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“Clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to 

knowledge.” (Locke, 1689) 

Introduction 

I propose that making sense of the definitional, methodological and theoretical 

complexities of collective leadership requires a degree of philosophical underlabouring. By 

‘underlabouring’ I refer to an understanding of the philosophical assumptions underpinning 

knowledge production. While the term is attributed initially to Locke, it has been more 

recently developed by Bhaskar (1979: 10), who argued that knowledge produced by 

underlabouring is “a knowledge of the necessary conditions of knowledge”. In other words, 

underlabouring requires us to dig into issues of ontology, human agency and epistemology 

which crucially influence, yet often remain hidden, within our research and clear the ground 

for “sound research design decisions and practices” (CfP). Underlabouring can also help us 

explain the contested nature of conceptualizations of ‘collective leadership’ and different 

notions of ‘collectivity’.  

Whether we realize it or not, our philosophical assumptions about the nature of social 

reality and what it means to be human in the world impact our methods and theories and 

whether they are regarded as legitimate (Cunliffe, 2011). These assumptions may or may not 

be made explicit in our work – and it is often the case that only when we ‘deviate’ from the 
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‘norm’ of positivism that we find ourselves having to engage in this underlabouring and to 

justify our ontological, epistemological and methodological stance. I want to suggest here 

that underlabouring should not just be a tool for justification, it is also a means of developing 

more consistent research accounts. It can also offer choices in terms of a researcher’s role in 

the research. I will first highlight some crucial aspects of underlabouring and then go on to 

explore the impact of three different ontological positionings on collective leadership 

research.  

Underlabouring does not lead to coherence in a definitional, methodological or theoretical 

sense, but helps us embrace multiple and alternative accounts.  

The Need for Underlabouring 

Bhaskar (1979) addresses “the primal problem of the philosophy of the social sciences” 

(p. 1), by asking a key question: Can (and should) we apply the same methods used to study 

the natural sciences to social science?  Those in the naturalist camp believe that we can, 

while anti-naturalists disagree. There is no clear answer, it depends on our presuppositions – 

apriori assumptions – about the nature of social reality and of knowledge. Elsewhere 

(Cunliffe, 2011, 2015) I have addressed this issue by articulating three knowledge 

problematics: objectivism, subjectivism and intersubjectivism. Problematics are “a cross-

disciplinary sense of where our questions come from, what is thinkable and not thinkable in 

the name of social inquiry in particular historical conjunctions” (Lather, 2006: 46), and are 

based on ontological and epistemological assumptions that lend each problematic an internal 

logic and differentiate it from others. A problematic influences how we view our topic of 

research, what we see as ‘data’, how we collect, interpret, and theorize from that data, and 

how we write our research accounts.  

Here, I want to suggest that underlabouring addresses four key issues: 
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1. The nature of social reality: What do we believe is the nature of social reality and the 

world we live in and study? An objectivist ontology assumes there is a real concrete social 

reality existing independently from us, that can be observed – has it’s own laws and patterns 

– and influences us in various ways. As humans we have to be socialized into that reality. A 

subjectivist ontology assumes that we shape our social realities in our interactions and 

conversations, and while we may see or experience them as a ‘given’ they are not – we 

maintain them as such. As humans we both shape and are shaped by our understandings of 

‘realities’, which are multiple. From an intersubjective ontology, we share and contest 

multiple understandings of our social ‘realities’ between us, in and across moments of time 

and space. In contrast to subjectivism, which is mainly about individuals interacting, 

intersubjectivism means that we are always in-relation-with-others, i.e., embedded in 

relationships with others at many levels. While these might be ‘ideal types’, they are 

translated in many ways, Bhaskar (1975) for example, as a critical realist, argues for a 

stratified ontology (real, actual, empirical) in which the real has natural laws and mechanisms 

that exist regardless; the actual consists of events generated by the real; and the empirical is 

our experience of the world.  

2. Agency – the capacity to act and influence, and the relationship between subjects and 

objects – is a another key issue that influences our research in implicit and explicit ways. Are 

objects independent from humans, do they have their own characteristics regardless of our 

perception, are they unchanging, and do they cause behaviour (intransitive)? Are objects 

influenced in some way by humans and how we talk about/act around them (intransitive)? Or 

are subjects and objects mutually constitutive, as socio-material and actor network theorists 

claim? Where we locate agency as researchers influences the focus of our study and our level 

of analysis. From an objectivist problematic, researchers imbue objects with agency in the 

sense that they search for structures, laws, systems, rules, behavioural patterns, categories, 
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processes, roles, generalized identities, and relationships between elements. A subjectivist 

ontology locates agency in individuals, the meanings that they give to what they are 

experiencing. Knowledge and knowing occur in the mundane and indexical activities of 

people. Within an intersubjectivist ontology, agency lies in the relationships between people, 

and it is in-situ (from within the moment of interaction and conversation) and fleeting. Within 

leadership studies, I suggest that agency is often equated with power – but that depending on 

our philosophical and theoretical stance, it’s definition and nature varies. Within collective 

leadership studies agency is a much debated issue, lying around the question of whether the 

power/ability to act lies in individuals, in human collectives (e.g., groups), or in systems? An 

issue addressed in the following section. Leads to causality.  

3. Epistemology - Truth, meaning and causality: I suggest that the two issues above 

lead to epistemological considerations in terms of what good knowledge therefore looks like. 

This requires underlabouring in terms of addressing what the “the necessary conditions of 

knowledge” (Bhaskar, op cit) look like and what this means for our research design, 

methodology and forms of explanation. I argue that we need to consider ‘Big Words’ (such as 

truth, rationality, causality, and meaning): whether these begin with capitals (e.g., Truth) and 

whether they are contestable. Are we seeking one Truth that has to be accurate, replicable, 

generalizable and valid – or multiple truths that are contested? Do meanings lie in objects 

(e.g., structures, organization systems, cognitive schemas, processes, etc.), symbols (e.g., 

images, words, etc), events (e.g., performances, interactions), actions (e.g., behaviour, 

practices), and/or language (e.g., texts, conversations)? Of course, this depends upon our 

problematic and therefore to judge research from one problematic by using the legitimating 

criteria of another does not make sense. For example, objectivists who embrace a positivist 

epistemology believe that something exists independently of our knowledge of it, and 

criticize subjectivists and intersubjectivists for falling prey to the epistemic fallacy – for 
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collapsing ontology and epistemology – by arguing that our knowledge of the world cannot 

be separated from our experience of it. And while for objectivists being able to determine 

cause and effect, antecedents and consequences and generalizable knowledge is crucial, 

subjectivists and intersubjectivists argue this is impossible because knowledge and 

knowledge creation is a social activity – instantiated in action, practice, and/or relationships. 

Similarly, they believe that knowledge (and researchers) are not neutral, but situated, partial, 

and political (Haraway, 1988). 

4. Research Design and Methods and the focus and level of analysis will therefore vary 

depending upon a researcher’s philosophical positioning. Is the focus of the research 

structures/systems/networks, individuals (actions, behaviours, interactions, meanings), 

collectives (societies, organizations, groups), language (discourse, dialogue) and what is the 

nature of the relationship between them? Is the research design snapshot/longitudinal, 

deductive/inductive/abductive, detached/participatory, based on a logic of validation or 

discovery (Locke, 2011). The method and form of analysis will vary. Taking one of the most 

common forms of data collection – the interview – as an example, we must ask how the focus 

of the interview, the way it is carried out, and how we analyse the results might vary 

depending on our problematic? Coding interview data draws out common categories and 

allows us to present statistical significance – typical of objectivism. Philosophical 

underlabouring also requires us to interrogate our position as researchers in the research and 

the nature of our relationship with research ‘subjects’. Objectivist researchers are objective, 

neutral and expert observers of phenomena in the field, perceiving research subjects as 

informants. As Fine (1994) argues, this is often an asymmetical power relationship that is 

possibly exploitative, because as we observe, analyze and represent the lives of others, we 

colonize (speak for and construct their identities) and distance them by writing their voices 

out of our research and treating them as generalized abstractions. Within subjectivist and 
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intersubjective research we may be more overtly concerned with negotiating our research 

relationships with our research (Cunliffe and Karunanayake, 2013). Subjectivist (social 

constructionist) researchers accept that they are part of the meaning making process and 

acknowledge, reflexively, that their account is a partial and constructed narrative. 

Intersubjectivist researchers utilize participative methods, recognizing the betweeness of the 

relationship with our research participants, democratizing expertise, and blurring the 

boundaries of knowledge generation.  

5. Forms of Explanation – Finally, the outcomes or end product of our research will 

vary depending on our philosophical assumptions. Theorising may be explanatory, predictive 

or prospective. Whilst the former can be defined as “a statement of concepts and their 

interrelationships that shows how and/or why a phenomenon occurs” (Corley & Gioia, 2011: 

12), prospective ‘theorising’ addresses the potentialities and possibilities within unfolding, 

emerging, fluid situations and is more typical of subjectivism and intersubjectivism. Our 

research accounts may therefore take the form of generalized abstractions or the observed 

particularities of life, offering meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt.  

The Impact of Underlabouring on Studies of Collective Leadership 

To summarise the discussion above: 
 

Objectivism Subjectivism Intersubjectivism 
Collective leadership is 
studied as an object or 
phenomenon – abstracted 
from the context, situated 
interactions and intentions 
of people. Research focuses 
on generalizable 
characteristics/behaviours, 
antecedents and 
consequences, models and 
theories.  

Collective leadership is 
embedded in the actions, 
interactions and conversations 
of people working together in 
a particular context. Research 
focuses on understanding the 
actors’ intentions, 
interpretations, and studying 
how they talk about and give 
meaning to their experience 
in order to generate 
interpretive insights.  

Collective leading is 
complexly interwoven in 
responsive relationships 
between people, in which 
meanings, actions and our 
sense of what’s going on, 
shifts in and through time 
and across relationships. 
Research focuses on 
insights and transitory 
understanding shaped 
between researcher and 
research participants. 
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 To illustrate the impact of philosophical assumptions in studies of collective leadership, 

I carried out a brief survey of recent studies. This included a 2016 Special Issue in 

Leadership Quarterly on collective and network approaches to leadership which contained 9 

articles (Table 1), 4 recent articles from Leadership and 2 from Management Learning (Table 

2). Within Leadership Quarterly, the articles and assumptions regarding collective leadership 

are clearly objectivist and offer none to minimal underlabouring in the text. This position is 

summarized in the Special Issue introduction: “leadership as collective behavior resulting 

from a number of interdependent entities interacting with one another […] leadership resides 

in the interactions between people thereby constituting a network of relationships that 

emerges and shifts over time.” (Cullen-Lester and Yammarino, 2016: 173). While this may 

seem to have social constructionist undertones, the methods and forms of analysis and 

theorizing show otherwise. 

Within Leadership and Management Learning, journals supporting critical perspectives, 

all 6 articles engage in varying degrees of underlabouring to support the social 

constructionist, interpretivist and practice perspectives offered. In contrast to the hypothesis 

testing and quantitative studies in Leadership Quarterly, there are no statistical analyses and 

all (except Raelin) offer excerpts or stories from participants. Theorising is mainly 

prospective rather than predictive or explanatory. 

A deeper reading of these, and other articles on collective leadership reveal the 

nuances of underlabouring, it’s importance in crafting our research in consistent and 

rigourous ways, and the various academic and ideological obligations that politicize our craft. 
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TABLE 1: Articles in Special Issue on Collective and Network Leadership in Leadership 
Quarterly 

 
Authors Purpose Method Analysis 

McHugh et 
al 

To understand the 
process of collective 
leadership by building 
on a collective 
leadership framework.  
 Individual activities. 

Testing 3 dimensions 
of collective leadership 
behaviour. 
Experimental: 
psychometric tests, 
leadership simulation. 
Hypotheses testing. 
Sample of 158 
students. 

Factor analysis, 
ANCOVAs, 
in/dependent variables. 

Friedrich et 
al. 

To expand 
understanding of 
decision making in 
collectivistic leadership 
(collective intelligence) 

Testing a model of 
collective decision 
making built on the 
literature. Agent-based 
modelling simulation. 
Field study-online real 
task. 
Hypotheses testing. 
Individual and 
collective level. 

Computer simulation 
algorithm, Monte 
Carlo. Content analysis 
– coding. 

Chrobot-
Mason et al. 

To determine what 
predicts who will grant 
and be granted 
leadership in flatter, 
interdependent 
organizations. 
(A social process) 

Survey of company 
employees based on 
Likert and social 
network analysis. 
Hypotheses testing. 
Individual 

Social network analysis 
(Exponential Random 
Graph Models 
EGRMs). In/dependent 
variables. 

Will Introduces a framework 
of flock leadership to 
understand and 
influence emergent 
collective behaviour in 
the context of human 
organizing. 
(individual-individual 
relationships) 

Agent-based computer 
simulation to develop 
‘simple theory’. 
Individual interaction 
! collective dynamics. 

Simulations 

White et al How the enactment of 
pluralized leadership is 
shaped by leadership 
influence and informal 
networks. (Social 
processes & networks) 

Individual 
questionnaires and in-
depth interviews with 
organizational 
members. Hypotheses 
testing 

Social network analysis 
(Exponential Random 
Graph Models 
EGRMs) 

Serban & 
Roberts 

Examined task and 
team antecedents and 
outcomes of shared 
leadership. 
 

Mixed methods: 
experimental team task 
with students, survey. 
Hypotheses testing. 
Control for ‘actor 

Regression analysis, 
thematic analysis 
(NVivo). Descriptive 
statistics. 
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attributes’. 
Drescher & 
Garbers 

Examined the effects of 
shared leadership, 
commonality, and 
communication mode 
on work performance 
and satisfaction. 
(Teams and 
individuals) 

Students working on 
hypothetical scenarios 
in class and online 
surveys. Policy-
capturing.  
Hypotheses testing. 
Variables manipulated. 

Hierarchical linear and 
nonlinear modelling. 
Descriptive statistics. 

Marion et al The impact of informal 
leadership and 
engagement in cliques 
on productivity. 
“Collective influence is 
enacted by the 
exchange of 
information and by 
information flow 
within a system.” 

Qualitative interviews, 
online survey.  
Dynamic network 
analysis. School 
employees. Tests 3 
constructs. 
Hypotheses testing. 

Dynamic network 
analysis, ORA,  
optimizer network 
replication procedure, 
Box–Behnken response 
surface design method. 

Margolis & 
Ziegert 

Explores how 
collective strategic 
vision flows 
downwards. Roles. 
(Sensemaking as a 
social construction 
process) 

Survey of individual 
employee perceptions. 
Hypotheses testing. 

Hierarchical regression. 
Bootstrapping analysis. 
Descriptive statistics. 

 
 

TABLE 2: 4 Articles on Collective Leadership from Leadership and Management 
Learning. 

 
Authors Purpose Method Analysis 

Novicevic et 
al 2016 

How institutional work 
plays a central role in 
the emergence of 
collective leadership. 
(Social process) 

Ontologically 
constructivist, emergent, 
historical, meanings. 
Interpretivist 
epistemology, inductive. 
Narrative, historiometric 
methodology 

Textual analysis. 
Coding of historic 
records and reports. 
Measure 15 constructs. 
Excerpts. 

Quick, 2015 How collective 
leadership develops 
from more 
individualistic 
leadership. (Social 
processes) 

Practice-based approach. 
Interpretive 
ethnographic study of 
City employees. 
Observation, interview, 
policy analysis over 11 
years. Meaning-making 
with employees. 
 

Longitudinal analysis. 
Narrative? Excerpts. 

Svielby, 
2011 

Alternative ways of 
thinking about 

Story-based. Language-
turn. Functionalist 

DAC. Framework. 
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collective leadership 
based on Aboriginal 
knowledge. 

ontology of Drath’s 
DAC. Ambivalent 
hypothesis. 

 
Raelin, 2016 

Proposes a practice 
perspective of 
leadership based on a 
collaborative agency 
mobilized through 
engaged social 
interaction.  
(Practice-based) 

Intersubjective – 
collaborative agency. 
Establishing the 
conceptual perspective. 

Underlabouring for 
practice approach and 
for collaborative 
leadership versus 
individualism. 

Smolović 
Jones et al, 
2016 

Proposing a praxis of 
democratic leadership 
development to rethink 
how collective forms of 
leadership are 
developed within and 
between organizations.  
(Enacted through 
partial, contingent and 
contested discursive 
enunciations)  

Ontology of social 
relations,poststructuralist 
performativity. 
Illustrative examples to 
offer theoretical and 
practical insights.  
Underlabouring for a 
praxis approach. 

Offers a praxis 
framework of tools for 
developers and 
researchers. Prospective 
theorising. 

Dovey et al, 
2016. 

To highlight the 
contingent and 
improvisational nature 
of leadership as social 
practice. 
 

Social constructionist 
ontology, interpretivist 
epistemology. Case 
study on the creation of 
a TV drama. Interviews 
of directors, producers, 
writers, actor for situated 
interpretations of lived 
experience. 

Researcher 
interpretation of 
interview transcripts. 
Underlabouring for 
practice as 
intersubjective 
engagement.  Insights 
into practices. 
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