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Followership and leadership provide two distinct but complementary sets of behaviors that jointly contribute to positive team dynamics. Yet, followership is rarely measured in shared leadership research. Using a prospective design with a sample of leaderless project teams, we examined the interdependence of leadership and followership and how these leader-follower dynamics relate to relationship conflict at the dyadic and team level. Supporting the reciprocity of leader-follower dynamics, social relations analyses revealed that uniquely rating a teammate higher on effective leadership was associated with being rated higher by that same person on effective followership. Additionally, team members with a reputation as an effective leader also tended to be viewed as an effective follower. As expected, team levels of leadership were tightly linked to team levels of followership. Connecting these results to relationship conflict at the dyadic level, we found that uniquely rating someone as an effective follower or an effective leader would decrease the likelihood of experiencing interpersonal conflict with that person and that having a reputation for effective followership or effective leadership relates negatively to being viewed as a conflict hub within the team. Finally, effective followership was significantly negatively related to team levels of conflict, but we did not find a significant relation between effective leadership and relationship conflict at the team level. Our results highlight that followership is not only a necessary ingredient for high levels of shared leadership to exist within a team, but it underpins more functional team interactions.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout history, audiences have been delighted by stories of the extraordinary efforts of a single leader. This lionization of one charismatic leader remains pervasive today and is reflected in the sheer volume of organizational research examining the positive impact of leaders on performance (e.g., Ceri-Booms et al., 2017). Although the fascination with individual leadership is unlikely to fade away, there has been an increasing trend toward shared leadership, a group phenomenon that describes the dynamic sharing of the leadership role within a team. In theory, shared leadership emerges because the increasingly complex demands of work groups may be too great for a single team leader to handle alone. If work is distributed among several leaders, teams should be able to generate more innovative work by leveraging the strengths of each team member.

Shared leadership is nearly universally touted as a positive and desirable team process (cf. Locke, 2003), and research asserts that having multiple sources of influence within the team benefits team performance (e.g., Carson et al., 2007; Drescher et al., 2014). At the same time, however, other lines of inquiry show how having multiple members of a team exerting their influence over one another can be detrimental to team functioning. This is supported by studies demonstrating that team functioning may suffer if too many high-status members compete for influence (e.g., Groysberg et al., 2011; Bendersky and Hays, 2012; Swaab et al., 2014). It follows that teams with many members engaging in influence behaviors may experience conflict if team members are unwilling to at times defer to other members and engage in followership behaviors. To illustrate the potentially chaotic outcome of too many teammates vying for influence in a team, consider the devastating defeat of the Miami Heat at the hands of the Dallas Mavericks in the 2011 NBA championship finals. The Heat, led by LeBron James, Dwayne Wade, and Chris Bosh (aka. “The Big Three”), could not successfully coordinate their efforts and ultimately lost the championship. The loss left many basketball fans aghast, wondering how a team with so many superstar players gracing their roster could fail to claim the title. Following the loss, one sports reporter had this to say, “The Mavericks were able to defy all odds, and prove a team always stands stronger than three stars,” (Sunnergren, 2014). This example demonstrates that simply having talented people to perform each role on a team is not enough and building a team around individual efforts cannot succeed if it is not meshed with sophisticated team coordination and cooperation.

Although shared leadership theory acknowledges the notion of dynamically “stepping up and stepping back” as crucial to the success of shared leadership (e.g., Pearce and Conger, 2003; Klein et al., 2006; Carson et al., 2007; Aime et al., 2014), empirical investigations tend to focus on expressions of effective leadership only. This captures the degree to which team members step up and influence others on the team but does not directly measure team members’ willingness to step back and defer to that person. We assert that team members’ willingness to allow others in the group to lead (i.e., followership) is a crucial, yet rarely measured, factor that enables processes such as shared leadership to result in positive team outcomes.

In the current study, we propose that followership is a necessary component of the shared leadership model and investigate the dyadic interplay between leadership and followership in leaderless project teams (i.e., teams without a formally appointed leader). The second objective of our research is to examine the unique variance accounted for by both followership and leadership in predicting both dyadic and team conflict states. Specifically, we investigate how impressions of team members’ leadership and followership effectiveness relate to subsequent perceptions of conflict between team members as well as conflict at the team level.

By measuring leadership and followership in tandem and examining their influence on subsequent team conflict states, we make three contributions. First, we fill an important gap in the shared leadership literature by zooming in on the dyadic underpinnings of leader-follower dynamics in teams. Shared leadership is a team level construct that is typically formed by aggregating leadership ratings (e.g., Wang et al., 2014) or examining the distribution of leadership throughout the team with network analysis (e.g., Small and Rentsch, 2011). Our study aims to unpack the “black box” of shared leadership by examining how bottom-up processes (i.e., interpersonal dynamics) enable shared leadership structures to flourish in teams. Using social relations modeling (SRM; e.g., Back and Kenny, 2010), we provide insight into how leadership and followership behaviors covary in teams. This approach answers recent calls by Zhu et al. (2018) to leverage new methods that precisely capture important aspects of shared leadership. Second, we also use SRM to examine how team members’ ratings of each other’s leadership and followership behaviors affect the emergence of relationship conflict between team members. Past research has shown that teams with shared leadership (operationalized as the number of members engaging in leadership behaviors) tend to experience less conflict (Bergman et al., 2012). However, it has been suggested that team dynamics can be best understood as the cumulative expression of interaction patterns between team members (Humphrey and Aime, 2014), necessitating the examination of the dyadic origins of team phenomena. We extend this line of inquiry by examining how expressions of effective leadership and followership affect the emergence of relationship conflict within dyads and how these may contribute to a reputation for conflict throughout the team. Finally, although team conflict is a well-studied phenomenon, we are unaware of any studies that have examined how dyadic and shared perceptions of both effective leadership and followership may potentially buffer against the emergence of relationship conflict. As relationship conflict can be detrimental to team performance and satisfaction (e.g., De Dreu and Weingart, 2003), the results of this study could have important implications for teams wishing to keep their conflict levels at a minimum.



HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT


Shared Leadership and the Interdependence of Leadership and Followership

This study synthesizes theory pertaining to shared leadership in teams with the leadership process model (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) to predict team conflict outcomes. Shared leadership draws on concepts from both role theory and social exchange theory. Role theory (e.g., Katz and Kahn, 1978) describes the progressively meaningful evolution of interconnected roles as individuals interact with one another over time. The more individuals within a work unit engage with one another, the more they begin to understand each others’ roles, how they fit together, and their place in the larger collective (e.g., a team). Over time, this process of role sense-making becomes the foundation for group norms and expectations regarding how team members should act in relation to one another. When the result of this process is a balanced pattern of reciprocal influence among team members, this is said to be the foundation of shared leadership (Seers et al., 2003).

The concept of reciprocity is also central in social exchange theory. According to the theory, exchange relationships involve reciprocal interdependence, whereby the actions of one party elicit a complementary response from the other party (Molm, 1994). In the case of shared leadership, this applies to enacting influence attempts and allowing oneself to be influenced. Further, the notion of reciprocity implies that in interdependent exchange relationships, there is an expectation that the other party will respond in kind at a later date (Seers et al., 2003). Indeed, it has been noted that, at the dyadic level, “influence over others is purchased at the price of allowing oneself to be influenced by others” (Homans, 1961, p. 286). This continuous, reciprocal act of influencing others and allowing oneself to be influenced is then extended to the group level in theories of shared leadership. Group exchange relationships operate in a similar way; however, it is now up to the group as a collective to decide whether influence attempts are situationally appropriate and should be reinforced with a complementary response (Seibert et al., 2003). The group’s decision to legitimize the influence attempt can be based in several factors, including positive group norms surrounding influence attempts from group members (Seers et al., 2003) or characteristics of individual group members (e.g., relevant knowledge or skills; Aime et al., 2014 or history of positive contributions to the collective; Seers et al., 2003).

Considering these insights from role and exchange theory together, shared leadership is a relational phenomenon that is rooted in group member interactions at both the dyadic and group level and characterized by the mutual exchange of influence among team members over time. These theoretical roots are well documented (see Pearce and Conger, 2003), however, the ways in which shared leadership is operationalized do not always reflect the nuances present in theoretical descriptions of the construct. A notable exception comes from Aime et al. (2014), who empirically tested the notion of dynamic power shifts in teams and demonstrated that shared leadership can indeed promote creativity in teams, so long as the person whose expertise holds the most relevance takes on the leadership role and their claim to leadership is perceived as legitimate. This work undoubtedly advances our understanding of how shared leadership works in teams, however, several research questions remain unanswered. Specifically, studies have yet to examine the fundamental interplay between leadership and followership in shared leadership structures.

It is clear from the theoretical accounts of shared leadership summarized above that the mutual exchange of influence does not work if group members are not committed to allowing themselves to be influenced. That is, acts of leadership must be met with complementary acts of followership for shared leadership to flourish. To aid in our theorizing of how leadership and followership represent distinct, interdependent, and complementary acts within a shared leadership arrangement, we draw on the leadership process model (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). According to this model, leading and following represent patterns of behaviors that combine to produce “leadership.” The model is a useful starting point for considering how effective leading and following behaviors may work in tandem to facilitate the sharing of the leadership role throughout a team. Indeed, Uhl-Bien and Carsten (2018) stated that, “scholars currently studying shared leadership…are particularly well positioned for using the behavioral (co-creation) approach” (p. 213). This is because the leadership process model recognizes that expressions of leadership behaviors (e.g., delegating) must necessarily be met with the behavioral choice to follow (e.g., accepting the role delegated to them). As such, examining shared leadership as the rotating of leadership roles without considering how acts of followership allow for this to happen results in an incomplete understanding of the shared leadership construct (Shamir, 2012).

To address this shortcoming, our first set of hypotheses pertain to the fundamental assumption that expressions of followership and leadership are complementary processes that unfold at the dyadic level, which provide a basis for the emergence of team level patterns of followership and leadership (see Figure 1 for our conceptual model). Theoretical accounts of shared leadership emphasize the importance of reciprocal, complementary acts of influence for the successful implementation of shared leadership (e.g., Seers et al., 2003). That is, influence attempts are met with the complementary response of allowing oneself to be influenced, with the implication that the favor may be returned in the future (e.g., Homans, 1961). Similarly, the leadership process model describes the complementary nature of leading and following behaviors, and emphasizes the need for both leadership claims and followership grants in the co-production of leadership (Uhl-Bien and Carsten, 2018). Integrating these ideas, the expression of followership toward a teammate should be tightly connected to that same teammate’s expression of leadership. As such, our first prediction emphasizes the reciprocal nature of how the expression of followership from one partner is closely linked to the expression of leadership by the other. Specifically, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1a. At the dyadic level, individuals are more likely to display effective followership toward those who they uniquely rate as a particularly effective leader.
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FIGURE 1. Conceptual model of main hypotheses.


The complementary nature of leadership and followership in dyadic interaction patterns does not imply that those who engage in followership are mutually excluded from engaging in leadership. In fact, head coaches of highly competitive sport teams described some of their strongest team leaders as those who understood when to empower others’ attempts at leadership (Benson et al., 2016). This is aligned with theoretical accounts of shared leadership (e.g., Pearce and Conger, 2003) that cite the ability to influence others and allow oneself to be influenced as fundamental to the premise of shared leadership. Moreover, in egalitarian self-managed teams, the primary context in which shared leadership is studied, there are ample opportunities for individuals to engage in both acts of leadership and followership. In such team settings, overly dominant group members may struggle to secure the support of others in their attempts to unilaterally influence the group (Redhead et al., 2019). It should also be noted that certain skills and behaviors are important for both roles (e.g., competence; teamwork skills) and thus are not unique to effective leadership or effective followership. Taken together, although leading and following represent distinct role-related behaviors, effective team members in leaderless teams are likely those who are able to flexibly navigate between the leader and follower role. As such, our second hypothesis emphasizes that the expression of followership by a team member should positively contribute to that same person’s ability to lead.

Hypothesis 1b. Being rated as an effective follower will relate positively to being rated as an effective leader.

Finally, as leading and following represent distinct yet complementary role-related behaviors, the degree to which team members effectively share leadership duties should be tightly linked to effective followership within the team. Because functional team dynamics in teams without a formal hierarchy theoretically rely on the willingness of teammates to engage in both leadership and followership behaviors, it is likely the case that team members who are rated as effective leaders also demonstrate the communal and cooperative tendencies present in effective followership. As such, we advance the following:

Hypothesis 1c. Team levels of effective followership will positively relate to team levels of effective leadership.

Not only are leading and following behaviors inextricably linked, but their co-occurrence is also necessary for effective team functioning. Further, leadership attempts that are met with non-following behaviors (e.g., resistance) or reciprocated with another leadership attempt (e.g., competition), may prohibit the effective sharing of the leadership role and cause strife within teams. Overall, a key goal of the current study is to examine how both leadership and followership buffer against dysfunctional team outcomes, namely, team conflict.



Leadership, Followership, and Team Conflict

Dysfunctional leader–follower dynamics have the potential to derail team functioning and create a toxic social environment. Intragroup conflict is a behavioral team process that can be defined as disagreements or perceived incompatibilities within a team (e.g., De Dreu and Weingart, 2003). Three main types of team conflict have been identified in the literature: relationship conflict, which involves interpersonal tension between teammates (Jehn, 1997); process conflict, which describes “disagreements about assignments of duties and resources” (Jehn, 1997, p. 540); and task conflict, traditionally defined as differing opinions, ideas, or thoughts about the content of the task (Wall and Nolan, 1986; Jehn, 1995). Although task conflict can be beneficial to team performance given the right circumstances (e.g., O’Neill et al., 2018) and researchers have encouraged organizations to cultivate and embrace constructive conflict (e.g., Tjosvold, 2008), the current paper exclusively focuses on the dysfunctional side of team conflict, namely relationship conflict. Of the three types of conflict identified by Jehn (1995; 1997), relationship conflict is perhaps the most straightforward in its effects on team functioning. Simply put, interpersonal tension decreases team morale and distracts team members from the task at hand, harming productivity (Jehn, 1997). Indeed, relationship conflict has been consistently linked to lower member satisfaction and poor group performance (e.g., De Dreu and Weingart, 2003). Given the potentially detrimental effects of relationship conflict, and the interpersonal nature of its origins, this study will focus on the role of leadership and followership in relationship conflict at both the dyadic and team level.


Team Conflict at the Dyadic Level: Bad Apples and Sworn Enemies

Team conflict is typically examined at the collective level; however, scholars have begun to conceive of groups as a collection of relationships rather than an assembly of individuals (Humphrey et al., 2017). This perspective necessitates the examination of team constructs at the dyadic level to achieve a complete understanding of intrateam dynamics. Relationship conflict lends itself particularly well to a dyadic approach, as this form of conflict is already theorized to be interpersonal in nature (Jehn, 1997). Research examining the dyadic nature of relationship conflict suggests that measuring group members’ perceptions of conflict within a dyad (i.e., between themselves and another group member) and between other group members (i.e., observing conflict between other dyads) is important for understanding the negative effects of conflict in teams (e.g., Park et al., 2020). This is because perceptions of relationship conflict between oneself and another team member or between others in the team can affect whether and how team members engage in task-related behaviors with one another (Park et al., 2020). Additionally, the presence of conflict between one or more individuals in a team can encourage the formation of coalitions, further disrupting team functioning and negatively impacting relationships between team members who are not the source of the conflict (Jehn et al., 2013). Taken together, it is evident that the dyadic perspective provides a rich lens for studying the origins and outcomes of intrateam conflict. In the present study, we adopt this dyadic approach by examining team members’ perceptions of each other’s effective leadership and followership behaviors, and how these relate to subsequent dyadic relationship conflict and reputation for conflict.

According to a recent study, team conflict originates most commonly from two sources: a) two team members who cannot get along with each other (i.e., dyadic conflict) or b) one team member who instigates conflict with everyone (i.e., a “bad apple”; see Shah et al., 2021). Dyadic relationship conflict reflects personal disagreements or clashes in personality that are not associated with the task; however, research has shown that relationship conflicts can emerge when the team fails to solve task-relevant problems effectively and calmly (Yang and Mossholder, 2004). That is, disagreements around the task (i.e., task conflict) can reveal personality differences and become personal in nature. Following this logic, it is likely that perceiving a group member as failing to contribute to the successful coordination of group efforts may devolve into a personal dislike for that teammate. Effective leadership and followership are defined by behaviors that fit together to promote group functioning, with leadership focused on taking charge of solutions and followership focused on supporting and enacting those solutions (e.g., Hurwitz and Hurwitz, 2015). Further, an important feature of effective followership is cooperation (e.g., Agho, 2009), which has been identified as a potential buffer against interpersonal conflicts in teams (Weingart and Jehn, 2017). This is because cooperation involves a greater focus on the needs and feelings of others compared to oneself, thereby decreasing the likelihood of responding with insults, disrespect, etc. Although not inherently cooperative, effective leadership can promote cooperation in others by mobilizing team members to work toward a common goal or coming up with solutions for how to delegate work to maximize cooperation (Bastardoz and Van Vugt, 2019). Therefore, we assert that one’s perceptions of a group member’s effective followership and leadership behaviors will have an impact on whether you will experience conflict with this person in the future.

Hypothesis 2a: Uniquely rating a teammate higher in effective followership will relate to experiencing lower levels of relationship conflict with that same person.

Hypothesis 2b: Uniquely rating a teammate higher in effective leadership will relate to experiencing lower levels of relationship conflict with that same person.

Individuals who have been identified as a “bad apple” within the team demonstrate consistent negative behaviors that detract from optimal team functioning (e.g., withdrawing effort, having a chronic negative attitude, and acting in a way that violates group norms for appropriate conduct; Felps et al., 2006). In contrast, leadership and followership are both thought to be adaptive processes that have evolved to aid in the achievement of collective pursuits (Bastardoz and Van Vugt, 2019). As such, individuals who are rated by their team members as exhibiting behaviors that aid in the instigation or organizing of group efforts (i.e., effective leadership) and/or exhibiting behaviors that support and facilitate the goals of the team (i.e., effective followership) are unlikely to be identified as a source of conflict within the team (i.e., bad apples). Indeed, past research has found that individuals’ reputation for effective interpersonal styles, such as collaborative conflict management, reduces the likelihood of becoming both the target and the instigator of incivility (Trudel and Reio, 2011). That is, individuals who establish a reputation for collaborative and cooperative interpersonal behavior are less likely to be involved in subsequent negative (i.e., uncivil) interactions with fellow workers.

Hypothesis 3a: The degree to which someone has a reputation as an effective follower in the team will relate negatively to being viewed as a conflict hub within the team.

Hypothesis 3b: The degree to which someone has a reputation as an effective leader in the team will relate negatively to being viewed as a conflict hub within the team.



Connecting Dyadic Processes to the Team-Level

Interpersonal friction between pairs of individuals may negatively affect the entire group (Shah et al., 2021). For example, dyadic relationship conflict reduces the amount of information sharing throughout the team (Humphrey et al., 2017). Fortunately, the presence of high-quality exchange relationships among team members can act as a buffer against these detrimental interpersonal dynamics (i.e., TMX; de Jong et al., 2014). That is, the negative impact of being engaged in, or witnessing, conflict between teammates can be mitigated by experiencing the exchange of mutual support and information with other teammates. Following this notion that positive team functioning acts as a neutralizer to harmful interpersonal interactions, we assert that effective expressions of both leadership and followership in teams can prevent the onset of harmful team conflict states (i.e., relationship conflict) at the group level.

The contribution of effective leadership to team functioning is well documented in the literature (e.g., Ceri-Booms et al., 2017). Acts of leadership are agentic in nature, functioning to unite group members around a shared vision and mobilize members’ efforts toward collective goal attainment. A leader’s ability to create a shared vision for the team reduces conflict that is both cognitive (i.e., process and task-related) and relational in nature by prioritizing the goals of the team over self-interests (Doucet et al., 2009). Transformational leadership behaviors have also been linked to cooperative approaches to conflict management, facilitating the exchange of ideas and consideration of alternate perspectives (Zhang et al., 2011). Acts of followership, in contrast, are more communal and thereby provide the social scaffolding necessary for cooperation and coordination. Further, followers can create the conditions for optimal team functioning by modeling desirable behaviors for other followers (i.e., social facilitation; Weber and Moore, 2014). Extending this logic, followers may be able to actively reduce conflict by consistently and publicly engaging in effective followership behaviors (e.g., cooperation), thereby establishing behavioral norms for the rest of the team. Thus, followership and leadership provide two distinct yet complementary sets of role-related behaviors that jointly contribute to the mitigation of harmful group processes such as interpersonal conflict. Taken together, the research summarized above supports the notion that effective leadership and followership are both required to achieve optimal team dynamics, which provided a basis for the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a. High team levels of effective followership will negatively relate to subsequent levels of relationship conflict.

Hypothesis 4b. High team levels of effective leadership will negatively relate to subsequent levels of relationship conflict.





METHODS


Participants and Procedure

Participants were engineering students at a large Canadian university who were enrolled in a project design course and worked together in project teams from September 2018 to March 2019. Participants worked together interdependently on a team project that lasted the duration of their team’s lifecycle. Participants were assigned to their teams at the beginning of the academic year (i.e., early September)—at which point demographic data was collected. The sample consisted of 429 participants organized into 104 teams, although we were only able to extract target effects (detailed in the analysis section) for 405 participants from 98 teams. The average age was 18.13 years old (SD = 1.45), and the sample was 76.46% male. Given that women are underrepresented in engineering, the course instructor requested that teams were composed exclusively of men (51.38% of teams) or had at least two women (48.62% of the teams were mixed-gender). Institutional ethics approval was obtained prior to conducting the study. Participants spent several months interacting and getting to know each other before providing their ratings of their teammates’ leadership and followership behaviors. Data were collected online in the second academic term; three weeks into January 2019 and two weeks into March 2019, with seven weeks between the two measurement periods1.



Measures

To facilitate dyad level analyses, participants were instructed to rate every member of their group, even those who were absent that day. Participants were informed that their responses on this item would not be seen by their teammates or the course instructor, and the ratings given would have no bearing on their final grades. For all round-robin measures, we decomposed the variance of peer ratings into target, perceiver, and relationship components using SRM.


Effective Followership (Time Point 1)

Effective followership was assessed using the relative percentile method (RPM). Informed by theory on the nature of followership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014) and leaders’ descriptions of effective followership in teams (Benson et al., 2016), participants were provided a definition of effective followership (i.e., “Effective followers help to support others’ decisions, put team goals ahead of self-interests, and carry-out the tasks needed to accomplish team goals”), and then asked to rate the extent to which each teammate demonstrates effective followership on a 101-point sliding scale. The RPM has higher criterion-related validity and greater accuracy than absolute rating methods of performance, and is especially effective in cases where multiple raters are providing scores for the same rate (Goffin and Olson, 2011).



Effective Leadership (Time Point 1)

Effective leadership was also assessed using the RPM on a 101-point sliding scale. Participants were shown a definition of effective leadership that was derived from leadership research (e.g., Yukl, 2012; “Delegate tasks to others, show initiative, motivate team members, and unite members in accomplishing team goals”) and subsequently rated the degree to which each teammate engaged in effective leadership behaviors relative to all other teammates the respondent had ever worked with.



Dyadic Relationship Conflict (Time Point 2)

Participants rated their relationship conflict with each team member on a scale from 1 (none at all) to 5 (all the time). Relationship conflict was measured using a single item in a round-robin format [“How often did you engage in negative conflict (e.g., conflict regarding relationships, personal attacks or status) with other members of your team?”].



Team-Referent Relationship Conflict (Time Point 2)

Relationship conflict at the team level was measured using Behfar et al.’s (2011) team-referent measure. Responses on this scale range from 1 (a very small amount) to 5 (a lot). The relationship conflict subscale contained four items assessing the interpersonal problems that may be happening within the team (e.g., “How much friction is there among members of your team?”).




Analytic Procedure


Dyadic Analyses

We used SRM to test the dyadic interplay between followership, leadership, and relationship conflict. Although shared followership and leadership are team level phenomena, Humphrey and Aime (2014) conceptualized team dynamics as the cumulative expression of dyadic interaction patterns. As such, we used SRM as a vehicle to zoom in on how teammates rate each other on their leadership, followership, and conflict. SRM recognizes that in each of these ratings, three main components affect the scores: the tendencies of the rater (i.e., the perceiver effect), the reputation of the ratee (i.e., the target effect), and the unique relationship between the two people (i.e., the relationship effect). For the purposes of this study, we used the TripleR v. 1.5.3 package with the multiple group option for R (Schönbrodt et al., 2012) to first decompose the peer ratings of leadership, followership, and relationship conflict into these component parts. This provided a basis for the subsequent dyadic analyses.

First, we explored the interdependence of followership and leadership at the dyadic level. Using bivariate social relation analyses, we assessed the interplay between followership and leadership by examining (a) how much uniquely rating a teammate higher (or lower) on followership relates to being rated higher (or lower) by that same person on leadership (i.e., interpersonal relationship correlation, Hypothesis 1a), (b) how much uniquely rating another person as a leader relates to rating that same person as a follower (the intrapersonal relationship correlation), and (c) the degree to which someone has a reputation as an effective (or ineffective) follower in the team is related to being viewed as an effective (or ineffective) leader (target-target covariance between followership and leadership, Hypothesis 1b).

The next set of analyses aimed to unpack how these followership and leadership processes connects to relationship conflict at the dyadic level. First, we calculated the dyadic reciprocity index to evaluate the assumption that a perceiver’s rating of relationship conflict is linked to a target’s perception of relationship conflict between pairs of teammates. Second, we conducted bivariate analyses focused on time-lagged associations pertaining to (a) how much uniquely rating a teammate lower in followership effectiveness is linked to experiencing relationship conflict with that same person (i.e., intrapersonal relationship correlation, Hypothesis 2a) and (b) the degree to which someone has a reputation as an effective (or ineffective) follower in the team is related to being viewed as a conflict hub within the team (target-target covariance between followership and relationship conflict, Hypothesis 3a). Following this same approach, we assessed time-lagged associations pertaining to how effective leadership is associated with relationship conflict via the intrapersonal relationship correlation (Hypothesis 2b) and target-target covariance (Hypothesis 3b).



Connecting Dyadic Processes to the Team-Level

Finally, we used the extracted target effects of followership, leadership, and relationship conflict, as well as a team-referent measure of relationship conflict, to examine the nature of these relations at the team level (Hypotheses 1c, 4a, and 4b). Specifically, we regressed our dyad-referent and team-referent measures of relationship conflict onto the extracted target effects of followership and leadership. Due to the hierarchical nature of the data (i.e., individuals nested within teams), multilevel structural equation modeling was used to partition within-team variance from between-team variance via latent decomposition, and test these associations (Lüdtke et al., 2008; Muthén and Muthén, 2017). That is, latent team-level scores were estimated for followership, leadership, and relationship conflict, and these were orthogonal to the within-team estimates for each variable. Studies have shown that traditional measures of leadership can successfully be aggregated and translated to the team level (e.g., Avolio et al., 2003). We used maximum likelihood estimation for missing data with a sandwich estimator that produces standard errors robust to non-normality (i.e., MLR, Mplus version 8.2; Muthén and Muthén, 2017). With regards to missing data, the analysis used peer reports where respondents were instructed to rate all teammates even those who were not in attendance at the data collection session. Therefore, even missing team members would have a score on the peer-rated measure of effective leadership and followership. However, extracting target effects for followership, leadership, and dyad-referent relationship conflict via SRM required at least two members reporting on each individual within a given team. As such, teams with missing members were retained in the analysis, provided that the team had more than one member in attendance. As noted by O’Neill et al. (2018), teams with low attendance could be teams that are experiencing intrateam conflict and deleting such teams may lead to biased estimates due to including only the high functioning teams. We did, however, exclude participants who changed teams between the first point of measurement and the second to ensure that participants were providing team conflict ratings for the same team members whose leadership and followership they were rating earlier in the term in the lagged analysis. We ran two separate models with effective leadership and followership, both at the team and individual level, as the predictors and each relationship conflict measure as the criterion variable (i.e., dyad-referent and team-referent measures). Our useable sample was 380 participants from 98 teams for the analyses predicting group-referent relationship conflict, and 332 participants from 81 teams for the analyses predicting dyad-referent relationship conflict.





RESULTS

Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between the variables.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between the variables.
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Dyadic Interplay of Followership, Leadership, and Relationship Conflict

Specific to Hypothesis 1a, the level of followership effectiveness exhibited by one interaction partner was tightly connected to the leadership effectiveness of the other interaction partner at the dyadic level. Specifically, the positive interpersonal relationship covariance showed that uniquely rating a teammate higher on followership was associated with being rated higher by that same person on leadership (b = 13.28, SE = 5.64, t = 2.35, p = 0.010). The positive intrapersonal relationship covariance indicated that perceivers who uniquely rated a teammate higher in leadership tended to rate that same teammate higher in followership (b = 35.27, SE = 5.64, t = 6.25, p < 0.001). Beyond dyad-specific effects, we also investigated individuals’ reputation within the team (i.e., target effects). In line with Hypothesis 1b, target effects of followership positively correlated with target effects of leadership (b = 35.30, SE = 9.91, t = 3.56, p < 0.001)2.

The dyadic reciprocity for relationship conflict revealed that between pairs of teammates, uniquely perceiving conflict with a given teammate tended to be reciprocated by that target (b = 0.04, SE = 0.01, t = 2.84, p = 0.005)3. Continuing the emphasis on dyad-level relations, we then evaluated the extent to which followership and leadership effectiveness at time point one were associated with relationship conflict at time point two. Supporting Hypothesis 2a, the positive intrapersonal relationship covariance demonstrated that perceivers who uniquely rated a specific teammate higher in followership tended to experience less relationship conflict with that teammate (b = –0.72, SE = 0.25, t = –2.85, p = 0.002). Likewise, in line with Hypothesis 3a, individuals’ reputations for followership effectiveness within the team (i.e., target effects) were negatively correlated with target effects of relationship conflict (b = –1.17, SE = 0.33, t = –3.55, p < 0.001). We observed a similar pattern for leadership effectiveness and relationship conflict. Supporting Hypothesis 2b, perceivers who uniquely rated a specific teammate higher in leadership tended to experience less relationship conflict with that teammate (b = –0.83, SE = 0.22, t = –3.81, p < 0.001). Likewise, specific to Hypothesis 3b, target effects of leadership effectiveness negatively correlated with target effects of relationship conflict (b = –0.71, SE = 0.42, t = –1.69, p = 0.046).



How Effective Leadership and Followership Relates to Subsequent Team Conflict

The intraclass correlation coefficient revealed moderate between-team variance for relationship conflict [ICC(1) = 27.8%]. This modest ICC(1) value is aligned with the notion that team conflict may not be uniformly perceived by team members (e.g., Shah et al., 2021). As shown in Table 1, and supporting the criterion validity of the single-item measure of dyadic relationship conflict, this measure was strongly and positively associated with the team-referent measure of relationship conflict (r = 0.70, p < 0.001). The non-significant association between these measures at the individual-level was expected given that the dyadic relationship conflict measure represents a person’s reputation for relationship conflict within the team, whereas the team-referent measure at the individual-level captures the extent to which a team member deviates from the team average in terms of perceiving conflict.

At the team level, effective leadership and followership were highly correlated (r = 0.77, p < 0.001), which coheres with theory that leadership and followership are mutually reinforcing processes at the team level of analysis (i.e., higher levels of leadership necessitate higher levels of followership), supporting Hypothesis 1c. Nevertheless, the magnitude of the association creates a multicollinearity issue when assessing residualized associations in a regression model. In our models including both predictors (see Supplementary File), team relationship conflict was negatively predicted by team levels of effective followership and positively predicted by team levels of effective leadership. Given the negative zero-order relations between effective leadership and team relationship conflict (see Table 1), it is evident that effective followership is distorting the relation between effective leadership and team conflict outcomes. Indeed, scholars have emphasized that interpretive difficulties can arise with respect to residualized associations when the predictors share meaningful variance (e.g., Vize et al., 2018). As a result of the multicollinearity between leadership and following ratings, we present the results from the multilevel regression analysis in two separate models.

Tables 2, 3 contain the parameter estimates for how leadership and followership, measured at the midpoint of the team’s lifecycle, relate to relationship conflict measured at the end of the team’s lifecycle. As predicted, latent team scores of effective followership were significantly negatively related to latent team scores of relationship conflict using the dyadic-referent measure (i.e., reflecting the cumulative expression of relationship conflict between specific pairs of teammates) and the team-referent measure (i.e., reflecting the general perception team members have regarding the amount of relationship conflict in the team). The negative relationship between effective leadership at the team level and subsequent relationship conflict was not significant for both the dyadic-referent and team-referent measures.


TABLE 2. Followership at midpoint predicting team conflict late in the team life cycle.
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TABLE 3. Leadership at midpoint predicting team conflict late in the team life cycle.
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DISCUSSION

We examined intrateam conflict from the perspective of shared leadership and followership. First, we examined the dyadic relations between leadership and followership to test our assertion that followership is a necessary ingredient for high levels of leadership to exist within a team (H1a–H1c). The results of our bivariate social relations analysis support this assertion, as leadership and followership ratings were tightly linked at the dyadic level. Next, we hypothesized that uniquely rating someone as an effective follower (H2a) or an effective leader (H2b) would decrease the likelihood of experiencing interpersonal conflict with that person at the dyadic level. We also predicted that having a reputation for effective followership (H3a) or effective leadership (H3b) would relate negatively to being viewed as a conflict hub within the team. We found support for both sets of hypotheses, highlighting the importance of both leadership and followership behaviors for managing interpersonal relations between team members. Finally, we hypothesized that team levels of effective followership and leadership would be negatively related to team levels of relationship conflict (H4a and H4b). As predicted, effective followership was negatively related to team levels of conflict (H4a). We did not find support for our hypothesis that effective leadership would predict lower levels of team-referent relationship conflict (H4b). These results suggest that followership represents a key ingredient for buffering against relationship conflict at the team level.


Theoretical Implications

Shamir (2007) suggested that leadership is “co-produced” by leaders and followers. Our results support the notion of co-production of leadership in small project teams and the reconsideration of the role of followership in shared leadership theory. The dyadic analyses show that team members who have a reputation for effective leadership also tend to have a reputation for effective followership behaviors (evidenced by the strong positive target-target covariance), and teammates who rate someone as a particularly effective leader tend to also rate that teammate as a particularly effective follower (evidenced by the positive intrapersonal relationship covariance). These findings suggest that effective leadership in teams without a formally prescribed hierarchy (i.e., teams with no appointed leader) requires a collaborative and communal orientation. This does not mean, however, that followership on its own is sufficient for achieving desirable team outcomes. Indeed, our results also show that uniquely rating a teammate higher on leadership is associated with being rated higher by that same person on followership (positive interpersonal relationship covariance). Taken together, the results of the bivariate social relations analyses support the notion that acts of leading and following are mutually reinforcing processes that operate in tandem to shape group processes as outlined in the leadership process model (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). Given that effective followership is rarely measured in conjunction with effective leadership in teams, these results represent an important step forward in shared leadership research by empirically demonstrating the dyadic relation between both leadership and followership in self-managed teams without a formally prescribed hierarchy.

Our results concerning the relations between leadership, followership, and relationship conflict demonstrate that effective followership is a necessary condition for functional team dynamics. The results from our dyadic analyses demonstrate that both effective leadership and followership are necessary in teams, and can reduce the likelihood of engaging in dyadic conflict and becoming a conflict hub within the team. However, when we zoom out to the team level, followership distinguishes itself as a key variable of interest in relation to interpersonal tensions throughout the team. This is evidenced by the significant negative relation between team conflict and effective followership, but not effective leadership, at the team level. These results indicate that higher levels of effective followership throughout the team may be more important than effective leadership with respect to preventing interpersonal conflict on a larger scale. The essential role of followership in predicting team conflict outcomes specifically is likely due to the communal nature of followership. That is, the cooperative and other-focused behaviors involved in followership may act as a balm over interpersonal frictions in a way that effective leadership does not, thereby explaining more unique variance in team conflict outcomes. Overall, our results support the notion that the social coordinating nature of followership (e.g., Van Vugt, 2006) provides the necessary lubricant to allow interdependent teams to navigate logistical challenges.



Practical Implications

The concept of shared leadership has already made an impact on the business world, with many organizations embracing the notion of distributing the leadership role in teams. However, many leaders find the practice of implementing shared leadership challenging (e.g., Fitzsimons, 2016). This may be due to the fact that leadership is almost exclusively taught as a singular practice in business schools (O’Toole et al., 2003) or because existing power structures in organizations make it difficult to distribute influence and decision-making power (e.g., Toegel and Jonsen, 2016). Regardless of the cause, the enthusiasm expressed regarding shared leadership may soon be dampened by the reality that it is more difficult in practice than in theory. Further, as evidenced by the opening example, having too many team members trying to assert their dominance and influence can cause problems for team performance. As such, it is necessary for the success of future shared leadership initiatives in organizational and other teams to understand the conditions that enable leadership to be shared effectively. The results of this study suggest that one way to increase the success of a shared leadership structure is to encourage leaders in such structures to engage in followership with their peers. Communicating such expectations in advance, particularly when teams are composed of individuals who are used to leading vertically, is likely to make a positive impact on teams adopting flatter structures.

Additionally, the findings from our analyses involving effective followership and team conflict have implications for organizational teams wishing to facilitate positive interpersonal dynamics and reduce relationship conflict. Meta-analytic data have clearly demonstrated the negative impact of interpersonal conflict on team success (e.g., De Dreu and Weingart, 2003). Therefore, understanding the conditions and interpersonal behaviors that buffer against undesirable team conflict states is of great interest to organizational research. Followership at the midpoint was significantly negatively related to subsequent relationship conflict at both the dyadic and team level, which suggests that teams may find it beneficial to focus on establishing and maintaining cooperative and communal orientation as a preventative measure against this form of conflict.



Limitations and Future Directions

This study explored a novel approach to shared leadership theory by examining the role of effective followership in small project teams. The results of the study show promise for the future of followership research; however, a few limitations should be noted. Although the current study used a prospective design, having three or more timepoints would allow researchers to examine how the leadership and followership roles are shared throughout the team’s lifespan and how changes in levels of followership and leadership connect to conflict states. Future research would benefit from tracking the emergence and implications of these behaviors across time.

We used SRM to examine effective leadership and followership. Although this method allows us to zoom in on interpersonal perceptions of leadership, followership, and conflict, it limits our ability to draw conclusions about the structure of the leader-follower dynamics occurring within the team. Using alternate approaches such as social network analysis would enable insight into the structure of relationship patterns across a group and would be particularly helpful in larger group settings (Carter et al., 2015). Additionally, we examined the distinct behaviors inherent to effective leadership and followership in our study. Although this is consistent with the leadership process model (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), this approach did not account for the overlapping attributes and behaviors that may be important for both leaders and followers (e.g., competence; team skills). Given the high correlation between leadership and followership at the team level, future research would benefit from teasing out the variance attributed to behaviors that map uniquely onto leadership/followership. Finally, although our project teams were immersed in an ecologically valid context, the nature of our design does not permit us to draw causal conclusions regarding the relationship between leadership, followership, and relationship conflict. Therefore, examining the effect of leader-follower dynamics on relationship conflict in a controlled experimental setting would also be a fruitful pursuit for future research.




CONCLUSION

Leadership and followership are distinct, but complementary, patterns of behaviors that work together to facilitate positive team dynamics. Despite theoretical acknowledgment of the necessity of lateral influence in shared leadership models, followership is rarely measured in conjunction with leadership in relation to team functioning. In the current study, we proposed a model that examines leader-follower dynamics as a predictor of relationship conflict at both the dyadic and team level. At the dyadic level, we found that uniquely rating a teammate high on effective followership and leadership was negatively related to experiencing interpersonal conflict with that person. We also found that those with a reputation for effective followership and leadership in their teams were less likely to be viewed as a source of conflict. Interestingly, we found that team level followership, but not team level leadership, was significantly negatively correlated with team relationship conflict. The results of the study indicate that followership is an important predictor of team-level conflict and highlight the interdependent nature of leadership and followership roles.
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FOOTNOTES

1These variables represent a subset of measures from a large-scale longitudinal investigation of project design teams across time, which entails personality measures, other emergent team states (e.g., team potency, team satisfaction, team efficacy) and criterion variables of interest (e.g., perceptions of status and inclusion). However, the variables and analyses presented in the current paper do not overlap with these other projects.

2Target-target covariance is independent of rater bias in the context of SRM due to partitioning target variance from perceiver variance, and a rater positivity bias is reflected in the perceiver-perceiver covariance.

3Although we did not have predictions for univariate dyadic reciprocity among followership or leadership, it should be noted that uniquely rating a teammate higher in followership was not associated with being rated by that same teammate as higher (or lower) on followership (b = 0.27, SE = 8.24, t = 0.03, p = 0.974). However, leadership effectiveness exhibited dyadic reciprocity, such that uniquely rating a teammate higher in leadership was associated with being rated by that same teammate as higher on leadership (b = 28.58, SE = 8.55, t = 3.34, p = 0.001).
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L1 = individual level; L2 = team level. **p < 0.001; “p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; All

regression coefficients are standardized; () denotes standard error.

Demographic variables measured in September 2018, several months before the
project teams were assembled. Predictor variables were measured in January 2019
and criterion variables were measured in March 2019.

Gender at L1 is coded 1 = female and O = male; Team gender at L2 is coded

1 = mixed-gender team and O = all-male team.
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Gender (L1) -0.02 (0.06) 0.02 (0.08)
Work experience (L1) -0.14* (0.06) -0.02 (0.08)
Leadership (L1) -0.17* (0.08) -0.02 (0.07)
Team gender (L2) 0.07 (0.13) 0.23 (0.14)
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Variance components
(random effects)

L1 residual 0.94** (0.04) 1.00"* (0.01)
L2 residual 0.95*** (0.06) 0.82**(0.11)
Intercept 5.70" (1.73) 6.42** (1.85)

L1 = individual level; L2 = team level. **p < 0.001; “p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; All
regression coefficients are standardized; () denotes standard error.

Demographic variables measured in September 2018, several months before the
project teams were assembled. Predictor variables were measured in January 2019
and criterion variables were measured in March 2019.

Gender at L1 is coded 1 = female and O = male; Team gender at L2 is coded
1 = mixed-gender team and O = all-male team.
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Numbers below the diagonal refers to observed cluster-mean centered scores at
the individual-level (n? = 405; nP = 385), whereas numbers above the diagonal
refers to observed mean scores at the team-level (k = 98).
M = mean at the team-level; SD = standard deviation at the team-level.

*p < 0.05; *p < 0.01;, **p < 0.01.
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