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This paper highlights three important problems characterizing much of current leadership studies: the
hegemonic ambiguity problem, the idyllic problem, and the methodological problem(s). I suggest three
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seriously - which in various ways address, and in best case mitigate, the three problems. Recognising that
this is an on-going, global debate within leadership studies with many distinguished non-Scandinavian
scholars taking part, I highlight some interesting, important, and rather recent Scandinavian/Nordic
voices and new thinking that in various ways bring hope and suggest possible ways forward.
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In a recently published article in this journal Mats Alvesson and
I pointed at what we see as important and fundamental problems
with much of the current leadership research (Blom & Alvesson,
2015). In this paper I continue where we ended with some future
oriented suggestions for leadership studies, partly guided by the
promising work of other Scandinavian scholars. I thereby hope to
contribute and add to the discussion on how leadership studies can
be (re)vitalized and made more relevant.

The paper is structured as follows. I start by highlighting three
significant problems or challenges with current (especially
mainstream) leadership studies. I then outline three broad ways
forward that in different aspects deal with the previously
described problems/challenges. The paper ends with a short
concluding section.

1. The hegemonic ambiguity and other problems with
leadership studies

‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark’ echoes Marcellus
famous words to Horatio in Shakespeare’s play Hamlet. Could the
same be said about the state of current leadership studies? Despite
the impressive number of empirical studies during the last three
decades some scholars seem all put positive about the progress in
terms of useful insights (Andriessen & Drenth, 1984; Perrow, 1979;
Rost, 1991; Yukl, 1989), and some even claim that ‘we know little if
anything more about leadership’ (Barker, 1997). More recently,
Grint (2010, p. 1) noted that ‘[a]s I read more material, I realized
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that all my previous “truths” were built on very dubious
foundations, so my understanding decreased as my knowledge
increased’.

One important reason behind all the frustration and confusion
is that the signifier ‘leadership’ tends to refer to a variety of various
and often contradictory things as pointed out by Kets de Vries
(1994):

‘When we plunge into the literature on leadership, we quickly

become lost in a labyrinth: endless definitions, countless

articles and never-ending polemics . . . it seems that more has
been studied about less and less, to end up ironically with

researchers studying everything about nothing’ (p. 73)

In addition, a clear definition of leadership is often lacking in
many writings on the topic (Rost, 1991). If a definition is included, it
is usually rather vague and all embracing (Blom & Alvesson, 2015).
This makes of course the relationship between a leadership study
and what it is supposed to relate to (empirically) rather uncertain
and arbitrary. The many views that exist in parallel lead to ‘tribe-
ism’ within the fragmented field. This of course makes it hard for a
leadership scholar from one tradition to evaluate and comment on
the scientific value of a study within another tradition—both
claiming to study ‘leadership’. As a result, fragmentation (of the
unproductive sort), ‘boxed-in research’ (Alvesson & Sandberg,
2014) and scholarly confusion prevail.!

! Variation and competing (or complementing) views can often be motivated and
fruitful in research, not least within social sciences. But when it comes to leadership
studies this has most likely been taken too far without any deeper intellectual
considerations.
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Another major problem with many leadership studies is the
tendency of linking the signifier with the undisputedly good (Blom
& Alvesson, 2015; Kociatkiewicz & Kostera, 2012; Spoelstra & ten
Bos, 2011) and conflating leadership and ethics (Mumford & Fried,
2014). The idea of leadership as something per definition or
inherently good is for example explicitly formulated by one of the
world’s most cited leadership writers, Burns (2003), as:
‘I believe leadership is not only a descriptive term but a
prescriptive one, embracing a moral, even a passionate,
dimension. Consider our common usage. We don’t call for
good leadership—we expect, or at least hope, that it will be
good. ‘Bad’ leadership implies no leadership. I contend that
there is nothing neutral about leadership; it is valued as a moral
necessity.” (p. 2)

Taken together, the all-inclusiveness and the bias towards
goodness create what we refer to as the ‘hegemonic ambiguity’ of
leadership (Blom & Alvesson, 2015). By this, we refer to the
‘vagueness and uncertainty associated with multiple, incoherent
meanings attributed to a phenomena’ (p. 486). Its common
association with goodness makes it hard to resist, creating a jump
on the bandwagon effect. In addition, the more alternatives within
leadership discourses, the more empty and meaningless the term
becomes and the more confusion it creates. The crowding out effect
of a popular signifier - such as leadership - at the expense of
alternative vocabulary contributes to its hegemonic position in
scientific (and overall societal) discourse.

Another problem, related to the goodness issue described above,
is the idyllic assumptions that often characterize much contempo-
rary leadership research. The subordination of followers is seen as
natural and are often taken for granted:

‘From insects to reptiles to mammals, leadership exists as surely

as collective activity exists... it is fair to surmise that

whenever there is social activity, a social structure develops,
and one (perhaps the) defining characteristic of that structure is

the emergence of a leader or leaders’ (Judge et al., 2009, p. 855).

There are of course critical streams of research that have been
questioning and challenging this natural and idyllic view on
leadership, for example Banks (2008),Calas and Smircich (1991),
Collinson (2005, 2011), Gemmill and Oakley (1992), Gordon (2011),
Jermier, Knights and Nord (1994), Knights and Morgan (1992), and
Zoller and Fairhurst (2007). Within the leadership literature, there
has also been a strong critique against the mainstream omnipotent
view of leaders (e.g. Gabriel, 1997; Knights & McCabe, 2015),
unhealthy dependencies (Lipman-Blumen, 2005; Padilla, Hogan, &
Kaiser, 2007; Sveningsson & Blom, 2011; Tourish, 2011), the
‘romance’ of leadership (Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985; Pfeffer,
1977; Uhl-Bien & Pillai, 2007), and following that, the general
ignorance or neglect of followership (Bligh, 2011; Hollander, 1992;
Kelley, 1988; Riggio, Chaleff, & Lipman-Blumen, 2008) and complex
relationships (Hosking, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2011). Also outside the leadership tradition (it is of course hard to
draw a hard line here) there have been critical notions on the
phenomenon, often in terms of its power effects (e.g. Alvesson &
Deetz, 2000; Hardy & Clegg, 1999; Jackall, 1988) or the naive
overestimation of its importance (e.g. Perrow, 1979; p. 98-112).

How leaders and followers come into being is not always a matter
of harmonious claiming and granting of identities (cf. DeRue &
Ashford, 2010). A leader - formal or not - is arguably the more
privileged part in relation to his/her followers (at least in terms of
influence over time). Common and potentially significant ‘down-
sides’ of followership, e.g. in terms of reduced autonomy and
negative identity (Alvesson & Blom, 2015) are often ignored or
glossed over by ideologically infused texts viewing the order of
leaders-followers as obvious and natural.

The third problematic feature I would like to draw attention to
is the notorious difficulty of studying the phenomena in question.
This observation is of course all but new. Many scholars have
brought forward the epistemic and methodological difficulties
related to empirical leadership studies (e.g. Alvesson & Svenings-
son, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Barker, 1997, 2001; Bryman, 2004;
Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2010; Wood, 2005). To reduce a
complex social phenomenon such as leadership into various forms
of quantitative indexes or scales (see for example Collins, 2005;
Liden & Maslyn, 1998; Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996;
Scandura & Graen, 1984) is problematic. Surveys that traditionally
have dominated mainstream leadership research are less suitable
for capturing relationships, interactions, meaning making, and
other central dimensions that we usually associate with leader-
ship. These dimensions are even hard to study based on qualitative
methods such as interviews and observations (Alvesson, 2003;
Bryman, 2004; Bryman, Stephens, & Campo, 1996; Conger, 1998).
Nevertheless, the fundamental problems with actually studying
leadership are seldom recognized and discussed in current journal
publications. Instead, technical issues on data sample, data
analysis procedures, and the degree of rigour are often extensively
discussed.

As we have seen the problems and challenges associated with
leadership studies are significant. The question is what we can do
about it?

2. Some potential ways forward where Scandinavian leadership
scholars might show the way and serve as inspiration

[ suggest three important and - hopefully - constructive ways
of responding to the five challenges outlined above. Notable is that
all three areas to a large extent are inspired by Scandinavian (or
more correctly Nordic since some scholars referred to are based in
Finland) leadership research, some of it published in this very
journal.

2.1. Taking the concept of leadership more seriously

In order to mitigate the intellectual confusion caused by the
increasingly hegemonic position of leadership as a concept (Blom &
Alvesson, 2015), we need to think carefully about what it should refer
to; it needs to be reasonably distinct in order to not cover everything
and thus nothing. The task in this paper is not to argue for - and
impose - yet another definition of leadership on the reader, but to
encourage the student of leadership to carefully delimit its meaning
and its reach in a way that is useful for advancing our understanding
of the phenomenon it is supposed to represent (as well as other
similar/nearby phenomena, then hopefully not vaguely covered by
the leadership label).

A good starting point is to actively consider and work with
alternative signifiers. When for example trying to make sense of
how formal superiors plan, provide instructions, allocate resour-
ces, control behaviour and/or output, hire and fire, the concept of
‘managerial work’ can provide a better point of departure than
‘leadership’. Of course, it may be the case that we at a certain point
of time realize that leadership actually captures what is going on in
a better way than management or managerial work, but the point
is that this should not be taken for granted a priori (to be compared
with the much less risky notion that managers most likely conduct
some form of ‘managerial work’). If we instead - based on
opportunism, habit and/or conceptual affection - depart from
‘leadership’ when studying and describing the activities outlined
above and stick to that notion, we run the risk of contributing to the
dilution of leadership as a useful and informative concept. It is for
example common to conflate and include both the organic,
emergent, and largely voluntary process of leadership/
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followership and the authority linked to formal hierarchy in
organizations (what is better referred to as management) under
the banner of leadership (sometimes with the distinction of
informal versus formal leadership). This adds to both the confusion
and the naturalization of ‘leadership’ in organizations and society.

The usefulness of managerial work as a signifier has for example
been highlighted and demonstrated by Scandinavian scholars such
as Tengblad (2002, 2006, 2010a, 2012a, 2012b), sometimes
explicitly in relation to leadership and leadership research
(Tengblad, 2010b). Another signifier suggested and actively used
by the same research group is ‘co-workership’ (medarbetarskap in
Swedish) (Hadllsten & Tengblad, 2006; Tengblad, Ackerman,
Hallsten, & Velten, 2007) instead of ‘followership’ or ‘shared
leadership’. This concept provides other connotations and often
less muystification. Exercise of power (of the more coercive
Machiavellian kind), as an alternative to the exercise of leadership,
is yet another example of a related signifier - also capturing
asymmetrical influencing processes - but with different con-
notations.

In general when trying to make sense of how people gain
direction, support, inspiration, motivation, and so forth, ‘horizon-
tal’ modes of organizing (without a clear sense of asymmetry/
vertical hierarchy) should also be considered. A relationship/
process conceptualized as distributed- or shared leadership
(Gronn, 2002; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Spillane and Diamond,
2007)is perhaps better described as teamwork, networking among
peers (using a professional community outside the formal work
group) or autonomy (instead of self-leadership, see e.g. Lovelace,
Manz, & Alves, 2007). Not only are these labels perhaps more
informative of what is actually going on (see for example
Lundholm, 2011; Rennstam, 2007), they also help us to see the
alternatives to routinely dividing people into leaders and followers
without much thought:

‘Why bother to study interactions and practices in terms of

“leadership”? Clearly, there should be alternatives such as

“organizing” or “team-work” that may be met by much less

scepticism among scholars and practitioners alike.” (Crevani

et al., 2010, p. 79)

The distinction between leadership and other modes of
organizing is of course in a sense both difficult and highly
arbitrary. Leadership may be involved, perhaps even central, in the
creation and maintaining of ‘non-leadership’ modes of organizing,
for example providing meaning (Smircich & Morgan, 1982) to a
tough management decision (e.g. a budget cut or a radical
reallocation of resources) or providing favourable conditions for
increased autonomy or team/peer work.

It is important to emphasize that leadership/followership-
vocabulary has its place and should of course be used. What I argue
for is that it should be used with more care, thought, and scrutiny
than is common today. And that is regardless if we as leadership
researchers just play safe and appropriate an established
conceptualization® (TFL, LMX, etc.) or if we instead prefer to let
the people we study do the ‘thinking’ and based on their language
games inductively define ‘leadership’ for us (Kelly, 2008, 2014).

Some variations when it comes views and definitions are
inevitable and can often be intellectually productive. But given the
current state of the field, a more restrained view (in terms of
representation) and a more restrained use (giving space for

2 One illustrative example is Felfe and Schyns (2010) when they justify their view
on leadership as follows (emphasis added): ‘In the last decades, transformational
leadership has emerged as one of the most important leadership concepts and there
is still a growing interest in the functioning of this kind of leadership style.
Therefore we consider transformational leadership an obvious starting point for this
study.’ (p. 394)

alternative vocabulary) will most likely make the signifier more
useful and the confusion caused by the all-inclusiveness tenden-
cies (part of problem number one described above) can be
counteracted and mitigated.

2.2. Taking ideology more seriously

There is a strong element of ideology in studies of leadership,

and as pointed out by Czarniawska-Joerges (1988, p. 8):
‘[n]ot all ideologies are or can be used as science (or art or law),
but all science is accumulated within specific ideological
contexts and therefore can be used as ideology. New discoveries
and new theories usually function as liberating devices in
relation to old ideologies and legitimating devices for new
ideologies’.

Ideology here is understood (inspired by Czarniawska-Joerges,
1988) as a system of ideas describing the reality, projecting a
desired state of affairs, and indicating possible ways of reaching the
desired state. An obvious ideological dimension concerns the
traditional leader-centric idea of heroic leadership, still dominat-
ing much leadership research (Jackson & Parry, 2008; Koivunen,
2007), as opposed to more progressive post-heroic ideas on shared
or distributed leadership. Here we have theories assuming and
legitimating highly asymmetrical relationship (where one leader
typically is expected to exercise social domination over many,
more or less passive, followers) that are being challenged by new
theories, which by gaining ground contribute to much more
egalitarian understandings and ideals of working life, with less
power distance and less hierarchical concentration of power and
influence. The potential ideological effects of such a ‘(de)normal-
isation project’ are of course significant.

The ideological nature of leadership research is seldom
explicitly recognized and treated as deserved. There are however
exceptions (e.g. Mumford and Fried’s (2014) notion of ‘ideological
models’), and again, some important texts from Scandinavian
scholars. Holmberg and Strannegard (2005) examine the ideologi-
cal elements in (Swedish) leadership discourse in the so-called
‘new economy’ and highlight the prominent position of market
rationality, individualism, pleasure, risk taking, and gambling.
Alvesson and Kdrreman (2015) scrutinize the ‘ideological over-
tones’ in texts on transformational leadership and uncover
problematic ideological elements in terms of heroism and saint-
like conceptions of leaders. Related to this are the issues of the
goodness of leadership as well as the idyllic conditions surround-
ing it as described earlier. The de-contesting ideological effects
(ibid) of this are problematic and need to be addressed. The ‘right’
forms of leadership combine ‘power, morality, and far-reaching
influence over followers doing excellent work and being very
satisfied’ (Alvesson & Karreman, 2015; p. 7). This rather ideological
view on leadership fuels (and is therefore often uncritically
reproduced by) the profitable leadership development industry.>

In a recent study, Mumford and Fried (2014) criticise what they

3 This is constituted by leadership consultants and other leadership developers—
people interested in selling leadership as a ‘solution’ and claiming to improve
leaders and their leadership through advise, training, and so forth. The actors within
the leadership development industry can be more or less associated with academia.
Sometimes business school professors (potentially as executive educators or as
private consultants) also sell their knowledge and expertise to those prepared to
pay for listening. An interest in practice and close relationship with society are fine,
but by not being very careful when mixing scholarly work with the business of a
quasi-academic leadership development industry, we run the risk of ‘intellectual
corruption’ where over-simplifications and adaptions to the shifting demands from
the paying audience start to guide our intellectual endeavour (see also Hasselbladh,
2013 for a similar concern regarding the role and development of Swedish business
schools).
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call values-based, ideological leadership models: authentic,
servant, character-based, ethical, spiritual, and aesthetic leader-
ship. Their bias towards moral behaviour rather than predictive
power is seen as ‘ideological’ and problematic. It is true that the
explicit confounding of leadership and morality is problematic, but
so are other - less explicitly moral - leadership models, where the
‘prescriptive message’ is hidden in a more values-neutral scientific
jargon (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000).

As pointed out before, some Scandinavian leadership scholars
have in various ways addressed the problematic ideological bias in
much leadership research (also less obvious ideological models
than the ones scrutinised by Mumford & Fried, 2014). Alvesson and
Kdarreman (2015) suggest re-contesting and de-ideologizing as
important remedies. Others, such as Hatch, Kostera and Kozminski
(2005), and Alvesson and Spicer (2011) have in a similar vein used
unorthodox metaphors in order to reveal other sides of leadership
than those with strong ideological (and leadership development
industry) backup.

It is of great importance to continue de-masking and explicitly
recognizing how ideologies frame and in turn are supported by
leadership studies and the leadership development industry. By
doing so, we can mitigate two of the three problems outlined
above: the hegemonic ambiguity problem (especially the goodness
aspect), and the idyllic problem.

2.3. Taking the epistemic challenges more seriously

The last problem described above concerns the problems of
actually studying leadership in a meaningful way. This is of course
a multi-facetted, on-going global debate within leadership studies,
but I would nevertheless again like to highlight a few important
Scandinavian voices.

For example, in their well-cited paper, Crevani et al. (2010)
emphasize the importance of moving away from studying leaders
and instead studying leadership as socially constructed in
contextual practices and interactions (see also Cunliffe, 2008;
Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Sjostrand, Sandberg, & Tyrstrup, 2001).
Moving away from an individualistic view towards a processual/
practice perspective of ‘becoming’ (Chia, 1995; Ropo, Eriksson, &
Hunt, 1997) certainly has its merits when it comes to making sense
of leadership (emphasis added): ‘The label “practice” enables us to
focus on how work is conducted and performed rather than on
actors’ intentionality [the latter potentially also interesting,
especially when compared with the former!] (Crevani et al,,
2010, p. 82). However, a problematic point of view can be found in
the following quote:

‘The strength and pervasiveness of leadership norms is also an

argument for labelling the proposed research perspective as

“leadership” [ ... ] When there are such strong norms, norms

that the research community takes active part in sustaining,

Taking the concept of leadership

they constitute an important societal phenomenon with far-
reaching consequences for mankind. If we do not study this in
terms of “leadership”, our research will be void of all the aspects
of power, domination, identity work, expectations, heroic
individualism, normative assumptions, and so forth that come
with the word. Articulating and emphasizing such aspects in
terms of leadership is to take our role as social scientists
seriously’ (p. 80-81).

A similar and slightly defeatist observation is made by Koivunen
(2007) who writes that:

‘It seems that for the time being we will have to put up with this
paradox, namely that leadership is elusive but omnipresent. The
leadership discourses are many, and fluid. This paradox will
persist. “Leadership” is like sculpting fog, but sometimes the fog
does grow thinner and, briefly, we can catch a glimpse of the big
picture as in a kaleidoscope, before it fades away’ (p. 302).

Related to the last sentence in the former quote by Crevani et al.
(2010) I would say on the contrary! If we are to take our roles
seriously we should not resign to the fact that leadership
discourses are popular and therefore uncritically reproduce them
also in academia. If we really want to emphasize and analyse
aspects such as power, domination, identity work, etcetera, we
should not cover them up in imprecise leadership language. If we
want to say something revealing about power in organizations why
not use the concept of power (see for example McCabe (2007);
Gordon (2011); Hardy and Clegg (1999); Van Knippenberg and
Hogg (2003))? One and the same phenomena can both for example
be described and understood in terms of leadership or power (or a
combination) with rather different connotations. Moreover,
addressing the first problem described previously (the all-
inclusiveness aspect) I think that as social scientists instead of
submitting to the current leadership fashion we should become
involved in - if not a ‘great refusal’ (Marcuse, 1969) - so at least
micro resistance towards the dominant logic of viewing and
talking about all sorts of organizational processes as leadership/
followership.

Another epistemic challenge is the tendency of thinking that
methodological refinement can help us ‘measure’ leadership and
its effects; that is assuming that better methodological tools will
help us overcome more fundamental epistemic issues. Various
forms of quantitative indexes are popular (Collins, 2005; Liden &
Maslyn, 1998; Lowe et al., 1996), usually based on surveys among
subordinates. Increased rigour and moderately adjusted methodi-
cal techniques (see for example Leadership Quarterly special issue,
13, 4, 2003) are however not the answer:

‘One is tempted to say that the research on leadership has left us

with the clear view that things are far more complicated and

“contingent” than we initially believed, and that, in fact, they

are so complicated and contingent that it may not be worth our

The hegemonic ambiguity

more seriously

problem

Taking ideology more seriously

Taking the epistemic challenges

> The idyllic problem

more seriously

->» The methodological problem(s)

Fig. 1. The relationship between the three suggested ways forward and the three problems.
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while to spin out more and more categories and qualifications —
if we wish to learn about organizations’ (Perrow, 1979).

This observation is as relevant now as it was four decades ago.
More advanced and sophisticated statistical methods, procedures,
and analysis are hardly the solution to make better sense of the
elusive phenomenon of leadership. Instead we run the risk of
continuing to measure irrelevant things in a more and more
rigorous way. Some Scandinavian leadership scholars have
recently highlighted the dangers with such a ‘rationalistic fallacy’
(Tengblad, 2012b), ‘formulaic research’ (Alvesson & Gabriel, 2013),
and ‘gap-spotting’ type of research (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011).

Instead of focusing on more rigorous research procedures, more
efforts could probably be put on formulating interesting research
questions. Less gap-spotting and bolder, broader research ques-
tions tend to counteract perfunctory acceptance of previous
explicit and implicit assumptions associated with leadership.
Another way of mitigating taken for granted assumptions in
leadership research is to actively work with counter assumptions.
One example could be to assume that effective substitutes for
leadership (Kerr & Jermier, 1978; Schriesheim, 1997) actually are
the norm - not the exception - in modern organizations and
leadership is therefore something very rare or perhaps even non-
existing. A third way to facilitate new insights on leadership is,
perhaps somewhat paradoxically, to work with alternative
vocabulary. For example, by framing interviews not in terms of
leadership, new ‘language games’ (Kelly, 2008) might emerge.
These new (or rediscovered old) ways of labelling influence,
direction, support, power, and so forth, might actually help us to
understand what previously was referred to as ‘leadership’ in more
nuanced and insightful ways.

Fig. 1 sums up how each of the three suggestions above
addresses one or several of the three problems outlined previously
in the paper.

3. Concluding words

In this research note I have highlighted three important
problems characterizing much of current leadership studies, partly
addressed in a previous paper (Blom & Alvesson, 2015). I have
extended that discussion by suggesting three broad routes forward
- taking the concept, the ideological aspects, and the epistemic
challenges more seriously — which in various ways address, and in
best case mitigate, the three problems. This is of course not a
mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive list of all problems
that could be found within modern leadership studies but they
nevertheless constitute a set of significant challenges.

With full respect for this being an on-going, global debate
within leadership studies with many distinguished non-Scandi-
navian scholars taking part, I have highlighted some interesting,
important, and rather recent Scandinavian/Nordic voices and new
thinking that in various ways bring hope and suggest possible ways
forward. This note therefore contributes to the international
dialogue on the future of leadership studies from a current
Scandinavian/Nordic perspective.
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