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Competition in the modern business environment where businesses have an increased need for agility, 
innovation, and employee wellbeing, has fueled the search for alternate methods of organizing work compared 
to traditional hierarchical bureaucracy. Self-managing teams are one method of providing autonomy and a 
variety of benefits to teams and individuals, benefiting the organization.  

In this paper, I provide an ethnographic perspective into leadership practices at a case study organization and 
how they relate to the theory of self-managing teams. The qualitative study used ethnographic material in the 
form of observations and obtained company material to develop an understanding of managerial and 
organizational practices employed at Slush. The almost yearlong observation process gave insights into how 
these practices work towards constructing or constraining leadership in self-managing teams. 

During the study and analyzing literature, a total of 16 leadership practices were identified, which were used 
to interpret the results. These leadership practices of self-managing teams are: personnel selection, setting goals 
& expectations, planning & prioritizing, training & development, performance observation, practice & 
performance, problem-solving, defining mission, feedback & evaluation, challenging teams & encouraging self-
management, budgeting & resourcing, building team atmosphere & trust, motivating & inspiring, crisis 
management and sensemaking. 

Out of these, the first seven practices were constructing, and the latter eight practices were constraining 
leadership of self-managing teams at Slush. No relevant observations for sensemaking were made and thus 
results are inconclusive. How these practices appear in the organizational context is discussed and elaborated. 
Several suggestions are made for the practitioners hoping to develop said practices into those more supportive 
of self-management. 
 

Based on the findings, Slush was found to be employing self-managing teams. The teams have a considerable 
degree of autonomy and can engage in executing their work and autonomously setting priorities. Some 
limitations set by the organizational context, such as budgeting and strategy, are present. The exact degree of 
self-management is further explored through descriptions of each leadership practice employed within the 
organization.  

 
Contributions to fields of leadership as a practice (process) and self-management were made. The framework 

presented can be used as a robust tool for designing and analyzing self-managed teams. A leadership practice of 
crisis management was discovered, which wasn’t identified in the literature studied. A suggestion for further use 
of ethnography as a means of studying leadership as a practice (process) and organizational culture is made.  

 
Additionally, the research found that the field of self-management studies is evolving, and several new 

research avenues were identified. I suggest that the framework presented is used to analyze other organizations 
for identified variations in how self-managed teams choose to delegate the responsibility of recognized 
leadership practices. An invitation to critique the framework developed is made. Finally, I suggest applying a 
longitudinal method toward understanding if the benefits of self-managing teams can be enhanced if the 
recommendations made to practitioners are implemented. 

 
 

Keywords: self-management, self-managed teams, leadership as a process, leadership as a practice, team 
leadership. 
 
The originality of this publication has been checked using Turnitin OriginalityCheck –program. 



 
 

CONTENTS 

1. Topic ......................................................................................................................... 5 

1.1 Leadership and self-management ........................................................................................... 5 

1.2 Approaches to self-management or less-hierarchical organizing ........................................... 7 

1.3 Leadership as a practice ........................................................................................................ 10 

1.4 Is Self-management exercising leadership? .......................................................................... 11 

1.5 Goals, research question, and scope ..................................................................................... 11 

2. Theoretical background ....................................................................................................... 14 

2.1 History of organizing and organizations ................................................................................ 14 

2.1.1 Understanding organizations and organizing ................................................................ 14 

2.1.2 Managerial hierarchy and limitations ........................................................................... 16 

2.2 Less-hierarchical organizing .................................................................................................. 18 

2.2.1 Need for less-hierarchical organizing ............................................................................ 18 

2.2.2 Self-managed organizations and popularity ................................................................. 19 

2.2.3 Self-managing organizations and limitations ................................................................ 21 

2.2.4 Experiments in less-hierarchical organizing .................................................................. 22 

2.2.5 Self-managed teams ...................................................................................................... 24 

2.2.5.1 Preconditions of Self-managing Teams ..................................................................... 28 

2.2.5.2 Benefits of self-managing teams ............................................................................... 30 

2.2.5.3 Potential issues with self-managing teams ............................................................... 32 

2.2.6 Self-management strategies ......................................................................................... 35 

2.2.7 Situational factors influencing self-management ......................................................... 37 

2.3 Leadership and leadership as a practice ............................................................................... 40 

2.3.1 Defining leadership........................................................................................................ 40 

2.3.2 Why Leadership as Practice ........................................................................................... 40 

2.3.3 Leadership or Management? ........................................................................................ 42 

2.3.4 Team leadership ............................................................................................................ 44 

2.3.5 Self-management is a substitute for leadership ........................................................... 46 

2.4 Theoretical Framework ......................................................................................................... 48 

3. Methodology ...................................................................................................................... 52 

3.1 Research subject ................................................................................................................... 52 

3.2 A Qualitative approach .......................................................................................................... 54 

3.3 Philosophy of ethnography ................................................................................................... 54 

3.4 Nature of the ethnographic method applied ........................................................................ 56 

3.5 Acknowledgments regarding ethnography ........................................................................... 58 

3.6 Analyzing material ................................................................................................................. 59 



 
 

4. Results ................................................................................................................................ 61 

4.1 Results per leadership practice ............................................................................................. 61 

4.2 Glossary ................................................................................................................................. 61 

4.3 Personnel Selection ............................................................................................................... 62 

4.4 Defining Mission .................................................................................................................... 64 

4.4.1 Company Strategy, Mission, and Vision ........................................................................ 64 

4.4.2 Team strategy, mission, and vision ............................................................................... 65 

4.5 Setting Goals & Expectations ................................................................................................ 65 

4.6 Planning & Prioritizing ........................................................................................................... 66 

4.7 Training & Development ....................................................................................................... 69 

4.7.1 Self-managed learning ................................................................................................... 69 

4.7.2 Manager-led learning .................................................................................................... 70 

4.8 Feedback & Evaluation .......................................................................................................... 71 

4.9 Performance Observation ..................................................................................................... 72 

4.10 Organizing & Administrating ............................................................................................. 73 

4.11 Challenging Team .............................................................................................................. 74 

4.12 Practice & Performance .................................................................................................... 75 

4.13 Problem-solving ................................................................................................................. 76 

4.14 Budgeting & Resourcing .................................................................................................... 78 

4.14.1 Team Budgets ................................................................................................................ 78 

4.14.2 HR Planning and budgeting ........................................................................................... 79 

4.14.3 Other things to note in budgeting ................................................................................. 79 

4.15 Building Team Atmosphere & Trust .................................................................................. 80 

4.16 Motivating & Inspiring ....................................................................................................... 81 

4.17 Crisis Management ............................................................................................................ 82 

4.18 Results and consequences ................................................................................................ 83 

5. Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 88 

5.1 Contribution .......................................................................................................................... 88 

5.2 Recommendations for practitioners ..................................................................................... 90 

5.3 Future research avenues ....................................................................................................... 93 

5.4 Limitations of the study ......................................................................................................... 94 

5.4.1 Limitations of ethnographic observations..................................................................... 94 

5.4.2 Limitations of results ..................................................................................................... 96 

References .................................................................................................................................. 98 

Attachments ............................................................................................................................. 108 

Acknowledgments ..................................................................................................................... 109 



5 
 

 

1. Topic 
 

1.1 Leadership and self-management 

Throughout time we have viewed leadership as formidable individuals who direct efforts and 

align tasks to achieve outcomes, whether in business or elsewhere in the society. After more 

than a hundred years of managerial hierarchy being the dominant organizational design, we 

have become increasingly aware of the limitations imposed by it. “Traditional control by senior 

management based on hierarchical and authoritative command structures is not appropriate 

for dealing with the requirements of the present organizational complexity” (De Leede, Nijhof 

& Fisscher, 1999, 15).  

The new environment is one we can describe as VUCA – volatile, uncertain, complex, and 

ambiguous (Bennis & Nanus, 1987). Hierarchy is simply not suitable for complex 

environments, such as companies developing products from new technological innovations. 

We are encouraged to explore alternative methods of organizing work and leadership, which 

embrace complexity and knowledge work. Self-management is one of these methods. 

The rise of practitioner interest towards variations of self-management has been attributed 

to three distinct trends. Lee and Edmondson describe them as: “more rapidly changing 

business environments requiring quicker adaptability, a more professionalized workforce 

requiring more autonomy, and more advanced IT systems making it possible to coordinate 

and manage work without managers (Bernstein et al., 2016)”. Managers of organizations 

where experiments in decentralization are being run believe empowerment is “a way to get 

the most innovative performance out of employees” (Gelles, 2015). Employee potential is 

enabled through means of self-directedness and bottom-up innovations without the 

constraints of hierarchical and bureaucratic obstacles. Simultaneously they hope to cut costs 

without middle management (Hamel & Zanini 2016). The aim is a “more motivated, 

innovative, and loyal workforce” (Martela & Kostamo, 2017). A prime example comes from 

the Netherlands, where Buurtzorg, a company employing self-managing teams, offers its 

services 20 % cheaper than competitors, while also achieving higher customer and employee 

satisfaction than competitors (Gray et al. 2015).  
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Another reason to look at self-management comes from our very own built, living 

environment of cities. Cities, while they are being born and adjusted, can be viewed as self-

organizing. No central authority manages all aspects of growth in a city. Regardless, increases 

in productivity and innovation per individual have been demonstrated, as cities grow larger 

(Reingold, 2016). Simultaneously they are increasingly more popular as time passes by.  

Popular books that describe the Agile method (Denning, 2018) and future, Teal Organizations 

(Laloux, 2014) also include self-management as one of the vital organizational innovations. 

I would also like to highlight the potential benefits we can receive from employing self-

management. Here is a hypothesis that concisely presents the arguments we have for 

believing in autonomy as a means of organizing work.  

 

Diagram 1 Self-replicating circle of autonomy, translated from Salovaara (2018). 

One of the central beliefs in why we employ autonomy comes from believing that autonomy 

(the fundamental basis for self-management) as a means of organizing work is self-sustaining. 

To understand the diagram 1, let us look at one quarter at a time. Starting from the top-left, 

when employees are given autonomy, Salovaara (2018) predicts that they will feel more 

committed to the work, compared to being managed hierarchically. This commitment 

increases motivation and eventually becomes a passion for one’s work. 

With this passion, employees are more able to use their creativity. This creativity improves 

their customer service capabilities: they are more equipped to create value for their 

customers. Through creating this increased value, their work becomes more meaningful. 
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With more customer value and motivated employees providing it, the productivity of the 

individual is increased. Through having more productive employees, the efficiency of the 

organization is increased. This efficiency leads the organization to become more agile and 

leaving more room for innovation. 

Through becoming more efficient, agile, and innovative, the company thus becomes one with 

a better competitive advantage compared to its competitors. This advantage helps in securing 

the future of the company. 

With a better competitive edge, secured future, and thus higher profile, the employer itself 

becomes more attractive, increasing the commitment of its employees. And thus, the cycle 

beings anew. With the benefits of self-management clear, I will look at variations in employing 

self-management to practice in organizations. 

 

1.2 Approaches to self-management or less-hierarchical organizing 

Lee & Edmondson (2017) recognized different approaches to less-hierarchical organizing – 

variations in employing autonomy to organizations. In their work, they discuss self-managed 

teams, participatory management, employee empowerment, and radical decentralization of 

authority. Short descriptions of each are provided below.  

Self-managed teams delegate authority to experts who operate in proximity to the work that 

must be completed in the organization and its stakeholders, especially the customers (Manz 

& Sims, 1987; Hackman, 1986; Barker, 1993). Structures of participatory management 

increase worker participation, for example, inviting workers to contribute to aspects of their 

work experience – i.e., strategy or working conditions, (Collins, 1995; Cotton, Vollrath, 

Lengnigh-Hall, Jennings & Froggatt, 1988). These initiatives are aiming to empower employees 

to reduce the informal hierarchy by installing new norms (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). Here, 

managers empower employees with decision-making power and discretion. Finally, the 

radically decentralizing authority might occur in various ways but always includes 

decentralizing authority throughout the organization in a formal and systematic manner 

(Martela, 2019). It might consist of a lower number of levels of formal authority, thus a flatter 

formal hierarchy. Alternatively, it might distribute the authority more equitably across existing 
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hierarchical levels. It is important to note that control is not a game of zero-sum. It has been 

observed that organizational effectiveness correlates with junior and senior members, both 

exhibiting a more considerable decision-making influence (Tannenbaum, 1962). For this 

research, we have chosen to study self-managed teams to continue the previous work done 

by the researcher (Poikolainen, 2017) with the motivation towards further understanding 

leadership as a key motivation1.  

  

 
1 On a personal level, I’ve been always fascinated by leadership. For the first time starting from when I played 

online roleplaying games and was exposed to their co-operative nature. Then during my military conscription, 

various job experiences and now my research as a part of my business degree. I find leadership endlessly 

fascinating and have decided my life to learning as much as possible about it. Because of it’s both intrinsic and 

extrinsic value and ability to change our world.  
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Below (chart 1), I present relevant definitions relating to self-management used through the 

research report. 

Chart 1 Definitions of self-management terms. 

Term Definition 

Self-management, 
self-leadership 

An individual's ability to lead and organize their life and work 
(Neck & Manz, 1996). 

Self-managed/ 
autonomous teams  

Autonomous, self-directed teams and the principles for how 
teams can operate autonomously within an organization. 
Autonomous teams have been researched since the 1950s, and 
particularly in 1980-90’s. (Patanakul, Chen & Lynn, 2012) 

Management by 
self-control  

According to Drucker (1954), knowledge work requires self-
management skills from employees. Self-directed leadership is 
related to goal management: when the goals are clear to the 
employee, they are assumed to direct themselves towards 
them. This requires new ways of thinking, skills and tools from 
employees. 

Self-managing 
organization  

A system that is adjusted to cooperate concerted collective 
effort towards common goals. SMO’s “radically decentralize 
authority in a formal and systematic way throughout the 
organization” (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). 

Self-organization, 
self-organizing 
systems  

How things are organized in complex systems. “In self-
organizing systems, order comes from the actions of 
interdependent agents who exchange information, take 
actions, and continuously adapt to feedback about others' 
actions rather than from the imposition of an overall plan by a 
central authority.” (Plowman et al., 2007) E.g. networks, 
movements, anarchist groups.  

 

 

These terms are used throughout the research report and thus relevant for understanding the 

results depicted. 
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1.3 Leadership as a practice 

When we move from studying hierarchical leadership to self-managed leadership, the way we 

perceive leadership adapts. A leader is no longer a person with a title, position, and power 

which they exert over subordinates. Self-management enables everyone to become a leader 

for their work, over a specific function or a manager of peers together with other peers. 

Leadership can no longer be viewed as a person or a position, but rather a process.  

In their work, Crevani et al. (2007, 42) argue that “all leadership can be seen as processes of 

interaction between several individuals.” This view gives me a renewed motivation to study 

the said processes of interaction and understand leadership from this approach. This view of 

leadership as processes is referred to as “leadership as practice” in this research. I will view 

leadership consisting of different practices, ways of doing work. And that any individual can 

be responsible for any practice.  

Why should I see leadership as a process or practice? Crevani, Lindgren, and Packendorff 

(2007, 41) claim that “organizational leadership is a complex and exhausting job that demands 

too much of single individuals and that shared leadership is a way to broaden the competence 

and personality bases of management and relieve each other from time to time.” 

The need to understand leadership in a new way comes from the change in business 

environments – we are moving from complicated to complex, according to McChrystal et al. 

(2015, 57-59). This shift means that cause and effect relations are becoming harder to 

understand. In complex environments, our capability to predict both our environment and our 

ability to affect it is reduced.  

Hierarchically managed organizations excelled in predictability. They were a way to reduce 

excess, increase efficiency, and predictability in operations. Now that environments are 

changing, there is increasing motivation to reinvent the organizational models which we use. 

In business, increasing complexity can be seen “as a need for pushing decision-making 

authority to the individuals and teams closest to the problem” (McChrystal et al., 2015, 219). 

Since we are unable to predict our environments, we need to become better at reacting to 

changes. Information and decisions move slowly between organizational layers. Information 
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is also mostly generated at the lowest levels of an organization, where the work is being done. 

Self-management in teams is a way to move the decision-making authority to the same place.  

This shift also affects innovation. When information moves through organizational layers 

towards the top, where decisions are being made, the top is responsible for innovations. With 

this change, innovation as a function moves lower as well. Thus, “leadership becomes creating 

environments that have the necessary conditions for innovation, not trying to create 

innovation itself,” state Marion & Uhl-Bien (2002).  

 

1.4  Is Self-management exercising leadership? 

From studying and researching leadership and self-management throughout my degree, I’ve 

come to understand them as containing considerable overlap. Leadership, in its purest form, 

is the ability to get things done. Self-management, in its purest form, can be considered as the 

ability to manage oneself towards completing tasks.  

Manz (1992) found that self-leadership largely overlaps with the field of self-management, 

citing their shared, common theoretical background. We can achieve leadership or complete 

leadership activities through the act of self-management. If we self-manage with the intention 

of a manager, we are not subjected to leadership activities practiced by the manager. Does 

this create a leadership vacuum? I don’t think so. I believe that the leadership activities shift 

from the manager to the individual. They complete leadership activities aimed towards 

themselves. Denis et al. (2012) suggested that in self-managed teams, individuals have to 

adapt to the role and purpose of leaders. I am inclined to agree, following Mans’s sentiment: 

self-management can act as a substitute for leadership (1980). When we self-manage, we 

complete acts of leadership. Thus, I consider self-management as exercising leadership and 

view self-management as self-leadership. 

 

1.5  Goals, research question, and scope 

Previous research in the field of leadership as a process has mostly sought to understand 

which leadership practices we can identify on a theoretical level and list these processes or 
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practices. Additionally, the field of self-management has attempted to identify the benefits 

and downfalls of applying self-management methods to organizations. Two distinct research 

directions with gaps in knowledge have appeared throughout these efforts. First, a clear gap 

in the literature exists in trying to combine these two approaches into understanding different 

applications of self-management on a detailed level. Second, the lack of ethnographical 

studies done on leadership and self-management, which brings a new understanding of said 

phenomena to light. This project attempts to begin the work in filling these gaps. 

With this research, I seek to further my knowledge of leadership by viewing it as different 

practices. Since self-managed teams are one approach to less-hierarchical organizing, and 

Slush employs self-managing teams, I decided to study leadership practices in self-managing 

teams at Slush. I also attempt to find actionable feedback for the organization and its 

practitioners. All of these are completed by answering the research question: 

• How managerial and organizational practices construct and constrain leadership in 

self-managed teams? 

First, I establish a theoretical background using several sources to understand which 

managerial and organizational practices have been identified so far in management and 

leadership. What kind of practices can the manager view their work consisting of? What are 

the typical domains of managerial authority? What leadership practices does a team typically 

have? By looking at previous research and combining different viewpoints, I combine this set 

of activities into a single sheet, with respective sources as individual lists of managerial 

practices. 

Once this has been completed, I look for similarities in said practices: which practices seem to 

be universal and shared across the research. Based on these, I will pick a handful of practices 

I will focus on, due to the scope of research and collected material. Any outlier practices will 

be left out and reasoned why this had been the case. Finally, looking at the empiric content, I 

will see if any new practices emerged from our research, which has been left out or not 

mentioned in earlier research. These practices, old and new, form the theoretical framework 

used to present results. 

Thus, establishing an alignment between organizational practices at Slush and self-

management literature reviewed in during this project. For these practices to be supportive 
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of self-management literature, the practices should enable the teams to make independent 

decisions with considerable autonomy and responsibility. Practices are allowing this 

autonomy to construct leadership, while practices that remove this autonomy from teams 

constrain leadership. This research project will focus on a single case organization.  

The research employs a typical five-chapter structure. The first introducing the topic, relevant 

theories, and definitions. Second sheds light on the theoretical framework built around a 

research project to make data analysis easier and streamlined, ending the chapter with the 

conceptual framework developed. The third chapter will explain the chosen methodology in 

detail. The fourth chapter captures the research results. The fifth chapter explores further 

research avenues and the validity of this research. Report ends with a list of references and 

attachments.   
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2. Theoretical background 
 

 

In this chapter, I will build a thorough understanding of organizations, variations of self-

management, and finally, leadership and related practices. I will present sources and their 

perceptions of these practices one by one, eventually combining them to form a theoretical 

framework as the base of analysis. I start building the theory for this research by first 

understanding organizing through the definition of an organization. I answer the question, is 

self-management a novel way of organizing work. I proceed to discuss various approaches to 

self-management. Finally, I move toward expanding the theory of self-managed teams, 

leadership practices, and team leadership. Last, the theory will be combined into a single 

unified framework called the leadership practices of self-managing teams. This framework is 

utilized in analyzing the research data collected. 

 

2.1 History of organizing and organizations 

2.1.1 Understanding organizations and organizing 

To understand self-organizing, starting by understanding organizing. For an organization to be 

different from a group of individuals, four universal problems are proposed that organizations 

need to solve (Puranam et al. 2014). The problems are task division, task allocation, provision 

of rewards, and provision of information. Any form of organization “must necessarily feature 

solutions to each of the four basic problems of organizing” (Puranam et al. 2014, 166). These 

problem definitions are elaborated below. 

Task division refers to the goal of the organization to be as mapped into “a set of interrelated 

tasks and subtasks that can be assigned to individual agents, top-down or bottom-up.” Task 

allocation refers to the list of tasks to individuals and groups, making sure each task gets 

accomplished, specialization, streamlining, or job enrichment (referring to diverse tasks that 

lead to a tangible output that is interesting and motivating, according to Hackman & Oldham, 

1980). The provision of rewards refers to an organization providing some type of reward 

aiming to motivate agents in accomplishing their tasks. These rewards could be monetary 

compensation, status, advancement opportunities, self-expression, or contributing to a 
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worthy goal (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Martela & Kostamo, 2017). Finally, the provision of 

information regarding the environment, what other agents are doing, and coordinating 

agent’s actions towards task completion. 

“If the four problems have proposed solutions, then we have in effect (a) a set of tasks believe 

in contributing towards a goal (b) assigned to a set of agents who have been (c) rewarded for 

and (d) informed about executing those tasks so that their efforts are expected to contribute 

toward the goal of the organization” (Puranam, et al. 2014, 166) 

Martela (2019) went on to revise this definition and enhance the theory by extending four 

universal problems to six universal problems. Martela found freeriding to be “a universal 

problem in any collective human action” (Simon 1991; Fehr et al. 2002). As examples, he 

mentioned economic public good games. Here, if we are left without options for punishing 

potential free-riders, cooperation can start to decline (Fehr & Gätcher, 2002). “When 

individuals see that others ‘get away with it’ (freeriding), they start to question why they 

should put in the effort” (Martela, 2019). Martela states that if an organization is found to be 

incapable of addressing self-serving behavior and free-riding, it will find its morale 

deteriorating, eventually leading to increasing amounts of self-serving behavior and free-

riding.  

Thus, organizations are presented with two additional problems to solve: rewarding desired 

behavior and addressing freeriding. In Martela’s framework, the task of provision of 

information is divided into providing direction and ensuring coordination. Final problems: 

1. Division of labor – task division 

2. Division of labor – task allocation 

3. Provision of reward – rewarding desired behavior 

4. Provision of reward – eliminating freeriding 

5. Provision of information – direction setting 

6. Provision of information – coordination of interdependent tasks 

With this framework, we can begin to understand approaches to organizing and compare 

these approaches to one another. If these answers presented to each of the six problems are 

unique, the method of organizing is unique. Martela (2019) goes on to recognize three distinct 



16 
 

approaches in the form of organizations solving the six fundamental problems of organizing, 

which I have supplemented with alternative ways of understanding said organizational forms: 

1. Weberian bureaucracy (managerial hierarchy) 

2. Mintzberg’s adhocracy (matrix organization or self-managing teams) 

3. Self-managing organizations (radically decentralized authority) 

In the following chapters, I will describe the managerial hierarchy, self-managing teams, and 

self-managing organizations. 

 

2.1.2  Managerial hierarchy and limitations 

According to Lee & Edmondson (2017), managerial hierarchy gained popularity in 

organizations in the late 1800s and early 1900s. As de facto predominant design (Gruenfeld & 

Tiedens, 2010; Pfeffer, 2013), it is resistant to change. In this hierarchy, middle managers were 

not owners of companies, but rather managers for hire on a salary (Chandler, 1977).  

Lee & Edmonson recognize two fundamental principles, based on which these hierarchies 

operated: hierarchy of authority and hierarchy of accountability. Hierarchy of authority 

explained by Lee & Edmonson: “individuals report to managers who, in turn, have the 

authority to direct and prioritize execution and allocations of tasks, review performance and 

at the end of the, hire and fire their subordinates.” In the hierarchy of accountability, “work 

accountabilities roll up from direct reports to managers who hold ultimate accountability for 

the work of all those below in the organization chart” (Lee & Edmonson, 2017). 

Thus, the critical hierarchical unit is the relationship of reporting between manager and 

subordinate. Principles that operations are based on are unity of command (Fayol, 1949), 

higher offices supervising lower officers (Weber, 1946), and subordinates’ obedience towards 

supervisors (Burns & Stalker, 1961). In managerial hierarchies, we find power over dynamic: 

managers can overrule subordinates in the event of a conflict. Simultaneously, subordinates 

are often unable to object decisions made by their superiors. 

When Lee & Edmonson discuss hierarchy, they refer not only to the organizational chart but 

also different phenomena. These are a hierarchy of authority – organizational charts in the 

shape of a pyramid (Weber, 1947; Jaques, 1996). Additionally, we witness “a hierarchy of 
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informal authority or status. Dominance vs. deference behaviors and hierarchical speaking 

rules” (Bales, Strodtbeck, Mills, & Roseborough, 1951; Deter & Edmondson, 2011; Anderson, 

Willer, Kilduff & Brown, 2012). Based on these observations. Lee & Edmondson (2017) go on 

to state that when we go out looking for less-hierarchical ways of organizing, in other words 

decentralizing authority, this decentralization can be accomplished without adjusting the 

number of formal hierarchical levels. 

Organizations today still primarily believing in managerial power for ensuring performance. 

There, managerial hierarchy is used for clarifying roles and responsibilities and eventually 

coordinating tasks predictably and efficiently (Weber, 1946; Perrow, 1972; Williamson, 1981; 

Landes, 1986). In such organizations, managers or superiors are considered essential for 

accomplishing work and integrating across functions” (Adler, 2001; Burns & Stalker, 1961). 

Hierarchical authority is viewed as an efficient, simple method of establishing goals and 

resolving disagreements (Simon, 1947; Williamson, 2000; Nickerson & Zenger, 2004; Magee 

& Galinsky, 2008). Additionally, we can use authority to guarantee accountability and control 

in situations where we are unable to contract or specify work (Ouchi & Maguire, 1975; 

Williamson, 1981). 

Lee & Edmondson state that, the survival of managerial hierarchy might be explained: “as 

much by a belief in its effectiveness as by its actual effectiveness” (2017). In other words, we 

make hierarchical organizing effective by believing it to be so. Simultaneously, we are 

experiencing a lack of perceived viable alternative options, further contributing to the success 

of managerial organizing. 

As Lee & Edmondson (2017) present, during that past more than 50 years, we have come to 

face the limitations of managerial hierarchy. First, the managerial hierarchy has been 

observed to function more effectively in stable conditions and face considerable challenges in 

dynamic environments (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Mintzberg, 1979). Managerial hierarchy aims 

to arrange reliable execution of known tasks. However, this very function can inhibit solving 

complex problems, especially non-routine and across functions (Adler, 2001; Barley, 1996; 

Heckscher & Donnellon, 1994). The rigid top-to-bottom flow of directives is best suited for the 

execution of plans or tasks which do not require rapid change (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Hamel, 

2007). Eventually, “managerial hierarchy creates and reinforces status differences that can 

stifle the developmental and growth needs of its human members” (Kegan, 1998; McGregor, 
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1960). According to Lee & Edmonson, these shortcomings seem somewhat problematic for 

modern organizations. 

“Management is the least efficient activity in your organization… a hierarchy of managers 

exacts a hefty tax on any organization” (Hamel, 2011, 50). Regardless, bureaucracy is still the 

dominant form of organizing corporations and public institutions (Alvesson & Thompson, 

2006). What steps can we take to organizing in a less-hierarchical manner? 

 

2.2  Less-hierarchical organizing 

2.2.1 Need for less-hierarchical organizing 

Lee & Edmondson (2017) recognized three trends in society and business, which motivate 

practitioners and academics to look for less-hierarchical methods of organizing. These are an 

increasing pace of change, an increase in knowledge-based work, and seeing jobs and 

companies as sources for personal meaning. 

The increased speed of change is said to be created by increasingly fast information flows and 

sudden developments in technology (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). As it stands, they pose threats 

to managerial hierarchy and its rigidness. Organizations acknowledge the considerable 

turbulence and uncertainty affecting their operating environments (Starkey, Barnatt & 

Tempest, 2000; Ancona, Bresman & Kaeufer, 2002; Martin, Liao & Campbell, 2013). This 

turbulence poses implications of problematic nature for a rigid hierarchy. During these times 

of change, employees are required to respond with haste to evolving environmental 

conditions and customer needs. Often more quickly than managerial control might enable, 

leading to missing opportunities, unsatisfied customers, and other unwanted outcomes. 

Second, the extent of our knowledge economy has grown, creating substantial growth in 

knowledge-based work (Lee & Edmonson, 2017). “More and more organizations operate in 

the knowledge economy, where ideas and expertise comprise the primary sources of value 

creation, in contrast to the production and distribution of material goods” (Blackler, Reed & 

Whitaker, 1993). In these organizations, it is uncommon for managers to have the full 

expertise needed to solve issues within organizations. Thus, individuals, regardless of their 

hierarchical level, must be able to contribute ideas and information for their organizations to 
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succeed. Solutions generated by top management, handed down hierarchically, have a lower 

likelihood of generating products, services, or solutions needed for success in the new 

economy. 

Finally, we increasingly view workplaces and organizations as sources of personal meaning 

(Lee & Edmonson, 2017). One reason for this might be that traditional sources of meaning, 

such as religion, have begun playing a declining role in society. We have stumbled upon a 

growing interest in improving employees’ experiences at work (Podolny, Khurana & Hill-

Popper, 2004). Specifically, increased attention with millennials entering the workforce, who 

hope or expect “personal fulfillment and mission through their work more than prior 

generations” (Rawlings, Indvik, & Johnson, 2008; De Hauw & De Vos, 2010; Ng, Schweitzer, & 

Lyons, 2010). Preferences of working millennials are probably not homogenous (NH, Johnson, 

& Burke, 2015). However, they do not include being subjected to “managerial power and 

hierarchical speaking rules that accompany formal hierarchy, such as not criticizing manager’s 

ideas or not bypassing one’s boss” (Detert & Edmonson, 2011). As a rule, work is likely to be 

of more meaning when exercising more control over it (Turco, 2016). Thus, we look back to 

self-management – could it be supported by all these three trends? 

 

2.2.2 Self-managed organizations and popularity 

The scholarly and practitioner interest towards organizations without conventional 

managerial hierarchy is relentless. According to Lee & Edmondson (2017), “organizational 

experiments in decentralization have gained mainstream consideration, giving rise to a need 

for new theory and new research.” Regardless of scholarly interest towards variations of self-

management since the 1950s, a deep understanding of decentralization remains scarce.  

During the new millennium, we have crossed paths with an upsurge of cross-functional 

interest in SMOs: “organizations that have radically and systemically decentralized authority 

throughout the organization” (Lee and Edmondson, 2017). The stakes are both of academic 

nature (Martela and Kostamo, 2017; Puranam and Håkonsson 2015) from business review 

(Bernstein at al. 2016; Hamel et al. 2011) and the general audience (Robertson 2015; Gelles, 

2015).  
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Self-managing organizations (SMO) can be defined as “radically decentralizing authority in a 

formal and systematic way throughout the organization” (Martela, 2019). Employees are 

given some well-defined decision rights, which cannot be overruled by someone in superior 

status. A degree of autonomy is provided as a right. Compare this to hierarchical organizations, 

where the formal authority tends to stay intact. It remains intact because delegated authority 

can be taken back at any time, for example, during conflicts (Foss & Kundsen, 2003). I list (chart 

2) the typical managerial domains of decision authority (Hackman, 1986; Puranam, Alexy, & 

Reitzig, 2014):  

Chart 2 Managerial domains of decision authority (Hackman, 1986; Puranam et al., 2014). 

Managerial domains of decision authority 

Domain Definition 

Firm Strategy overall direction and goals of the company and 
how company attempts to achieve those goals 

Organization and work 
design 

tasks that must be completed and how the 
organization is structured to do them 

Work and resource 
allocation 

how financial and human resources are assigned 

Work execution how a given task is to be completed 

Managing and 
monitoring work 
execution 

assessing work’s completion in a timely and 
satisfactory way 

Personnel and 
performance 
management 

assessing how individual and performing, what 
training is needed and hiring & firing 

 

When these practices are decentralized, SMOs use a formal system to do it, codifying how 

authority is decentralized through a set of rules and principles (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). “This 

formal system for decentralization is important because the managerial hierarchy is a 

dominant and highly institutionalized form of organizing, and cannot easily be altered by 

simply declaring it absent” (Lee & Edmonson, 2017, 14). This resistance to alteration is due to: 

“powerful cognitive and social forces that reinforce hierarchy” (Pfeffer, 2013; Gruenfeld & 

Tiedens, 2010). 
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If authority is delegated informally within a managerial hierarchy, it is still possible to be 

subject to reversal should any issues arise (Dobrajska, Billinger, & Karim, 2015). Thus, these 

practices need to be organization-wide and formal rules must apply for all individuals 

throughout the organization. “If the managerial hierarchy is akin to a feudal system in which 

most citizens are denied property rights, self-managing organizations offer a system of 

property rights and due process for all employees” (Lee & Edmonson, 2017, 15) 

All of this suggests that SMO might just be the organizational structure that is the “next big 

thing in designing organizations” (Gelles 2015; Hamel 2014). “A growing number of 

organizations are seeking ways to organize less hierarchically in hopes of becoming more 

innovative, nimble, and enriching places to work” (Martela, 2019, 19).  

 

2.2.3 Self-managing organizations and limitations 

In his work, Martela (2019) found three factors that enable self-management to succeed.  

1. independence vs. interdependence between units 
unit independence and lack of mutual coordination makes autonomy and 
decentralization easy, and interdependence leads to increasingly complex 
challenges of coordination 

2. output standardization vs. customization 
standardization makes applying bureaucratic model easier, customization less 
so, promoting SMO model 

3. employee expertise and motivation 
less monitoring leads to dependency on self-motivation, fewer superiors 
mean reliance on employee expertise, SMOs requiring organizational 
commitment, high motivation, loyalty, skills and expertise 

In other words, SMOs will excel in industries where: 

1. teams can work independently from each other 
2. the output is tailored to each customer 
3. employees are highly motivated and skilled professionals 

SMO model offers novel methods of solving organizational problems, and we can thus 

consider it to be a new form of organizational design (Puranam et al. 2014). 
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2.2.4 Experiments in less-hierarchical organizing 

While scholars are building a shared understanding of ideal self-management, organizations 

have gone on to experiment with variations of less-hierarchical organizing. The popular 

descriptions of these organizational philosophies are referred to with the stories of “future of 

work,” “future of management,” and “reinventing organizations” (Hamel, 2007; Laloux; 2014; 

Malone, 2004; Turco, 2016). These experiments have gained notoriety for removing the 

reporting relationship connecting subordinates to managers, something which we can 

imagine bringing forth a surge of interest in readership. Below I will list some of the examples 

of experiments listed by Martela (2019). 

One specific example of both scholarly and managerial attention is Zappos, an online shoe 

retailer. (Bernstein, Bunch, Canner, & Lee, 2016). In a radical managerial shift, the company’s 

CEO Tony Hsieh employed a management system called Holacracy, which has been developed 

by Ternary (Robertson, 2015). In this organizational system, people managers were formally 

eliminated. As a result, employees were equipped with full autonomy and discretion on how 

they would execute their roles and tasks. Over time, individuals were directed by formalized, 

flexible role definitions. During this shift, the number of roles per individual grew from 1 to 

7,4 per employee. 

Another popular point of interest is Morning Star, a tomato processing company. They have 

employed a variation of radical decentralization (Gino & Staats, 2014; Hamel et al., 2011). At 

Morning Star, individuals direct work through engaging with bilateral contracts, instead of 

managers. Their goal was an environment where employees “will be self-managing 

professionals, initiating communications and the coordination of their activities with 

colleagues, customers, suppliers, and fellow industry participants, absent directives from 

others” (Gino & Staats, 2014). 

The third example of radical decentralization of authority is Valve, a video game studio 

(Baldwin & Evenett, 2014; Foss & Dobrajska, 2015; Foss & Klein, 2014; Puranam & Håkonson, 

2015). Their organization employs a unique format in which employees have the autonomy 

and freedom to select the projects (i.e., games), which they deem worth contributing. Forming 

an internal process where individuals are choosing what they believe stimulating determining 

which projects the company develops. 
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Some of the previous efforts mentioned are Oticon, W.L. Gore, Semco, Johnsonville Sausage 

(Semler, 1989; Stayer, 1990; Foss, 2003). All of these are “discarding the traditional managerial 

role and giving employees autonomy to manage themselves” (Martela, 2019, 4). These are all 

radical means of decentralizing authority or SMOs. The diagram 2 illustrates how some of the 

SMOs previously mentioned differing from each other in terms of decentralizing authority, 

compared to traditional managerial hierarchy. 

 

Diagram 2 Patterns of decentralized authority at self-managing organizations, Lee & 

Edmondson (2017). 

Now that we have recognized that self-managing organizations offer a novel model of 

organizational structures, we can establish a continuum of organization design, presented in 

the diagram 3. On one end, organizations are self-organizing, and on the other, they use 

bureaucracy. Adhocracy occupies a space between bureaucracy and self-organizing (Martela, 

2019). One way to apply adhocracy is self-managing teams in a matrix organization. 
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Diagram 3 The organizational hierarchy continuum, based on Martela (2019). 

While its benefits have been described, there are potential downsides. Self-management has 

the potential of introducing stress, confusion, and chaos to organizations. At Zappos, following 

the implementation of Holocracy, a system of radical decentralization of authority, annual 

staff turnover rate increased (Lam, 2016). Meanwhile, the informal structures which form in 

flat hierarchies can introduce homophily, the tendency of being attracted to our similarities in 

others, social interaction, and recruitment (Felin et al., 2015). Distribution of informal power 

can start to resemble popularity contests, similar to those experienced in high schools (Warr, 

2013). Biases in human behavior can emerge without anyone specifically driving them. 

Distributing power from managers to peers isn’t guaranteed to solve managerial issues, since 

“being overrules by peers is as bad as by a boss” (Puranam & Håkonsson, 2015, p. 4). 

Currently, there is a need for critical research on self-management. Next, I will describe an 

incremental method of decentralizing authority using autonomous of self-managed teams. 

 

2.2.5 Self-managed teams 

Self-management can be used to describe the actions of an individual, team, or a whole 

organization. On an individual level, we can look at how a single employee manages their tasks 

and goals compared to outside influence. Self-managed employees enjoy considerable 

autonomy in choosing how to approach their tasks and have an opportunity to affect which 

tasks they take on. A self-managed team, however, can organize itself around tasks they select 

within the organization freely. They might have a manager or simply operate without one. 

They might adjust the size and resources of the team while maintaining inter-team 

profitability. Conversely, a self-managing organization will as a whole organize itself around 
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new ideas and tasks without the need for top-level management. In a way, we can consider 

power distributed through self-management to be the opposite of hierarchical power 

structures.  

A self-managed team manages and completes their work without the involvement of a 

superior. Cummings & Griggs (1977) define a self-managed team “to be a group of 

interdependent individuals who independently determine how they complete and manage 

their work.” According to Morgeson (2005), self-managed teams have considerable 

“autonomy and active control of their work environment.” Denis et al. (2012) go on to say that 

self-managed teams have a greater responsibility when it comes to goal-setting, the following 

progress, and making decisions. This responsibility means that individual team members must 

adopt the role and purpose of leaders. Proponents of self-managing teams argue that workers 

managing themselves in small, responsive, committed, and productive groups, make 

companies more productive and competitive. (Barker, 2005).  

Self-management of teams has been the topic of scholarly conversation starting from the 

1950s (Trist & Bamforth, 1951). The study of self-managing teams began already with Trist’s 

(Trist, 1951; Trist et al., 1963) work in researching English coal miners, who engaged in 

considerable self-regulating in their work. This “Longwall Method” of mining has proved to be 

a long-standing mine-design, along with the self-managing teams employed while applying 

the method. This interest was followed by growth in the 80s and 90s (Ezzamel & Willmott 

1998; Cohen & Ledford 1994). Though self-managed teams have remained interesting to both 

practitioners and researchers, they are not considered as forming self-managing 

organizations. While they decentralize authority for work teams operating in the front line 

(Hackman, 1986; Barker, 1993), the teams still situate the team’s situation within a managerial 

hierarchy, subject to decisions of top-level management. Thus, practice is far from being 

organization-wide, which is a requirement for defining a self-managing organization. 

We have plenty of reasons to be interested in self-managed teams. According to Hackman & 

Oldham (1975), self-managed teams and their tasks have greater variety, are autonomous, 

meaningful, significant, and receive better feedback, feeding the internal motivation of said 

teams. According to them, this leads to higher performance and satisfaction. Cohen & Ledford 

(1994) go on to say that self-managed teams are more efficient and traditionally led teams. 

They enjoy a higher quality of working life and increased productivity. In their findings, self-
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managed teams, which were accompanied by a team leader, were less productive than those 

without. Suggesting self-management works best when fully integrated. 

In recent times, research focus has shifted from the benefits of self-managing teams to how 

they are effectively applied. Wageman (2001) described the importance of designing self-

managed teams before their application. They went on to argue that design choices have a 

more significant influence over the performance of self-managing teams than hands-on 

coaching during the tenure of the team. Additionally, the research serves as motivation for 

further case studies of single organizations to provide insights to support the design process 

of the self-managing team. 

Variations in implementing self-management have been increasing in popularity since they 

were first described in 1940, increasingly so in the 2000s. Due to a growing research body on 

the subject describing their benefits, business leaders globally are interested in capitalizing on 

these benefits. Benefits range from increased productivity, lower workforce costs, and 

growing employee experience. However, capitalizing on these benefits is not easy. Managing 

a self-managed team requires different knowledge and skills compared to other types of 

organizations. Some organizations have already done so successfully. To further understand 

self-management as a concept, it is necessary to research successful case examples and 

understand how they are self-managing exactly. Case studies help further develop our 

understanding of self-management as a concept and create a foundation for spreading best 

practices. 

To quote the CEO of OP Group Timo Ritakallio (Eskola, 2019), a Finnish company currently 

going through the self-management transition: “Going from hierarchy to self-management 

does not reduce the need for leadership, rather demands new things from it.” Self-

management requires updating our views on leadership. Many self-managed organizations do 

not have typical, authoritative superiors who make decisions in teams. Instead, decision-

making authority is decentralized within the team, and reporting accountability is to each 

other, rather than a single authority. Meaning that we can no longer look at leadership as 

something tied to a position in an organization. Rather it is a common set of tasks, which can 

be completed by anyone within that team.  
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Studies on self-managed teams have shown promise towards their usefulness in new 

organizational contexts, such as the changing world of business described here. Yet, research 

has taught us that the reality of implementing self-management is more complex than the 

theory might suggest. Self-management in teams improves employee work outcomes, i.e., 

satisfaction and engagement (Wall et al., 1986; Cohen & Ledford, 1994). Simultaneously, peer 

control in said teams might lead to burnout and stress (Barker, 1993).  

It has been noted that “individuals vary in the degree to which they are drawn to and feel 

comfortable in radically decentralized organizational systems” (Bernstein et al., 2016; Hamel, 

2011). We need to develop understanding who thrives, and who struggles, what demographic 

variables correlate with effectiveness or satisfaction? What methods of intervening might 

assist employees in adjusting to or operating more effectively? How do leadership and 

influence function in such organizations? 

When I begin to compare team processes and the type of organizing, a clearer picture begins 

to form. Described in the diagram 4 by Hickman (2012). The more of the tasks and processes 

in a team are managed by the team itself, the higher up we move on the self-management 

ladder towards decentralization. Note, that decentralized here isn’t being described as strictly 

better, rather different.  

Looking at the popularity of self-managed teams, around 80 % of companies in the Fortune 

1000 use self-managed teams in their organizational structure, thanks to the cost savings and 

increased productivity they offer, according to MacDonald (2019).  When starting to expand 

its operations in the 1990s, Taco Bell used self-managed teams to speed expansion operations 

(Heskett, 2006).  
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Diagram 4 The Authority Matrix, Hickman (2012). 

To further our understanding of how self-managing teams succeed, we must look at 

companies that are somewhere on the self-managing spectrum, while achieving business 

success. Based on this, I chose Slush as my topic of research. 

 

2.2.5.1 Preconditions of Self-managing Teams 

As I learned from previous research (Poikolainen, 2017), an interview study of three top-level 

managers at Slush, which critical design criteria are necessary for employing self-managed 

teams successfully. The results are presented in chart 3. 
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Chart 3 Preconditions of Self-managing teams, Poikolainen (2017). 

Preconditions of Self-managing Teams at Slush 

Precondition Definition 

Trust Trust toward each other as individuals and towards the 
capabilities of the team. 

Sense of ownership Sense of autonomy for responsibilities. Knowledge of 
why each task is essential. 

Team size The correct team size enables autonomy. Small size is 
promoted, from 5 to 20. 

Team-specific Culture Shared culture, values, decision-making processes, 
which are developed bottom-up. 

Shared communication 
methods 

Communication between and inside teams. Shared 
principles of what should be communicated. 

Setting a vision Setting a vision that the team aims to achieve. 

Reflection Reflecting on performance and learning from it. 

Expectation 
Management 

Managing expectations of individuals joining the team 
and organization. 

Conflict resolution Method of solving conflicts that arise in a systematic, 
agreed manner. 

 

These preconditions are used in the next chapter in the process of building the theoretical 

framework used to analyze research material. In this new research project, I aim to develop a 

further understanding of the implemented leadership practices that support self-

management in teams. I set out to test the theory of self-managed teams against the 

leadership practices that are fully implemented into the operations of Slush. Mainly, I raise 

one research question: “How managerial and organizational leadership practices 

implemented at Slush to support the theory of self-managed teams and thus construct and 

constrain leadership?”  
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2.2.5.2 Benefits of self-managing teams 

The potential benefits of self-managing teams have been thoroughly researched since their 

use has increased over time. Here, self-managing teams are defined as “groups of 

interdependent individuals that can regulate their behavior on relatively whole tasks” 

(Cumming & Griggs, 1977). 

Key characteristics of self-managing teams are: 

1. face to face interaction (Goodman et al., 1988) 

2. employees with interrelated tasks who are responsible for making a product or 
providing a service  

3. employee discretion over decisions such as task assignments, methods for carrying out 
the work and scheduling of activities (Goodman et al., 1988) 

4. teams have a variety of skills relevant to the group task  

5. the team receives feedback on its performance (Wall, Kemp, Jackson, & Klegg, 1986) 

6. may or may not have direct supervisors 

Cohen et al. (1994) define self-managing teams as: “interdependent groups that are around a 

particular responsibility that are characterized by high levels of employee involvement in 

decisions and use nontraditional structures and management practices.” In their work, they 

hypothesize two reasons behind their effectiveness and their contribution to the quality of 

work life. First, they allow the employee to self-regulate or self-control over evolving 

conditions, bringing encouragement to self-regulation. Second, work and organizational 

support, high task variety, autonomy, identity, and feedback. These, in turn, “fosters internal 

work motivation, which leads to high performance and satisfaction” (Hackman & Oldham, 

1975).  

Below are some of the studied benefits of a self-managing team when compared to 

traditionally managed groups. 

1. cost savings & productivity improvements (Walton, 1972) 

2. higher productivity (Kapstein & Hoerr, 1989) 

3. positive productivity effects (Goodman, 1979) 

4. cost savings from fewer supervisors (Wall et al., 1986) 

5. productivity increases (Cummings & Mollow, 1977) 
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6. increased productivity (Pasmore et al., 1982) 

7. modest productivity improvements (Beekun, 1989) 

8. decreased absenteeism and turnover (Beekun, 1989) 

9. safety improvements (Walton, 1972; Goodman, 1979) 

10. modest impact on the performance and attitudes of team members (Goodman et al., 
1988) 

11. direct impact on quality (Walton, 1972; Kapstein & Hoerr, 1989). 

However, some downsides have become apparent during research. These are: 

1. higher absenteeism and turnover (Cordery, Mueller, Smith (1991) 

2. increased stress (Wall et al., 1986) 

Cohen et al. (1994) noted no significant differences in levels of stress, the occurrence of 

accidents, nor absenteeism behavior. Performance differences measured were not significant, 

either.  

Case studies suggest that self-managing team design is most appropriate for organizational 

contexts where “technology creates a high level of interdependence and requires high levels 

of employee information processing” (Cummings & Blumberg, 1987). This interdependence 

leads to a requirement for teamwork, while the task of heavy information processing creates 

a need for employee discretion and autonomy. 

Cohen et al. (1994) report self-managing teams to be more effective than traditionally 

managed groups. They are suggested to be effective work designs. Technological and job 

design changes need to be supportive of self-managing to capitalize on these benefits (Cohen 

et al., 1994). For example, letting groups of employees handle a key responsibility, e.g., 

specific geographical area or particular customer segment, while having strong 

interdependence between employees. 

It is crucial to remember self-managing teams are not capable of increasing each different 

type of performance effectiveness for various types of work. Cohen et al. (1994) claim the 

further research is necessary for describing conditions preceding the self-managing team’s 

viability and for specifying limits to its generalizability. Additionally, there are two 

implications. First, a need to specify various dimensions of organizational and team 

effectiveness and seeing how self-management impacts each. Second, the need to define 
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relationships between these outcome criteria and the team’s key design features. The act of 

viewing leadership consisting of different practices supports the need for looking at specific 

key design features.  

 

2.2.5.3 Potential issues with self-managing teams 

Self-management is often paired with notions of individual freedom and responsibility. The 

literature on self-management hardly spends time investigating the renewed notion of control 

in self-managed teams. Barker (2005) provided an in-depth ethnographic account on an 

organization where its system of control evolved from hierarchical, bureaucratic control to 

concertive control through self-managing teams. “Concertive control grows out of substantial 

consensus about values, high-level coordination, and a degree of self-management by workers 

in an organization” (Barker, 2005). Over time, this developed system of value-based normative 

rules ended up controlling the employee’s actions more entirely and powerfully than the 

previous system of hierarchy.  

Control is one of the fundamentally most essential elements of any given organization. “The 

key defining element of any organization was the necessity of individuals to subordinate their 

desires to the collective will of the organization” (Barnard, 1968, 17). Individuals aiming 

towards completing important goals must surrender some autonomy while participating 

organizationally. As a result, control is and will always be problematic in any organization.  

Edward’s (1981) identified three strategies of control (chart 4), where each version seeks to 

evolve and counter the previous form and its disadvantages. Bureaucratic control is the most 

recent and popular form of organizational control, still widely adopted globally. 
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Chart 4 Strategies of Organizational Control, Edward (1981). 

Strategies of Control 

Strategy Definition 

simple control direct, authoritarian and 
personal control of work and 
workers by owner or bosses 

technological 
control 

control emerges from the 
physical technology of an 
organization 

bureaucratic 
control 

control derives from the 
hierarchically based social 
relations of the organization 
with rules that reward 
compliance and punish 
noncompliance 

 

While building organizational order through bureaucratic control, organizational designers 

become increasingly encompassed in creating a rule-based hierarchy which to follow. 

Eventually, this bureaucracy became a subtle, yet powerful form of control which Barker 

refers to as an “iron cage” [of control]. Weber defines an iron cage as an “inevitable, highly 

rational, but powerfully oppressive bureaucracy (Weber, 1958, p. 180-181).  

Through an individual’s desire for order, these bureaucratic relationships would be continually 

rationalized. Eventually becoming more structured and less negotiated, ultimately forming 

themselves into immovable objects of control (Weber, 1978). Here, we understand the iron 

cage as an apparatus in a modern bureaucracy, into which an individual, organizational actor, 

has been harnessed, and out of which they cannot squirm. Thus, the bureaucratic rules 

confine us solidly as a cage of iron bars (Weber, 1978).  

In the article, concertive control is introduced as a fourth strategy. It is mentioned that some 

theorists argue that decentralized and participative systems of control might offer the most 

viable alternatives to bureaucracy. Organizations attempt to make hierarchies flatter, cut 

costs, boost productivity, and increase their response speed to the evolving environment by 

removing bureaucratic systems and rules. The control thus shifts from management to 
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employees, who now collaborate in developing the methods of their control. Eventually, the 

teams reach a negotiated consensus with a set of core values, i.e., corporate vision. This 

concertive control reflects the adoption of a new set of consensual values by the members of 

an organization. Consensual ideas, norms, and rules enable parts of the organization, teams, 

and individuals to act in ways functional for the organization. With this method of control, 

rules are now generated by the actor’s value consensus, rather than the traditional supervisor-

subordinate relationship.  

“Peers now have the authority to demand the workers’ willing compliance,” writes Barker 

(2005). “Concertive control, as it becomes manifest in organizational interaction, is more 

powerful and has a greater ability to control than the bureaucratic system it replaces,” he 

continues. Citing Tannenbaum (1968, 23), these “participative organizations (self-managing) 

could not be productive unless they have an effective system of control through which the 

potentially diverse interests and actions of members are integrated into concerted, organized 

behavior.” Forming this effective system of control from the power and authority members of 

a team exercise on each other, becoming a form of peer-management.  

This management by peers increases the total amount of control with two dynamics. First, by 

creating a system of value-based rational rules, where employees are under their own, self-

established eye of the form, forming a robust control system. Second, through the power of 

concertive control. Members of teams become unaware of how they are controlled by the 

system they created. Employees are both under and in the eye of form, feeling as all is natural 

and as it should be. Barker (2005) concludes by saying: “Entrapment in the iron cage is the 

cost of concertive control.” 

Regardless of their defined freedom, self-managing teams can never be freed from acting 

within the organizational context. Autonomous teams might have the formal authority to 

decide, but their decision-making process is still influenced by organizational factors. Limits of 

the given organizational environment are assumed in the context of self-managing teams 

operating within said organization. These seven factors found are listed in chart 5. 
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Chart 5 Factors affecting self-managing teams, De Leede, Nijhof & Fisscher (1999). 

Organizational factors affecting self-managing teams 

Factor Definition 

norms & values of the 
organization 

tradition, culture, and structure of an 
organization have a compelling influence 
on the decision-making of employees 

procedures for decision-
making 

e.g., assemblies, coting structures, and 
consultative bodies 

training and selection the organization can influence the skills of 
a team – the skills required to make the 
right decisions, skills necessary to act in a 
responsible way 

availability of resources having the options that enable acting in a 
responsible way 

sufficient financial 
resources 

sufficiency of financial resources 

existing equipment equipment which team can use 

availability of time time available for team 

 

 

2.2.6 Self-management strategies 

Self-leadership has been found to largely overlap with the field of self-management due to 

their shared theoretical background (Manz, 1992). Self-leadership has been defined to involve 

the fluence individuals apply over themselves to achieve self-motivation and direction, which 

is used to reach desired outcomes (Manz, 1992).  

Self-leadership can be divided into three categories (Politis, 2006) 

1. behavioral focused strategies 

2. natural reward strategies 

3. constructive through pattern strategies 
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Manz’s self-leadership theory is behaviorally focused. It (1992) views employees as 

“possessing an internal self-control system and engages in self-evaluation processes” in which 

they “self-administer rewards and punishments in managing their daily activities.” Self-

leadership is thus strategies, which are used as self-discipline for difficult, unattractive, yet 

necessary tasks, and the employee’s ability to use said strategies.  Manz found a total of six 

strategies, which I list in chart 6. 

Chart 6 Behavioral Strategies of Self-leadership, Manz (1992). 

Self-Leadership Behavioral Strategies 

Procedures Definition 

self-observation  keep track of the progress of 
their work or are aware of 
their work performance 

cueing strategies 
(stimulus control) 

physical cues to remind 
themselves of their important 
tasks 

self-goal setting providing self-direction using 
personal goals 

self-reward influencing themselves using 
rewards physical and mental 

self-punishment feeling guilt when failing 

practice process of practicing an 
activity before performing it 

 

Manz’s (1992) research discovered a “direct, positive, and significant relationship” between 

behavioral-focused strategies and team performance, mediated by job satisfaction. In other 

words, using self-leadership strategies of adjusting behavior, makes the job and tasks more 

enjoyable in terms of satisfaction received from completing tasks. Thus, a sense of satisfaction 

goes on to improve performance. 

Here job satisfaction refers to the attitude individuals possess regarding their jobs. In other 

words, the “degree which there is a good fit between the individual and the organization” 

(Ivancevich et al., 1997, 91). Manz’s findings are supported by the research done by Wall et 
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al. (1986), where they found leadership and the individual’ satisfaction and performance to 

be connected. 

Based on the mediating relationship, I now have a reason for managers to encourage them to 

develop their self-leadership behaviors and capabilities. They should focus on the specific 

behaviors of self-observation, self-goal setting, self-reward, self-punishment, and practice. 

Organizations, on the other hand, should feel compelled to create more complex 

interventions aimed towards empowerment. They should engage in creating a supportive 

organizational culture, providing support towards enhancing feeling competent, and by 

allowing employees to identify and manage rewards for motivation and contribute their work 

through being involved in strategy and setting goals. 

 

2.2.7 Situational factors influencing self-management 

Manz & Sims (1980) researched situational factors (chart 7) that influencer the 

appropriateness of self-management and attempts to develop it. They found a total of four 

factors, which will, to various degrees, affect either positively or negatively the 

appropriateness of self-management.  

Additionally, the individual’s “need achievement” might be a measure of an individual’s 

orientation or predisposition towards self-management (McClelland, 1961). If an individual’s 

dominant motivator is an achievement, they will have a strong need to set and reach goals, 

enjoy feedback on their progress, and prefer working alone. All these qualities can be thought 

of being fitting in self-management.  
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Chart 7 Factors affecting the appropriateness of self-management, Manz & Sims (1980). 

Appropriateness of Self-management 

Factor Description 

nature of the task when a task is largely creative, analytical or intellectual, 
greater self-management would be appropriate (House, 
1979) 

nature of the problem more appropriate when the problem is not highly 
structured, information is needed from subordinates, 
solutions must be accepted by subordinates to ensure 
implementation and subordinates share organizational 
goals 

availability of time if crises are likely to occur in the absence of a leader, self-
management training would be appropriate 

importance of subordinate 
development 

development mode – subordinate self-management will 
be emphasized and encouraged, being regarded as an 
investment for the future, short-term efficiency mode – 
self-management will be de-emphasized 

 

De Leede, Nijhof & Fisscher (1999) researched self-managing teams intending to quantify a 

difference between holding an individual accountable for something, from bearing the 

responsibility of something. They state that because companies face considerable challenges 

due to developments in the market, technology, and society. Concepts of participation and 

empowerment of working are increasing in importance. These concepts tend to involve 

delegating responsibility to teams. 

De Leede, Nijhof & Fisscher (1999) went to develop a framework to analyze the accountability 

and responsibility of teams. They found that teams can bear responsibilities that could not be 

carried by a group of individuals. One of the differences between a group and a team is the 

emergence of a collective mind. Additionally, some organizational factors influence the extent 

of a team’s or individuals’ ability to act responsibly. The influence -power continuum 
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illustrates (diagram 5) differences in self-managing teams. I use this continuum to score each 

managerial and organizational practice. 

 Diagram 5 The influence-power continuum, Heller et al. (1988, 34) 

Wellins, Byham, & Wilson (1991, p. 3) define a self-managing team as “an intact group of 

employees responsible for a ‘whole’ work process, in other words, they are responsible not 

only for getting work done but also for managing themselves.”  Full responsibility entails the 

freedom to act, and vice versa. Thus, if we look back to the influence-power continuum, scores 

of both 5 and 6 can be considered to be characteristics of a self-managing team 

The act of delegating responsibility to a self-managing team does not equal accountability. 

Before responsibility turns into accountability, a set of preconditions needs to be met. Team 

responsibility requires a collective mind and appropriate organizational factors. A team has 

to be able to think and act in various situations in a similar manner. The reactions of the 

team members need to be aligned, forming a unified culture of behavior and thought. In 

addition to the absence of a collective mind, the lack of appropriate organizational 

preconditions restricts the opportunity for team level responsibility to take place.  

Where the team’s scope for acting is small, two options remain. They can try not to co-operate 

or attempt to change the constraining factors. “Managers need to build on and trust 

contributions of all members involved in the joint task” (De Leede, Nijhof & Fisscher, 1999). 
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2.3 Leadership and leadership as a practice 

2.3.1 Defining leadership 

Finding a suitable academic definition of leadership has been challenging. Some scholars even 

say that this is an impossible task. In my world, I look at leadership as the act of directing, 

directing direction, effort, and output. According to different understandings of leadership, 

we can perceive it as one of four things: person, achievement, position, or practice (process) 

(Grint, 2005). Out of these, leadership as a practice is least studied and thus deserves an 

additional dose of attention. Therefore, we study leadership as practice. 

 

2.3.2 Why Leadership as Practice 

According to Robertson, the inventor of Holacracy (2015), to understand organizations and 

how to change them, we need to understand the nature of leadership. Why should we 

understand leadership as a practice? Grint (2005) describes different perceptions of 

leadership that has been used in research. These views are leadership as a person, as 

achievements, as position, and as practice. Grint suggests that for research purposes, we 

should above all consider leadership as practice. They go on to say that finding the right 

perception aligned with the view of the researcher is the first step towards productive and 

meaningful leadership research. Avolio et al. (2009) continue this message after studying 

current theories and research on leadership. They suggest that leadership as a practice is the 

least considered out of the previously introduced perceptional leadership views.  Warren 

(2007) described changes in today’s world, which have challenged the applicability of the 

previous perceptional views of leadership. They went on to suggest that studying leadership 

as a practice has the highest likelihood of helping us understand the type of leadership that is 

needed in the modern world. 

Crevani, Lindgren, and Packendorff (2007) discuss a post-heroic perspective on leadership. 

According to their research in leadership practices, they have stumbled upon “an emergent 

movement towards viewing leadership in terms of collaboration between two or more 

persons.” The claimed rationale for this is that “organizational leadership is a complex and 

exhausting job that demands too much of single individuals and that shared leadership is a 
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way to broaden the competence and personality bases of management and relieve each other 

from time to time.” (Crevani et al., 2007, 41). 

According to Gronn (2002, 428), the “main difficulty with the assumed dichotomies leader-

follower and leadership–followership in organization theory is that “they prescribe, rather 

than describe, a division of labor. In their work, Crevani et al. (2007, 42) argue that “all 

leadership can be seen as processes of interaction between several individuals.” Giving us a 

renewed motivation to study said processes of interaction and understand leadership from 

this approach, as practice. 

Bryman et al. (1996) have broken down leadership research’s history into four main, dominant 

approaches: the trait approach, the style approach, the contingency approach, and the new 

leadership approach. According to Crevani et al. (2007, 42), the “focus of leadership research 

has thus shifted during the years, partly due to inconsistency in research results within each 

approach and the consequent need to find better models.” 

Thus, “a processual view of leadership is aiming towards a new and better, conceptual and 

methodological tool for understanding leadership.” (Crevani, et al., 2007, 43) This tool is said 

to be especially useful in the knowledge-intensive economy, where information and people 

receive new means of control rather than old.  

Here, leadership processes are viewed as places in which emergent coordination and change 

are constructed (Uhl-Bien, 2006). One way to organize this is new decentralization, for 

example, through high-performing teams instead of bureaucratic command structure. 

(Lambert, 2002; Pearce, 2004; Walker, 2001). Not surprisingly, shared leadership is linked to 

team effectiveness (Pearce & Sims, 2002). And if we believe Warren (2007), studying 

leadership as a practice (process) “is most likely to help us understand the kind of leadership 

that is needed in today’s world.” 

Thus, we choose to move research from leaders to activities of leadership (Gronn, 2002). 

Simultaneously take steps from outcomes of leadership to the leadership processes (Uhl-Bien, 

2006). 
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2.3.3 Leadership or Management? 

Some practitioners divide leadership and management into different sub-processes or 

practices.  Dolenc (2017) presents a model of understanding leadership and management as 

practices. This work refers to Kotterman (2006), Kotter (2008), and Maccoby (2000). In their 

article, Kotterman (2008) describes the differences between leadership and management, 

characterizing them as complementary, yet different activities. The main difference being that 

leadership is something that is done in the interaction between two individuals, practices such 

as motivating, coaching, or creating trust. Management, on the other hand, consists of 

activities that might be directed at other individuals, but which can be fundamentally done 

without direct interaction. These are practices such as planning, budgeting, and evaluating. 

They argue that both are deemed necessary for success when operating in an increasingly 

volatile and complex business environment. For this research, a difference between 

leadership and management is not required. Thus the practices of management and 

leadership will be consolidated under a single definition. This research will look at leadership 

practices regardless of their relation to interaction. These combinations are later presented in 

the theoretical framework. The model developed by Dolenc (2017) is presented in diagram 6. 
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Diagram 6 Leadership & management processes, Dolenc (2017). 

These leadership processes, referred to as leadership practices, will be used to build the 

theoretical framework. 
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2.3.4  Team leadership 

Due to difficulties in defining leadership in a manner suitable for different contexts, context-

specific definitions are required to progress in leadership research.  In this chapter, I present 

a method of understanding team leadership through different, supportive functions.  

I have chosen teams as the focal point of research due to their importance in the current 

business environment. A recent survey found that for the statement “teams are central to 

organizational success,” 91 % of high-level managers agreed (Martin & Bal, 2006). 

Simultaneously, the past research of teams has tended to focus on a narrow set of leadership 

activities, according to Morgeson et al. (2010). This empirical research relies on traditional 

leadership models. This existing research has focused primarily on formal team leadership 

structures, leaving informal structures without attention. Morgeson et al. (2010) go on to say 

that in the future, additional research is needed for so-called, nontraditional leadership 

structures and for exploring multiple simultaneous sources of leadership. These both can be 

achieved by referring to and researched self-management, specifically in the team context. 

To further understand leadership processes in teams, we start by leaning also on the work of 

Morgeson et al. (2010). We begin by defining teamwork as frequently recurring, 

interdependent interaction (Kozlowski et al., 1996; Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999). These team-

facing challenges come with needs within teams that must be satisfied to reach the team’s 

goals (Morgeson et al., 2010). Thus, any individual seeks to meet these needs, takes on the 

role of leadership. McGrath goes on to suggest that we “devote attention to the study of 

leadership rather than leaders. (1962, p. 3)” “All sources (of team leadership) are ultimately 

focused on satisfying team needs with the goal of enhancing team effectiveness” (Morgeson 

et al., 2010). 

In their work (2010), Morgeson et al. have described a list of 15 team leadership functions 

(chart 8), which are referred to and will be used to build the theoretical framework used in 

this research. All of these functions have been found to being beneficial towards team 

effectiveness when applied, compared to teams that have not implemented them. The source 

of each function has not been defined, suggesting that team leadership can be distributed 

throughout the team. Their functions seek to satisfy the needs of teams and regulate the 

behavior of individuals in terms of achieving goals.  
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Chart 8 Team Leadership Functions, Morgeson et al. (2010). 

Team Leadership Functions 

Transition Phase Action Phase 

Function Definition Function Definition 

compose team ensuring the right mix of 
people in the team  

monitor team monitoring team’s 
progress toward task 
completion 

define mission determining the 
organization’s 
performance 
expectations  

manage team 
boundaries 

relationships between 
the team and 
organizational context  

establish expectations 
and goals 

establishing 
performance 
expectations and setting 
team goals 

challenge team challenging teams 
concerning task 
performance  

structure and plan determining how work 
will be accomplished  

perform team task participating, 
intervening, or otherwise 
performing  

train and develop team providing targeted 
training to the team  

solve problems diagnose and solve any 
problems 

sensemaking identifying & 
interpreting essential 
environmental events 

provide resources informational, financial, 
material, and personnel 
resources  

provide feedback feedback to the team 
and its members 

encourage team self-
management 

manage itself toward 
performing its leadership 
functions. 

- - support social climate address interpersonal 
issues within the team  

 

 

 

This chart is used as the basis of the theoretical framework. 
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2.3.5 Self-management is a substitute for leadership 

Self-management is potentially a non-leader source for leadership, which research has been 

attempting to identify (Kerr, 1976). In other words, sources for task structure and direction 

which do not come from a leader. Self-management has been determined to be one such 

substitute (Manz & Sims, 1980). here leadership is viewed as “a process through which the 

supervisor structures reinforcement contingencies that modify the behavior of subordinates” 

(Sims, 1977). 

Kerr & Jermier (1978) suggest that the performance of employees is influenced more by 

substitutes for leadership, rather than any action or behavior of the superior. Thus we are 

inclined to build a further understanding of self-management and its potential in this context. 

Thoresen & Mahoney (1974, 12) define self-management as: “a person displays self-control 

when in the relative absence of immediate external constraints, he engages in behavior whose 

previous probability has been less than that of alternatively available behaviors.” One way to 

understand this is that the employee can stimulate the effect of a leader on their behavior 

without this leader being present. 

Thus, individual employees using self-management can be auxiliary in reaching organizational 

goals. Accordingly, Manz & Sims (1980) agree that it is beneficial for the superior to develop 

and encourage capabilities relating to self-management. With these capabilities, the 

employee can reduce the need for supervision. 

According to Mahoney (1974, p. 155): “we typically set standards for our behavior based on 

three referents: past performance, observed performance of others, and socially acquired 

performance criteria.”  

Manz & Sims (1980) found that all employees employ some self-controlling behavior. They 

went on to say that some self-control is present even while surrounded by influential external 

factors. Simultaneously, even with a considerable amount of self-control, some external 

consequences may be necessary for optimal results. 

Social learning theory has proposed that we integrate cognitive determinants with 

environmental determinants. Resulting in a more suitable explanation of human behavior 
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(Bandura, 1977). In other words, successful methods of self-control tend to involve some 

amount of external control. 

Based on these learnings, Manz & Sims (1980) went on to recognize five different self-

management procedures presented in chart 9. These skills as a whole from the basis for an 

individual’s (or team’s) ability to self-manage. Each of these skills can be developed and 

further cultivated. 

Chart 9 Self-Management Procedures, Manz & Sims (1980). 

Self-Management Procedures 

Procedures Definition 

self-observation  data gathering about one’s 
behavior for self-evaluation 

specifying goals  describing specific goals  

cueing strategies 
(stimulus control) 

reduce negative cues, increase 
positive cues 

incentive modification  self-reinforcement and self-
punishment based on self-
evaluation 

rehearsal  the systematic practice of desired 
performance 

 

Through understanding these sub-skills which form the ability to self-managed, we realize that 

we can encourage people to self-manage and develop their capabilities in doing so. Bandura 

(1969, p. 33) found that individuals who can effectively deploy procedures of self-

management can serve as examples from other employees to learn. We can develop covert 

(now openly displayed or acknowledged) self-control through initial modeling, guided 

participation, and, thus, gradual development (Thoresen & Mahoney, 1974). The roles of the 

leader change and adapt according to subordinates’ capabilities of self-management. 

As a result, the function of the leader changes. Instead of managing work, they are now 

concerned with providing encouragement and reinforcement through processes such as goal-
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setting and self-reinforcement rather than directly participating in managing performance. 

This change should be desirable since overall subordinate effectiveness will be improved from 

increased self-management and related capabilities.  

Potential issues arise from the lack of instructions. Attempts in self-management can fail if 

self-instruction is too vague, having no immediate implications for behavior (Bandura, 1969, 

p. 255). “Some form of self-reinforcing operations are required for support. Otherwise, self-

control behavior may be difficult to sustain” (Bandura, 1969, 256). Bandura states that moving 

individuals in organizations toward self-management should be advantageous to them, yet 

not appropriate in every circumstance. 

Bandura (1969) reminds us that self-management and control from external sources to be 

mutually exclusive. Employees commonly want external control focused on output measures 

or specific task boundaries. External reinforcement is necessary for the self-control process to 

work.  

 

2.4 Theoretical Framework 

In the preceding text, I have described various method of viewing leadership consisting of 

different practices, highlighting those theories which are relevant in the context of self-

managing teams. Below I will provide a list of all the leadership practices relating to self-

management and groups present in a single chart. 

Based on the researcher’s knowledge, several overlaps were detected in said practices. For 

example, most theories referred to practices related to talent selection as being either 

essential to self-management or as being a critical team leadership practice. Thus, these 

practices are now consolidated under the same headline. Chart 10 is a list of all leadership 

practices found in the literature.  

All the leadership processes are matched between different sources of literature, giving 

further insights into what each new process contains. To use these practices and their 

respective descriptions as a means of understanding the gathered research data, some 

combining and renaming was in order. 
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From consolidating all the related processes in literature, 15 different, unique processes were 

identified for the use of this research. Ideally, each task is something the team should be able 

to complete without approval from the rest of the organization or be arranged through joint 

decision-making. Additionally, these practices should also be peer-managed rather than 

manager-supervised. In reality, some practices need top-level management approval or are 

still managed by the team supervisor, or the decision-making authority is limited by the 

organization context.  

This list is 15 practices was supplemented with the addition of the practice of crisis 

management. This practice was especially relevant for understanding how management 

practices differ at Slush during a crisis. Crisis management refers to how the organization 

assesses and tackles risks and events, which provide an existential threat to the business or 

organization. It might be in terms of revenue, safety, or anything else which jeopardizes the 

organization’s future. 

This framework (chart 11) is used to decipher the data gathered during this project. Data will 

be used to understand the teams operating at Slush. For each process listed, we answer two 

questions. The first: is the team able to complete these tasks without approval from the rest 

of the organization? The second: is a process managed by peers or the team manager? Thus, 

each leadership practice will be either peer-managed, manager-lead, or not in control of the 

team. Additionally, each practice will be scored on the influence-power continuum from 1-6, 

providing a further understanding of the dynamics of the team and the top-level management 

and the respective flow of information between the two.
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Chart 10 Literature review for the theoretical framework. 

Leadership Practices of Self-
managing Teams 

Team leadership processes Leadership processes Management 
processes 

Managerial 
decisions 

Self-management 
procedures 

Preconditions of 
autonomous teams 

Poikolainen, 2020 Morgeson et al. 2010 Dolenc, 2017 Dolenc, 2017 Hackman, 1986 Manz & Sims, 1980 Poikolainen, 2017 

Personnel Selection Compose team Selecting talent staffing personnel 
management 

 
team size 

Defining Mission define mission 
 

managing vision order Firm strategy 
 

setting a vision 

Setting Goals & Expectations establish expectations and 
goals 

establishing direction limits choice 
 

specifying goals expectation 
management 

Planning & Prioritizing structure and plan 
 

planning 
  

sense of ownership 

Training & Development train and develop team coaching facilitating 
 

cueing strategies 
(stimuli control) 

 

Sensemaking sensemaking 
 

controlling 
  

team-specific culture 

Feedback & Evaluation provide feedback 
 

evaluating 
  

reflection 

Performance Observation monitor team aligning people monitoring managing and 
monitoring 

self-observation 
 

Organizing & Administrating manage team boundaries improves labor 
relations 

organizing organization and 
work design 

 
shared method of 
communication  

Challenging Team, Encourage 
Self-management  

challenge team/encourage 
team self-management 

     

Practice & Performance perform team task executing with 
emotion 

executing without 
emotion 

work execution rehearsal 
 

Problem-solving solve problems promote useful change problem-solving 
  

conflict resolution 

Budgeting & Resourcing provide resources increases choice budgeting work & resource 
allocation 

  

Build Team Atmosphere & 
Trust 

support social climate building trust 
    

Motivating & Inspiring 
 

motivating/inspiring 
  

incentive 
modification 

trust 

 

This lists the relevant leadership practices found in literature and has attempted to find matches between each other, leading the way for creating 

a theoretical framework used in this study.
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Chart 11 Theoretical framework: Leadership Practices of Self-managing Teams. 

Leadership Practices of Self-managing Teams 

Practice Definition Influence-power 
continuum score (1-6) 

Personnel Selection defining team size, attracting and selecting 
talent, defining roles and responsibilities 

x 

Defining Mission formulating mission statement and key 
performance indicators or team 

x 

Setting Goals & Expectations defining goals for the progress of team and 
expectations for ways of working 

x 

Planning & Prioritizing planning project and daily schedules and task 
priorities 

x 

Training & Development facilitating learning of individuals through 
planning development activities and executing 
them 

x 

Sensemaking curating environmental information to team 
members from e.g. top-level management and 
organization’s stakeholders 

x 

Feedback & Evaluation giving feedback and evaluations on performance 
to team members 

x 

Performance Observation observing key performance indicators  x 

Organizing & Administrating communicating to other teams and top-level 
management 

x 

Challenging Team & 
Encouraging Self-management  

challenging the decisions of individuals, while 
simultaneously encouraging self-management 

x 

Practice & Performance rehearsing and performing team tasks x 

Problem-solving solving conflicts and problems within the team x 

Budgeting & Resourcing assigning organizational resources for the use of 
the team 

x 

Building Team Atmosphere & 
Trust 

building organizational trust, interpersonal 
relations, positive social climate and a sense of 
psychological safety 

x 

Motivating & Inspiring motivating individuals to complete their tasks 
and inspiring them to take responsibility and be 
creative 

x 

Crisis Management managing and assessing risk of events which 
pose an existential threat to organization 

x 

 

This framework is used to analyze research data and present the eventual results. Each 

practice will be rated as being outside team, managed-led of self-managing. Additionally, they 

will be assigned a score (1-6) on the power-influence continuum.  
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3. Methodology 
 

3.1  Research subject 

Slush is a global inclusive movement to help entrepreneurs. According to their mission 

statement, Slush believes that “entrepreneurship (and especially building global, scalable, 

technology businesses) is one of the best ways to change the world. Therefore, our mission is 

to help, create, and inspire founders to change the world for the better. The company vision 

is “To create a world where, despite who you are or where you are, the resources to build a 

world-changing company are available.”  

Attached are the official company goals for Slush for the decade of 2020-2030. 

1. Become a thought-leader in the evolution of diverse, collaborative, and sustainable 
entrepreneurship (=21st-century entrepreneurship). 

2. Solve the following: lack of diverse talent, lack of European late-stage funding, lack of 
advice, and biased capital flows in Europe. 

3. By 2030, Helsinki is the most attractive startup hub in Europe. Helsinki is a home for 
several companies similar in their appreciation to Airbnb, Stripe, or Coinbase. 

4. Slush events are arranged in every continent in the world (yes, including North & South 
Pole). Slush has over 100 active communities around the world, led by students. Slush 
brand is acknowledged globally as a synonym for startups and serves as an inspiration 
for generations to come. 

5. Build an organizational culture that attracts, empowers, and trains future founders, 
world leaders, and exceptional thinkers. (=By the end of this decade, Slush alumni have 
founded companies and projects worth over 5B€). 

They are best known for their Helsinki event called Slush Helsinki. Slush Helsinki is an annual 

startup & technology conference founded originally in 2008. From the original 300 attendees, 

it has grown to 25,000, with more than 110 nationalities represented in 2019. The event is 

organized in November in Helsinki, at Messukeskus, the largest conference hall in Finland.  

2019 hosted 3,500 startups, 2,000 investors, 600 journalists, 350 researchers, 600 students 

and 2,400 volunteers.  

In addition to a two-day event in Helsinki, Slush maintains a startup & technology related 

media called Soaked by Slush, research team, and an educational program for future 

entrepreneurship named Slush Academy. The organization has come to be known by 
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innovative ideas and projects managed by young employees. Among the entrepreneurial 

educational program and startup media, Slush has chartered a direct flight between Helsinki 

and San Francisco to bring in relevant attendees, created events for music, game & product 

professionals, and even considered having the event held in a cruise ship. It is believed that it 

can be attributed in part to the self-managing nature of the organization. Slush has had events 

in Singapore and Japan, and continues to have events in China, organized by a local community 

and team. 

Currently, Slush employs 30 to 50 people throughout the year. Due to its project-based nature 

of work building the event, the team is 30 people at the start of the year, growing to about 50 

people before August. Throughout its tenure, Slush has employed relatively young employees, 

with the current average age being 26 (total range 21-33). Many of these are students and 

usually have under five years of professional experience.  

As I learned from previous research (Poikolainen, 2017), Slush has implemented self-managing 

teams as a means of improving their organizational performance. Then-CEO of Slush explained 

that team leaders of autonomous teams usually know more and have a better idea of what to 

do in each situation, then them as acting CEO (Poikolainen, 2017). The CEO might hear from 

each team lead every two weeks during a meeting how they are doing and thus be removed 

from the day-to-day operations. Their role is to ask questions, inquire the why behind 

decisions, and give their opinion when it is asked. Seldom do they find themselves saying, 

“please do it this way.”  

According to the CEO, the benefits are immense. First, the team leaders usually have the best 

knowledge for making decisions that affect the team in question. Second, it increases the 

experienced meaningfulness of the job. Third, it provides more learning opportunities than 

being led to hierarchically. And lastly, it brings autonomy and freedom to decision-making.  

When asked how the organization can be managed efficiently, the answer was “by respecting 

the model of self-management and autonomy.” This research provided us with insights into 

the beliefs of top-level managers at Slush: the way they think self-managing teams should be 

organized. Two years later, I return to the same case organization to find a new, ethnographic 

perspective into the designed criteria mentioned above. 
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3.2 A Qualitative approach 

Qualitative research has its background in Aristotelian tradition of science, meaning it 

attempts to describe phenomena, rather than build theories. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). This 

can be described as theological or descriptive science. However, descriptions of facts are 

never too far away from theories about them.  

The goal of this research is to develop a further understanding of the leadership practices of 

a single organization. For this reason, a qualitative approach was selected, which can be seen 

as human-centered and understanding research (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). In qualitative 

research, the goal is to describe and understand the research objective as holistically as 

possible. Thus, finding new information and knowledge (Hirsijärvi, Remes & Sajavaara, 2008, 

157).   

The research objective is a single organization. Since it is a separate organization with a limited 

time-scope, a case study approach was selected. Meaning that all data collected will regard a 

single organization and its employees. This approach is aligned with that fact that business 

study aims to understand companies as they are (Koskinen et al. 2005; 16). The research 

project is interested only in these subjects and seeks to understand the broader phenomena 

of self-management through understanding the case organization. Only thought 

understanding the case organization, are we able to develop further understanding of self-

management for the benefit of the research practice as a whole (Eriksson & Koistinen, 2005.) 

 

3.3 Philosophy of ethnography 

The history of ethnography goes back to the 17th century, whereas the fieldwork method of 

study rose in popularity, starting from the 1930s (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The term 

ethnography comes from the Greek words ethnos (people) and graphein (to write), meaning 

to write about others. In social and natural sciences, we can see their goal as identifying 

structures and mechanisms, which lead to tendencies in the behavior of phenomena (Porter, 

1993). Ethnographic techniques can be applied to investigate the nature of structures by 

examining social [organizational] phenomena, especially with a model of critical realism. 
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Structures are stable configurations. "Process is dependent on structure, and continuity of 

structure is dependent on process" (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952, 12). The structuralism school of 

through holds that cultural [organizational] phenomena can be explained through identifying 

unconscious structures portrayed by the members of the culture [organization] (DeGeorge & 

Fernande, 1972, 25).  Every model is an idealization, but the act of simplification, required for 

modeling, does not necessarily lead to oversimplification (Porter, 1993). If a model can put to 

use, it can be worthy of study.  

This research employs critical realism as an approach to ethnography. This approach attempts 

to explain social structures and resulting human action. Bhaskar has noted that “the existence 

of social structure is a necessary condition for any human action” (1989, 3-4). These structures 

cannot be perceived directly. Instead, the examination of their effects enables them to be 

identified (Porter, 1993). In order to understand social phenomena, we must have a 

theoretical analysis of the nature of structures. They are an essential prerequisite (Porter, 

1993). Conversely, these theories regarding social structures and cascading effects must be 

tested through empirical means. The perceived meanings “cannot be measured, only 

understood” (Bhaskar, 1989, 46).  

The purpose of the ethnographic study is to form a relationship between structure and agency 

(Porter, 1993). To establish this relationship, a two-way discussion between literature and 

empirical findings is essential. Critical realism is especially prone to errors of manipulating data 

to fit the researcher’s arguments (Williams, 1990). In ethnography, research is not only 

concerned with how the researcher perceives data, but also how they choose to portray it. 

Due to these realities presented, it is essential to maintain a two-way discussion between 

theory and data throughout the presentation of results and the following conclusions. 

Ethnography is, at its core, an observational science. Practical observation of human affairs is 

all but impossible without a degree of participation in the observed action (Kaplan, 1964). 

Data gathered without participation remains cryptic (Kaplan, 1964, 134-135). “There is no 

substitute for actually living with people, participating in their daily lives, learning their values 

from personal contact and empathy, and observing their emotional reactions at the first 

range.” (Kardiner, 1963, 247) Conversely, the observer is always participating in what they 

observe and influencing it. Through participating, an observation is made. And the 

observations are what consist of ethnographic data, not the actions of others themselves. 
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Anthropologists [field-workers] have widely accepted an axiom of direct experience, meaning 

that direct experience is both necessary for knowledge and sufficient. (Kaplan, 1964)  

Scientifically useful data should be both significant and reliable. We can endow data with 

significance through the use of theory (Porter, 1993). The field-worker is said to rely upon 

inspiration from theory entirely (Malinowsky, 1961, 9). The theorist conversely relies on data 

to inspire them. As a result, only theory can make sense of data (Porter, 1993). The scientific 

value of research findings relies on separating observational data from theoretical conclusions 

(Malinowski, 1961, 3).  Theory and data form successive approximations towards the critical, 

realist understanding of described phenomena. Thus, I have chosen to build a robust 

theoretical framework before analyzing data to understand it fully. Simultaneously gathering 

data without directly applying it to the framework. And only after completing the framework 

and data gathering as individual projects, bring them together to approximate the results and 

conclusions necessary for answering the research question proposed.   

While interpreting data makes it digestible, we should avoid projective interpretation (Porter, 

1993). Our emotional response, described by Mead and Macgregor (1951, 444) as “the surest 

and most perfect instrument of understanding,” had the danger of projecting our 

presumptions and hypothesis onto data. This danger is increasingly present in ethnography; 

there, the researcher’s discretion determines how data is recorded and presented.  

 

3.4 Nature of the ethnographic method applied 

An ethnographic approach with a field-work method of gathering data was selected. Research 

is conducted where the people behave naturally, compared to purpose-built research settings. 

Requiring a long-term commitment to interacting with the people who are being studied. It 

accumulates detail toward general patterns rather than tests hypotheses from existing 

models. And it is holistic, producing the fullest possible model of the study participants.  

Some of the advantages of ethnography include opening new experiences that other methods 

fail to bring to light. It enables observing behavior across entire organizations, rather than only 

selected informants. It immerses the researcher fully in their work and allows them to tap into 

both intuitive and rational understanding of studied phenomena.  
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For this research, I gathered material through ethnographic methods (field-work) in a case 

study of a single organization. The ethnographic method was selected to develop an 

understanding of the leadership practices of the organization (i.e., leadership culture). “An 

ethnography is written representation of a culture (or parts of culture),” states Van Maanen 

(2011, 1).  This understanding is built through observations made by the researcher, rather 

than interpretations coming from employees of the organization. The aim is to create an 

adequate display of practices of the case study organization. “The trick of ethnography is to 

adequately display the culture (or, more commonly, parts of the culture) in a way that is 

meaningful to readers without great distortion” (Van Maanen 2011, 13). Specifically, the 

process here is autoethnography, meaning the study of one’s people (Hayano, 1982). Since 

the researcher is employed by the company as an employee and a researcher. 

Ethnographic data (fieldwork) will include observations in a diary format (field notes), 

materials, and documents procured form the organization. “Fieldwork is the method that 

throws the researcher directly into the life-worlds under investigation and requires the careful 

recording (through fieldnotes) of the problematic and routines of that world (Denzin, 1981).” 

This method was chosen for the unique research possibility provided by the researcher being 

employed by the company in question. Understanding involves empathizing with the beliefs 

and values of an organization (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). With this in mind, the researcher can 

spend an extended period getting to know the organization and dig deeper into leadership 

processes, compared to a traditional interview setting. “Fieldwork, at its core, is a long social 

process of coming to terms with a culture” (Van Maanen, 2011, 117).  

Throughout this process, I build a representation of the culture, which makes the culture 

visible (Van Maanen, 2011). While effort has put into understanding the culture and its 

representation, researcher remembers that it is only a snapshot, rather than a permanent 

image of culture. To quote Van Maanen: “culture is not something that can be known once 

and for all… knowing a culture, even our own, is a never-ending story” (2011, 119).  

I recognize that this representation is temporal. “Ethnography is the study and representation 

of culture as used by particular people, in particular places, at particular times” (Van Maanen, 

2011, 155). This research represents the leadership culture of Slush throughout fieldwork. 
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Data was collected over eight months between 29.5.2019 and 17.2.2020. Gathered 

ethnographic material includes 33 pages of field notes written by the researcher. The field 

notes contain both observations and reflections. Additionally, more than 100 pages of 

company material were collected and analyzed for this research. Documents range from excel 

sheets displaying human resource planning to CEO memos written on decision-making. The 

data is gathered to describe organizational and managerial practices at Slush and how they 

relate to self-managing teams and the ability to construct or constraint leadership within 

them. 

 

3.5 Acknowledgments regarding ethnography 

The following contains relevant acknowledgments regarding the particular method of doing 

fieldwork and gathering ethnographic data during this research process. 

First, the researcher was employed with the company during the entire research process. The 

researcher began their employment with the organization in April of 2019. The researcher’s 

role in doing research and gathering data on the organization has been communicated within 

the organization. Regardless, many of the individual conversations, where fieldwork has been 

done, has not had this same message conveyed to all participants. Conversely, all field notes 

are not from conversations where the subjects know they are being observed. Though it is 

essential to acknowledge the fact that the researcher’s status as an observer, in general, has 

been noted and will inevitably affect how those being observed behave and communicate. In 

general, we suggest that the research subjects were not actively aware of their status as being 

watched. In the culture of the organization, taking handwritten notes is not considered at all 

unusual, rather a practice that is encouraged. Since it was not specified if the researcher was 

explicitly engaged in observing, it helped those being followed remain natural in their 

behavior. However, it is suspected that those being observed tried to maintain appearances 

and thus possibly confuse the researcher doing fieldwork.  

Second, in the process of doing fieldwork and gathering data, no recorder was used. Notes 

from conversations were taken by hand in a notebook by the researcher. While most 

conversations were recorded in the form of hand-written notes during the conversation, some 

notes were only written down after the fact using memory and ear.  
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Third, these handwritten notes were transcribed usually during the same day they were taken. 

Sometimes, however, it took one to several days after the fact for the researcher to turn notes 

into transcriptions. Transcription was completed on a text-editing software.  

Fourth, the fieldwork is presented as a realist in observations and confessional in reflections, 

as per the method described by Van Maanen (2011). Each documented conversation and 

incident provide both an observation and a reflection. The representation, tries to the best of 

the researcher, stick to an objective view of events and actions that took place. A minimal 

amount of interpretation is included in the observations in an attempt to create a realist 

picture of events. Followed by each observation; however, a confessional reflection is 

provided. Here the researcher offers a personal account of how this particular piece of data is 

related to the theory presented in literature and how its relationship between the two affects 

the research results. Attempts in analysis and synthesis of information and results are 

apparent during reflections already.  

Fifth, the gathered content does not contain an equal representation of all teams employed 

at Slush. Instead, the team the researcher was engaged in, the Talent Team is most 

represented in the research data collected. This facet is vital to keep in mind, while we can 

reasonably assume that the leadership practices are organization-wide. 

 

3.6 Analyzing material 

The chosen method of analysis is content analysis. In this method, making deductions and 

interpretations based on collected data is of importance (Puusa, 2011, 117; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2018, 117). Content analysis is usually chosen when we aim to generate a specific yet limited 

understanding of selected phenomena (Puusa 2011, 117, Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). A directed 

content analysis approach was chosen due to our attempt to connect collected ethnographic 

data with an existing framework of leadership practices (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

I can ensure enough data has been collected by looking at saturation: once the data starts to 

repeat itself, a high saturation has been reached (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998; 46-47; Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 99). 
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The material was analyzed based on the theoretical framework presented in chapter 2. Based 

on the focus area, selected managerial and organizational practices, coding was used to 

highlight sections of material that proved evidence in answering the chosen research 

question. In other words, when research material presented evidence towards how a specific 

practice was arranged at Slush, coding was used to indicate the location of this material. 

Coding first started based on codes that arose from the content. Afterward, commonalities 

and themes were depicted. Already in the second phase of analysis, we could arrange the 

material to match the theoretical framework depicted.  

After material had been coded and used to identify which managerial or organizational 

practice it described, a thorough understanding and description of said practice was written 

out. These descriptions are presented in the next chapter, along with relevant quotes from 

company material.  
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4. Results 
 

 

4.1 Results per leadership practice 

The research question is, “How organizational and managerial practices construct and 

constrain leadership in self-managing teams?” In the following sub-chapters, I review the 

results of this research process as answers to how each leadership practice presented in the 

theoretical framework, is arranged and managed in Slush. I will offer my understanding based 

on eight months of studying the organization. To supplement my subjective knowledge, I 

present quotes from company material, guidelines, and presentations. The results and 

conclusions are bolded. 

 

4.2 Glossary 

The following terms will be used to describe the organization and its leadership practices. 

1. Team Head – the title for any managers or teams, individuals working as superiors to 
one or more subordinates while managing a single team and their respective set of 
responsibilities. For example, the Talent Team is led by Chief Talent Officer, where the 
Chief Talent Officer is the Team head for the Talent Team. 

2. Off-site – a company-wide meeting held outside the office. Typical Slush off-sites are 
held at cabins in the woods, where all employees are invited. These off-sites last three 
to four days, out of which 8 hours are used for work and the rest for relaxing and 
socializing. Common themes of discussion are company strategy, mission, vision, plans, 
operational timelines, personal relations, and industry events.  

3. KPI – Key Performance Indicator. A numeral representation of relevant work outcomes 
for a team or an individual. An example from Slush would be for the Head of 
Recruitment position; one KPI is “Amount of days from first outbound message to 
hiring decision in a recruitment process for one open position.” The results of this KPI 
has ranged from 10 to 42 days. 

4. LS-team – Leadership team, the top-level management of Slush, equivalent to C-level 
executives in a standard corporation. Its seven members include the Chief Executive 
Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief Talent Officer, Chief Marketing Officer, Chief 
Operative Officer, President, and Executive Producer. These individuals manage the 
strategy of Slush and have Team Heads or employees as their subordinates. 
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4.3 Personnel Selection 

Teams at Slush are free to recruit and select personnel based on their specific wants and 

needs. Each team is responsible for recruiting their employees, and no joint recruitment 

function hires employees for teams. While a recruitment function exists in the form of a one-

person team, the Head of Recruitment, their task is to help teams recruit, not recruit for them. 

For example, the Head of Recruitment might find suitable candidates and help teams assess 

those candidates, but they do not have the decision-making power for making hiring decisions. 

The hiring process is managed by a dedicated team manager. This “team head” can decide 

who is hired and fired for each position. They can choose when the recruitment process starts, 

what should be the employees’ start date, their title, and tasks.  

The Team Head is also responsible for selecting the type of profile they are looking for in 

recruits. While the job description might not change, they are looking for different kinds of 

individuals with diverse talents and, thus, different approaches to fulfilling the job 

requirements. Deciding on the approach and profile is entirely up the team head, it is not 

affected by top-level management nor the team members. 

Team members have two ways of affecting recruitment decisions: one direct and one indirect. 

The indirect method is participating in interviewing and assessing candidates. After 

interviewing a potential recruit, the employee can give their opinion and evaluation on 

whether they would make an excellent fit for the team. The Team Head needs to take this 

input in to account before making their decision. However, they are not required to act per 

said input. 

The second method is more impactful. While the Team Heads are responsible for recruitment 

decisions, each team member has a veto right for these decisions. In other words, even if a 

Team Head has decided to hire someone, a member of the same team can use their veto right 

to overrule this decision, without explanation. This right has been given to employees to 

support the building of a positive and collaborative team atmosphere. During the observation 

period, we did not record any incidents where the veto right was used. However, its use was 

discussed during one recruitment project.  
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While some attempts have been made in establishing a recruitment strategy and organization-

wide recruitment practices, no single authority manages them or is held accountable for 

sticking to them. Team heads maintain autonomy in using their discretion when it comes to 

the exact ways of communicating to and assessing recruits.  

As a rule, during the recruitment process, the company advice is to: 

1. meet each candidate three times during the process, 

2. have three different people meet and assess each candidate 

3. meet at least three candidates before hiring any for any given position. 

Following the Slush decision-making guideline: 

“Don’t make recruitment decisions alone.” 

A typical recruitment process is as follows. First, the Head of Recruitment meets a potential 

candidate once during a phone call. Second, the candidate is interviewed by the hiring Team 

Head. Third, they are asked to complete an assignment relating to the tasks of the open 

position. Fourth and last, they are asked to present this assignment to the hiring team head 

and a second Slush team member. Thus, the advice given in the preceding chapter is followed.  

Teams nor team heads are not able to affect the benefits or salary provided to employees. 

Slush operates on a flat salary policy, where every employee receives the same 2,400 euros 

(gross) monthly based on working hours, a maximum of 160 hours. The benefits provided for 

employees are also the same regardless of position. These include: 

1. access to Slush office with the personal key around the clock 

2. occupational health care supplied by Heltti 

3. several employer-sponsored events and gatherings throughout the year, including two 
multi-day trips abroad and two multi-day trips in Finland. 

4. Access to Slush event being organized that year 

5. Family tickets (up to 4) to Slush, which can be given out to friends or family 

When it comes to firing employees, Team Heads have complete discretion. Team members 

no longer have a veto right. Team heads not only influence firing decisions within their teams 

but also advise other teams when an employee is seeking to make a lateral move from one 

team to another. 
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Result: personnel selection is a team-specific process, managed by the team manager. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a five meaning “joint 

decision making.” While the team manager has strong ownership of the process of selection, 

they are not able to make a hiring decision if a team member uses their veto right to overrule 

the hiring decision. Team Heads need the team’s approval to create a new personnel 

selection. Thus, hiring decision making can be viewed as being joint. This practice constructs 

leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.4 Defining Mission 

4.4.1 Company Strategy, Mission, and Vision 

The organization’s strategy, mission, and vision are formulated and decided upon by the 

current CEO. The strategy process begins towards the end of a calendar year. Since the main 

event, representing an overwhelming majority of Slush’s activities, is in November, the 

months of December and January are used for generating a new or adjusting current strategy 

for the coming year. CEO has the responsibility of this process along with the decision-making 

power relating to it. 

The process starts with the CEO drafting the company strategy, mission, and vision. They are 

free to use whichever sources of information they deem to be fit. Typically, a CEO has a 

personal vision coming into the position, which has been assessed by the board of Slush during 

the CEO selection process.  

After completing this draft, the CEO presents their work in an all-hands company meeting, 

where all employees are present. Here, comments are gathered from the entire team. 

However, the process cannot be described as a bottom-up process. Rather than hearing from 

the team answers to questions such as: “what should be included in the strategy,” the CEO 

takes the responsibility of drafting a strategy, vision, and mission for the new year of 

operations using the sources of information they find relevant. The comments gathered are 

for this draft. Once the comments are collected, using their discretion, the CEO adjusts the 

strategy, decides on its final form, and unveils it to the team during January. This company-

wide strategy is used as a base for formulating team-wide mission statements. 
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4.4.2 Team strategy, mission, and vision 

Now that the company strategy is set, the teams go on to create or adjust their respective 

mission, vision, and strategy statements. The Team Head initiates this process and invites all 

team members to take part in shaping the strategy. Unlike in the case of the company strategy, 

Team Heads do not provide a draft of the strategy, mission, or vision, but rather, they start 

the process with a tabula rasa, a clean slate.  

A typical team-mission building process is held at a company off-site, an outside the office 

gathering. During an off-site, a team-wide mission statement workshop is held. Here, the 

company-wide strategy is once more presented and discussed. After this, the teams are 

invited to draft their strategy, which should support the company-wide mission. This process 

involves all the team members. While the Team Head is not responsible for deciding alone on 

the mission, they get the final say in formulating the team mission. However, each team 

member receives the opportunity to influence the final product.  

As an example, one of the team missions was drafted as “building a human accelerator” in 

2019. When the year 2020 started, the mission was revised to “building a sustainable human 

accelerator.” While the similarities are evident between the two, it is not reflective of the 

process behind them. Team Heads manage the engagement in their strategy work. It is 

important to note that the team mission needs to operate within the boundaries of the 

company strategy.  

Result: CEO decides on the company-wide mission, Team Heads manage team mission 

statements. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a four, meaning 

“advice is taken into consideration.” For both the company-wide mission and team mission 

statements, employees do get to participate but aren’t given authority in making said 

decisions. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.5 Setting Goals & Expectations 

Teams are tasked with setting their own goals and managing team expectations. Typical goals 

used at Slush include KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) and deadlines. Individual goals, KPIs, 
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and deadlines are set and regulated by the individuals. They come up with two to four KPIs 

they would like to track. They also assign targets for those KPIs. For example, the Head of 

Recruitment follows recruitment process satisfaction based on the candidate’s opinions who 

take part in applying for a job at Slush. Candidates rate the overall experience on a scale of 1-

5. The target for this KPI is >4, the current result being 4,44… 

Team goals are set in a self-managing fashion. If a team is tasked with a project which involves 

two or more team members, the participating employees collaborate in formulating relevant 

KPIs and deadlines. The interdependency formed in collaboration is solved by self-

management, rather than through manager involvement. The team head does not appear to 

have authority in getting deciding goals, deadlines, or KPIs. They can only coach and challenge 

the team. Below is an example of team KPIs for the Talent Team. 

1. Employee & Volunteer Team Lead satisfaction & happiness  

2. Employee score on perceived personal development at Slush   

3. Diversity of Volunteers – Age, number of nationalities   

4. NPS of Slush employees - How likely would you recommend Slush as a workplace to 

others? 

Result: CEO decides company strategy, teams self-manage in creating team-mission & 

goals. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a five meaning “joint 

decision-making.” During my research tenure at Slush, teams were fully self-managing in 

determining their goals and expectations. They were not influenced by top-level management 

when it came to setting KPIs, goals, and deadlines. However, these were always subject to the 

company strategy set by the CEO and LS-team. This practice constructs leadership in self-

managing teams. 

 

4.6 Planning & Prioritizing 

Employees at Slush are expected to plan their work and prioritize tasks using their discretion. 

The Team heads role is only to coach or challenge this set or priorities, but the priorities are 

not handed down from superior to subordinate. For some positions, the respective Team Head 



67 
 

is not coaching with priorities, but rather someone else from the LS-team. For example, for 

the role of Head of Recruitment and Learning, the Team Head (CTO) would coach them in 

setting priorities for recruitment efforts. On the other hand, the COO would coach in priorities 

related to learning projects.  

Most teams participate in the production of the Slush event. The teams self-manage around 

setting priorities in terms of supporting the production process. While the schedule is far from 

lax, it’s not without flexibility either and has some leeway in terms of setting deadlines. 

Individuals are also free to design their work schedules and choose where they work. They are 

only required to attend Team-wide meetings. These meetings include: 

1. The “All-hands Weekly,” weekly on Monday mornings at 9 am, lasting 60 to 90 
minutes. 

2. Team-specific “Weekly,” weekly at different times per team, lasting 30 to 90 minutes 

3. Meetings they agreed with team members. 

Outside these meetings, they are free to work at the office or remotely. There are no given 

working hours which would be forced or even encouraged, such as the industry standard of 9 

am to 5 pm. All employees are encouraged to work remotely on Wednesdays, when you can 

find the office to be empty, with only a handful of employees. If an employee has a hard time 

deciding when to work, they will be encouraged to work 9 to 5, to avoid communicating 

outside those hours. 

Since many teams are tasked with organizing events outside office hours or work with 

international stakeholders, they are thus forced to work outside the 9 to 5 rhythm. For 

example, the Talent Team organizes several Team events during weekday evenings and 

weekends. The Program Team frequently engages in meetings with stakeholders based in San 

Francisco, a 10-hour time difference compared to Finland. The Partnerships team is involved 

in continuous conversations with partners located in the US, Europe, and Asia, requiring 

significant flexibility in terms of scheduling and planning. However, the Team Head is not 

responsible for scheduling or planning shifts for their subordinates. Employees have the 

autonomy to decide how their work is done. Leaving a considerable degree of self-

management for everyone. 
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Individuals employed at Slush typically plan their work schedules on the previous week. A 

widespread practice is to sit down and write down the exact timetable for working hours on 

the preceding Friday or Sunday. During the research project, one employee gave their 

colleagues a presentation on time management. In this presentation, employees were 

encouraged to make calendar appointments for each task they complete. Even if not engaged 

in a meeting, it was invited to write down timeslots with the title being which job is being 

tackled. The default setting for calendars is public, meaning that employees can view each 

other’s calendars and see which tasks they are working on at any given moment. This practice 

was introduced under the premise of making scheduling meetings more accessible. With the 

ability to see if any person is going to be in a meeting or working by themselves, it gives the 

inviter a more straightforward possibility in choosing the appropriate time for inviting 

colleagues to meetings.  

Some employees even use their calendar for tracking how much time they spent on each task. 

Using an example, they first started by creating a 2-hour calendar appointment for writing a 

draft of their job description. After working on this draft for 1,5 hours, they found themselves 

done and finished their task. Afterward, the individual would go back and edit the calendar 

appointment they made earlier, adjusting the length to display the time spent – 90 minutes.  

Employees communicate their priorities within teams and to the organization weekly. Each 

Employee is required to write a “recap” of their completed activities during a given week. The 

recap is shared to reach Team Head, who then go on to compile the “recaps” of each Team. 

These are eventually forwarded to the CEO, who collects an organization-wide “recap” with 

the preceding week's task process and priorities for the coming week. This file is shared and 

read at the “All-hands Weekly” meeting on Mondays.  

Result: individuals are self-managing in terms of planning and prioritizing their work. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a six meaning 

“complete control.” During my research tenure at Slush, in terms of individual goals and 

expectations, employees were able to use their complete discretion on how they gave. 

Prioritizing tasks was a fully autonomous process. This practice is in full accordance with the 

principles of self-management and constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 
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4.7 Training & Development 

4.7.1 Self-managed learning 

The Slush company manual “Ways of working” states: 

“Everyone is at Slush to both learn and coach.” 

An often-cited attribute of the traditional working culture is a high individual responsibility. 

Individual employees are expected and encouraged to manage their learning throughout their 

tenure actively. They are expected to plan and implement their ideas towards developing in 

their tasks. Employees at Slush think that one of the two best advantages of being employed 

is the access to the Slush brand (a) and its networks (b).  

Through being a large-scale event, which connects entrepreneurs, corporations, investors, 

students, researchers, and educators, the organization gains considerable connections to 

influential and skilled individuals. One way of developing oneself is by being acquainted with 

these individuals and learning from them. However, no formal process exists for these 

introductions. Employees are expected to take the initiative in asking and setting up 

introductions through well-connected members of Slush, such as the CEO or President. 

The Head of Recruitment and Learning aims to provide training and development 

opportunities for all team members. These opportunities are voluntary, not mandatory. 

During a given month, there are three different types of events relating to training and 

development. First, Demo Sessions are a bi-weekly event, where Slush employees present the 

progress they have done concerning their team-specific mission. During one Demo Session, 

the Product team, in charge of Slush software, presented their plans for improving the event 

Matchmaking software for the 2020 event, by adding in new capabilities and functions. Demo 

sessions take place on Friday afternoons from 3 pm to 4.30 pm, ending the workweek at the 

Slush office. 

The second event type is called Frunch, abbreviated from the words Friday and Brunch. Here, 

experienced professionals from various fields of expertise relating to entrepreneurship are 

invited to speak bi-weekly. During these sessions, they share learnings they would want to 

give to the people building Slush and dreaming of becoming an entrepreneur one day. During 

one session, a venture capital investor shared their understanding of how to build a business 
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that is attractive for an investor, increasing the chance of receiving a venture capital 

investment into a new business. 

The third event is a weekly Learning Lunch. Every Thursday, employees volunteer in hosting a 

learning session about a topic of passion. The subjects are usually not directly related to their 

tasks at Slush, rather topics of interest outside employment. During one session, a Slush 

employee gave a presentation on what they had learned from practicing and coaching 

competitive gymnastics. These sessions are casual, but popular with the team. 

 

4.7.2 Manager-led learning 

Team Heads are tasked with providing learning opportunities and supporting subordinates’ 

development if the employee chooses to ask for this help. For example, the onboarding 

process is thus managed by the team, usually on the responsibility of the Team Head.  

The new employee manual states: 

“Your teams take care of your role-specific onboarding.” 

Due to the high turnover of employees, the average tenure being two years, many low-level 

employees are in their first year, and most of the Team Heads in their second year. Here, it is 

reasonable for Team Heads to take care of onboarding.  

Team heads have the responsibility of training and developing each of their team members to 

complete their tasks. For example, they are tasked with providing an individual learning plan 

for individuals if they choose to use it. This personal business plan details development 

procedures during tenure and later in their career. 

Result: employees are self-managed in terms of training and development. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a six meaning 

“complete control.” If an individual makes no effort in requesting training or development for 

themselves, they will be likely not to receive it. Employees employ autonomy in deciding how 

often they should be trained and when to teach others. This practice is in full accordance with 

self-management principles and constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 
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4.8 Feedback & Evaluation 

Every employee is encouraged to give feedback at Slush: to themselves, to their peers and 

their superiors. Specific guidelines are as follows: 

1. positive feedback 

a. give as much as possible 

b. prefer to give credit in front of others 

2. constructive feedback 

a. give as soon as possible 

b. prefer to give it one-on-one 

Additionally, Team Heads are tasked with providing structured feedback sessions, including 

both praise and constructive feedback, monthly with each of their subordinates. A template 

created by the Talent Team is provided, which the Team Heads are free to use. These monthly 

feedback sessions are booked in advance and occur regularly. For example, in the Talent Team, 

one subordinate-superior relationship has a weekly one-on-one meeting for intimate 

discussions. Every fourth of these meetings is replaced with the structured feedback session 

mentioned earlier, forming a regular interval for said meeting. In the meetings, the superior 

provides feedback for the subordinate and the superior themselves. Vice versa, the 

subordinate gives input for the superior and the subordinate themselves. The equality 

between the two parties is apparent in the negotiation. 

In terms of evaluating performance, the Team Head is responsible for that. The Team Head 

has determined what key deliverables this new employee has since recruitment. For example, 

for the Head of Community position, one of these deliverables was five “Small Talks” events, 

which are networking events for entrepreneurs, coupled with the stage program with 

speakers. The Team Head is tasked with this performance evaluation since they are also in 

charge of hiring and firing. A peer would not be able to fire their colleague.  

Result: while everyone is free to give feedback to boost learning, the responsibility of 

evaluation is on the manager. 
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Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a four, meaning 

“advice is taken into consideration.” Employees are encouraged to give feedback, i.e., advice 

to not only their peers but also their superiors. However, they are not tasked with evaluating 

anyone and thus are removed from the process of performance evaluation and subsequent, 

potential firing. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.9 Performance Observation 

Each employee is tasked with tracking their performance. Tracking includes managing their 

calendars, assigning breaks, alternating workspaces, and styles, documenting Key 

Performance Indicators, tracking project progression, and communicating updates on 

completed tasks. For example, the Head of Recruitment at Slush tracks their time usage in 

their calendar. After completing a task, they will document how long it took to complete that 

task as a calendar event reflecting the actual length of the task, which is shared with the team. 

They will share an update about the job on Slack to their team, the Talent Team. Additionally, 

they will update any Key Performance Indicator relating to the completed task. Lastly, they 

will write down notes on their performance, which will be used as a part of the monthly 

feedback session with their superior.  

Additionally, employees are encouraged to observe each other’s performance during the 

workweek and especially weekly meetings with teams. During these meetings, employees give 

out an update on which tasks are priorities, which they have completed, and which are yet to 

be completed. Additionally, the meetings host an open space to discuss “lost ownerships,” 

tasks which an individual feels need to be completed but appear not to have anyone carrying 

the responsibility for doing so. Employees are encouraged to look out for these lost 

ownerships and bring them up for discussion as soon as possible. Thus, peers are observing 

the performance of all employees throughout the organization. The entire staff is tasked with 

performance observation of each other. 

Result: The performance observation process is self-managed, encouraged by the 

managers. 



73 
 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a six meaning 

“complete control.” Employees have full discretion when it comes to deciding how they 

measure their feedback, what is a reasonable expectation for the measurement, and how they 

share it within their teams. While frequent reporting and communication are encouraged, 

they are not mandatory. This practice is in full accordance with the principles of self-

management and constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.10 Organizing & Administrating 

General administrative tasks of an organization are centralized and organized in a manner like 

hierarchical corporations. For example, the job of external communications is on the hands of 

the Head of Communications and Chief Executive Officer. The Slush Communications 

Handbook 2019 provides some examples of this: 

“If you want to publish content that includes information regarding Slush, always discuss first 
with the Head of Communications.” 

“If you are approached by someone for a Slush-related interview or speaker invite, before 

agreeing, discuss with the Head of Communications.” 

“If a journalist calls you directly, you can tell you’ll call back soon. Then, contact Head of 
Comms to check the details.” 

“Access to Slush channels (social media, website, newsletters, etc.) is limited to the team 
members who need access for their work (mostly Marketing team & communications).” 

Teams are not allowed to plan or exercise external communications without specific 

instructions, approval, and guidance. The ability to communicate externally is organized 

hierarchically, without room for autonomy. 

Activities such as payroll, office administration, employment contracts are also centralized. 

The Finance Team is responsible for everything related to financial and legal issues, including 

employee contracts, payroll, and non-disclosure agreements. The Talent Team is held 

accountable for office administration and purchases, code of conduct, employee onboarding, 

employee well-being, and related tracking, and team events.  

The finance team is also tasked with procuring software used by the organization. Slush has 

used or is using: Slack for internal communications, Pipedrive for customer relations 
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management, Asana for project management, Adobe Cloud for design, Google Suite for email, 

and cloud-based file storage. All of these are procured and managed either by the Finance or 

Talent team, in a centralized manner. Procurement rights are limited to CFO and CEO. 

Additionally, only the CEO and Finance team have access to company funds through company 

credit cards. 

Result: organizing and administrating functions are centralized within Slush. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as two meaning 

“information only.” Employees are not invited to take part in the processes of procurement, 

software selection, or communications. The transparency of these processes is limited to 

decisions that have been made. The decision-making process is not transparent, and thus 

individuals are unable to give their advice. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing 

teams. 

 

4.11 Challenging Team 

Team Heads are responsible for challenging the ideas, suggestions, and projects of individuals. 

While peers might be able to give feedback for any given individual, only Team Heads are 

tasked with this responsibility. Here, the coaching aspect of Team Heads at Slush is apparent. 

Team Heads are told not to micro-manage or overly control the work of their subordinates. 

However, when there is a possibility of adjusting or reassessing any given performance or 

suggestions, the Team Heads should take responsibility in challenging the team, encouraging 

alternative solutions and perspectives. 

This responsibility is not always managed within a single team, i.e., the Chief Talent Officer 

challenging the Talent Team and all its individuals. An employee might have responsibilities, 

which are coached or overseen by another manager in the organization. As an example, Head 

of Recruitment Learning is supervised in recruitment-related projects by the Chief Talent 

Officer and in learning-related projects by the Chief Operating Officer. They still maintain 

autonomy in decision-making. But the suggestions made are challenged by the respective 

manager in question.  
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While the Team Heads remain responsible, peers are also encouraged to challenge the team’s 

ideas. For example, a team-wide, voluntary meeting called “Open Thoughts Session” is 

organized monthly. One of the agenda items is called “lost ownerships,” referring to tasks that 

should be completed but appear to be without someone responsible for them currently. 

Individual employees are encouraged to bring up these issues to general knowledge, for them 

to be assigned onward. During these meetings, the tendency has been that employees bring 

up topics, which the superiors assign to relevant individuals. Employees were not found to 

raise these issues directly to peers who might be responsible for them but rather leaned on 

concerned superiors to do the delegating. 

Result: managers are responsible for challenging the organization and teams. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a three meaning 

“opportunity to give advice.” Since the process of challenging the team is ongoing, employees 

can advise on what should happen. Every team-specific process is continuous and transparent. 

This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.12 Practice & Performance 

Teams at Slush tend to have team-wide responsibilities, which, while might be led by an 

individual, are collective responsibilities for the whole team. For example, the Talent Team at 

Slush forms the HR function. One part of their work is providing work certificates for 

employees and volunteers who have worked for Slush. At the end of 2019, team members 

engaged in a conversation on how to assign this responsibility amongst themselves. No one 

person took the entire responsibility, but rather each of the team members took a part of the 

project, forming the whole operation as a team. One team member did not manage to 

complete their role in providing the certificates, after which another team member had to 

take on the remaining job. Once each piece of the puzzle was completed, the certificates were 

finished.  

Here the team works in a self-managing manner. Many of the team responsibilities are given 

out to members of the teams in turns. Another example comes from the weekly team 

meetings. Instead of the manager running each session, a team member takes turns both 
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running the meeting, writing down notes, and participating in the meeting. These 

responsibilities rotate every week, giving all members equal opportunity in all tasks.  

Every individual has a clear job description, which describes not only the duties of that role 

but also the fact that everyone will collaborate in team-wide responsibilities. In the Talent 

Team, these are the team events organized for both employees and volunteers of the 

organization. The individuals self-manage around the sets of tasks, take turns in completing 

them, and complete the projects as a team. The distinction between superior and subordinate 

melts while individuals take on tasks that are outside the job descriptions and responsibilities. 

Thus, the task variety for an individual widens and promotes team inter-dependence, since 

the team-wide are hardly ever carried out by any single member of the team. Tasks can easily 

be delegated and reorganized. The fact that teams are Slush tend to be small, at most five 

members, makes this dynamic easier.  

Result: performing team tasks is a self-managing process, where the manager does not 

have a power-over role. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a five meaning “joint 

decision-making.” Employees come together to decide on how to tackle team-wide tasks, 

how to delegate parts of said responsibilities, and what should be the goals and expectations 

regarding these shared projects. This practice is per principles of self-management and 

constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.13 Problem-solving 

Employees at Slush are expected to take full ownership of their responsibilities and tasks. 

These include problem-solving and decision making. The fundamental principle in decision-

making and problem-solving can be found from the “Ways of Working” company manual. 

Here, the fundamentals for decision-making and thus, problem-solving are identified as 

follows: 

“Fundamentals: do what’s best for Slush.” 

“When there is a decision to be made: 
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1. Take ownership (or identify a person that is better suited to make the 
decision). 

2. Who does this decision affect? Talk to all of them and ask for their opinion. 

3. When the decision has been made, communicate that to everyone. The 
decision hasn’t been made before it’s communicated.” 

As explained, autonomy in making decisions and solving problems is encouraged. It isn’t 

specified that one should look for advice higher in the management or from one’s Team Head. 

Instead, a self-managed, proactive attitude is preferred.  

This process is referred to as the advice-seeking process. Here, each problem starts with first 

identifying the problem owner. It could be any one of the individuals employed at Slush. Once 

this person has been recognized, they take ownership of generating solutions, possible 

alternatives. Once these alternatives have been identified, the problem owner should seek 

advice. Advice should be sought from every individual who will be affected by the decision: it 

could be the CEO, Team Head, or peer. Finally, the problem owner should take the advice into 

account but ultimately use their authority in implementing the solution they deemed best, 

based on their expertise and information gathered. Finally, this decision or resolution needs 

to be communicated to everyone. 

A popular method of seeking advice is reaching out to individuals directly. Short, ad hoc 

discussions face to face, or Slack direct messages seem to be the most popular methods of 

outreach. Most decisions are communicated in company-wide Slack messages. 

Result: problem-solving is a self-managed process managed by the individual employee. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a five meaning “joint 

decision-making.” Employees have full discretion when it comes to deciding how they solve 

problems within their responsibility when they encounter them. Though seeking advice is 

required, it is not necessary to act according to said advice. The owner of the decision has the 

freedom, accountability, and responsibility to solve their problem as they see fit. However, all 

of this is still subject to the company mission, strategy, budget, and other guidelines. With 

these practices in mind, it is more reasonable to describe the process as joint, rather than the 

individual having complete control. Still, this practice is per principles of self-management. 

The organizational context should always be considered when making decisions within the 

organization. This practice constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 
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4.14 Budgeting & Resourcing 

4.14.1 Team Budgets 

Teams are Slush make a budget for their operating year at the start of the calendar year. 

During February and March, teams determine the amount of money and its initial allocations 

within sub-categories for the entire year. This process is performed bottom-up but initiated 

by top-level management, with the company CFO leading the project. Budgets tend to be 

based on realized budgets from the preceding year, adjusted by changes planned for the 

coming year in terms of operations and strategic changes.  

As an example, the job description of the “Head of Marketing” position, Team Head for the 

marketing team, states that the responsibilities of the job include: 

“Managing performance and budgeting of marketing operations.” 

The budget creation process is led by each Team Head, e.g., Chief Talent Officer leads the 

project the Talent Team. Each team member is free to make suggestions for the team budget, 

but they do not have their budgets, and thus the process is not self-managing. Even the Team 

Head is not able to decide the budget for their team but can only ask for the budget to be 

assigned from the company budget. Each budget needs to be approved by the CFO, CEO, and 

Finance team.  

Reallocations between budget sub-categories can be done by the team autonomously. For 

example, when some budget categories were realized lower than budgeted, the excess 

budgeted amount could be assigned somewhere else without Finance team approval. In other 

words, once the team has been granted its budget for that fiscal year, they are free to do 

allocations within it in a self-managing fashion. However, it is essential to note that the official 

guidelines are: 

1. Do what is best for Slush. 

2. Spend every euro like it is your last. 

3. Budgeted amounts should be those which you strive to fall below. 
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4.14.2 HR Planning and budgeting 

The number of individuals employed by Slush is determined by the CEO. Before the start of 

the calendar year, the CEO assembles a file called FTE, abbreviation for Full-time equivalent. 

This file has the initial plan for the number of employees employed, during which period and 

for how many weekly working hours. While the CEO receives ideas and suggestions from each 

Team head on how many members their team should have, the CEO has the decision-making 

right and holds on to that responsibility. The file might, for example, describe that in March 

there will be 30 full-time employees and three part-time employees.  

If a team would like to recruit an additional employee during the year, exceeding the original 

FTE, they need to provide an argument for it. This argument is to send in a pre-determined 

format in one to two-page word file called “recruitment argument assessment.” It details the 

reasons for recruiting an additional employee. This plan needs to be again reviewed by the 

Finance team and approved by the CFO before proceeding. However, the option remains open 

for all teams throughout the year.  

 

4.14.3 Other things to note in budgeting 

It is important to note that while this management of created budgets is autonomous, they 

are still all located in a single financial statement. At the end of the fiscal year, everything 

comes together.  

The main event in Helsinki represents a considerable part of Slush’s revenue. Some of the 

surpluses are used towards non-event activities, such as Soaked by Slush Media, Slush 

Academy education program, and others.  

Budgeting and resourcing seem to be the least self-managing aspect of teams at Slush. While 

teams do participate in creating the budget for their operations, the decision-making right 

stays with the company’s top-level management. Additionally, all procurement rights are 

limited to the CEO and CFO. The company credit cards are assigned to the CEO, CFO, and 

Finance team members (2).  

As the financial guidelines of Slush read in the Slush Handbook 2019: 
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“Rule of thumb: We do not make any purchases unless there is a budget OR approval from 

Finance Team for the purchase.” 

Result: budgeting and resourcing processes are not managed by the team, but rather lead 

by top-level management. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as two meaning 

“information only.” While the Team Heads get to give their advice on both the employee 

headcount and budget, most team members do not. Since we employ the perspective of the 

average individual at Slush, a rating of 2 is justified. Employees do not get to give their advice 

on how many employees are hired in total nor what is the entire annual budget for 

operations within a calendar year. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing 

teams. 

 

4.15 Building Team Atmosphere & Trust 

Team Heads are responsible for building the appropriate team atmosphere, generating a 

sense of psychological safety, and forming trust between employees.  

As an example, from the Talent Team, when one new employee joined the team two existing 

teams of two, the Team Head was the one to suggest for their subordinates to have lunch with 

each other. Team Heads are also responsible for the team-specific onboarding, bringing 

recruits to the team and making them feel welcome and comfortable.  

Additionally, Team Heads are tasked with maintaining and utilizing the team refreshment 

budget. This budget can be used towards events and activities, during which the team comes 

together, builds team spirit and trust towards each other. Popular team building activities at 

Slush are physical activities such as sports or activity centers, restaurants, and get-togethers 

at the office.  

The Talent Team also takes care of organizing team-wide events, such as dinners, parties, and 

other get-togethers throughout the calendar year. While other employees do take part in 

practical arrangements, it is up to the Talent Team to give out these responsibilities and bring 

the team together. 
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The task of building and maintaining the company culture at Slush rests in the hands of the 

CEO. Along with the help of the Talent Team, they put together initiatives to study and 

improve the working culture.  

Result: building atmosphere and trust are manager-led: Team Head in teams and CEO for 

company-wide culture. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a four, meaning 

“advice is taken into consideration.” Team Heads and the CEO spearhead efforts in building 

company culture, team atmosphere, and trust. While they make decisions by themselves, they 

frequently ask for input from team members and present work in progress, before 

implementing any initiatives. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.16 Motivating & Inspiring 

The topic of appreciation has been a popular subject at Slush during my research project. We 

will use the activity of appreciation as a way of understanding the responsibility of motivating 

and inspiring within the organization. 

Based on comments heard throughout the project, appreciation is hard to come by while 

being employed with Slush. Two employees had the following to say during a culture 

workshop: 

“Giving appreciation seems sparse and less than a habit.” 

“People don’t take care of each other.” 

As discussed earlier, a high sense of individual responsibility characterizes the working culture 

at Slush. It would appear while employees focus on prioritizing their work, they also focus on 

motivating and inspiring themselves, rather than the whole team. 

During the research project, efforts relating to motivating and inspiring were mostly led by 

the company CEO. The CEO frequently gave motivating and inspiring speeches and sent emails 

to the team.  

Result: motivating and inspiring is managed by the CEO. 
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Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as two meaning 

“information only.” Employees are not explicitly invited to participate in the organization-wide 

practice of motivating and inspiring. While they have given feedback, they are not 

participating in the decision behind how the organization is motivated and inspired. This 

practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

 

4.17 Crisis Management 

An additional characteristic of leadership at Slush became apparent during the research 

project. When faced with an existential crisis, which contained a considerable business or 

entrepreneurial risk, some of the existing methods employee participation were halted. 

During the research period, two specific incidents were witnessed, out of which one was 

documented. While the details of the events are omitted due to their sensitive nature, both 

events posed risks to Slush’s business operations. 

During these situations, the LS-team, led by the CEO, took the responsibility of assessing risk, 

evaluating different scenarios, and making decisions. CEO put together a task force, mostly 

consisting of team managers. Employees were unable to give their advice, often unaware 

that a crisis was at all going on and that a task force had been assembled.  An example of this 

policy comes from the “Communications Handbook”: 

“In a crisis situation, only one person from Slush should give out comments to the public. That 

person is our CEO in most cases and not you – unless you are specifically requested to do so 

by the CEO and Head of Communications.” 

Result: Crisis management is managed by the CEO. 

Based on the power-influence continuum, this practice will be rated as a one meaning “no or 

minimal information.” In the event of a crisis, the CEO takes the responsibility of assessing risk 

and deciding how to act. Employees are not directly involved in neither the assessment nor 

the decision-making process, potentially being left without information regarding the risk 

identified. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 
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4.18 Results and consequences 

Finally, I have mapped out the leadership practices of self-managing teams at Slush. I have 

studied each organizational practice and found out the degree of self-management employed 

in them. Next, I present the research findings in chart 12. There I show the research results, 

rating each leadership practice as being outside team, manager-led or self-managed, in 

addition to being scored (1-6) on the power-influence continuum. 
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Chart 12 Research Results: Leadership Practices of Self-Managing Teams at Slush. 

Leadership Practices of Self-managing Teams at Slush 

Practice Outside team Manager-led Self-managed Influence-power 
continuum (1-6) 

Notes 

Personnel Selection 
 

x 
 

5 Team members have veto-
right for recruits. 

Defining Mission x x 
 

4 CEO for company-wide, team 
head for team-specific. 

Setting Goals & 
Expectations 

x 
 

x 5 CEO for company strategy, 
individuals self-manage.  

Planning & Prioritizing 
  

x 6 Full autonomy. 

Training & Development 
  

x 6 Full autonomy. 

Sensemaking ? ? ? ? No relevant observations were 
made. 

Feedback & Evaluation 
 

x 
 

4 Manager-led with individuals 
offering advice. 

Performance Observation 
  

x 6 Full autonomy. 

Organizing & 
Administrating 

x x 
 

2 Top-level management, low 
transparency. 

Challenging Team & 
Encouraging Self-
management  

 
x 

 
3 Manager-led with low 

transparency. 

Practice & Performance 
  

x 5 Full team autonomy. 

Problem-solving 
  

x 5 Individual autonomy within 
organizational guidelines. 

Budgeting & Resourcing x 
  

2 Top-level management with 
low transparency. 

Building Team Atmosphere 
& Trust 

x x 
 

4 CEO led initiatives with 
individuals offering advice.  

Motivating & Inspiring x 
  

2 CEO led with low 
transparency. 

Crisis Management x 
  

1 CEO led with minimal 
transparency. 

 

As apparent from the chart presented, Slush employs various managerial and organizational 

practices that both construct and constrain leadership in self-managing teams. For purposes 

of this research, those practices described as being number 5 or 6 on the influence-power 

continuum, construct leadership. Those described as numbers 1 to 4 constrain leadership. 
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Below I list all the practices in both categories and shortly describe how they construct or 

constrain leadership in self-managing teams. 

Managerial practices constructing leadership in self-managing teams: 

1. Personnel Selection – joint decision-making (5) 

While the processes of hiring and firing are led by the team manager, each 
individual is presented with a veto right to prevent new employees from joining. 
The hiring process thus exemplifies joint decision-making and can thus be 
considered constructing leadership in self-managing teams. It sufficiently 
enables the autonomy required for teams to be considered self-managing while 
avoiding being subject to external demands. 

2. Setting Goals & Expectations – joint decision-making (5) 

While the CEO is tasked with designing the organizational context through 
strategy, individuals and teams exhibit considerable autonomy while operating 
within said context. The team displays joint decision-making when determining 
goals and thus constructs leadership in self-managing teams. This autonomy 
enables determining accurate and individualized goals and expectations, 
supporting leadership suitable for self-management. 

3. Planning & Prioritizing – complete control (6) 

Individuals are given complete autonomy in determining how to plan and 
prioritize their tasks. This practice of complete control constructs leadership in 
self-managing teams.  

4. Training & Development – complete control (6) 

Individuals are once again given complete autonomy in managing their training, 
development, and learning opportunities. While the organization provides 
support, individuals have full control, thus constructing leadership in self-
managing teams. 

5. Performance Observation – complete control (6) 

Individuals can freely determine which metrics they use to observe their 
performance and set reasonable criteria for it. Additionally, they are tasked with 
the observation and reporting relating to metrics observed. This full control of 
the practice constructs leadership in self-managing teams. 

6. Practice & Performance – joint decision-making (5) 

Teams exhibit considerable autonomy in terms of performing their tasks and 
delegating responsibilities. This method of joint decision-making constructs 
leadership in self-managing teams. 

7. Problem-solving – joint decision-making (5) 

Individuals have considerable autonomy in terms of problem-solving if they 
follow the organizational context as described in the guidelines provided by the 



86 
 

organization. The individual’s discretion within the organization context merges 
into a form of joint decision-making, which constructs leadership in self-
managing teams. 

Managerial practices constraining leadership in self-managing teams: 

1. Defining Mission – advice is taken into consideration (4) 

While the input and advice of individuals are considered, the CEO and team 
managers maintain decision-making power in defining the company and team 
missions. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

2. Feedback & Evaluation - advice taken into consideration (4) 

While the top-level management is not involved in the process of feedback & 
evaluation, team managers lead the process, leaving individuals without the 
ability to affect, e.g., decisions of firing employees or evaluating their peers or 
managers. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

3. Organizing & Administrating – information only (2) 

Many of the critical tasks of organizing and administrating, such as procurement 
and organizational design, are tasks of top-level management. While engaging 
in these tasks, low transparency is depicted, leading to practice that constraints 
leadership in self-managing teams. 

4. Challenging Team & Encouraging Self-Management – opportunity to give advice (3) 

While individuals are encouraged to raise issues of concern and challenge ideas, 
this process was not found to occur directly peer to peer. The topics raised 
tended to be directed towards team managers or top-level management 
representatives, who then went on to delegate tasks using their authority. The 
described practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

5. Budgeting & Resourcing – information only (2) 

The task of allocating resources is a clearly defined responsibility of the CEO 
and accompanying the top-level management team. Only some individuals, 
usually Team Heads, could give their advice on the process, with most 
employees being left out entirely. This practice undermines autonomy and 
constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

6. Building Team Atmosphere & Trust – advice is taken into consideration (4) 

a. While individuals are invited to provide their advice on tasks relating to the 
team atmosphere and trust, the decisions are made by the CEO, and the 
transparency behind making said decisions is minimal. This practice constrains 
leadership in self-managing teams. 

7. Motivating & Inspiring – information only (2) 

a. The practice of motivating and inspiring is centralized to top-level 
management. Currently, the responsibility is on the CEO alone. CEO might 
engage in activities which aim to motivate and inspire, but the process behind 
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them lacks transparency and individuals are not invited to contribute. This 
practice constrains leadership in self-managing teams. 

8. Crisis Management – no or minimal information (1) 

a. The organization tends to revert practices of delegating autonomy, 
accountability, and responsibility during an existential crisis with considerable 
business or entrepreneurial risk. The flow of information is halted, making 
transparency lacking, and concentrating organizational decision-making 
authority to top-level management, sometimes distorting the decision-making 
processes of individuals. This practice constrains leadership in self-managing 
teams. 
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5. Conclusion 
 

The research aimed to understand and identify managerial and organizational practices, which 

constructed or constrained leadership in self-managing teams at Slush. Based on the 

ethnographic material gathered and content analysis of said content, several practices, both 

constructing and constraining leadership, were identified. The results indicate that we can 

view Slush as employing a variation of self-managing teams. Teams at Slush can complete their 

work with considerable autonomy and be responsible for relatively whole tasks.  

In terms of the hierarchy self-management continuum (Martela, 2019), we can view Slush as 

a form of adhocracy, employing self-managing teams while exhibiting organizational 

characteristics of both bureaucratic organizations and self-managing organizations. A 

function, such as strategy and procurement and centralized within the top-level management 

of the company or CEO. However, tasks such as prioritizing and personnel selection are clearly 

stated to be the responsibilities of the teams themselves. 

If we attempt to understand Slush by viewing the decentralization of authority (Lee & 

Edmondson, 2017), we can consider authority as partly decentralized. Again, certain functions 

of authority are centralized, such as communication (especially crisis) and budgeting. 

Simultaneously, authority concerning training and development is fully decentralized 

throughout the organization. 

Based on the authority Matrix (Hickman, 2012), we can view Slush’s teams as self-managing. 

The teams have the responsibility of executing team tasks while monitoring and managing the 

work process and progress. However, the tasks of setting the overall direction and designing 

the team are still subject to management review, thus leading us to the confident definition 

of self-managing teams. 

 

5.1 Contribution 

During this research project, I have aimed to develop a further understanding of the fields of 

study in leadership as a process and self-management. During the process, I came across 

several potential contributions towards said fields, which I will describe below. 
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First, the use of ethnography as a means to study leadership and organizational practices is 

still far from popular or being the norm. This research has hoped to have provided insights 

into how ethnography might be applied and is suitable, especially for case studies hoping to 

develop our understanding of leadership and self-management. During the project, I noted 

that ethnography could genuinely be used as a means to analyze leadership practices on a 

more detailed level compared to traditional research approaches employing surveys and 

interviews. Having studied the same organization by using in-depth interviews and later 

ethnography, it has become apparent that more actionable and detailed findings are 

potentially available from method employing observations. Observations have allowed me to 

circumvent the ideal state of affairs and see how managerial and organizational processes are 

applied in practice, thus removing bias that employees and managers might have about their 

organization. Forcing the researcher to determine if the practices are working as intended or 

have discrepancies between plan and action. 

Second, combining various outstanding descriptions of team leadership practices into one 

framework, I have created a new, more holistic method of viewing these leadership activities 

teams need to function. Hopefully, generating a more detailed understanding of which 

practices teams need to pay attention to, in terms of who is assigning responsibility and 

managing the level of autonomy employed in teams. Since this framework combines several 

different sources, some of which were meta-level studies themselves, I have widened the 

scope in which to study leadership practices.   

Third, compared to leadership practices found in the literature, an additional practice of crisis 

management was identified. I hope that using this practice and seeking to understand other 

organizations through how they apply crisis management can assist in understanding the 

organizational practice employed. As a rule, if crisis management leads to the established 

practices of autonomy and self-management to be overruled, the autonomy tended to be 

informal rather than formal. The notion of self-managing organizing requiring formal 

distribution of authority (Lee & Edmondson, 2017), is further supported by the findings 

presented in this study. 

Fourth, I have identified a new theoretical framework that can be used to design and analyze 

self-managing teams and their relative levels of self-management. Compared to models 

presented by Lee & Edmondson (2017) or Hickman (2012), this framework is more robust and 
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detailed, providing a more comprehensible depiction of self-managed teams. The framework 

also allows for actionable insights for practitioners hoping to turn their organizations towards 

a more self-managed direction.  

Fifth, I have shown how we can apply the influence-power continuum (Heller et al., 1988) as 

a means of analyzing self-managing organizations and their leadership practices. The method 

of scoring each practice on a scale of 1-6 provides a convenient method of viewing 

organizational practices. Simultaneously it gives insights into how we can increase or decrease 

autonomy through said practice. 

 

5.2 Recommendations for practitioners 

As part of this research, eight managerial practices were found to constrain leadership in self-

managing teams. To develop these practices towards constructing leadership, I present the 

following recommendations to the top-level management of Slush. 

1. Defining Mission 

While the input and advice of individuals are considered, the CEO and team managers 

maintain decision-making power in defining the company and team strategy and mission. In 

order the further improve the position of self-managed teams, a bottom-up process of 

determining company mission and strategy should be introduced. The employee body might 

be involved in generating potential options through volunteering or participating in a project 

group or workshop. A democratic vote might be arranged to choose the mission and strategy 

of choice, forming a practice of joint decision-making.  

2. Feedback & Evaluation 

While top-level management is not involved in the process of feedback & evaluation, team 

managers lead the process, leaving individuals without power in affecting, e.g., decisions of 

firing employees. Additionally, an employee is not guaranteed to receive feedback elsewhere 

than from their superior. To develop these practices towards self-management, I suggest that 

a 360 evaluation could be utilized, where an individual’s performance is evaluated not only by 

the superior but also by subordinates and peers. Using this evaluation to base performance 
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reviews and potential firing decisions, would further employ the shared decision-making 

power.  

3. Organizing & Administrating 

Many of the critical tasks of organizing and administrating, such as procurement and 

organizational design, are tasks of top-level management. While engaging in these tasks, low 

transparency is depicted. To develop this practice towards self-management, I suggest that 

procurement rights should be delegated to teams. Teams should be tasked with making 

procurement decisions, and transparency should be brought to the entire decision-making 

process. The financial statements of the company should be made transparent and accessible 

to each employee, including bookkeeping. Everyone should have the opportunity to advise 

any decision that affects them and also be employed with a veto right to prevent potentially 

harmful decisions from being done. 

4. Challenging Team & Encouraging Self-Management 

While individuals are encouraged to raise issues of concern and challenge ideas, this process 

was not found to occur directly peer to peer. The topics raised tended to be directed towards 

team managers or top-level management representatives, who then went on to delegate 

tasks using their discretion and authority. To develop this practice to support self-

management, I suggest that employees should be held accountable for challenging the 

decisions made by their peers. A 360-evaluation process should be again considered. 

Employees should be tasked with managing conflicts and disagreements. Managers should 

avoid taking responsibility for delegating tasks and resolving conflicts unless necessary. Their 

aim should be to coach the individuals into resolving their conflicts and communicating their 

concerns directly to parties involved or responsible. 

5. Budgeting & Resourcing 

The task of allocating resources is a clearly defined responsibility of the CEO and 

accompanying top-level management. Only some individuals, usually Team Heads, can give 

their advice on the process, with most employees being left out entirely. To develop this 

practice, I suggest that the joint decision-making process of deciding the size of the 

organization and budget should be introduced. The process should be transparent, and the 

decisions should be subject to revision during the year. 
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6. Building Team Atmosphere & Trust 

While individuals are invited to provide their advice on tasks relating to the team atmosphere 

and trust, the decisions are made by the CEO, and the transparency behind making said 

decisions is scarce. To develop this practice, I recommend that individuals should be invited 

to participate in a task force that is behind these decisions. Transparency should be brought 

to decisions, which are still being evaluated. Additionally, managers can be utilized to coach 

their respective teams to take on this responsibility.  

7. Motivating & Inspiring 

Currently, the responsibility is on the CEO, and individuals are not invited to contribute.  To 

develop this practice, I suggest that the task should be delegated to everyone. They should be 

held accountable and given resources to tackle the task. For example, a project group might 

be set up, to which an employee is invited to participate. Alternatively, this task can be 

delegated to teams directly, along with sufficient resources. 

8. Crisis Management 

The organization tends to revert practices of delegating autonomy, accountability, and 

responsibility during an existential crisis. The flow of information is halted, making 

transparency lacking, and concentrating organizational decision-making authority to top-level 

management, sometimes distorting the decision-making processes of individuals. To develop 

this practice, I suggest that they employ full transparency of crises and different ongoing or 

identified potential scenarios. Individuals should be allowed to participate in assessing risk 

and offer their advice in terms of tackling it. Finally, the decision-making power should come 

from the entire organization, either through a taskforce selected in a democratic or self-

managing manner. 

9. Additional recommendations 

I recommend formal efforts for building self-management, which are documented as 

contracts and agreements. For example, the teams would form a pact with top-level 

management that practices have someone responsible or accountable, and that these 

practices will not be superseded in the event of a crisis or other abnormal event. This 

formalization of leadership practices helps develop the autonomy and collective mind in 

teams required for self-management efforts to realize the intended benefits fully. In case 
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delegation of authority remaining on an informal level, any benefits hope to be gained are 

likely to turn into missed opportunities, increased stress, and reduced productivity. 

 

5.3 Future research avenues 

During this research, I have hoped to further the understanding of the fields of self-managing 

teams and leadership as a process (practice). I have aimed to describe a functional, real-world 

application of leadership theory and develop the field of leadership process research. 

Several future research opportunities during this process have been identified. First, by 

continuing to study the same case organization, we can explore how organizational outcomes 

such as employee satisfaction and organizational productivity can be observed. Additionally, 

if the advice presented for practitioners is applied, we can study how the results change. If 

leadership practices are developed to construct leadership in self-managing teams further, 

how are the outcomes affected? Are they aligned with the theory presented, thus increasing 

employee satisfaction and organizational productivity? A longitudinal study of the 

organization can be applied while observing the effects of changes to leadership practices that 

are used to validate the theory of self-management further and provide a unique perspective. 

Alternatively, we can delve deeper into a single leadership practice and build a more thorough 

understanding of how it is applied and practiced. Especially interesting would be the practice 

of crisis management. During the study, a fundamental change in the leadership practices was 

observed. A survey could be focused on understanding the leadership practices applied during 

the period of crisis only, providing insights into how leadership practices adapt to changing 

conditions. 

Second, the use of ethnographic methods to study leadership practices can be further applied 

and studied. The researcher’s perspective is that ethnography has proven to be a handy tool 

in forming a view of understanding leadership practices employed in an organization while 

avoiding the potential bias or precondition that the managers in the said organization have. It 

is suggested that in further studies, the researcher is not employed at the company, thus 

alleviating some of the potential issues mentioned in chapter 3 regarding the problematic 

nature of being both employed at a company and attempting to study it critically. The 

ethnographic method can be applied to other organizations. The researcher sincerely hopes 
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that scholarly attention towards the practice will continue to increase. Eventually providing 

insights into how the technique is studied leadership research and how the method can be 

further adapted to provide a more rigorous process and more accurate results. 

Third, other organizations can be considered, and their leadership practices understood using 

the theoretical framework developed here. If several new organizations are studied, we can 

start to build a more comprehensive understanding of which managerial and organizational 

practices are centralized and decentralized. This understanding could be focused around a 

specific industry, geographical area, or other niche sectors, thus providing insights into these 

respective areas. 

Fourth and finally, a theoretical study might be conducted to redefine leadership practices to 

develop. In this research, the division between leadership and management was considered 

forgone, as was the split between different phases of team composition. The question 

remains, how should we view leadership and its practices? Is crisis management a new 

leadership practice or function, which should be considered to be its category, separated from 

the rest? What critique can we present towards the framework presented here? The analysis 

could provide further insights into definitions of leadership and the theory of leadership as a 

process.  

 

5.4 Limitations of the study 

5.4.1 Limitations of ethnographic observations 

The following contains relevant acknowledgments regarding the method of doing fieldwork 

and gathering ethnographic data during this research process. 

First, the researcher was employed with the company during the entire research process. 

Though it is essential to acknowledge the fact that the researcher’s status as an observer, in 

general, has been noted and will inevitably affect how those being observed behave and 

communicate. In general, I suggest that the research subjects were not actively aware of their 

status as being watched. In the culture of the organization, taking handwritten notes is not 

considered at all unusual, rather a practice that is encouraged. Since it was not specified if the 

researcher was explicitly engaged in observing, it helped those being followed remain natural 
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in their behavior. However, it is suspected that those being observed tried to maintain 

appearances and thus possibly confuse the researcher doing fieldwork. The possibility of the 

attitudes of those being observed skewing the research results has to be noted and 

acknowledged. 

Second, in the process of doing fieldwork and gathering data, no recorder was used. Thus, the 

quality and representative accuracy of these notes are only as accurate as of the researcher’s 

memory, and hearing allows them to be. Potential occurrences of information that have been 

recalled or memorized incorrectly must be acknowledged. 

Third, these handwritten notes were transcribed usually during the same day they were taken. 

The researcher acknowledges possible errors or mistakes in the interpretation of the records, 

which in turn further affect the credibility and accuracy of gathered data.  

Fourth, the fieldwork is presented as a realist in observations and confessional in reflections, 

as per the method described by Van Maanen (2011). It is acknowledged that this gradual 

process of analyzing material has an effect on the study and might lead to misinterpretations. 

Fifth, the gathered content does not contain an equal representation of all teams employed 

at Slush. Leading to the research outcomes potentially becoming biased towards this team. 

Possibly leading to forming implications encompassing the entire organization based on this 

one team. This facet is vital to keep in mind, while we can reasonably assume that the 

leadership practices are organization-wide. 

Sixth, a halo-effect might be present in the material collected. Observations that view certain 

leadership practices in a positive light may affect the observations of other practices in a more 

positive manner, which might be appropriate with sufficient objectivity. This halo-effect might 

increase the total amount of perceived autonomy and leadership constructing practices. 

Seventh, a variation of the Hawthorne effect or the Researcher Effect might be influencing the 

data through the selected method. The very act of being under observation might cause those 

being observed to act differently, possibly influencing the results. Conversely, observing 

without participating is deemed virtually impossible; thus, the possible influence should rather 

be considered, rather than chalked off as a slight possibility. Consolidating possible Hawthorne 

effects into the very nature of ethnography is suggested. 
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Eight, the fact that the researcher only had limited access to meetings and was not permitted 

to enter, e.g., top-level management meetings, limitations towards the applicability of results 

are present.  

5.4.2 Limitations of results 

The limitations of results and their applicability are apparent from the nature of the work 

based on a case study and gathering material through ethnographic means. The analyzed 

content is subject to selection bias stemming from the researcher’s observations, interests, 

and a certain degree of randomness, due to being limited to their single perspective and 

physical form. At any given moment at Slush office and events, several simultaneous 

observations could be made, yet out of which, the researcher could only make a single at once. 

The material collected does not adequately provide an equal representation of all 

organizational participants of Slush. Thus, the results can be skewed towards smaller parts of 

the organization, for example, single teams. 

Additionally, this study only represented the case organization. Results from this study cannot 

be applied as such for understanding other organizations, their leadership practices, and how 

they construct or constrain leadership in their regards. 

The framework used limits results to only those leadership practices. It is not unreasonable to 

presume that other activities might be involved in the task of leadership and that the company 

might have a policy regarding these, leading it more toward hierarchy or self-management. 

Richardson (2000, 245) provides five criteria that can be used towards evaluating 

ethnography.  

1. Substantive contribution: "Does the piece contribute to our understanding of social 
life?" 

2. Aesthetic merit: "Does this piece succeed aesthetically?" 

3. Reflexivity: "How did the author come to write this text…Is there adequate self-
awareness and self-exposure for the reader to make judgments about the point of 
view?"  

4. Impact: "Does this affect me? Emotionally? Intellectually?" Does it move me? 

5. Expresses a reality: "Does it seem 'true'—a credible account of a cultural, social, 
individual, or communal sense of the 'real'?" 
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Readers are suggested to use the criteria to evaluate the ethnography displayed during this 

work. 
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