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“The high commander must therefore be calm, clear, and determined... His success will be measured more by his 
ability to lead and persuade than by his adherence to fixed notions of arbitrary command practices.” 

Dwight D. Eisenhower (1948) 

Dwight D. Eisenhower held many impressive titles during his lifetime, including 34th President of the United 
States, Five Star General of the United States Army, and Supreme Allied Commander of the Allied Expeditionary 
Force (World War II). However, prior to ascending to such esteemed positions, “Ike” proved his mettle through 
exceptional command of military teams. As a young commanding officer, he strategized his units by using 
charismatic leadership: identifying his junior officers’ strengths, engaging with them openly, and optimizing 
distribution of their talent (Ambrose, 1983). Because of his deep understanding of the gravity and impact of the 
leadership of teams, Eisenhower stands as an exemplar of effective military direction.  

Importantly, one need not be a five-star general to experience the effects of strong team leadership. In fact, the 
lessons from Eisenhower’s legacy and leadership are universal. Today, work continues to depend on collaboration 
and group-based effort, requiring strong and adaptive team leadership. Across contexts, team leadership is a key 
driver of affective and behavioral outcomes within organizations, enhancing team cohesion, and organizational 

ABSTRACT
Although team leadership is important across many contexts, it is particularly influential in traditional, hierarchical 
organizations such as the military. In these settings, leadership can explain a major portion of variance in team 
performance. Failure to understand this relationship can harm the training and development at multiple levels 
(Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2001). We draw from the vast literature to identify and elaborate on overarching 
themes, or key insights, that can guide the practice of team leadership. Our insights follow the lifespan of a team – 
creation, inception, and sustainment of a team. We conclude with suggestions for future investigations, based on 
the state of the literature.   
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WHAT MAKES A GOOD TEAM LEADER?

results (Burke, Stagl, Klein, Goodwin, Salas, & Halpin, 
2006; Foels, Driskell, Mullen, & Salas, 2000; Zaccaro, 
Rittman, & Marks, 2001). Moreover, team leadership 
itself is a valuable asset, as it leads to individual 
professional development, team learning, and general 
increased leadership capacity (Day, Gronn, & Salas, 
2004). This paper reviews the literature around team 
leadership, distilling foundational and current research 
findings into evidence-based insights. 

We first define a team as a group of individuals 
who play specific roles and interact dynamically, 
interdependently, and adaptively toward a mutually-
shared goal (Salas, Dickinson, Converse, & 
Tannenbaum, 1992). Within this type of group, leaders 
play an important role in maintenance, development, 

and effectiveness (e.g., Hackman & Walton, 1986; 
McGrath, 1962). Indeed, team leaders can define 
compelling directions, develop enabling structures, 
ensure supportive contexts, and provide access to 
expert coaching (Hackman, 2002; Stagl, Salas, & 
Burke, 2007) – all functions which serve to bolster the 
team and its performance. 

Leadership in teams differentiates itself from 
general leadership in critical ways, including through 
its approach, contingencies, emphases, and features 
(Kozlowski, Watola, Jensen, Kim, & Botero, 2008). 
Given the dynamism and developmental idiosyncrasies 
of group work, leaders of teams must focus on the 
process of leadership, rather than its structure. Instead 
of advancing universal ideals, leaders must adapt and 



THE JOURNAL OF CHARACTER & LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  /  WINTER 2019

90

regulate team processes in order to develop skills 
across their members. Overall, team leadership is a 
more dynamic, fluid, and emergent process than that 
of general direction (Kozlowski et al., 2008). Thus, as 
encapsulated in the opening quote, effective leadership 
of teams is not static; it feeds off and into the energy of 
its constituents. 

Although team leadership is important across many 
contexts, it is particularly influential in traditional, 
hierarchical organizations such as the military. In 
these settings, leadership can explain a major portion 
of variance in team performance (Burke, 1999; Marks, 
Zaccaro, & Mathieu, 2000). Failure to understand this 
relationship can harm the training and development 
at multiple levels (Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2001). 
When stakes are high, such suboptimal outcomes 
can be devastating – but, given the advances in 
leadership and team sciences, these tragedies can also 
be preventable. This paper thus attempts to advance 
a number of evidence-based best practices that can 
help team leaders optimize the performance of their 
members and the group as a whole.

Insights from the Science on  
Team Leadership
Over the last couple of decades, the field has amassed 
a large body of work on team leadership. Researchers 
have demonstrated how different theories of leadership 
relate to a team’s success: transformational leadership 
guiding a team (Chen, Kirkman, Kanfer, Allen, & 
Rosen, 2007; Eisenbeiss, van Knippenberg, & Boerner, 
2008; Schaubroeck, Lam, & Cha, 2007); functional 
leadership addressing team needs (Zaccaro, Rittman, 
& Marks, 2001); and transactional leadership securing 
valued team rewards (Stagl, Salas, & Burke, 2007; 
Vroom, 1964). We draw from this vast literature to 
identify and elaborate on selected key insights that can 
guide the practice of team leadership. Although these 
insights are not comprehensive of the literature, they 
outline important themes that have been commonly 
found. Other papers, such as Hackman (1992; 2002) 

guided the literature on team leadership, and more 
recently, Morgeson, DeRue, and Karam (2015) 
have suggested a framework using a temporal cycle 
of leadership processes to explain how leadership 
manifests within a team. Additionally, our insights 
follow the lifespan of a team – creation, inception, and 
sustainment of a team. Table 1 provides a summary 
of our insights, with best practices for each, adapted 
from Stagl, Salas, and Burke (2007). We conclude with 
suggestions for future investigations, based on the state 
of the literature.   

Insight 1: Initiate an Enabling Structure 
At the onset of team formation, a team leader has 
to create a structure that enables team effectiveness 
(Hackman, 2002; Katerberg & Hom, 1981; Keller, 
1992, 2006; Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam, 2015; Powell 
& Butterfield, 1984; Stagl, Salas, & Burke, 2007). This 
process involves: 

(1)	 optimizing team composition, 
(2)	 establishing norms that reinforce teamwork 	
	 behaviors, and 
(3)	 designating roles and responsibilities while 	
	 creating a sense of ownership within all 
	 team members. 

To maximize the team’s effectiveness, a leader 
should select a group of individuals with a 
comprehensive mixture of knowledge, skills, and 
abilities. Nevertheless, they should not only select 
those who demonstrate expert technical skills, but 
also the capacity to work well with the others on the 
team (Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam, 2015). Research 
suggests that there are specific individual level factors 
that generally contribute to team performance, such as 
emotional stability (Blackwell Landon et al., 2018) and 
team value orientation (Feitosa, Grossman, & Salazar, 
2018; Rosenfield et al., 2018; Spitzmuller & Park, 
2018). However, more recently, researchers argue that 
it is the combination of varying traits that is a stronger 
predictor of team performance, rather than individual 
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characteristics (Bell, Brown, Colaneri, & Outland, 
2018). For example, research on astronaut teams found 
that team performance is more dependent on how the 
team members’ personalities and other characteristics 
complement each other, rather than there being  
one universally ideal personality (Blackwell Landon et 
al., 2018).

Once the team members have been selected, team 
norms must be declared. Norms are the common 
expectations of behavior of team members (Hackman, 
1992). In other words, they encourage desired 
actions and prohibit unsuitable 
behaviors. This is important as 
setting norms has been shown 
to be a driver in performance 
and team effectiveness (Hyatt & 
Ruddy, 1997). Hackman (2002) 
states that the fundamental 
norms are those that are outward-
looking, such that they address the relationship between 
a team and its performance context. These norms 
generally advise that members should actively scan the 
operational environment to adjust their performance 
strategies accordingly; they point out the boundaries 
of specific behaviors that should always be done, and 
those that should never be acted out (Hackman, 2002).  

To ensure that the team is functioning properly, 
the leader must define the boundaries to clarify who 
is responsible and accountable for outcomes (Stagl, 
Salas, & Burke, 2007). Under some circumstances, 
individuals might temporarily step in to support the 
team, which could cause confusion about who is held 
responsible for the team outputs. In such cases, the 
leader is responsible for clarifying any uncertainty. 
They can do so by holding preliminary meetings that 
specify the team’s purpose and indicate its membership. 
Membership rosters are another simple tool that can 
distinguish the core members from individuals who 
play a supporting role. 

Along with establishing who is responsible for 
the team outcomes, the leader must determine the 
team’s functions that need to be fulfilled, inherently 
indicating their limited authority. The team leader 
should inform the team of its exact responsibilities in 
order to maintain control of what is done; this prevents 
team members from taking on more than they can 
handle, or inadequately completing their assigned 
tasks. Relatedly, the leader should instill a sense of 
ownership for its team members to motivate and satisfy 
them (Cummings, 1978; Deci, 1975; Hackman & 
Oldham, 1980). The work should be designed to have 

many core characteristics so that each team member 
has a small part in the big picture, and feels that their 
role is essential for the whole product to work out. 
This can help promote within-team goal setting, self-
observation, and self-reward (Stagl, Salas, & Burke, 
2007). 

Insight 2: Define Team Goals and  
Task Interdependence at the Onset of a  
Team’s Formation
During preliminary stages of task performance, team 
leaders have a key opportunity to change and influence 
the trajectory of a team. By providing guidance and 
developing skills, leaders can shape team processes, 
behavior and performance henceforth. They may do so 
through a number of methods, including conducting 
prebriefings, emphasizing shared goals, and energizing 
and engaging team members. 

Although many are familiar with the concept of 
debriefing, its earlier counterpart can be just as, if not 
more, important in determining outcomes. Prebriefings, 

More recently, researchers argue that it is the 
combination of varying traits that is a stronger 
predictor of team performance, rather than 
individual characteristics.
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conducted prior to the team performance episode, build 
the foundation for future team performance (Stagl 
et al., 2007; Tannenbaum, Smith-Jentsch, & Behson, 
1998). They help create a shared mental model, or 
collectively-held knowledge structures that allow teams 
to coordinate member action and interact effectively 
with their environment (Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin, 
Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000). Across aviation and 
manufacturing settings, prebriefings have been shown 
to increase teamwork climate, compensatory behavior, 
team learning, and team performance (Edmondson, 
1999; Smith-Jentsch, Salas, & Brannick, 1994). By 
establishing particulars about a mission, prebriefings 
can ensure that team members possess the same 
information and can thus collaborate effectually.  

Indeed, leaders should consider prebriefings as a 
strategic investment of time, in that its implementation 
prior to a performance episode can lead to increased 
efficiency downstream. Prebriefings also give leaders 
the vital opportunity to amplify a team’s collective 
motivation, cohesion, and commitment (Hackman, 
2002). For example, team leaders can enact 
transformational behaviors, evoking a shared mission 
and mutual beliefs in specific team efficacy and general 
effectiveness (Stagl et al., 2007). During the prebriefing 
period, team leaders can also bolster psychological 
safety: the shared belief that the team is safe for 
interpersonal risk-taking, without fear of backlash 
(Edmondson, 1999). Indeed, leaders who elicit 
feedback, discussion, and informal reinforcement from 
members can open channels of communication and 
improve the cultural climate within their teams (Stagl 
et al., 2007). The following best practices in this section 
can also be incorporated into prebriefings. Altogether, 
team leadership behaviors during prebriefing then 
enhance team morale and teamwork at large, resulting 
in stronger cooperation and performance.  

The most effective teams are motivated by a collective 
aspiration – whether it is defeating a common enemy or 
acting toward shared goals. Providing team members 

with a compelling and uniting mission accomplishes 
several important things. First, it provides direction by 
aligning performance strategy with the team’s purpose 
(Hackman, 2002). Second, it clarifies the consistencies 
between a team member’s self-concept and the actions 
performed on behalf of the team (House & Shamir, 
1993). Ultimately, working together toward a singular 
goal fosters a greater collective identity, strengthening 
loyalty and performance. 

Through highlighting interdependencies, team 
leaders may then instill within their members a sense 
of collective or team orientation, or “the propensity 
to work in a collective manner in team settings” 
(Driskell, Salas, & Hughes, 2010, p. 317). Those who 
are collectively oriented value teamwork (Eby & 
Dobbins, 1997; Jackson, Colquitt, Wesson, & Zapata-
Phelan, 2006), which can lead to productivity. In the 
team performance context, Driskell and colleagues 
(2010) found that collective orientation was associated 
with a number of improvements across the task space, 
including decision-making, negotiation, and execution. 
Leaders can activate collective orientations and other 
uniting mindsets by harnessing transformational 
leadership. By calling upon ideological values, team 
leaders can frame a mission such that team members 
understand that subordination of self-interest can serve 
the greater group objective (Stagl et al., 2007). Shared 
principles can then be used as rubric in decision-
making, directing team members to move toward 
shared goals when alternate paths exist (Hackman, 
2002; Stagl et al., 2007). 

Importantly, it is not enough to establish shared 
goals, but ones that are both challenging and within 
reach. Indeed, leaders must provide careful guidance, 
such that their direction treads the line between the 
possible and impossible (Stagl et al., 2007; Welch 
& Welch, 2005). Team leaders can further inspire 
members through the articulation of the vision by 
framing a compelling team purpose. For example, 
they can specify goal end states but not means of 
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accomplishment (Hackman, 2002). Emphasizing the 
“destination” but not the “journey” challenges and 
energizes team members to apply their expertise and 
collaborate toward a goal. 

Once these goals are set, effective leaders maximally 
engage team members by identifying and utilizing talent 
accurately (Fleishman et al., 1991). When direction is 
precise and meaningful, team members are more likely 
to apply the breadth of their experiences, expertise, 
and competencies during tasks (Hackman, 2002). 
This atmosphere also motivates senior team members 
to monitor, mentor, and provide back-up behavior to 
subordinates (Stagl et al., 2007). To this end, team 
leaders can engage in meaningful monitoring prior to 
the performance episode. For example, leaders can scan 
their teams during interactive prebriefings in order to 
strategize the distribution of skills (Kozlowski, Gully, 
Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 1996). An open review of 
the mission inspires team members to recognize and 
reflect upon the ways in which they can contribute to 
success. Checking in with and ensuring the maximal 
engagement of team members enhances performance 
and morale. 

Insight 3: Foster Psychological Safety 
All teams face conflict at some point, whether it 
be related to interpersonal or task issues. In these 
situations, it is particularly difficult, yet imperative, 
that teammates participate in open and honest 
communication. Transparent communication can only 
occur if they do not feel worried about being judged 
or ridiculed by the others on the team, emphasizing 
the importance of psychological safety (Edmondson, 
1999). Team leaders play a critical role in fostering a 
psychologically safe environment. Expanding upon our 
previous discussion thereof, we elaborate on three main 
ways that a leader can help foster psychological safety: 

(1)	 admitting their own faults, 
(2)	 asking for input, and 
(3)	 providing developmental debriefing sessions. 

First, when a leader admits their own faults, he/she 
makes others feel at ease to communicate any errors 
they might make. This is a simple yet effective way 
to help team members feel comfortable opening up. 
Second, leaders should reach out to team members for 
their views and ideas on the task, when possible. This 
could be done by formally setting aside time for a forum 
during a meeting, or informally checking in with team 
members during performance episodes. When team 
members speak up, the leader should respond in a 
supportive and non-defensive manner (Edmondson, 
1999). In many cases, a team member may not feel 
permitted to express their opinions; however, when 
they recognize that the leader truly values their 
opinion, it can help them express themselves more often 
(Edmondson, 1999). Finally, psychological safety can 
be developed and/or enhanced through effective team 
debriefs (Allen et al., 2018). If members are taught to 
take a learning approach and diagnose developmental 
areas, then they will be more likely to feel capable of 
speaking their mind. This is also an opportunity for 
the leader to recognize and acknowledge any shifts in 
engagement or changes in attitudes from the prebrief 
to a midpoint in a performance episode. Other team 
meetings can work the same way. It is the team leader’s 
responsibility to ensure that these exchanges take 
place and are developmental, which we will elaborate 
on when discussing Insight 5 (Support the Growth of 
Their Team Members). 

Insight 4: Reinforce Teamwork With 
Feedback and Rewards 
Team performance can be greatly enhanced by 
providing specific feedback with objective indicators 
of performance (Bennis, 1999; Hyatt & Ruddy, 1997; 
Janz, Colquitt, & Noe, 1997). It is the team leader’s 
responsibility to serve as a boundary spanner to gain 
access to information systems that provide useful 
information for actionable change and improvement. 
It can be a difficult task, but the team leader should try 
their best to negotiate access to sensitive information; 
this can in turn can provide ample feedback that 
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facilitates planning and enhances performance 
techniques (Stagl, Salas, & Burke, 2007). Accessing 
these resources is crucial because individuals are more 
receptive to feedback when they are given concrete 
examples of what went wrong (e.g., how frequently 
the error was made, how severe the repercussions of 
the error were). Seeing the data also makes individuals 
more accountable for their actions. This can also lead 
to positive affect; objectively tracking performance can 
help recognize teammates’ accomplishments, which 
can help members feel appreciated. Indeed, delivering 
feedback is most effective when leaders focus on both 
positive AND negative feedback. Only discussing 
positive feedback does not lead to any improvements, 
but solely concentrating on negative feedback can 
harm team morale; a balance is best. This leads us to 
reinforcing teamwork via rewards. 

Although it is common in organizations to 
reward successful individuals, this singular focus 
on the accomplishments of one team member can 
undermine the value of interdependence and the 
collective effort. Team leaders need to strengthen team 
motivation and collaboration by implementing team-
based performance-contingent rewards; otherwise, 
individuals will stray from the shared goal and neglect 
to integrate their tasks with those of the others on 

their team. As an example, Tebes and Thai (2018) 
note that many universities and academic medical 
centers apply policies and practices that work against 
interdisciplinary collaboration, such as tenure policies 
to publish in journals specific to one field. Therefore, 
when the individual has a choice of whether to work as a 
part of a team, if the benefits do not outweigh the costs, 
they may choose not to participate in a group effort. 
To minimize the likelihood of this, the leader should 

implement varied reward structures for teamwork 
(Thayer, Petruzzelli, & McClurg, 2018). Rewards 
such as pay, promotion, management recognition, and 
requested time off can all be offered to the team as a 
whole (Druskat & Kayes, 1999). 

Although this may seem contradictory, individual-
level rewards should not be entirely abandoned. 
Individual-level rewards are essential for individual 
team member growth, which is still important for 
overall team effectiveness. Hackman (2002) suggests 
institutionalizing multi-tiered reward systems. With 
this approach, team-level rewards can remain clear 
and meaningful, while individuals also maintain self-
growth. One method to reinforce teamwork behaviors, 
while still implementing individual-level rewards, is to 
include team performance in individual team member’s 
performance evaluation (i.e., rating whether the 
individual served as a strong team player by exhibiting 
teamwork behaviors; Gibson & Kirkman, 1999). 

Insight 5: Support the Growth of  
Team Members 
Lastly, rather than strictly directing the team, the team 
leader facilitates and promotes teamwork, serving as an 
expert coach (Morgeson, DeRue, & Karam, 2015). As 
the coach, they help the team perform taskwork and 

teamwork processes to improve 
overall performance. The leader 
can coach by exemplifying 
teamwork, delivering coaching 
interventions, offering novel 

task performance strategies, and providing learning 
opportunities. 

Coaching interventions can occur throughout 
the team’s lifespan and are most important at the 
beginning, midpoint, and end of team performance. 
As previously mentioned, prebriefing serves as a 
motivational meeting, whereas a meeting during 
the midpoint of task performance functions to 

Team debriefing, which was alluded to earlier, is 
a key to developing effective teamwork skills
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review performance strategies for future tasks. Team 
debriefing, which was alluded to earlier, is a key to 
developing effective teamwork skills (Tannenbaum 
& Cerasoli, 2013). It is defined as a reflective team 
meeting that covers lessons learned and steps to improve 
performance. It was officially developed for military 
use in the 1970s (Morrison & Meliza, 1999); since 
then, it has been shown to be useful in many settings 
because it is an instrumental tool that leads directly 
to improved team learning and adaptation, or team 
reflexivity (West, 2000). The leader can designate team 
debriefing time for the individuals they oversee. The 
debriefing process requires leader engagement. Prior 
to conducting a debrief, team members and leaders 
need to be knowledgeable of appropriate teamwork 
competencies. Having this background will prepare 
members and leaders to focus on teamwork processes 
during performance episodes. It will also make the 
debrief more meaningful because they can reflect on 
the specific teamwork behaviors that are essential for 
team performance, allowing for a more interactive 
discussion. Going into the debrief, leaders need to 
be aware of how their team members are performing 
during the job. They should note serious failures or 
preventable errors so that the most critical areas of 
improvement are discussed and constructive feedback 
can be provided. This is also an opportunity for leaders 
to point out any successes and express gratitude for 
hard work. Positive feedback can help team members 
feel appreciated and recognized by upper management. 
Reyes, Salas, and Tannenbaum (2018) review evidence 
based practices and guidelines for conducting an 
effective debrief in detail. Overall, debriefing engages 
teams in a dialog of lessons learned, including how  
this newly-acquired knowledge can be used to address 
new challenges. 

The midpoint is also an ideal time for the coach/
team leader to offer novel task performance strategies. 
It is at this point that the leader can recognize what has 
been working and what should be adjusted. If there is 

anything that should be shifted in the team’s goal or 
objective, the leader can make suggestions on how the 
team should adapt to the environment (Stagl, Salas, 
& Burke, 2007). The leader can also set by example 
through their expertise, serving through functional 
leadership (Zaccaro, Rittman, Marks, 2001). 

Finally, the leader should seek out developmental 
opportunities for their team members. However, 
according to Lieutenant General Walter F. Ullmer, 
Jr. (2010), “best practices” in this area have not been 
fully implemented in the Army and other important 
settings. To this end, team leaders should consider 
other avenues that can build team skills, prior to the 
performance episode. Talent can be optimally engaged 
through myriad ways: provision of conceptual training, 
developmental feedback, environmental support for 
continuous learning, responsive performance appraisal 
systems, holistic promotion systems, and formal 
mentoring (Ulmer, 2010). Of these, team leaders 
should consider either conducting training or arranging 
for formal training. Exhaustive research, including 
meta-analyses (Hughes et al., 2016; Salas, Nichols, & 
Driskell, 2007), have demonstrated the effectiveness of 
team interventions to improve teamwork competencies, 
and subsequently team performance across domains, 
particularly in the military (Goodwin, Blacksmith, 
& Coats, 2018) and healthcare (Fiscella & McDaniel, 
2018; Power, 2018). Teams are rarely prepared for all 
of the challenges that they will face, so team training 
and other preemptive developmental activities are 
valuable tools for maximizing individual and collective 
performance.

Future Directions on Team  
Leadership Research
Decades of research have helped us reveal these insights 
on team leadership.  However, there are still avenues 
for more research. New structures have evolved over 
time, which reveal novel challenges for team leaders 
(Mathieu, Hollenbeck, Van Knippenberg, & Ilgen, 
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2017). We briefly discuss two areas that would be well-
served by further research: multiteam systems and 
teams using shared leadership as opposed to having a 
single team leader.

Multiteam Systems
The shift from individual to team work has also 
extended to a shift from single to multi-team systems 
(MTSs), which are teams of teams (Mathieu, Marks, 
& Zaccaro, 2001). MTSs are necessary to address 
more complicated and multifaceted problems that 
a single team cannot adequately solve (Shuffler & 
Carter, 2018). Today, more than ever, we are able to 
make rapid advancements across fields with the use of 
MTSs; however, collaborations across multiple fields 
and expertise can come with difficulties. Of course, 
MTSs are larger than single teams, in which case the 
team members tend to be more geographically and 
functionally diverse from one another. This inevitably 
leads to a hindrance of communication, whether it be 
due to time-related issues or difficulty understanding 
others’ backgrounds. This could potentially add 
more burden on team leaders to aid communication. 
Another challenge for MTSs is that teamwork must 
also occur across teams, involving multiple team 
leaders. The research on MTSs is still in its nascent 
stage. Future research should uncover the challenges 
that team leaders face when engaging in a MTS, as well 
as the practices that can help facilitate teamwork across 
teams. Although very little is known about leadership 
in MTSs, effective team leadership may be crucial to 
ensure that MTS coordinate suitably in support of 
superordinate goals (Shuffler & Carter, 2018). The 
marked shift in workforces from single to multi-team 
systems calls for more research on the topic.

Teams Without a Single Leader
In more recent years, there has been a trend away from 
traditional hierarchical leadership and toward leaderless 
teams or shared leadership. In this group structure, an 
individual is not always a leader or a follower. Instead, 

roles can change based on the circumstances. When a 
team alternates the leadership position amongst the 
team members, this is known as shared leadership. 
Shared leadership is defined as “a dynamic, interactive 
influence process among individuals in groups for 
which the objective is to lead one another to the 
achievement of group or organizational goals or both” 
(Pearce & Conger, 2003, p. 1). More specifically, shared 
leadership acknowledges that all members of a team 
can serve as leaders given their unique perspectives and 
expertise. For example, within NASA, the crew office 
team is expected to adapt to changing environments 
by adjusting the team hierarchy to best fit the 
situation. According to crew resource management 
literature, responsibilities of a crewmember include 
non-technical skills that encompass both leadership 
and teamwork (Flin, O’Connor, & Mearns, 2002; 
Holt, Boehm-Davis, & Beaubien, 2001). Leadership 
responsibilities include: adjusting style to the situation, 
assigning tasks, with clearly defined goals, according 
to capabilities and individual preferences, responding 
to information, suggestions, and concerns of team 
members, and enhancing the team’s motivation to 
perform. Team member responsibilities include: 
proactively supporting the leader, taking necessary 
steps to implement leader direction, communicating 
concerns for team interactions that are not apparent 
to the leader, and supporting or planning options to 
reduce the burden for the leader. Thus, members of 
a crew may be expected to take on varying roles and 
power-based relationships, depending on what is most 
appropriate given the context.

The proliferation of research on shared leadership 
has emerged over a short time span in the past two 
decades, however, the findings have demonstrated a 
positive relationship between shared leadership and 
team morale, team performance, and team satisfaction 
(Jung, Avolio, Murry, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996; 
Pearce & Sims, 2002; Serban & Roberts, 2016). 
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The literature on shared leadership emphasizes 
that team members have mutual influence and 
shared responsibility (Lindsay, Day, & Halpin, 2011). 
However, there is little explanation on when and 
what conditions the team members emerge as team 
leaders. There are a few recent meta-analyses on shared 
leadership that indicate an overall positive effect of 
shared leadership on team outcomes (D’Innocenzo, 
Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 2016; Nicolaides, LaPort, 
Chen, Tomassetti, Weis, Zaccaro, & Cortina, 
2014; Wang, Waldman, & Zhang, 2014). However, 
moderators of this relationship are less clear. Nicolaides 
and colleagues (2014) found a positive correlation 
between shared leadership and team performance; this 
relationship was moderated by task interdependence 
and team tenure, so that shared leadership was needed 
more under conditions of high task interdependence 
(versus low task interdependence) and the relationship 
was weaker as team tenure increased. On the other 
hand, more recently, D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, and 
Kukenberger (2016) found that task complexity 
moderated the relationship between shared leadership 
and team performance, such that it resulted in 
lower effect sizes with more complex tasks and they 
did not find a significant influence of team task 
interdependence. Wood (1986) conceptualizes 
task complexity as the extent to which tasks create 
demands on the knowledge, skills, and resources 
of team members. Although these findings may be 
contradictory, theoretically, it is thought that the 
more complex the task, the less likely it is that a single 
person can hold the expertise to fully lead a task, 
demonstrating the need for shared leadership (Pearce, 
2004). Presumably, team composition and situational 
factors influence when a member emerges as a leader, 
but more research is needed to identify exactly who 
should emerge and when this emergence should occur 
during the team’s cycle.  

Conclusion
Team leaders play an essential role in facilitating 
team effectiveness, particularly in high-stake settings 

confronting novel elements and environments, such 
as military teams. The literature has thoroughly 
demonstrated how leadership is successfully exhibited 
in a team. Moreover, the research has evinced several 
practices that can enhance team effectiveness: (1) 
initiating an enabling structure, (2) defining team 
goals and task interdependence at the onset of a team’s 
formation, (3) fostering psychological safety, (4) 
reinforcing teamwork with feedback and rewards, and 
(5) supporting the growth of team members. Even so, 
there remain many potential streams of team leadership 
research, particularly in the areas of MTSs and shared 
leadership that can help expand our understanding of 
team leadership even further. 

◆ ◆ ◆
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Table 1
Insights on Team Leadership

	 Insight	 Practices

	 I.		 Initiate An Enabling Structure 
			   a.	Compose the optimal mixture of team members 
			   b.	Establish norms of conduct to reinforce desired behaviors and sanction inappropriate actions 
			   c.	 Identify who is responsible and accountable for outcomes
			   d.	Designate the team’s decision making authority
			   e.	Create a sense of ownership to promote self-goal setting, self-observation, and self-reward

	 II.	 Define Team Goals and Task Interdependence at the Onset of a Team’s Formation
			   a.	Use prebriefings to instill shared affect, cognition, and behavior
			   b.	Instill collective aspirations via a common mission/congruent goals
			   c.	Stimulate and inspire by challenging the status quo
			   d.	Exercise authority to establish a compelling direction 
			   e.	Provide consequential direction to fully engage talent 

	 III.	 Foster Psychological Safety 
			   a.	Admit own faults
			   b.	Ask team members for input
			   c.	Respond in a supportive and non-defensive manner

	 IV.	 Reinforce Teamwork with Feedback and Rewards 
			   a.	Ensure information system provide performance targeted data 
			   b.	Negotiate access to sensitive information if it facilitates planning and selection of performance strategies 
			   c.	 Implement team-based performance-contingent rewards
			   d. Use multitiered reward systems so individual efforts are not ignored

	 V.		 Support the Growth of Team Members 
			   a.	Act as a coach 
			   b.	Provide team leader coaching interventions delivered at the midpoint of task performance to review 		
				    performance strategies
			   c.	Offer novel task performance strategies
			   d.	Conduct debriefs 
			   e.	Provide and secure developmental opportunities 

	 Note. This table is an adapted version of best practices described in Stagl, Salas, and Burke (2007). 
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