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Abstract 

Leadership remains one of the most studied yet contested constructs in organizational 

research. This article examines leadership through a kaleidoscopic lens, reviewing theoretical 

perspectives and methodological approaches spanning across individual, dyadic, group, 

organizational, and institutional levels of analysis. Drawing on foundational theories of 

power, social exchange, social networks, paradox, and identity, we show how leadership has 

been conceptualized both as a personal attribute and as a relational, collective, and symbolic 

process. Our analysis highlights the proliferation of perspectives that, while illuminating 

distinct dimensions of the leadership construct, have too often evolved in isolation. After a 

brief discussion of these perspectives, we argue for the integration of theories, the adoption 

of multi-level lenses, and the use of multimethod approaches to capture leadership as a 

complex, socially embedded process. We conclude by outlining future research directions. 

 

1. Introduction 

Leadership represents one of the most central yet debated constructs in organizational 

research. In an era characterized by rapid technological change, social transformation, and 

growing competitive pressures, the ability to mobilize people and organizations toward new 

directions is a critical factor for survival, adaptation, and long-term performance. A classic 

distinction between managers and leaders describes managers as primarily focused on 

efficiency, results and processes like planning, controlling, and resource allocation. Leaders, 

in contrast, are primarily focused on their relationship with collaborators, motivating and 

developing them, mobilizing collective energy, and fostering shared meaning toward 

common goals, particularly during periods of organizational change (Kotter, 1990). 

Managers, therefore, typically operate in situations of stability and efficiency, whereas 

leadership entails vision, influence, and the capacity to navigate uncertainty. 

The scholarly attention devoted to leadership has grown exponentially over recent decades, 

leading to a proliferation of models and frameworks. These range from transformational and 

authentic leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Bass, 1990), to distributed and shared 

leadership (Gronn, 2002; Pearce & Conger, 2003), to dark and destructive forms of leadership 
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(Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009; Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007; Schyns & Schilling, 2013)1. 

Other perspectives conceptualize leadership as practice (Raelin, 2016), as the result of 

network position of individuals in organizations and broader communities (Burt, 1992; 

White, Currie, & Lockett, 2016), or as narrative and identity work (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; 

Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011; Goffman, 1959; Ibarra, 1999; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). 

This work examines the contemporary debate on leadership by analyzing the contributions 

presented at EGOS (European Group for Organizational Studies), one of the most prominent 

international gatherings in the field of organization studies. Building on the conference 

program of the 2025 EGOS conference in Athens and the wide range of papers presented, we 

focused on those explicitly addressing leadership, with particular attention to three 

dimensions: (i) the theories applied to conceptualize leadership; (ii) the main research 

methods adopted; and (iii) the levels of analysis used in these studies (e.g., individual, 

group, organizational). Specifically, the selection of papers considered in this study was 

conducted in two steps. First, we examined all papers presented within the sub-theme titled 

“Beyond Boundaries: Unravelling Creative, Destructive, and Ambivalent Dynamics of 

Leadership in Organizations”—the EGOS track focused on leadership-related topics. In 

addition, we included papers addressing leadership themes that appeared in other sub-

themes of the conference. To this end, we used the keywords “leadership,” “leader,” and 

“lead*” in the conference program. This search led to the identification of 27 papers in total. 

Access to the full papers was granted through the “MyEGOS” section, which allows 

members and conference participants to download all papers presented at the event. When 

full papers were not available through this platform, we obtained them by directly 

contacting the authors listed in the conference program. 

This variety of perspectives reflects the inherently multifaceted and contested nature of 

leadership. Leadership cannot be reduced to a set of stable traits or universal behaviors, but 

is shaped by individual characteristics, dyadic relations, group processes, and broader 

institutional and cultural logics. At the individual level, research has examined leaders’ 

personality traits, skills, and virtues, recently emphasizing also their potential for abuse of 

power or toxic influence (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003; 

Keltner, 2016). At the dyadic level, Leader–Member Exchange (LMX) theory and social 

comparison processes highlight how differentiated relationships generate emotions and 

behaviors that shape performance (Festinger, 1954; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). At the group 

level, shared and collective leadership research emphasizes the distributed and emergent 

nature of influence within teams and organizations (Denis, Langley, & Sergi, 2012; Gronn, 

2002). Finally, at the organizational and institutional levels, leadership has been framed as 

identity construction, storytelling, and impression management, whereby legitimacy is 

continuously negotiated and built (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Goffman, 1959; Ibarra, 1999). 

 
1 The dark side of leadership broadly refers to the dysfunctional, unethical, or destructive aspects of 

leadership that ultimately harm followers and organizations (Conger, 1990). Within this broader 

category, destructive leadership captures systematic and repeated leader behaviors that undermine 

organizational goals or follower well-being (Einarsen et al., 2007). Among its specific manifestations, 

abusive leadership (or abusive supervision) denotes sustained hostile verbal or nonverbal behaviors 

toward subordinates, excluding physical aggression (Tepper, 2000), while despotic leadership reflects 

an authoritarian and self-serving exercise of power that disregards subordinates’ needs and moral 

standards (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). 
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Taken together, we argue that these perspectives create a kaleidoscopic view of leadership. 

Each theoretical lens highlights a distinct fragment—power, exchange, networks, practices, 

identities, or narratives—none of which alone can comprehensively capture the complexity 

of the phenomenon. We suggest that the complexity of leadership in contemporary 

organizations can be better understood through the interplay of these diverse perspectives. 

Thus, this article aims to provide a synthetic account of emerging perspectives on leadership 

and to propose directions for future research. 

Our review advances the study of leadership in organizations in two ways. First, it provides 

an updated and timely account of the field, encompassing not only published work but also 

ongoing debates within one of the leading international scholarly communities. This 

perspective enables us to examine how leadership is being actively redefined in the current 

scholarly debates, rather than interpreted through a retrospective lens. Second, the 

framework we adopt – focusing on theories, methods, and levels of analysis – offers a 

structured lens to map this evolving field and generates precise guidelines for scholars who 

are investigating, or intend to investigate, leadership in organizational contexts. In doing so, 

we highlight emerging directions and clarify how diverse research streams can be integrated 

for a more comprehensive understanding of the leadership construct. 

2. Leadership Definitions Across Multiple Levels 

Our review of the literature – i.e., all contributions presented at the 2025 EGOS conference – 

shows that definitions of leadership are diverse, yet can be meaningfully systematized when 

analyzed through a multilevel lens. At the individual level, leadership is often 

conceptualized as an attribute or a quality of a single person. This perspective underpins 

both the positive and the negative conceptualizations of leadership. On one hand, research 

on transformational, authentic, and humble leadership portrays leaders as individuals who 

inspire, energize, and create meaning through vision, self-awareness, and virtue (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005; Bass, 1990; Owens & Hekman, 2012). On the other hand, studies on 

destructive or despotic leadership emphasize how personal traits – such as narcissism or 

authoritarianism – can generate alienation, fear, or toxic work environments (Hogan & 

Kaiser, 2005; Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009; Padilla, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007; Schyns & 

Schilling, 2013). Emerging concepts such as the “power paradox” illustrate how episodic 

misuse of power can become a distinctive form of leadership behavior (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & 

Anderson, 2003; Keltner, 2016). 

At the dyadic level, leadership is framed as a relational process occurring between leader 

and follower. Leader–Member Exchange (LMX) theory, for instance, highlights how the 

quality of leader–follower relationships differs across members, with effects on satisfaction, 

trust, and performance (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Building on social comparison theory 

(Festinger, 1954), scholars show that differential treatment by leaders may trigger emotions 

such as benign or malicious envy, which in turn shape behaviors like knowledge sharing, 

help-seeking, or knowledge hiding. From this perspective, leadership emerges as a product 

of social evaluation and relational asymmetry, rather than a fixed set of leader traits. 

At the group or team level, definitions shift away from the individual leader and 

conceptualize leadership as a shared, distributed, or collective process. Leadership emerges 

through the interplay of multiple actors, roles, and practices (Gronn, 2002; Pearce & Conger, 

2003). Complexity leadership theory emphasizes how leadership unfolds in adaptive 
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systems through oscillations between cognitive and emotional dimensions, often in contexts 

marked by uncertainty and paradox (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey, 2007). Similarly, practice-based views interpret leadership as situated and 

relational work accomplished through everyday coordination and strategizing (Denis, 

Langley, & Sergi, 2012; Raelin, 2016). Importantly, this stream of research does not idealize 

shared leadership but highlights its fragility, as collective processes are often accompanied 

by tensions between autonomy and coordination, inclusiveness and performance, stability 

and innovation (Denis et al., 2012; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

At the organizational and institutional level, leadership is increasingly conceptualized as 

identity work, storytelling, and symbolic performance. Research on leader identity 

construction emphasizes how individuals negotiate legitimacy by claiming and granting 

leadership in interaction with others (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). Intersectional approaches 

demonstrate how gender, ethnicity, and cultural background shape both the emergence and 

the enactment of leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011). At the 

institutional level, leadership has been linked to narratives and impression management 

strategies, through which leaders and organizations craft legitimacy and manage stakeholder 

expectations (Gardner & Avolio, 1998; Goffman, 1959).  

Taken together, these multiple and multilevel definitions reveal both commonalities and 

differences. A unifying element is the recognition of leadership as a social and situated 

process, rather than merely a set of individual traits. At the same time, perspectives diverge 

in their emphasis: some highlight personal attributes, others relational exchanges, and still 

others on collective practices or institutionalized narratives. The concept of leadership thus 

appears kaleidoscopic – shifting with the analytical lens to reveal distinct yet complementary 

patterns, each necessary to capture the multifaceted nature of leadership in contemporary 

organizations. 

3. Emerging Theoretical Perspectives on Leadership 

The kaleidoscopic view of leadership is further reflected in the wide range of theoretical 

perspectives that scholars have mobilized and developed to explain how leadership emerges, 

is exercised, and drives outcomes. These perspectives not only illuminate distinct 

dimensions of the phenomenon but also suggest specific mechanisms and levels of analysis. 

In what follows, drawing on our review, we present the main theories underpinning 

evolving leadership research, discuss their implications, and outline avenues for future 

inquiry (see Table 1 for a schematic presentation of the main theories). 

A first stream of research draws on the approach–inhibition theory of power, which 

conceptualizes power as a psychological state that activates behavioral disinhibition and 

approach tendencies (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003). Building on this theory, 

scholars have examined episodic abuses of power, such as the so-called power trip, to show 

that even leaders who are not chronically abusive may engage in indulgent misuse of power 

when situational triggers elevate their sense of authority. This perspective highlights both 

the short-term affective gains and the longer-term social costs of excessive power (Ketner, 

2016). Parallel work on despotic leadership illustrates how psychological distance and 

emotional contagion can explain followers’ alienation under authoritarian leaders (De 

Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). More broadly, research on the dark side of leadership 

demonstrates that traits associated with the Dark Triad—narcissism, Machiavellianism, and 
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psychopathy—can simultaneously undermine and, in certain turbulent contexts, enhance 

organizational performance (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005; Judge, Piccolo, & Kosalka, 2009; Padilla, 

Hogan, & Kaiser, 2007; Schyns & Schilling, 2013). This paradoxical framing invites scholars 

to move beyond binary distinctions of good and bad leadership and to theorize the 

conditions under which destructive traits may become resources or liabilities. Furthermore, 

although the relationship between dark leadership traits and organizational performance is 

intriguing, its dependence on contextual factors and boundary conditions (e.g. time horizon, 

stakeholder lens) underscores both its inherent complexity and the need for caution when 

drawing conclusions about its nature. 

At the dyadic level, leadership has been conceptualized through Leader–Member Exchange 

(LMX) theory, which emphasizes the differentiated quality of leader–follower relationships 

and their impact on satisfaction, trust, and performance (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). When 

integrated with social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), LMX research demonstrates how 

followers compare their relationships with leaders relative to others, generating emotions 

that, in turn, shape behaviors such as knowledge sharing or knowledge hiding. This 

perspective suggests that leadership is not only about dyadic exchanges but also about how 

individuals interpret these exchanges within a social context, making the leader–follower 

relationship both relational and comparative. 

Social network theory provides another lens by focusing on how leadership emerges from 

actors’ structural positions within organizational networks. The concepts of structural holes 

and brokerage (Burt, 1992) explain how individuals who bridge otherwise disconnected 

groups are more likely to be perceived as informal leaders, particularly when they mobilize 

diverse ties across professional or functional boundaries (Balkundi et al., 2007). Empirical 

studies confirm that brokerage positions increase influence, but also reveal that gender and 

other identity markers shape whether such influence is recognized and legitimated (Ibarra, 

1993; White, Currie, & Lockett, 2016). This stream highlights leadership as an outcome of 

relational structure rather than of individual attributes, and points to the importance of 

boundary spanning and diversity in enabling informal leadership. 

 

Theoretical Approach Main Definition Key References 

Approach–Inhibition 

Theory of Power 

Power as a situated psychological 

state activating disinhibition and 

approach behaviors; “power 

paradox” as episodic and 

excessive use of power. 

Keltner, Gruenfeld, & 

Anderson (2003); Keltner 

(2016). 

Social Distance of Power 

/ Dark Side Leadership 

Psychological distance and 

emotional contagion explain 

despotic leadership; the “dark 

side” of leadership viewed 

paradoxically as coexisting 

negative and positive outcomes. 

De Hoogh & Den Hartog 

(2008); Hogan & Kaiser 

(2005); Padilla, Hogan, & 

Kaiser (2007); Schyns & 

Schilling (2013). 

Leader–Member 

Exchange (LMX) & 

Social Comparison 

Leadership as the differentiated 

quality of leader–member 

relationships; social comparison 

processes trigger emotions (envy) 

Graen & Uhl-Bien (1995); 

Festinger (1954). 
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and behaviors (help-seeking, 

knowledge hiding). 

Social Network Theory 

(Brokerage, Structural 

Holes) 

Informal leadership as an 

outcome of network position; 

brokerage and network diversity 

increase recognition as leader. 

Burt (1992); Ibarra (1993); 

White, Currie, & Lockett 

(2016). 

Practice Theory & 

Strategy-as-Practice 

Leadership and strategy as 

intertwined, distributed, and 

situated practices; emerging 

through coordination, co-

creation, and enabling. 

Denis, Langley, & Sergi 

(2012); Raelin (2016). 

Complexity Leadership 

Theory 

Collective leadership as 

oscillation between cognitive and 

emotional dimensions; reification 

practices make complexity visible 

and manageable. 

Marion & Uhl-Bien (2001); 

Uhl-Bien, Marion, & 

McKelvey (2007). 

Relational & 

Dramaturgical Theories 

Leadership as co-created social 

performance; audiences assume 

archetypal roles and collective 

ambivalence may become 

adaptive resource. 

Uhl-Bien (2006); Goffman 

(1959). 

Paradox Theory Leadership as a domain of 

persistent tensions (inclusion vs. 

performance, autonomy vs. 

coordination, stability vs. 

innovation) to be managed 

through 'both–and' approaches. 

Smith & Lewis (2011); Denis 

et al. (2012). 

Role Theory & Identity 

Work 

Leadership as an identity 

negotiation process in role 

transitions; lingering identities 

and role residue complicate 

transitions. 

Biddle (1986); Eagly & Wood 

(2012); Sveningsson & 

Alvesson (2003); Seidl & 

Werle (2018). 

Intersectionality & 

Career Ecosystem 

Theory 

Leadership as navigation across 

multiple institutional logics; 

identity negotiation in complex 

career ecosystems (e.g., migrant 

women). 

Eagly & Carli (2007); Ely, 

Ibarra, & Kolb (2011); Ibarra 

(1999, 2023). 

Impression Management 

& Authentic/Humble 

Leadership 

Leadership as narrative and 

symbolic construct; humility and 

authenticity as discursive 

resources (e.g., strategic 

negativity, humblebragging). 

Goffman (1959); Avolio & 

Gardner (2005); Owens & 

Hekman (2012); Algera & 

Lips-Wiersma (2012). 

Conservation of 

Resources (COR) & 

Instrumental Leadership 

Leadership as a resource in 

digital contexts; job insecurity 

stimulates job crafting, supported 

by instrumental leadership. 

Hobfoll (1989); Antonakis & 

House (2014). 
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Table 1: Summary of Theoretical Approaches 

 

More recent approaches shift the focus from individuals and network positions to practices 

and processes. Practice theory and strategy-as-practice conceptualize leadership as situated 

and emergent, accomplished through everyday interactions and coordination among 

multiple actors (Denis, Langley, & Sergi, 2012; Raelin, 2016). In contexts such as collaborative 

design, leadership is inseparable from strategizing and from the sociomaterial arrangements 

that sustain collective work. Complementarily, complexity leadership theory emphasizes 

how leadership unfolds in adaptive systems through oscillations between cognitive and 

emotional dimensions, particularly in conditions of uncertainty (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; 

Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). Here, leadership is not an attribute but a dynamic 

process of emergence that allows systems to adapt, innovate, and self-organize. These 

perspectives underscore the fragility of distributed leadership, which often involves 

persistent tensions between autonomy and coordination, inclusion and performance, or 

exploration and exploitation (Denis et al., 2012; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Relational theories conceptualize leadership as co-created in social interaction. Relational 

Leadership Theory emphasizes that leadership arises from ongoing social exchanges and is 

fundamentally embedded in relationships (Pallotti et al., 2025; Uhl-Bien, 2006). 

Complementary dramaturgical perspectives, inspired by Goffman’s (1959) “The Presentation 

of Self in Everyday Life”, frame leadership as performance, in which both leaders and 

followers play roles that sustain or challenge influence. Ambivalence and ambiguity are 

inherent in these performances: collective leadership may appear inclusive while 

reproducing hierarchical residues, and audiences may interpret behaviors as authoritative or 

facilitative depending on context. 

The paradox perspective has recently gained prominence as a unifying lens for 

understanding leadership. By framing leadership as a domain of persistent and 

interdependent tensions, paradox theory encourages scholars to examine how leaders and 

collectives navigate competing demands such as stability and change, performance and 

inclusion, or centralization and autonomy (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Leaders approach these 

tensions not as problems to be solved once and for all, but as paradoxes requiring both–and 

thinking and ongoing recalibration. This perspective has been fruitfully applied to 

distributed and collective leadership, where paradoxes are especially salient, but it also 

informs research at other levels, from dyadic exchanges to institutional identity work. 

Role theory provides tools to analyze leadership as negotiation of expectations and 

behaviors associated with particular positions (Biddle, 1986; Eagly & Wood, 2012). Research 

on identity work extends this view by examining how individuals construct, negotiate, and 

sometimes struggle with their leader identities (Ibarra, 1999, 2023; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 

2003). Concepts such as lingering identities and role residue capture how past identities 

persist and shape the enactment of new roles, adding complexity to leadership transitions. 

Studies of open strategy illustrate how leaders perform micro-transitions between 

authoritative, facilitative, and collaborative roles, often carrying residues of prior role 

expectations that hinder authentic inclusiveness (Seidl & Werle, 2018). 
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Another important strand draws on intersectionality theory (DiBenigno & Kellogg, 2014) 

and career ecosystems to highlight how leadership is shaped by gender, migration, and 

cultural background. Research indicates that women leaders, especially those belonging to 

minority or migrant groups, face unique challenges in navigating institutional logics such as 

family, profession, state, and market (e.g., Eagly & Carli, 2007; Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011). 

Leadership has also been framed as narrative construction and impression management. 

Drawing on Goffman (1959), research highlights how leaders manage impressions through 

storytelling, humility, and authenticity. CEO letters and other corporate narratives reveal the 

strategic use of humility—sometimes labeled strategic negativity—to reduce expectations 

and build trust (Owens & Hekman, 2012). Authentic leadership theory, initially grounded in 

notions of transparency and moral grounding (Avolio & Gardner, 2005), has been critiqued 

and reinterpreted through a virtue ethics lens, suggesting that authenticity is both enacted 

and evaluated in context (Algera & Lips-Wiersma, 2012). 

Finally, in the context of digital transformation, the conservation of resources (COR) theory 

(Hobfoll, 1989) and the concept of instrumental leadership provide frameworks for 

understanding how leaders help employees cope with job insecurity. Research suggests that 

insecurity over task content can stimulate job crafting, which is facilitated when leaders 

provide resources through clear guidance and instrumental support (Antonakis & House, 

2014). 

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives further emphasize the kaleidoscopic nature of 

leadership research. The strength of this body of work lies in its diversity: no single theory 

captures the full complexity of leadership, but each adds an essential fragment to the overall 

picture. Future research will need to integrate these perspectives across levels of analysis and 

across methods, combining surveys, network analyses, ethnographies, experiments, and big 

data approaches. Next, we describe the variety of methodological approaches adopted in 

review leadership studies. 

 

4. Methods and Methodological Approaches 

The reviewed contributions also illustrate the variety of methodological approaches used to 

study leadership. These approaches align closely with the theoretical constructs emphasized 

at each levels of analysis. We now turn to the main methodological approaches adopted, 

while also highlighting potential directions for future research.  

At the individual level, studies on destructive or despotic leadership typically employ 

multi-source surveys and longitudinal designs to examine constructs such as psychological 

distance, alienation, and emotional contagion (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008; Schyns & 

Schilling, 2013). Yet future research could benefit from the use of behavioral digital data, 

such as communication logs or collaborative platform traces, capable of capturing in real 

time episodes of power misuse or episodic disinhibition (Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 

2003). 

At the dyadic level, work informed by Leader–Member Exchange (LMX) and social 

comparison theories relies predominantly on multi-wave surveys to capture how 

differentiated leader–follower relationships generate emotions such as benign or malicious 

envy and influence behaviors such as knowledge sharing or knowledge hiding (Graen & 

Uhl-Bien, 1995; Festinger, 1954). Future research could complement these methods with field 
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experiments or the use of physiological sensors to measure stress and emotional reactions 

during leader–member interactions. 

At the network level, informal leadership has been studied using organizational surveys 

combined with social network analysis (SNA). Concepts such as brokerage, centrality, and 

network diversity have been operationalized to explain recognition as an informal leader 

(Burt, 1992; Ibarra, 1993; White, Currie, & Lockett, 2016). Future work could rely on 

longitudinal network studies or on big data analyses of digital communication (e.g., email, 

digital collaboration platforms) to reveal the evolution of relational structures. 

For perspectives viewing leadership as practice and collective process, qualitative methods 

such as ethnographic observations, in-depth interviews, and document analysis have been 

especially fruitful (Denis, Langley, & Sergi, 2012; Raelin, 2016). Advances may come from the 

analysis of video recordings, multimodal analyses, or cross-case comparative designs. 

Research on identity work and role transitions has relied heavily on interviews and narrative 

analysis (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003), but could integrate computational text analysis or 

experimental vignettes simulating role transitions. Finally, studies conceptualizing 

leadership as narrative and impression management have analyzed CEO letters and 

organizational documents (Goffman, 1959; Owens & Hekman, 2012), but could be 

complemented by computational linguistics applied to a large body of texts and social 

media. 

 

5. Implications and Future Research Directions 

Lnlknlk The kaleidoscopic review of leadership theories and methods generates important 

implications for scholarship and practice, while also opening promising avenues for future 

research. Situated within recent empirical and conceptual contributions published in this 

journal, our work further emphasizes the dynamic, multifaceted, and socially constructed 

nature of leadership. Sicca et al. (2025) illustrate how leadership emerges as a dynamic 

entanglement of care, critique, and community, where plural voices and relational practices 

continuously refract to create new patterns of meaning and action. Pontillo et al. (2022) and 

Foroughi & Dai (2018) highlight how leadership can be enacted creatively and narratively, 

especially in agile or remote work environments, expanding the notion of what it means to 

lead in contemporary settings. Patania (2025) and Mosca and Orlandi (2018) remind us that 

leadership also entails ethical and participatory dimensions: balancing performance with 

wellbeing, and navigating the tensions between openness and hierarchical power. 

Integrating these insights with our findings reinforces the central argument that leadership 

cannot be fully understood through a single theoretical lens or at a single level of analysis. 

Rather, it emerges as a dynamic, multilevel, and contextually situated phenomenon that 

requires both researchers and practitioners to adopt multiple perspectives and embrace its 

inherent tensions.  

One key implication of our work concerns the need to revisit foundational assumptions 

about leadership. Much of the early literature emphasized traits and behaviors of individual 

leaders or the formal authority they exercised. Yet contemporary studies highlight the 

limitations of such views and instead point to leadership as a social and situated process 

shaped by context, relationships, and identity work. Future research should continue to 

challenge taken-for-granted assumptions and develop frameworks that capture the fluidity 
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and hybridity of leadership roles. Another implication lies in the integration of perspectives 

across levels of analysis. While individual-level research explains how traits and power 

logics affect behavior, dyadic and group-level theories illuminate relational exchanges and 

collective practices, and organizational-level work highlights identity and impression 

management. These perspectives, however, have often evolved in parallel rather than in 

combination. Future studies should adopt multi-level designs that trace how individual 

attributes interact with network positions, collective practices, and institutional logics to 

produce leadership outcomes. Such integrative approaches could bridge psychological, 

sociological, and organizational perspectives.  

The paradox perspective offers particular promise as a unifying lens. Leadership is 

inherently about navigating competing demands—stability and change, inclusion and 

performance, autonomy and coordination—yet most empirical studies have examined these 

tensions in isolation. Further research should investigate how paradoxes manifest across 

levels, and how leaders and collectives mobilize cognitive, relational, and material resources 

to cope with them over time. From a methodological standpoint, leadership research also 

stands to gain from expanding its toolkit, complementing surveys with ethnographies, 

experiments, network analyses, and computational methods. The growing recognition of 

identity, diversity, and intersectionality in shaping leadership provides further implications. 

Gender, ethnicity, and cultural background strongly influence both the enactment and 

recognition of leadership. Future work should investigate how structural inequalities interact 

with leadership processes, not only as barriers but also as sources of resilience and 

innovation. The literature on destructive and dark-side leadership adds another dimension: 

while it is tempting to dismiss despotic or narcissistic leaders as purely negative, recent work 

suggests that in certain contexts such traits can mobilize energy and drive innovation. 

Finally, leadership research must also grapple with practical relevance. Viewing leadership 

as kaleidoscopic – emerging from traits, relationships, networks, practices, and narratives – 

implies that practitioners should adopt multiple lenses rather than rely on a single model. 

Overall, these implications highlight that leadership research is at a crossroads. The 

challenge now is to integrate these perspectives, embrace their tensions, and leverage new 

methodological opportunities to capture leadership as a complex, multilevel, and socially 

embedded process. 

Finally, we note that a key limitation of this study concerns its reliance on conference 

material. The review draws exclusively on papers presented at a recent international 

conference, which necessarily provides a partial and temporally bounded view of the 

evolving scholarly debate. While it does not incorporate contributions from other major 

conferences or triangulate other sources (e.g., peer-reviewed publications), it nonetheless 

offers a timely and informative overview of emerging research on leadership, grounded in 

an important international forum and reflecting recent developments in the field. 

The paper also provides several managerial implications. First, the leadership studies 

reviewed highlight the importance of approaching leadership from a multilevel 

perspective—one that takes into account the work context, group dynamics, and the 

networks in which individuals are embedded. For example, organizations may implement 

training initiatives or events aimed at reshaping the structure of professional relationships. 

Additional managerial actions may concern the organizational climate and team 

composition, with the goal of fostering values and relational structures that are more aligned 

with effective forms of leadership behavior. Finally, organizational restructuring processes 
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can be supported by targeted communication strategies designed to promote clearly defined 

and coherent organizational identities. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Leadership in contemporary organizations emerges as a kaleidoscopic phenomenon—

multifaceted, complex, and shaped by the interplay of traits, relationships, practices, and 

institutional logics. The review of existing perspectives reveals not only the richness of the 

field but also its fragmentation. By drawing on diverse theoretical lenses, scholars have 

illuminated critical aspects of leadership, yet no single perspective can capture the whole. 

The challenge ahead is to integrate these insights across levels of analysis and 

methodological approaches, recognizing leadership as a socially embedded and tension-

filled process. Adopting this kaleidoscopic view allows us to move beyond narrow 

dichotomies and to better understand how leadership both facilitate and constrains 

organizational life. In doing so, future research can offer more nuanced and impactful 

insights into navigating the complexities of leadership in a rapidly evolving world. 
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