into one another through 

interpretive methods. In doing so, I followed there seven step process, shown in Table 5. 

Table  5  Steps  in  a  meta-ethnographic  approach 

Step 1 Getting started: defining interests 

Step 2 Deciding what is relevant to initial interests 

Step 3 Reading studies 

Step 4 Determining how studies are related 

Step 5 Translating studies into one another 

Step 6 Synthesizing translations 

Step 7 Expressing the synthesis 

Adapted from Nobl i t  and Hare ( 1988)  

The studies I selected qualify for a meta-ethnography as they fulfill the basic requirements outlined 

by Noblit and Hare (1988): they are qualitative accounts that reflect a range of approaches within 

the interpretive ontology, for example case study research. As noted by the scholars, while going 

through steps three to six I focused on finding and combining metaphors that appear as themes, 

perspectives, organizers or concepts in qualitative studies. In step five and six I constructed a lines-

of-argument-synthesis as the most suitable method to connect metaphors that are complementing 

each other (Noblit & Hare, 1988). In expressing the synthesis, I used neurons as metaphor to express 

the meta-ethnography on how leadership can be socially constructed in technology-enabled 

collaboration. 
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3.3 Data collection procedures 
During the first phase of my research I conducted an extensive literature review on the field of 

virtual work to generate an understanding of how leadership can be studied in virtual environments. 

As I learned about the various literature streams, I expanded my literature search in these streams 

and further used snowball sampling to generate a large selection (>300 articles) of studies and 

theoretical papers on different aspects of virtual leadership. I read through each of them and 

categorized the studies into the positivist or interpretive paradigm. Next, I reviewed all interpretive, 

qualitative studies as part of this selection to develop a first understanding of which articles could 

be suitable for a meta-ethnography. In deciding the suitability, I carefully reviewed the methodology 

each case study employed, as well as their relevance to my research question. I ended up with a 

selection of eight qualitative studies that I used to construct a meta-ethnography on leadership in 

virtual collaboration. 

The themes, perspectives, organizers and concepts that emerged from the translation and synthesis 

of ethnographic accounts guided my data collection in phase two of my research. I utilized 

purposive sampling to collect of textual data that visualizes online discourse on leadership in virtual 

collaboration in the form of blog posts on the publishing platform medium.com. In doing so I used 

various search teams on google.com to generate a complete account of articles the discourse around 

leadership in virtual environments (see Table 6). 

Table  6  Search quer ies  for  pract i t ioner  d iscourse  

Virtual collaboration site:https://medium.com "virtual" “collaboration” -"virtual reality" 

Virtual work site:https://medium.com "virtual" "work" -"virtual reality" -“virtual 
assistant" 

Virtual leaders, virtual leadership site:https://medium.com lead* -"lead generation" “virtual” -"reality" 

Remote leaders, remote leadership site:https://medium.com lead* -"lead generation" “remote” 

Dispersed leaders, dispersed leadership site:https://medium.com lead* -"lead generation" “dispersed” 

Manage virtual, Virtual management  site:https://medium.com manage* “virtual” -"reality" 

Manage remote, remote management site:https://medium.com manage* “remote” 

Manage dispersed, dispersed 
management 

site:https://medium.com manage* “dispersed” 
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3.4 Data analysis procedures 
To interpret the data from the meta-ethnography and practitioner discourse I used qualitative 

content analysis to search out underlying themes. In specific I utilized a combination of 

ethnographic content analysis and discourse analysis to draw conclusions from the data in an 

attempt to answer the research question. 

3.4.1 Ethnographic content analysis 
As described by Altheide (1996), ethnographic content analysis allows the researcher to constantly 

revise themes by being systematic and analytic, but not rigid. This type of analysis uses categories 

and variables initially as a guide but expects other themes to emerge during the analysis. During the 

analysis I was focused on constantly discovering and comparing situations, settings, styles, images 

and meanings in a recursive and reflexive movement among collection, coding, and data, as well as 

between analysis and interpretation (Altheide, 1996). As part of this ethnographic content analysis 

I practically conducted a comparative thematic analysis across the cases I selected for the meta-

ethnography, as well as the across the articles I used. Overall during the analysis stage, I focused on 

reading and re-reading articles and my notes to identify recurring patterns and themes. 

My coding techniques were inspired by Bryman (2012): (1) I read through initial texts, while noting 

important observations. (2) I read through the texts again to generate a list of terms that I would 

use to interpret and conceptualize data. (3) I reviewed these codes in relation to the text and extant 

literature to revise them if necessary. (4) I developed more general ideas based on the codes and 

data to construct relationships between themes. 

3.4.2 Discourse analysis 
To deconstruct the discourse used in both the meta-ethnography and the practitioner articles I 

utilized discourse analysis. I adopted discourse analysis as a tool to evaluate how a social reality is 

constructed during discourse, and how conceptualizations of leadership are shaped by a powerful 

societal discourse (see Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 2007). As Potter (1997) claims, discourse 

analysis is usually not codified in that it defines a certain procedure. Following that I used both the 

scholarly on leadership that I reviewed and my auto-ethnography and sensitizing concepts during 

the discourse analysis. 
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3.5 Reliability, validity, generalizability 
To improve the internal validity of findings and conclusions, this research incorporates a variety of 

perspectives across different companies, industries, time frames and cases during the meta- 

ethnography, across a variety practitioner accounts from a blog publishing platform, as well as a 

diverse auto-ethnographic practitioner experience in the field. While it is not an objective of this 

research to maximize external validity and ensure that findings can be generalized, this study does 

aim at enriching the discourse on leadership technology-enabled collaboration resulting in concepts 

that have relevance to a variety of organizational settings. To ensure reliability of findings I provide 

full transparency on data collection and interpretation methods as a primary objective so that this 

study can be replicated and extended. 

Overall this study employs triangulation at various levels (following Flick, 2018). An ethnographic 

research strategy includes a variety of data sources from observation and participation towards 

documents and personal practitioner experience. The data collection itself is therefore guided by 

between methods and within methods triangulation. Triangulation during the data analysis occurs 

by using ethnographic content analysis and thematic analysis. 
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4 Findings 

As an answer to the research question how leadership can be constructed in technology-enabled 

collaboration I provide my findings from both the meta-ethnography and practitioner discourse. 

Both sections are structured based on main categories, themes and subthemes.  

4.1 Meta-ethnography 
In step seven of constructing a meta-ethnography the synthesis is expressed and the scholar can 

choose a suitable form to do so. I illustrate the synthesis with the metaphor of neurons inside a brain. 

The brain as such is a complex system of neurons which depicts the complex reality of today’s 

interconnected world. When these neurons send signals to each other, subjective experience evolve. 

It this in the interplay between neurons that a social construction of leadership takes place. In 

producing a leadership tool kit, I thoughtfully placed themes and categories in the web of neurons 

to describe how these constructions emerge in interaction, and how there is no single and linear 

relationship between them. I choose to assemble the themes and sub-themes around three main 

categories of collaboration, coordination and communication.  

Figure  4  Neurons  –  an express ion of  the meta-ethnographic  synthes is  

 

4.1.1 Collaboration 
Collaborative processes bring individuals together to work and provide a foundation for social 

constructions of leadership. During collaboration, team leadership roles evolve, and leadership 

processes are coordinated. 
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Team building 

As part of a collective, individuals in technology-enabled collaboration fulfill certain roles as team 

members, which can contribute to the social construction of leadership and a construction of social 

reality with defined leadership functions. Members who provide role clarity and expectation clarity, 

or help establish a team vision, contribute to the leadership outcome of direction. Those that 

encourage regular communication by creating various communication channels or by helping the 

team to communicate effectively through defining team operating principles provide space for 

alignment. Roles that build trust in the team and facilitate the process of getting to know each other 

may create commitment. All of these roles can be performed by individuals whether they have a 

managerial position or not. Furthermore, processes such as encouraging regular communication or 

getting to know each other can even be facilitated by bots or other tools. When performed by human 

beings, those processes require certain skills to be effectively implemented. 

E-team building skills 

An important part of team building relates to team motivation. Motivating team members is a 

function which can be facilitated by individuals because they ensure that team building occurs, that 

new teams have introductory activities and a sense of purpose and that contributors receive 

occasional encouragement. As new virtual team members join, they should be introduced and 

integrated. Another function relates to accountability, where individuals are held accountable for 

participating and contributing. Finally, team members should get opportunities for recognition, 

rewards, development and achievement. While team motivation and recognition foster 

commitment, leadership practices like accountability ensure alignment. 

Team management skills 

Team building may be a continuous process, but ongoing team management ensures that the team 

is on track towards its goals and that processes are aligned. It is therefore an important leadership 

practice, often performed by dedicated project managers. Part of this leadership practice is to 

guarantee that the amount and types of communication are tailored to suit the needs of each 

individual contributor. Team management skills are important elements in the performance of 

leadership practice that create alignment in the team. 

Team leadership skills 

While the function of team management is often formalized into the position of a project manager, 

team leadership roles can be performed by any individual and most often are part of a team leader’s 
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job description. Team leadership skills can be obtained through training and in practice. Leadership 

practices involve leading by example, while holding people accountable and helping team members 

feel connected. In doing so, facilitation skills are crucial to promote an information sharing 

environment. Individuals performing leadership roles have the ability to enable room for action 

spacing and co-orientation to create direction, while fostering commitment of individuals. 

Collaboration in a partnership team 

In contrast to teams that consist of individual contributors, partnership teams comprised of co-

founders in leading a start-up are another case in which functions of team building contribute to 

the construction of leadership in technology-enabled collaboration. Individuals that are effective in 

such functions may encourage collective creation and critical reflection, while often following an 

assertive coaching leadership style. Such assertiveness in a partnership team is important to provide 

clear, common targets and rules while ensuring a consistent course of action. The coaching 

leadership style relates to using the strengths of key players as it encourages members to share 

expectations, views, experience and know-how during virtual work. Collaboration in a partnership 

team is about regular discussions, mutual respect, trust and listening, emotional intelligence and 

dispersed leadership. While individuals adopting these roles can be perceived as performing 

leadership roles, collaborative processes as such create a negotiated order as an outcome of the 

construction of social reality, and therefore these processes in itself can be regarded as leadership. 

Implicit coordination 

Collaboration in virtual environments, in which especially knowledge work is performed, can often 

function without any formally appointed leader as self-organized systems. Such forms of shared 

leadership, however, need to be coordinated as well. When this implicit leadership coordination is 

successful, it means that all members expect leadership to be shared so that everyone freely 

participates in shared leadership. In sharing leadership functions, members are contacted and 

involved based on their expertise, reflected in this statement: 

“If I have a problem that needs to be solved in let’s say a few hours, it doesn’t matter 
who I ask, everybody answer[s] the same... and in influencing decisions there is no 
difference, everyone who has the strongest and more concrete opinions gets taken 
into account.” (Nordbäck & Espinosa, 2019, p. 337) 

The absence of a common understanding about how shared leadership is coordinated can be related 

to differences in preferences for power (i.e. hierarchical) distance. Members that prefer a low-power 

distance environment operate on the implicit coordination cognitive schema that assumes and 
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accepts shared leadership. Members that are more comfortable with working in a high-power 

distance climate exhibit an implicit coordination cognitive schema that is centred on vertical, 

hierarchical leadership. The differences between the low-power and high-power distance members 

can thus lead to dissatisfaction and process losses. The function of implicit leadership coordination 

has, therefore, an important role in creating alignment, mediating between individual and collective 

leadership beliefs, and finally enabling processes of action-spacing to contribute to the construction 

of social reality. 

Organizational culture 

The mediation between individual and collective leadership beliefs creates a leadership culture that 

is embedded in a wider organizational culture. The organizational culture defines what leadership 

practices are deemed socially acceptable. Strong cultures may, for example, have explicit rules and 

norms regarding the use of influence and politics, which serve to limit action spacing in the creation 

of manipulating leadership practices. Moreover, in high-tech organizations that perform knowledge 

work, the organizational culture is often shaped by rationality which is inherent in processes and 

individual behaviour. Organizational culture as part of the context in which leadership beliefs are 

embedded has a strong impact on how leadership dynamics are socially constructed in technology-

enabled collaboration. 

Familiarity 

Cultural differences and team dispersion among members in virtual collaboration may lead to 

limited familiarity, as a result of difficulties in understanding the codes of another culture. Limited 

familiarity restricts the space in which influential actions may be performed. In this reduced space, 

more socially acceptable and effective influence tactics are used as leadership practices. Limited 

familiarity may also decrease the power base of individuals to influence each other, which then 

requires selective effort to get commitment to the task. As the knowledge about other individuals 

tends to be limited in low-familiarity teams, members often choose to not respond to direct 

messages immediately but create carefully thought-out replies, consciously inhibit undesirable 

responses and often edit their messages before sending them. Limited familiarity as a concept 

illustrates how virtual environments may have reduced space for co-orientation to mediate between 

hidden individual leadership beliefs and more collective leadership beliefs. The role of implicit 

leadership coordination, therefore, is of increased significance for creating a cohesive organizational 

culture that fosters leadership practices to create direction, alignment and commitment. 
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Mechanistic coordination 

Another form of leadership coordination more explicitly builds an environment in which 

collaboration is effective by creating systemized processes that align contributors’ work. Such 

mechanistic leadership coordination deals with the management of dependencies among leadership 

behaviours through plans, programs and artifacts. 

Team collaboration tools 

As one function, mechanistic coordination serves to improve implicit leadership coordination 

through the use of tools (e.g. issue tracking management systems) that structure workflows and 

create conditions for shared leadership. Consequently, task delegation tends to be more mechanistic 

and empowered by technology, as this quote illustrates:  

“All our work tasks are described here [in the issue tracking management system], 
you see who is working on what and what the progress of the work is, and if a task 
requires someone to do testing. For work allocation it’s an excellent tool and it 
hinders duplicate work allocation ... although we have decided that all work is open 
to anyone. Even though people have special areas of expertise it is good in the long 
run if people does a little bit of everything.” (Nordbäck & Espinosa, 2019, p. 339) 

Such tools create a sense of togetherness in virtual collaboration as they allow individuals to post 

documents and engage in online discussions. Combining defined processes with technology 

effectively completes the classical task leadership function, since tools perform delegation and work 

sequencing flows. While these processes in themselves are forms of leadership as they ensure 

alignment and commitment, individuals performing mechanistic leadership coordination in 

creating these processes and combining them with technology are perceived as practicing a 

leadership role. 

Task-orientation 

Performing functions of mechanistic leadership coordination and exhibiting a strong task focus 

allows individuals to adopt leadership roles in the perception of team members. Individuals that are 

seen as efficiency-oriented by creating and maintaining order, may have a positive influence on such 

social constructions of leadership, as reflected in this quote: 

“#130...quickly realized we needed a timer to help structure and limit discussions, 
and appropriately moved the discussion along in a focused and controlled manner. 
In summary, this person was instrumental in creating a structure we used 
throughout the evening.” (Shollen & Brunner, 2014, p. 214) 
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As this quote illustrates, leadership roles are often socially constructed during conversations among 

individuals. In another function, mechanistic leadership coordination can be seen in taking 

initiative and providing direction, which also creates a perception of the individual performing a 

leadership role: 

“I liked how this person facilitated parts of the conversation and moved things along 
at the beginning. While I was still getting warmed up, this person was active and 
effectively leading the discussion.” (Shollen & Brunner, 2014, p. 213) 

In taking initiative at the early stages of team formation and taking a lead in creating processes for 

team coordination, individuals are able to assume leadership roles as socially constructed by their 

peers. 

Finally, when task orientation is prevalent in the team, as with most virtual collaborations, 

mechanistic leadership coordination is crucial, since relationship-oriented behaviours that would 

coordinate processes are inhibited. Such difficulties involve the dispersion of team members among 

different time zones and the time it takes to create written information in asynchronous 

communication. As there is less space and time for social aspects in such task-oriented 

environments, there tend to be fewer political behaviours. Also, teams tend to be more effective, 

given that the role of mechanistic leadership coordination is effectively performed. 

Effectiveness 

Team member behaviours can either increase or decrease performance. Certain leadership 

behaviours are found to be ineffective in virtual environments. For example, keeping dispersed team 

members isolated in communication and not acknowledging that isolation may be an issue can lead 

to reduced team effectiveness. Also, more hierarchical and top-down communication that tends to 

be unidirectional is deemed ineffective in mechanistically coordinating a collaborative work 

environment, even less not responding to emails and messages in a timely manner. Effective 

leadership behaviours, on the other hand, can be seen in establishing social connections between 

virtual team members, through building a cohesive team and creating a team culture. Thus, 

leadership effectiveness in virtual teams relates to the various ways in which individuals create 

commitment. 

Focused interaction and interaction order 

Effective mechanistic leadership coordination has the ability to create focused interaction among 

team members in technology-enabled collaboration. Such focused interaction involves the 
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collective completion of tasks, for instance, in an ad-hoc manner as a quick response in exceptional 

situations. In general, focused interaction describes how individuals assume certain roles and raise 

mutual expectations for future collaboration. Focused interaction illustrates the processes during 

which individuals co-orient themselves and socially construct reality, and thus leadership roles are 

created and assumed by individuals. Based thereon, focused interaction creates an interaction order 

that defines roles and processes in which the team continues to operate. 

4.1.2 Coordination 
Processes of coordination are important for facilitating collaboration and effective communication 

in virtual environments. Coordination as such needs to deal with the challenges that virtual 

collaboration creates, but it also offers opportunities for various leadership roles to emerge. Overall, 

leadership in virtual work can be perceived as a “social interaction process that actively orchestrates 

collaborative work” (Humala, 2015, p. 427). 

Orchestration 

Seeing leadership as orchestrating collaborative work emphasizes that the complex 

interdependence of individuals in virtual collaboration needs to be carefully aligned and directed. 

For orchestration to be successful, individuals need to show assertiveness, constructive and flexible 

interactions, as well as multiliteracy skills. Orchestration fulfills a crucial coordinating function as 

it connects information flows through brokerage and thus may leverage the diversity of a network. 

In that sense, orchestrating is an important leadership practice as it facilitates a creative 

development of a network in creating alignment and commitment for innovation. Further, 

orchestration as a coordination mechanism is a form of collaborative leadership that builds on 

mutual trust, flexibility, and cultural sensitivity. Such leadership improves collaboration as it 

encourages not only multiliteracy skills, but also a creative utilization of virtuality and technology. 

E-change management skills 

Part of orchestration is the ability to manage change. In today’s fast paced environment where 

organizations and their teams need to be agile, individuals that use their change management skills 

in a virtual environment can be perceived as fulfilling a leadership role. E-change management skills 

encompass the capacity to preplan transitions, to monitor implementation, and to continuously 

refine technology practices based on feedback from experience. As a coordination process, change 

management, hence, is an important element to provide direction and create alignment. 
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Team distribution 

The various ways in which leadership can be socially constructed in technology-enabled 

collaboration are affected by the extent to which team members are distributed. In general, 

distributed teams vary on a virtual continuum that is moderated by task complexity. On the one 

end of such a continuum are face-to-face teams that work and communicate highly synchronous, 

regularly meet in person, and make minimal use of technology or virtual tools. On the other end 

are fully distributed teams that work completely asynchronous and fully rely on virtual tools that 

are often low in media richness. Most teams are hybrids on the virtual continuum. In these hybrid 

teams, being co-located with individuals in leadership positions may not affect decisions on where 

work should get performed or who should complete it. Likewise, leaders are not necessarily chosen 

based on their location, but rather their expertise. Overall, individuals in virtual collaboration 

experience a ubiquitous role of technology. Such technology may afford simple, highly 

asynchronous, low-bandwidth, and low media-rich collaboration, while it may also allow for media-

rich, synchronous communication. These varying degrees of how technology can be afforded affect 

how leadership is socially constructed. 

Leadership roles 

In technology-enabled collaboration, teams are usually comprised of different roles to accomplish 

different work. Such roles can vary between task-oriented functions that involve technical or project 

expertise, and people-oriented skills, such as strong communication or conflict management 

capabilities. Typical characteristics of team leaders in virtual environments are organizational skills, 

people skills, an open communication style, and the use of common sense. Another leadership role 

is the practice of project management, which builds on the ability to set goals, make decisions, as 

well as organize and deliver project results. Leadership constructions can be linked to individuals 

in those rather managerial positions, but they can also include contributors that exhibit team leader 

characteristics or project management skills. Other leadership roles include building team processes 

and structure, encouraging knowledge sharing, motivating the team, initiating contact with team 

members, and extending team visibility. These roles can be performed by a single individual through 

a managerial position, or they can be distributed among team members in a shared leadership 

environment. Taken together, these leadership roles fulfill coordinating functions that contribute 

to the attainment of direction, alignment, and commitment. 
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Virtual co-presence 

Engaging in real time communication requires team members to be online and visible. The notion 

of virtual co-presence encapsulates social media afforded presence availability, which relates to 

using social media to share information, for instance, via being connected, chatting, providing ideas, 

and coordinating information. Virtual co-presence allows individuals to make themselves available 

and to find out who else is available. As such, the social construction process of leadership can go 

both ways. Finding out who else is available enables users to create mental notes of who is in their 

network and of members’ areas of expertise. Making yourself available increases your virtual co-

presence, based on which other team members reach out to leverage your expertise. Virtual co-

presence – as a social construction in itself – therefore plays a wider role in the sensemaking 

processes of individuals and their social construction of leadership. 

Challenges 

Coordination is crucial to avoid and overcome challenges in virtual collaboration. Such challenges 

might stem from cross-cultural differences, or mismanagement issues concerning different time 

zones, and thus creating a greater potential for misunderstandings. Often times, less technologically 

savvy individuals lack the training to be effective in virtual contexts. Another challenge in 

technology-enabled collaboration for an individual is about establishing and maintaining self. In an 

increasingly virtual environment, individuals tend to develop their own personalities and identities 

during virtual collaboration. Balancing that virtual identity and personality with a face-to-face 

identity can be demanding and may cause confusion among contributors when they encounter an 

individual with a completely different personality in either in-person or virtual contexts. As this 

confusion affects the perceptions of team members, it can also influence how leadership is socially 

constructed during virtual collaboration. 

Social issues 

Confusion is a challenge embedded in larger social issues experienced in a virtual context. In general, 

individuals may find it difficult to establish personal connections virtually, especially if they are not 

used to doing it in non-professional settings. Increased task focus could also lead to a loss of the 

human elements in virtual work. Therefore, an important virtual leadership role can be seen in the 

processes of encouraging the sharing of non-work-related information. Such role is successful in 

addressing social challenges, when it manages to not only create task related alignment, but also 

social or people-oriented alignment. 
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E-social skills 

Individuals performing virtual leadership roles to address social challenges can be characterized by 

certain skills. These individuals reflect a supportive attitude in that they engage in customized one-

on-one communication from time to time. Moreover, they ensure that team interaction methods 

are inclusive of all individuals. Addressing social challenges requires at times the use of richer media, 

such as face-to-face, telephone, or video, when appropriate and necessary. E-social skills can be 

learned and improved, and they should be part of a repertoire of individuals that are or need to 

assume virtual leadership roles to address social challenges. 

Process issues 

Mechanistic leadership coordination is a response to prevent process issues from occurring in 

virtual teams. Process issues essentially reflect the absence of alignment, which provides 

opportunities for individuals to not only design effective processes, but also ensure processes to be 

implemented and supported by technology. Defining such processes can involve the creation of 

roles and norms, as well as choices concerning when and how to use certain media. Process issues, 

therefore, reflect a need for enhanced project management in virtual collaboration. Ultimately, 

these issues can arise as a result of miscommunication, which highlights the imperatives for 

individuals to read cues and behaviours during non-face-to-face communication and to practice 

one’s patience when listening and waiting for feedback. 

Trust 

As the outcome of social interactions, the creation of trust needs to be facilitated to effectively work 

in virtual environments. Leadership roles involving building trust make task progress explicit so 

that everyone can contribute equally. Such roles include linking contributors in a network of 

respecting and trusting relationships. As part of a team building process, a leadership role can be 

seen in facilitating the creation of a unique team culture, in which individual skills and expertise are 

known. 

4.1.3 Communication 
Leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed during communication. In 

virtual environments, communication drives coordination and enables collaboration. 

Communication can serve as a form of organic coordination but can also contribute to leadership 

emergence if used with the right skills. While any individual can technically initiate formal 

conversations in virtual work, these conversations, more often, are facilitated through cyclical and 
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regular project meetings. More complex tasks may require the use of real-time communication. The 

role of communication is not only to provide a clear direction and goals but also to give praise and 

make progress explicit. Contributors in leadership roles often initiate and receive more 

communication than their peers. Communication is at the heart of action-spacing to discuss 

diverging interpretations, and therefore plays a central role in creating leadership practices. 

Organic coordination 

Communication is important in managing dependencies among leadership activities, described in 

the notion of organic leadership coordination. Such coordination often occurs in formal ad hoc 

meetings to discuss work and to align intended or past leadership actions, while decisions are 

influenced by expertise. A lack of mechanistic leadership coordination often leads to uncoordinated 

shared leadership and decreased performance, creating process issues. If there is too much freedom 

in shared leadership environments, individuals tend to make independent decisions without 

consulting each other. In such cases, organic leadership coordination can be used as a reactive 

mechanism, focusing on solving issues arising from past actions. Proactively managing leadership 

dependencies through communication and a greater focus on future action, in turn, can lead to 

increased transparency, especially when combined with mechanistic coordination. The idea of 

organic leadership coordination is to make decisions together and keep the team moving forward 

into the right direction. As such, it is a leadership practice that especially leads to the outcomes of 

direction and alignment, while allowing room for action-spacing to occur. 

Ubiquitous technology 

The prominent role of communication in virtual collaboration can be attributed to the ubiquity of 

technology that individuals experience. The degree of media richness tends to mediate leadership 

behaviour effects on the team, as some channels allow for more interactivity whereas others serve 

better as one-way communication. Leadership often emerges in synchronous and real time 

communication, which requires flexibility and monitoring capabilities from individuals. Overall, the 

ubiquity of technology allows team members to contribute and express their ideas, which offers 

opportunities to adopt leadership roles and engage in co-orientation. 

Leadership emergence 

Communication channels as part of the social construction of reality provide opportunities for 

leadership to emerge, for individuals to assume leadership roles, and for the expression of shared 

leadership. This form of leadership may take place in teams where an appointed individual in a 

leader role depends on team members to be effective. In addition, it may occur in cross-functional 
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teams which lack a formal hierarchical authority. Such a fluid process of team influence is described 

in this quote: 

“We broke down to different functional areas, so we had architecture, software 
development, hardware development . . . Then it goes into two test organisations, 
then into manufacturing. So we broke [tasks] up into different components and 
assigned [them to] different people in different sites wherever the skill set happened 
to be.’” (Al-Ani et al., 2011, p. 230) 

The negotiated order described here is an outcome of the social construction of reality and shares 

leadership in that contributors assume leadership roles based on their functional area. In these 

environments, both direction and clear goals resulting from mechanistic leadership coordination 

allow members to regulate their own performance, thereby effectively engaging in self-leadership. 

In that sense, leadership functions may also be fulfilled by substitutes, with individuals engaging in 

such self-leadership or with technology applied to structure and facilitate group processes. For 

leadership emergence to occur, certain individual skills and behaviours may be advantageous. 

Contributions 

When individuals contribute ideas, ask questions or clarify, they show behaviours that can be 

perceived by collaborators as emergent leadership. Those ideas that guide the group are valuable 

and produce notable agreement, presumably creating the perception of leadership emergence. Also, 

those individuals who provoke different thinking, introduce knowledge and productive material, or 

show a solid grasp on relevant concepts could emerge as leaders. Clarifying and synthesizing 

behaviours may also contribute to leadership emergence. In specific, reframing actions and 

discussion, connecting ideas, meaning making, and putting details into perspective may add to the 

social construction of leadership emergence. Finally, asking good questions about group processes, 

decisions, dialogues, contents or about others’ ideas may also be perceived as emergent leader 

behaviour, as well as questions that guide and provoke dialogue. Contributions as a form of content 

during communication are a key factor in individuals’ social construction of reality and the 

perception of emergent leadership behaviours. 

Participation rate 

The rate at which individuals participate in communication can have a positive or negative influence 

on leadership emergence. When individuals are perceived as waiting to participate, they may be 

seen as more credible. Equally so, when contributors are deemed as participating infrequently, then 

they may be seen as making quality contributions that are worth listening to. Both cases 
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demonstrate a positive influence on leadership emergence. The fact that they are purely based on 

perception emphasizes how leadership can be socially constructed in technology-enabled 

collaboration. At the same time, the frequency with which individuals can add ideas to create an 

impression of expertise is also linked to how fast they can type, as illustrated in this quote: 

“The fact that student 97 was [influential] could be [due] partially to the fact that 
s/he was able to type fast which allowed them to respond to others while 
contributing many insightful contributions. (Shollen & Brunner, 2014, p. 215)” 

In contrast, a negative influence on the social construction of leadership emergence may point to 

individuals who are perceived as waiting too long, as they might be seen as slacking off. On the 

other hand, if individuals are perceived as too swift to participate, they might be seen as dominant 

and hindering others who are slower. Perceptions about how frequently members engage in 

communication, therefore, define to what extent they are perceived in leadership roles. The ability 

to purposively create such perceptions through superior technological skills and an advanced 

comprehension of social dynamics allows individuals to be considered as emergent leaders in 

technology-enabled collaboration. 

Interaction style 

During their contributions, individuals can exhibit positive or negative interaction styles that 

positively or negatively affect their leadership emergence. A negatively perceived interaction style 

involves being disrespectful of others, dominant, opinionated and uncompromising, or coming 

across as rude, harsh and pushy. Also, the use of sarcasm, control, and manipulation adds to the 

perception of a negative interaction style in technology-enabled collaboration. A positively 

perceived interaction style is about including others in discussion and processes, encouraging others 

to participate and lead, or praising others for contributions. Being open-minded, listening, 

supporting others, and searching for consensus are also considered positive. The interaction style 

with which individuals choose to participate in communication, therefore, greatly affects the team’s 

perception of leadership emergence during the social construction process. 

4.2 Practitioner discourse 
The results of an ethnographic content analysis and analysis of practitioner discourse are presented 

and elaborated on in this section. For simplicity, it is organized by technology-enabled collaboration, 

leadership, skills and behaviours, and closes with a subsection on findings from the discourse 

analysis. 
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4.2.1 Technology-enabled collaboration 

Rethinking collaboration 

A common misconception for collaboration to be effective is that it requires co-location. In reality, 

however, companies continuously expand into new offices, which naturally increases interaction 

and collaboration between different sites. Most companies experience various degrees of virtual 

work, each of which may pose barriers to collaboration that have to be addressed. Distance can 

present challenges within the team, which might be overlooked in strictly co-located settings. When 

remote workers in hybrid teams are perceived as ineffective, then that might not be a proximity 

issue but rather a human resources problem. At the same time, in strictly virtual teams, it may not 

be sufficient to just gather all team members in person during a retreat to prevent problems from 

occurring. Instead, virtual team management needs to invest into building a working culture. In 

that sense, collaboration can be seen as a culture to jointly solve problems and create products as a 

result. Team members are then not seen as employees but as collaborators. 

New working culture 

Creating a new working culture is about building a virtual community to promote collaboration and 

communication. A new working culture empowers individuals across teams and practices inclusion, 

while prevailing technology and collaboration to keep the team organized, motivated, and 

productive. Defining a culture can help in aligning both individual and collective leadership beliefs. 

For example, when defined as ship early and often, a culture has the potential to create leadership 

practices that foster alignment and direction. Part of a new working culture is to share gratitude and 

celebrate milestones, to appreciate the performance of team members, and to honor their 

commitment as an expression of cultural values. After all, this new way of working can be seen as 

an output work culture, where objectives are defined to allow contributors to focus, stay productive, 

and produce tangible results that drive the business. The new working culture needs to be aligned 

with processes and supported by the right tools to effectively combine implicit and mechanistic 

leadership coordination. 

Collaboration tools 

Technology is key to collaboration as it bridges gaps in physical distance, enhances communication, 

and builds team spirit. Effective mechanistic leadership coordination ensures that a variety of 

communication channels are available for individuals to collaborate, be it one-on-one or in teams. 

An important outcome of mechanistic leadership coordination should be to create alignment on 

how tools are used. Project management tools, for instance, require collaborators to work 
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systematically when adding deadlines and when updating the status of a project. Real time chat 

tools, such as Slack, may be used for in-person discussions, for sharing information with the whole 

team, and for collaborating on a level playing field. Private feedback channels may serve to create a 

more intimate atmosphere among collaborators to voice concerns and tackle challenges as a form 

of co-orientation. 

Everyone is virtual 

Enabled by collaboration tools and part of a new working culture is the observation that all 

contributors in today’s knowledge organizations are parts of virtual teams, just to different degrees. 

Through technology, one can perceive and treat all individuals as virtual team members, no matter 

where they are physically located. Given that the boundaries between the different remote stages 

are increasingly blurred and fluent, the concept of remote working in itself becomes obsolete. 

Rethinking the company as a virtual organization, instead, makes collaboration ultimately inclusive 

as it allows people to complete their work where they are most productive through a shift in focus 

from attendance to results. While some organizations are moving towards a virtual organization, 

others are still using the traditional concept of attendance equals work and simply translate it into 

a virtual context by using online indicators and tracking software to prove that someone is actually 

working. Such traditional views misunderstand the fundamental values based on which remote 

work is functioning: output is more important than input; autonomy is superior to administration; 

flexibility is preferred over rigidity. 

Remote first 

What these remote work values indicate, and the notion of the virtual organization illustrates, is 

that companies need to follow remote first strategies. Instead struggling with the dichotomy 

between recreating the physical experience when thinking in virtual and co-locating employees in 

reality, organizations should use the best of both worlds and rethink how they approach work. The 

virtual organization thereof also implies that if one person is remote, everyone is. This new paradigm 

requires that, if one person is attending a meeting remotely, then everyone will be dialling in 

through their own equipment to level the playing field and make the collaboration inclusive for 

everyone. Following a remote first strategy then also prevents remote contributors from being left 

out and or not feeling involved since their insights are equally included in meetings. Moreover, 

remote first means asynchronous communication first. A-synchronicity creates a sense of 

inclusiveness for everyone in that it gives contributors the time to respond whenever and wherever 

they are working, and communications are structured based on topics. 
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4.2.2 Technology-enabled leadership 

New forms of leadership 

In technology-enabled collaboration, leadership challenges are presented in different aspects, which 

can be disorienting, time consuming, and complex for individuals used to a traditional work 

environment. Leadership in a virtual environment requires understanding new ways of organizing. 

It is about helping people transform their limited beliefs through data-driven software and making 

individuals feel appreciated for the time they invest in working. In light of this, leadership can even 

be seen as a long-distance relationship where fulfilling leadership roles implies making conscious 

efforts to connect with team members and having open dialogues when something does not feel 

right. Individuals in leadership roles should also understand that communication is key to interact 

with team members, to gain trust, and to successfully lead virtual teams. 

Different leadership roles 

New forms of leadership create different leadership roles that individuals can fulfill to generate 

direction, alignment, and commitment. The role of the team lead is crucial during the initiation 

stages of the team to translate strategic objectives into plans and execution. The functional lead role 

is fulfilled by individuals in their area of expertise, such as design or marketing. The team guardian 

role embodies mechanistic leadership coordination by organizing team collaboration between 

meetings through facilitating communication and collaboration tools. Onboarding as a leadership 

function is an important role in producing direction and alignment for new members that join the 

team. Cultural ambassadors may act as an advocate for the team culture by engaging in implicit 

leadership coordination in that they help members understand the values and leadership culture. 

The facilitator leadership role is important for organic leadership coordination as it creates a 

framework in which meetings can take place, be inclusive, and without technological breakdowns. 

Systems leadership 

Leadership at its best is where it is not needed, as in the case of systems leadership. This form of 

leadership can be fulfilled by a team guardian role and is about building processes and routines that 

ensure seamless collaboration between team members. Such routines can appear in the form of 

regular check-ins or annual retreats. Furthermore, systems leadership is also about creating 

opportunities for individuals to chat, both formally and informally. It is about providing channels 

where collaborators can resolve issues through co-orientation to prevent passive aggressive 

behaviours from building up. At the heart of systems leadership is to keep communication flowing, 

by using project management systems so that all team members understand priorities and are 
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empowered to assign and get assigned tasks. In short, systems leadership provides a structure for 

feedback so that individuals know what to improve. 

Trusting 

While mutual trust among contributors is important for collaboration, trusting team members is 

the premise for self-leadership and autonomy to function. Trusting assumes that team members 

will give their best and empowers individuals to deliver results. As an important team leadership 

component, trusting is a form of reliance based on an optimistic notion that work will get completed. 

Trusting the team implies that the expertise of individual contributors is paramount in making 

decisions. As such, trusting is a two-way process during which individuals know that they can build 

and count on each other without the need of a managerial role to coordinate decision making and 

monitor performance. 

Self-leadership 

Stemming from trusting relationships, self-leadership is the result of effectively combining 

mechanistic and implicit leadership coordination. Self-leadership builds on the concept of 

accountability where individuals take ownership of their work and responsibility for their actions. 

This form of leadership relies on transparency obtained by getting individuals involved in various 

areas of the business, providing full accessibility to previous team correspondence for new team 

members, and fostering autonomy at every level of the organization. Finally, clarity is an important 

component for self-leadership as it provides a basic infrastructure for roles, expectations, reporting 

lines, and purpose. 

With a clear vision, as well as a focus on results and autonomy, self-leadership can thrive. Increased 

autonomy and responsibility imply that everyone leads themselves and continuously takes on 

leadership roles and responsibilities, such as project management or design reviews. Self-leadership 

is the ultimate form of dispersing leadership responsibilities by empowering team members to make 

decisions themselves and by holding them accountable for achieving their results. As such, self-

leadership can be described as distributed authority where the organization is structured around 

areas of responsibilities with directly responsible individuals.  

4.2.3 Technology-enabled leadership skills and behaviours 

Technology-enabled collaboration skills 

Effectively performing leadership roles in technology-enabled collaboration requires proficient 

remote working skills. Arguably, the most important skill is communication: to be able to 
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communicate clearly and adjusting the communication style to the audience. Effective 

communication entails using visuals, such as screenshots, or videos to complement text-based 

correspondence. Technology-enabled leadership behaviours include creating a certain visibility by 

being approachable online, and by inviting oneself to meetings or communication channels 

proactively. Furthermore, adopting leadership roles begins with self-branding to not only 

communicate and display expertise but also gain credibility and become an authority in certain 

areas. To do so, the ability to understand data and use it to make decisions is imperative. Lastly, 

skilled individuals in virtual collaboration also spread positivity and energy, and avoid using 

negative emojis or words like no. 

Intentional interactions 

Being intentional in communicating and behaving in virtual environments is an important 

leadership capability in technology-enabled collaboration. Intentional interactions may appear in 

the form of ad hoc calls or scheduled weekly meetings. Remote leadership needs to commit to 

communication by reading up on group correspondence and contributing where needed. This 

leadership makes certain that member voices are not drowned. Such drowning of voices may occur 

when responses in one-on-one chats are delayed, when team members in group chats are ignored, 

or when not engaging with review comments in documents. As such, intentional interactions are 

more about supporting team members and less about managing them. Individuals in leadership 

roles thereby need to intentionally interact with their collaborators through establishing one-on-

one connections and regular individual meetings. By being intentional about interactions, 

leadership in technology-enabled collaboration incorporates that increased contact contributes to 

greater goal clarity. 

Writing as a leadership tool 

As communication is a primary leadership skill in virtual collaboration, writing is the tool through 

which leadership can emerge and be expressed. Organizations are transitioning from oral cultures 

towards written cultures, in which writing is seen as a leadership tool to create alignment and 

articulate complex thoughts. Effectively using writing as a leadership tool requires individuals to be 

adept and excellent writers who are able to promptly convey their thoughts in a clear manner and 

use emojis or gifs intentionally. Individuals in leadership roles must have the ability to provide 

straightforward instructions in writing so that messages do not get misunderstood. Individuals also 

need to be aware and strategic about how they are being perceived. They need to develop an 
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awareness about how, for example, short declarative sentences or certain ways of punctuating may 

come across unexpectedly and how those perceptions will be associated with their virtual avatar. 

Over-communication 

An important feature concerning technology-enabled leadership behaviour is constantly 

communicating to provide clarity and to avoid being misunderstood. Limited communication can 

have a negative impact when it appears as infrequent, vague and unpredictable. In response, 

communication should be centralized to provide a space in which everyone is kept up to date about 

what is going on within the team to ensure alignment. To illustrate, communication can, for example, 

be structured by creating different communication channels based on different topics. Over-

communicating makes sure individuals who are less proficient in English, or whatever language is 

used in the workplace, can be on firm ground with team objectives and plans. Finally, to over-

communicate also means not to make assumptions but to voice concerns or speak up when 

something seems out of order. 

4.2.4 Discourse 
Leadership as the social construction of reality is influenced by discourse among practitioners on 

what leadership means in technology-enabled collaboration. Discourses in the form of blog articles 

on medium.com, for example, shape the sense making processes of individuals to define what counts 

as leadership and what does not. Most often, the authors of those blog articles do not even use the 

word leadership but still express their thoughts in the leader-follower duality. As a discourse 

analysis has shown, the target groups for these articles are either team leaders, executives, or remote 

workers. As a result, conceptualizations of leadership are framed in ways that resonate with 

individuals pertaining to one of these target groups. 

Frames 

How leadership is constructed in these blog articles depends on the frame through which it is 

viewed and presented. Some articles deal with leadership occurring in distributed teams. These 

articles do not emphasize the virtual aspects of collaboration but rather focus on effectively 

managing individuals that are not co-located. Articles on remote work, remote teams, remote team 

leadership and remote team management are often written by practitioners that lead fully remote 

organizations or teams. In these articles, remote work is often presented as an antithesis to 

traditional organizations and presents how remote leadership is fundamentally different. Lastly, 

articles on virtual work, virtual teams, virtual leadership and virtual team management often frame 
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their ideas in the co-located versus virtual dichotomy, thereby attempting a translation of 

traditional leadership concepts from face-to-face teams into virtual ones. 

The frame that authors adopt as a reflection of their practitioner backgrounds has implications for 

what aspects of leadership are emphasized. In the remote stream of articles, for example, authors 

often include a section about hiring the right kind of people to be suitable for working remotely. This 

notion implicitly suggests that the individuals they seek as remote workers are fundamentally 

different from those that work in traditional organizations. The stream on distributed teams often 

highlights the significance of adding structure, rules, and additional communication to compensate 

for the fact that teams are not co-located. Articles on virtual teams often attempt to translate real 

life concepts to a virtual environment to show how they can be recreated with technology, such as 

the idea of the water cooler where informal conversations take place. 

Target audience 

In addition to the frame that articles adopt, the intended target audience has implications for how 

the concept of leadership is dealt with. Articles on team management and team leadership are 

written from the perspective of an individual in a team leadership position. These articles serve as 

guides for these practitioners to be effective in their role. In doing so, those practitioners employ 

the command-and-control notions by presenting their ideas in leader-follower duality with shared 

goals. Articles that are intended for executives often take on the role of promoting the use of virtual 

teams while describing the change management necessary for effective implementation to avoid the 

challenges that virtual work entails. Articles intended for the remote worker often do not explicitly 

elaborate on leadership in virtual contexts, as they are rather focused providing suggestions about 

effective remote collaboration and the skills necessary for that. 

Limitations of frames and target audience 

Both frames and intended target groups of the articles may severely limit individuals in their sense 

making activities on the social construction of leadership during technology-enabled collaboration. 

The prevalence of the leader-follower duality prescribes behaviour and presses collaborative 

processes of 21st century organizations into bureaucratic notions from the Industrial Age. Next, 

presenting virtual teams in opposition to face-to-face teams limits sense making activities in that 

the former attempts to import traditional concepts into virtual collaboration with the assumption 

that their effect can be recreated. Instead of acknowledging that technology affords a different kind 

of communication and collaboration, such a framing restricts both members that are co-located and 

those who work virtually when discussing how leadership can be constructed in virtual 
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environments. This form of practitioner discourse can be seen as an echo of scholars’ inability to 

move away from a leader-follower duality towards more inclusive conceptualizations of leadership 

that do not limit the sense-making abilities of individuals to construct how leadership evolves in 

virtual environments. 

Finally, those articles that often try to describe what is different in this new world of virtual work fail 

to acknowledge that it is already a reality for many individuals. Much of the Millennial generation 

have already entered the workforce and brought along with them both the understanding of the 

pre-Internet era and a sophisticated proficiency of new technology that they use as digital natives. 

With Generation Z, the first cohort of entirely digital natives is entering the workforce. For both 

generations, technology-enabled collaboration is not about leader-follower dualities or virtual 

versus face-to-face, it is about autonomy, flexibility, and clear objectives. In addressing individuals 

in team leadership roles, these articles therefore need to move beyond dichotomies to use inclusive 

terminology to acknowledge that, for increasing numbers of individuals in the workforce, virtual 

collaboration is the norm, rather than the exception. 

I integrate findings from both the meta-ethnography and the practitioner discourse in an enriched 

version of the neuron metaphor (see Figure 4). To show how leadership is a product of human 

imagination I show a different way in which the findings can be assembled in a web of neurons. In 

this case, the main themes implicit, organic, and mechanistic leadership coordination as well as 

leadership emergence and new forms of leadership are presented between technology-enabled 

collaboration and leadership. This synthesis shows that the findings from the meta-ethnography 

and practitioner discourse are analogous and complementary to present one way of how leadership 

can be socially constructed in technology-enabled collaboration. 
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Figure  5  Synthes is  of  the meta-ethnography and pract i t ioner  d iscourse 
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5 Discussion 

In this section I reflect on how my findings contribute to scholarly literature and to what extent 

they align or contrast extant research. 

Organizational culture 

The findings show that organizational culture defines how leadership beliefs are expressed in 

practices that define how technology-enabled collaboration is perceived. While scholars, such as 

Bell and Kozlowski (2002), distinguish between virtual teams that are distributed and technology 

mediated, and conventional teams that are proximal and communicate face-to-face, the findings 

illustrate that every team member is part of a virtual environment. Rethinking collaboration is about 

overcoming the misconceptions that effective collaboration requires co-location and that dispersion 

creates challenges. It is, therefore, not distance or technology-mediation, as Hinds and Bailey (2003) 

suggest, but the lack of a functioning working culture that prevents teams from being effective. In 

a new working culture that is defined through collaboration, leadership is no longer a by-product 

of dominance as a result of competition and hierarchy (Van Vugt, 2006) but it is a dynamic, 

collective construction process in which everyone can participate (Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff, 

2007). The finding that every contributor can be seen as virtual makes the concept of contingencies 

in virtual teams (Zhang and Fjermestad, 2006) obsolete. Every team will experience different 

degrees of dispersion and diversity. Unlike Zhang and Fjermestad (2006) suggest it is not individual 

leadership traits that can solely respond and tackle these contingencies, but it is a collective effort 

of implicit leadership coordination to align individual and collective leadership beliefs. 

Implicit leadership coordination 

As Liao (2017) proposed, virtual team leadership is effective when it enabled shared mental models 

through interactions and knowledge exchange. This proposition was confirmed in the finding 

implicit leadership coordination. The notion of a shared mental model can be illustrated with the 

outcome of implicit coordination that aligns individual and collective leadership beliefs and builds 

an organizational culture around it. As a collective process that is driven by individuals’ co-

orientation, implicit leadership coordination can also be seen as part of paradoxical virtual 

leadership (Purvanova & Kenda, 2018) in that it addresses and resolves various challenges. 

Responding to social issues is to create both task-oriented and relationship-oriented alignment. 

Employing such a both-and response describes a synergistic leadership style in resolving the human 

capital paradox between low social capital and high knowledge capital. Applied to process issues, a 
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paradoxical virtual leadership style is synergistic when it resolves the tension of data overload versus 

data richness in that it defines rules and norms through mechanistic leadership coordination to 

avoid miscommunication. The challenge of team familiarity as a result of cultural differences and 

dispersion can also be addressed through a synergistic leadership style that both leverages cultural 

barriers and cultural diversity. Finally, combining implicit with mechanistic leadership coordination 

promotes trust building. As Liao (2017) proposed, virtual team leadership is effective when it creates 

trust through face-to-face meetings, rich communication channels or synchronous communication. 

These elements are core functions of implicit leadership coordination. 

Mechanistic leadership coordination 

Mechanistic leadership coordination can be seen as one of the early leadership functions in pre-

human society: a mechanism to solve group coordination problems (King, Johnson, & Van Vugt, 

2009). By coordinating dependencies among leadership behaviours through plans, programs and 

artifacts, mechanistic leadership coordination creates an environment in which shared leadership 

can evolve and thrive. Shared leadership has been defined as a collective influence process at the 

team level (Hoch & Dulebohn, 2017). Such a collective influence process is often supported by team 

collaboration tools that act as a form of mechanistic leadership coordination in structuring 

workflows. Team collaboration tools therefore provide an environment in which task 

interdependence, complexity and commitment as conditions for sharing leadership (Denis, Langley 

& Sergi, 2012) can be effectively managed through mechanistic leadership coordination. 

From the perspective of complexity leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007), 

mechanistic coordination could even be seen as operational leadership striving for order, 

standardization, alignment and control to produce outcomes of productivity, efficiency and results. 

Unlike the operational system in complexity leadership theory, mechanistic leadership coordination 

is not in conflict with entrepreneurial dynamics that strive for innovation, but actually supports 

these processes through team collaboration tools. The effects approach or comparative approach to 

study the role of technology (Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017) have shortcomings as individuals in 

virtual collaboration experience a ubiquity of technology. Such a ubiquity makes a process approach 

more suitable for understanding the effects that technology has on leadership. 

In one perspective, these collaboration tools themselves fulfill a leadership function as they enable 

collaboration through training, guidance, resource sharing and relationship building, elements that 

Liao (2017) proposed as comprising effective virtual team leadership. As such, team collaboration 
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tools and mechanistic leadership coordination as a whole have the capability to resolve time tension 

as part of the geographic dispersion paradox by addressing coordination channels and leveraging 

extended work cycles (Purvanova & Kenda, 2018). These tools can also act as a form of spreading 

leadership (Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012) to facilitate the handing over of work and leadership across 

time zones. 

Organic leadership coordination 

As the findings have shown, much of leadership can be constructed during communication, in 

which organic leadership coordination fulfills a key function in aligning individuals and producing 

direction and commitment. Such an organic coordination can be seen as a response to adaptative 

challenges in complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007) as it opens up adaptive 

space in which tensions between the entrepreneurial and operational system within teams and 

organizations can be resolved. Framing such coordination processes as leadership acknowledges 

that individuals who engage in coordinating activities fulfill crucial leadership roles, often without 

holding a managerial position. Organic coordination also emphasises that leadership can be socially 

constructed as a collective activity, where the coordination process can be seen as leadership as it 

creates direction, alignment, and commitment. Ultimately, organic leadership coordination 

involves the social construction of reality, which creates a negotiated order in which leadership roles 

are assigned and assumed. 

New forms of leadership 

The findings reflect changing organizational cultures that produce new forms of leadership, such as 

systems leadership, orchestration or self-leadership. These new forms of leadership are beginning 

to emerge in scholarly literature and can mostly be associated with the leading systems literature 

stream (Van Wart, 2013) that focuses on more horizontal collaboration where leaders as such are 

not always needed. Phenomena such as systems leadership and self-leadership also reflect 

tendencies that leadership can be shared, and illustrates the evolutionary perspectives that 

individuals have the ability to self-organize without the need to impose collaboration (King, 

Johnson, & Van Vugt, 2009). Orchestration as a form of leadership in virtual collaboration 

corresponds to relational perspective in which emergent coordination and change are created (Uhl-

Bien, 2006). Finally, the variety of new leadership roles that are constructed in interaction once 

again shows that leadership is not restricted to managerial positions (Uhl-Bien, 2006) but can be 

practiced by every individual and even by technology and tools. 
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Leadership emergence 

The findings show the various ways individuals can emerge from a collective into leadership roles 

(Hoch & Dulebohn, 2017). Such emergence can be seen as leadership produced through interactions 

(Denis, Langley & Sergi, 2012). As Ziek and Smulowitz (2012) proposed, communication is the tool 

through which individuals can emerge as leaders, given that they are proficient users of technology 

and that they portray leadership potential through contributions. The salient role of communication 

and individual skill has been confirmed in the findings on contributions, participation rate and 

interaction style that all contribute to a virtual co-presence. The findings illustrate how leadership 

emergence is linked to writing as a leadership tool. The systems view of communication by Ruben 

and Gigliotti (2016) shows how individuals can engage in agenda-setting, management of meaning 

and framing, and shape sense-making activities through communication, which has been confirmed 

in the findings. While writing as a leadership may at first glance be associated with the individual 

trait approach that encompasses interpersonal qualities of individuals, it is more so a social 

construction that in interaction creates a perception of leadership shaped by individuals and 

organizational factors (cf Gibbs, Sivunen & Boyraz, 2017). 

Implications 

The findings show the merits of adopting interdisciplinary perspectives and interpretive methods 

to arrive at an understanding of how leadership can be socially constructed in real-life settings. The 

synthesis of a meta-ethnography and practitioner discourse aim to illustrate that generating thick 

descriptions involves field research and ethnographic methods to engage with the various sense-

making accounts of individuals and how their reality is constructed. Studying the social 

construction of leadership, rather than what leaders do, is more inclusive of leadership that evolves 

from the collective through interaction or is shared among individuals. Interdisciplinary 

perspectives that combine different literature streams on virtual work also have the ability to shed 

light on the various ways through which leadership can be socially constructed in technology-

enabled collaboration. 

The purpose of this research was to create a tool kit for practitioners and scholars alike to provide 

them with a vocabulary that can aid their sense-making activities and shape their interpretations. 

The synthesis of a meta-ethnography and practitioner discourse can be seen as such a tool kit based 

on which future research can be conducted. This leadership tool kit does not aim to be 

comprehensive or to encompass all possible social constructions of leadership. Instead, it is one way 

of presenting the various angles through which leadership can be constructed. When neurons fire 
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signals between each other, subjective experiences emerge. In that light, the leadership tool kit 

allows different possibilities for the construction of leadership, depending on how the various 

elements are combined. As such, the leadership tool kit presented as a result of this study is open 

to amendments and can be extended through further research. As it is not the one and only or the 

final leadership tool kit, this research hopefully inspires other researchers to create their own tool 

kits through field research and ethnographic methods to capture yet another perspective of how 

leadership in technology-enabled collaboration can be constructed. 
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6 Conclusion 

Comprehending leadership in technology-enabled collaboration, requires seeing leadership as a 

process of social construction, to utilize interpretive and ethnographic methods in an attempt to 

capture and illustrate the rich complexity in which leadership evolves in today’s knowledge-based 

work. The purpose of this study was to provide scholars and practitioners with a tool kit as a 

vocabulary that may aid their sense-making activities for the interpretation of leadership dynamics 

in social constructions. The metaphor of neurons illustrates that this tool kit is just one way of 

depicting the various interpretations that individuals may arrive at in conceptualizing leadership. 

However, the tool kit can be seen as a starting point based on which future research may be 

conducted. The findings of the meta-ethnography show the various ways in which collaboration, 

coordination and communication can be linked to illustrate how leadership can be shared or emerge. 

The metaphors of implicit and mechanistic leadership coordination reflect the collective processes 

in which direction, alignment and commitment can be achieved as primary leadership outcomes. 

Organic leadership coordination provides room for action-spacing and co-orientation and allows 

for the construction of social reality in which leadership roles are formed. New forms of leadership 

reflect how the organizational climate has shifted towards more decentralized and collaborative 

forms of work, in which systems leadership and self-leadership are important elements in keeping 

individuals aligned. Overall the findings show that by shifting the research focus away from 

traditional notions of leadership towards embracing new leadership dynamics emerging from 

collaboration, scholars and practitioners alike may be able to better comprehend the various ways 

through which leadership can be socially constructed in virtual environments.  

Limitations 

As with all research, also this study is not without limitations. Looking back, I think this research 

could have benefited from stronger interactions with participants in the field of virtual leadership. 

The auto-ethnography of the researcher’s practitioner experience is naturally just one single 

perspective of leadership in virtual environments and may have limitations in interpreting both 

findings in scholarly literature and practitioner discourse. If this thesis were without time and space 

constrains, a second phase of the research would have likely involved extensive triangulation with 

practitioner perspectives through interviews and discussions. The outcome of such a triangulation 

would have been an enhanced understanding of the various interpretations regarding leadership 

and would have contributed to an even stronger applicability in the field. With hindsight, I know 

that it was the right step to first aggregate a new vocabulary of how leadership in technology-
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enabled can be constructed. Without such a vocabulary, interpretations in the field would have 

likely been limited to traditional leadership perspectives and may have overlooked different 

leadership origins. 

To generate a synthesis of qualitative case studies and practitioner discourse on virtual leadership I 

employed ethnographic methods to preserve context and rich descriptions. As a form of 

triangulation, I built on a selection of eight different case studies that involved practitioners in the 

field from a variety of organizational settings. As such, the meta-ethnography addresses the 

limitation of reduced involvement in primary data collection in the field. Rather than reinventing 

the wheel, this research aimed at generating a vocabulary from existing interpretations of leadership. 

In doing so, a key limitation of the findings is that they represent interpretations that were made in 

the past and may experience constraints in explaining leadership dynamics in organizations of the 

future. As the tool kit is open for amendments and hopefully encourages other scholars to develop 

their own vocabulary, the synthesis served showed a way how leadership may be rethought and 

conceptualized in organizations that are being transformed through a technological revolution.  
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2018  

• Running a student association in Copenhagen as President with a team of 20 students through online 
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• Travelling the Canary Islands, Spain as a digital nomad, working for both a start-up in Copenhagen and a 
remote marketing agency. 

• Running all social media operations for the CEMS Club Copenhagen through virtual collaboration with team 
members.  

2017  

• Working for a full remote marketing agency with customers around the globe; leading a website template 
product by conceptualizing product and marketing communication; coordinating the internal development 
team; functioning as the first point of contact for users; leading various website implementation projects as 
part of the core business; knowledge sharing and building trust through online collaboration tools. 

• Working as a freelance consultant to remotely advise companies on search engine optimization. 

• Working as a project management assistant to complete data entry tasks through a freelancing platform. 

• Leading projects in a food delivery start-up as part of a country wide, dispersed team; primarily virtual 
collaboration internally, knowledge sharing and performance management through collaboration tools; 
leading an external team of freelancers used for data entry. 

• Working as an online tutor to help students with German, English and Spanish via videoconferencing tools.  

2016  

• Working for an education start-up to manage external freelancers and collaborating internally on-site with 
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• Leading the social media team for a global non-profit, posting on social media accounts; collaboration entirely 
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2015  
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