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Abstract 

With team-based structures replacing traditional hierarchical systems, the purpose of this 

paper was to explore the concept of shared leadership and its impact on improving team 

performance. The five underlying mechanisms that form the components which drive shared 

leadership, namely (1) trust, (2) empowerment, (3) age and maturity, (4) fair reward, and (5) 

dispositions and beliefs, provide readers with a practical understanding of how to attain, 

maintain, and regain shared leadership for the performance of teams in organisations today. In 

addition, a focus on shared leadership in other team contexts, such as sport, unconventional and 

multicultural environments is also discussed to aid the progression of shared leadership research 

and broaden its application beyond traditional business and managerial contexts. 
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Introduction 

 Since the global financial crisis, the speed of response to environmental pressures to 

perform has become a dominant reality in organisations today. Coupled with the fast-changing 

environment, globalisation, and increasingly complex work tasks (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 2006), it 

has become apparent that leadership has to be evenly distributed across the organisation to 

facilitate a faster response to cope with these demands (Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2009). According 

to O’Toole, Galbraith, and Lawler (2002), the skills and abilities to effectively lead organisations 

today has become increasingly difficult for any one individual to possess. Furthermore, as 

success is dependent on skilled professionals navigating through a web of complex and 

ambiguous environments, it is unlikely that a vertical or top-down approach by a single leader 

will be effective to achieve an organisation’s goals (Pearce et al., 2009). Past research on 

leadership focused on singular, formal leaders, and their influence within organisations (Bass & 

Bass, 2008). However, leadership is now viewed from a broader perspective, where a single 

formal leader only plays a part within the organisation (Day & Harrison, 2007). Thus, the 

perception of leadership has shifted from the individual, “heroic” leader, to the importance of 
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“we” in the leadership process (Yammarino, Salas, Serban, Shirreffs, & Shuffler, 2012). In 

support, as leadership is inherently a social process and is influenced by other people (Pearce et 

al., 2009), the responsibility of leadership should be reliant on each member’s expertise in order 

to address the task at hand (Friedrich, Vessey, Schuelke, Ruark, & Mumford, 2009). As such, the 

team itself becomes an important source of leadership to effectively achieve the best 

performance for the organisation (Gronn, 2002). 

 Since leadership does not exist in a vacuum as the social environment of organisations is 

intense, dynamic, multifaceted, ambiguous, information-rich, and dependent on communication, 

team composition and types differ and pose various leadership challenges from context to 

context (Day et al., 2006). Also, as indicated by Pearce (2007), with thee progression into a 

knowledge era (work that requires the intellectual capital of skilled professionals), a command-

and-control approach to leadership, that treats workers as interchangeable drones, is no longer 

suitable today. With the increasingly educated workforce, employees want to make a more 

meaningful contribution and not simply collect a pay cheque, which can be achieved through 

team-based leadership (Pearce & Manz, 2005). A common theme in the new-genre leadership 

theories is an orientation toward development and change, rather than simply maintaining the 

status quo, where leadership can emerge from lower organisational levels (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvery, 2007; Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014). Given that leadership is often distributed 

within a team, there is a need to focus on the broad array of processes that exist within teams, 

rather than just its formal leaders (Day et al., 2006). In this sense, leadership is not determined by 

positions of authority, but by individuals’ knowledge and ability to influence peers, based on the 

situational needs of the team. As explained by Pearce and colleagues (2009), it is possible for 

individuals, who are not formally appointed as leaders, to rise to the occasion and exhibit 

leadership to cope with the demands of the moment, and then step back when appropriate to 

allow others to lead.  

Purpose of Article 

 With team-based structures replacing traditional hierarchical systems, this concept of 

shared leadership has become increasingly important for organisations, practitioners and 

researchers alike, in the pursuit of higher performance (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009). As 

such, the purpose of this paper was to explore the concept of shared leadership and its impact on 

improving team performance. To provide a holistic understanding of shared leadership, the 

direction of this review was guided by: 

(1) A brief discussion on the essence of shared leadership. 

(2) Highlight the link between shared leadership, performance, and its implications for 

organisations. 

(3) Explore the underlying mechanisms of shared leadership that facilitate its promotion 

in relation to attaining, maintaining, and regaining shared leadership. 

(4) Illustrate the current trend and alternative perspectives of shared leadership and its 

future direction for theory and practice. 
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Nature of Shared Leadership 

Definition 

 According to Avolio and colleagues (2009), the most widely cited definition of shared 

leadership illustrates “a dynamic, interactive influence process among individuals in groups for 

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

both. This influence process often involves peer, or lateral, influence and at other times involves 

upward or downward hierarchical influence” (Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1). This implies that the 

structure of shared leadership does not involve distributing work responsibilities to all group 

members but rather engages subsets of group members to satisfy specific leadership functions as 

and when they are needed (Drescher, Korsgaard, Welpe, Picot, & Wigand, 2014). As such, 

leadership behaviours vary based on the skills and resources of group members in relation to the 

task at hand. It is important to note that shared leadership differs from teamwork, where the 

former emphasises the distributed influence and responsibility among team members (Carson, 

Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007), while the latter relates to a set of cooperatively inclined cognitions, 

attitudes, and actions which convert team member inputs to team outputs (Hollenbeck, Beersma, 

& Schouten, 2012). In comparison to traditional forms of leadership, shared leadership involves 

broadly sharing power and influence among team members instead of centralising it in the hands 

of a dominant single “superior” individual (Pearce et al., 2009). 

Social and Dynamic 

It is still possible for shared leadership to work in conjunction with traditional, 

hierarchical leadership so as to give an organisation a more flexible, dynamic, robust, and 

responsive leadership platform (Pearce et al., 2009). In addition, shared leadership can comprise 

of other leadership behaviours such as transformational, transactive, participative, empowering, 

and aversive behaviours (Pearce & Conger, 2003). In terms of the actual work that is performed, 

research has recognised that shared leadership is context specific, and therefore, what is being 

shared can influence team effectiveness (Wang et al., 2014). Accordingly, Pearce and Manz 

(2005) identified five factors, namely (1) level of urgency, (2) importance of employee 

commitment, (3) need for creativity and innovation, (4) level of interdependence, and (5) the 

degree of task complexity, that determine the appropriateness of shared leadership in an 

organisation. This demonstrates that shared leadership is a dynamic phenomenon as the sharing 

of leadership can change over time in any number of ways (Drescher et al., 2014). Day, Gronn, 

and Salas (2004) further explains that this ongoing nature of shared leadership develops and 

varies throughout a team’s lifespan based on the inputs, processes, and outcomes of the team. 

Shared Leadership and Team Performance 

Benefits 

 As discussed above, shared leadership brings about the simultaneous, ongoing, mutual 

influence process within a team, which involves the emergence of official and unofficial leaders, 

and thus can be considered a case of fully developed empowerment among team members 

(Pearce & Manz, 2005). Through empowering and promoting knowledge exchange, individuals’ 
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motivation to take responsibility can be enhanced, which consequently contributes to team 

cohesion, team consensus, and satisfaction (Bergman, Rentsch, Small, Davenport, & Bergman, 

2012). As individual strengths can be utilised throughout this  process, organisations can benefit 

from the broad range of perspectives which inform decision making, by empowering team 

members to select the task they are best suited for and are most motivated to accomplish, thus 

reducing the burden on any single leader (Bligh, Pearce, & Kohles, 2006; Miles & Watkins, 

2007; Pearce, 2007). Moreover, through increased information-processing and learning in shared 

leadership, team effectiveness can be enhanced from the increase in knowledge, abilities, and 

skills (Day et al., 2004). Indeed, as socialisation is enhanced among team members, the 

development of a collective vision of the organisation’s strategy becomes a common mental 

model (Ensley, Pearson, & Pearce, 2003). This gives organisations a competitive advantage as 

commitment increases in the personal and organisational resources to cope with complex tasks 

through reciprocity and information sharing (Carson et al., 2007). 

Evidence 

 Research suggests that in self-managing project teams and decision-making teams, shared 

leadership exists and was found to be an important predictor of team outcomes (Bergman et al., 

2012). In support, Pearce and Sims (2002) found that shared leadership increased team 

effectiveness among 71 change management teams based on the perceptions of team managers, 

team members, and customers. In a related study of 28 virtual project teams by Pearce, Yoo, and 

Alavi (2004), shared leadership was found to be more strongly related to members’ commitment 

and confidence in the team’s decision making in comparison to vertical leadership. This suggests 

that when team members were involved in the leadership of the team, they understood and 

accepted the rationale of decisions, and were therefore committed to its implementation. From an 

organisational level, where shared leadership was compared to vertical leadership among 66 new 

venture top management teams, performance was measured in terms of revenue growth and 

employee growth in a study by Ensley, Hmieleski, & Pearce (2006) and found that both types of 

leadership were  important for organisation performance. However, the influence of shared 

leadership was over and above what was predicted by the more traditional vertical leadership. 

Implications for Organisations 

 It has become increasingly clear that there is more to gain by inculcating shared 

leadership into organisational structures. With the increased processing abilities of teams, there 

can be more leaders to address the team’s developmental and functioning needs, such as the 

motivational, social, and cognitive processes that consequently influence a team’s performance 

(Solansky, 2008). Furthermore, with shared leadership, there can be more opportunities for group 

members to engage in essential and much sought-after trust building interactions that are 

necessary for functional and successful groups (De Jong & Dirks, 2012). That is not to say that 

vertical or more traditional forms of leadership should be disregarded for better team 

performance. It is possible that through vertical leadership, team leaders can demonstrate 

desirable leadership behaviours which can be adopted by team members, suggesting that vertical 

leaders can act as role models for the team (Pearce & Manz, 2005; Pearce & Sims, 2002). 

However, in sum, the influence of shared leadership in most settings has exceeded that of 
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hierarchical leadership in predicting team and organisational outcomes to positively impact team 

performance (Hoch, Pearce, & Welzel, 2010). 

Mechanisms of Shared Leadership 

 When forming and developing shared leadership, a review of the literature showed that 

shared leadership is examined as a social construct, where meaning is created through a dialogue 

within groups of people in a specific context. As such, it would seem reductionistic to simply 

pigeonhole the underlying mechanisms of shared leadership into isolated categories like 

attaining, maintaining, and regaining as it would fail to capture the complex dynamics of shared 

leadership. To better illustrate the interaction and interdependence of the antecedents, facilitators, 

and mediators which influence shared leadership, the constructs which emerged  from the 

literature will now be discussed in relation to attaining, maintaining, and regaining shared 

leadership. This is intended to provide readers with a holistic perspective of shared leadership, 

and the flexibility to interpret and apply the information presented below according to their 

situational needs. 

Trust 

Trust is critical to cooperation and performance within groups in addition to its strong 

link to shared leadership (Bergman et al., 2012; De Jong & Dirks, 2012). Through frequent and 

meaningful ongoing interaction, team members become comfortable and open in sharing their 

individual experiences and contributions, where different opinions are valued over conformity, 

allowing ideas and assumptions to be challenged without fear or risk of judgement (Holton, 

2001). This can facilitate an environment of mutual respect and understanding of the professional 

abilities among team members to be both an effective leader and follower. Furthermore, 

organisations can encourage shared interests and commonly shared values within teams to help 

establish and promote trust among team members (Quinn, Anderson, & Finkelstein, 1996). 

Through the process of influencing and being influenced by one another, team members engage 

in positive social exchanges which builds trust and in turn, benefits team performance (Aime, 

Humphrey, DeRue, & Paul, 2013; Drescher et al., 2014). 

Empowerment 

 As leadership practices have evolved and reduced the dependence on traditional leader 

authority figures, Manz, Pearce, and Sims (2009) found empowerment to be a crucial factor 

within teams. Endorsing self-leadership is one way to promote feelings of empowerment through 

increasing employees’ perceptions of meaningfulness, purpose, self-determination, and 

competence (Lee & Koh, 2001). More specifically, organisations can encourage employees to 

establish strategies to achieve these psychological states which  facilitate empowerment such as 

personal performance standards, self-evaluation, and goal setting (Manz & Neck, 2004). Given 

that leadership requirements change with the progression of the team, higher authority figures 

(i.e., external or team leaders) need to adapt their behaviours to continuously guide and develop 

this independence, from that of a mentor, to a coach and finally, a facilitator (Kozlowski, Watola, 

Jensen, Kim, & Botero, 2009). Leaders should note that although involvement in the decision-

making process can promote feelings of empowerment, if employees feel that their input has 
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little or no influence on work outcomes, this process may be perceived as transparently 

manipulative and result in lower levels of empowerment (Mielonen, 2011). 

Age and Maturity 

 In relation to both the individual and the team itself, variations in age and maturity can 

produce a broad range of knowledge, skills and abilities which impact the quality of decision 

making and thus performance in teams (Hoch et al., 2010). As team members require time to 

develop an understanding of each other’s skills and knowledge, more mature teams tend to have 

a greater ability to adopt shared leadership behaviours, in comparison to younger and less mature 

teams (Small & Rentsch, 2010). It would seem that organisations would do well to ensure 

existing teams have continuity and allow for progression as a group, to facilitate effective team 

development. To address the chronological age of team members, Cox, Pearce, and Perry (2003) 

explained that heterogeneous teams may be less likely to engage in shared leadership, while the 

opposite effect was observed in homogeneous teams. Thus, organisations are recommended to 

focus on age similarity or managing age variation when forming teams especially when shared 

leadership is the objective (Hoch et al., 2010). 

Fair Rewards 

 Apart from financial rewards, such as salary increase and bonuses, an important 

motivator that organisations should consider in order to promote and sustain shared  leadership is 

appreciation, which can stem from either the leader or team members (Grille, Schulte, & 

Kauffeld, 2015). As the nature of shared leadership requires voluntary actions from team 

members, personal contributions by team members should be rewarded to encourage their 

participation in shared leadership (Carson et al., 2007; Hoch & Dulebohn, 2013). This can be 

achieved through providing career options and job security which can give team members the 

feeling of fair reward, and may be important in initiating and stimulating team members’ 

participation and maintaining their efforts in shared leadership (Grille et al., 2015). Self-reward 

(i.e., reward that is concrete and of value to the individual) can also be used to energise the 

invested effort and provide sufficient leverage for future action as it is a way of congratulating 

oneself when a goal is accomplished (Manz & Neck, 2004; Mielonen, 2011). 

Dispositions and Beliefs 

 According the Drath and colleagues (2008), the major determinants and justification for 

shared leadership and its associated actions depend on the leadership beliefs of the organisation 

as a collective whole, and not just the behaviour of individuals. Therefore, to enforce an effective 

shared leadership strategy, it is important to consider the dispositions and beliefs of everyone in 

the organisation, not just the people in positions of authority (Mielonen, 2011). For example, by 

defining the team’s mission, their purpose, goals, and tactical plans can be aligned with the 

broader organisation’s expectations, strategies, and values to supplement shared leadership. In 

addition, it is critical that the dispositional composition of the team, in terms of members’ 

collectivistic orientations, need to reflect a more willing disposition to engage in shared 

leadership even without personal knowledge of each other, especially if they are required to 

perform tasks in a new project (Pearce, Hoch, Jeppesen, & Wegge, 2010; Small & Rentsch, 
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2010). If organisations can establish a climate which encourages and supports shared leadership, 

team members may in turn feel recognised  and supported within their teams, and will therefore 

be more willing to share responsibility and attain the appropriate dispositions and beliefs to 

achieve collective goals (Carson et al., 2007). 

Alternative Perspectives of Shared Leadership 

 According to Chelladurai (2012), high-quality leadership has been considered as a critical 

factor in the effective performance of governments, political movements, educational 

institutions, business enterprises, and sports teams. To represent a broad overview of this 

phenomenon in relation to shared leadership, more recent studies which go beyond the traditional 

business and managerial contexts will now be discussed to highlight areas which require further 

investigation. 

Athlete Leaders in Sport Teams 

 Given that the structure of a sports team is similar to that of a business team, where both 

teams strive for visible performance outcomes and utilise formally appointed leaders, Fransen, 

Vanbeselaere, Cuyper, Broek, and Boen (2014) found that shared leadership was also associated 

with higher performance due to increased levels of team confidence and identification of 

common goals. However, the majority of research on leadership in sport settings has focused on 

the coach even though the presence of athlete leaders has been linked to higher performance, due 

to greater athletes’ satisfaction and confidence, the team’s cohesion and performance (Crozier, 

Loughead, & Munroe-Chandler, 2013; Fransen et al., 2015). As shared leadership in sports has 

been associated with positive outcomes for both team members and leaders (Cotterill, 2013), it is 

important for coaches to acknowledge that team members (i.e., informal leaders) can take up 

leadership roles, thus strengthening athlete leadership and has the potential to create more 

optimal team functioning (Bucci, Bloom, Loughead, & Caron, 2012; Price & Weiss, 2011). 

Unconventional Environments 

 Although shared leadership has been established as a dynamic concept (e.g., Pearce et al., 

2009), little research has been conducted on shared leadership in unconventional environments 

such as extreme, unpredictable or dangerous situations (Campbell, Hannah, & Matthews, 2010). 

It has been found that in the military, teams have often turned to shared leadership to achieve 

high performance through emergent leadership and mutual influence (Ramthun & Matkin, 2014). 

In dangerous situations, team members may be willing to make sacrifices for the team as they 

identify with the team’s purpose and mission, which enhances team members’ potential and 

capabilities (Yammarino, Mumford, Connelly, & Dionne, 2010). Yammarino and colleagues 

(2010) explain that it would be impractical to be dependent on only vertical leadership styles and 

in support, studies have found that team members can effectively negotiate time-sensitive and 

complex tasks in volatile and dangerous contexts by utilising shared leadership (Cox et al., 2003; 

Pearce & Sims, 2002). Similarly, firefighting teams, police officers, and aircrew, who work in 

dangerous environments and face potentially life-threatening situations can achieve similar 

outcomes with shared leadership, but this warrants further investigation (Baran & Scott, 2010; 

Hannah, Campbell, & Matthews, 2010). 
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Intercultural Competence 

 With globalisation in organisations today (Day et al., 2006), there has been an increasing 

urgency for individuals and teams to work effectively within these cultural differences (Spitzberg 

& Changnon, 2009). This diversity may cause interpersonal barriers which inhibit shared 

leadership as it can limit or prevent team cohesion and disrupt the lateral influence among team 

members (Cox et al., 2003). However, Adler (2002) disagrees and postulates that cultural 

diversity is an asset to multicultural teams, especially if leaders can see past these differences, in 

the case of highly interculturally competent individuals. This  requires appropriate and effective 

management when interacting with people by negotiating cultural beliefs and values for effective 

communication (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). In so doing, individuals with high intercultural 

competence can transcend cultural differences in teams by overcoming the social and relational 

challenges which inhibit shared leadership (Ramthun & Matkin, 2013). However, as experience 

is necessary to operate in these culturally diverse environments to avoid miscommunication, 

misunderstanding, and misinterpretation, studies should explore specific environments which 

reflect diverse cultures (Chin & Sanchez-Hucles, 2007). 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Despite the social and dynamic nature of shared leadership, majority of research has been 

limited to studies conducted in North America and therefore the effects of shared leadership 

should be further explored in other cultural contexts (Pearce, 2008). To better understand the 

structural underpinnings of shared leadership there is a need to examine the nuances of how 

shared leadership is distributed over global boundaries and its impact on team performance 

(Nordback & Espinosa, 2015). This can be facilitated with longitudinal designs in field settings, 

rather than experimental settings with student samples which may not reflect the unpredictability 

of “reality” where shared leadership is applied and practiced (Carson et al., 2007; Hoch et al., 

2010). However, despite the emphasis of past research to utilise longitudinal designs in order to 

understand how shared leadership develops over time, the feasibility of such methods in this 

knowledge era are limited as organisations appear to be increasingly concerned about 

maintaining confidentiality of their intellectual property so as to remain competitive. It may be 

more prudent to use qualitative methods, supplemented by past quantitative studies, to focus on 

the lived experiences of team members and gain a more in-depth appreciation of shared 

leadership as it occurs (Smith & Caddick, 2012), especially since shared leadership is an 

inherently social activity (Drescher et al., 2014). One of the criticisms of research on shared 

leadership involves the lack of consensus on its definition (Carson et al., 2007). As shared 

leadership is an ongoing and fluid process, it requires continuous re-evaluation and scrutiny 

(Scott & Caress, 2005). Therefore, a concrete definition of shared leadership may not be 

desirable as it may fail to represent the flexible and responsive nature in the ever-changing 

environment of organisations. For a more holistic conceptualisation of shared leadership, 

Bergman and colleagues (2012) recommend that future research should examine shared 

leadership beyond its impact on performance, as organisations can capitalise on the many other 

benefits a shared leadership approach has to offer, such as a deterring executive corruption 

(Pearce, Manz, & Sims, 2008) and improving teamwork among corporate boards (Conger & 
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Lawler, 2009). However, organisations need to be aware that there may be a danger of biasness 

in the selection of team members as shared leadership endorses homogeneity within teams, and 

thus may exclude individuals who may possess the knowledge, skills and abilities to improve 

team performance but are overlooked because they deviate from the norm. Notwithstanding 

these theoretical underpinnings of shared leadership, research has primarily focused on its 

antecedents and still lacks empirical evidence to close the gap between theory and practice 

(Hoch, 2013; Small & Rentsch, 2010). 

Conclusion 

 With the globalisation of organisations in this knowledge era, teams have become central 

to organisational success, where notions of a “heroic” leader may no longer be effective to 

achieve organisations’ goals, due to the dynamic and fast-paced environment today. These 

demands suggest that organisations cannot wait for leadership decisions to be pushed up to the 

top for action. As such, leadership has to be more evenly shared across organisations to ensure 

faster response times to cope with environmental demands, making the need for shared 

leadership critical to achieve high performance. By focusing on the leadership processes within 

teams, rather than the leader of a team, this review has provided a  holistic understanding of 

shared leadership in high performing teams to add to the growing literature of this concept. In 

doing so, the five underlying mechanisms that form the components which drive shared 

leadership, namely (1) trust, (2) empowerment, (3) age and maturity, (4) fair reward, and (5) 

dispositions and beliefs, provide readers with a practical understanding of how to attain, 

maintain, and regain shared leadership for the performance of teams in organisations today. A 

focus on shared leadership in other team contexts, such as sport, unconventional and 

multicultural environments is also important for the progression of shared leadership research as 

it may illuminate unforeseen factors which may potentially broaden the application of shared 

leadership beyond traditional business and managerial contexts. With the information above, 

researchers and practitioners are advised to engage in honest critical reflection for the 

advancement of shared leadership practice that transcends global boundaries. 
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