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Strengthening Shared Social Identity Leadership for 
Organisational Effectiveness
Merja Luostarinen a, Jari J. Hakanen b, Rolf van Dick c and Anne Mäkikangas a

aFaculty of Social Sciences, Work Research Centre, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland; bWork Ability and 
Working Careers, Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, Helsinki, Finland; cInstitute of Psychology, Goethe 
University Frankfurt, Frankfurt, Germany

ABSTRACT  
In the past two decades, scholars have increasingly studied the 
concepts of social identity leadership and shared leadership, but 
there is very little research combining these approaches. Given the 
potential that shared leadership could strengthen identity 
leadership, this study aimed to explore how organisational identity 
might be collectively actualised in a self-managing organisation, 
where decision-making authority was radically decentralised. The 
multisource data included five interviews with vertical leaders and 
HR, three focus groups with employees, four recordings of monthly 
company review meetings, and a culture booklet, analysed 
applying theory-informed thematic analysis. The findings suggest 
that vertical leaders’ identity leadership is critical in facilitating 
successful shared identity leadership. Additionally, the results 
provide new evidence of peer-leader roles that are important 
particularly in fostering employee identification. Peer-leaders’ 
identity entrepreneurship and advancement during socialisation 
created an opportunity to form an authentic and better aligned 
team. Additionally, their shared impresarioship with vertical leaders 
integrated the identity into organisational practices and policies. 
The results indicate that shared identity leadership may critically 
strengthen its effectiveness. Future research should explore 
whether the results apply more widely. The findings suggest that 
team leaders should work with employees to integrate 
organisational identity across their practices, and policies.

MAD Statement
Our study explored how more effective social identity leadership 
might be achieved if vertical leaders collaborated with employees 
in identity actualisation. Our results suggest that shared identity 
leadership has a great potential to enhance the achievement of 
identity-reflecting outcomes such as in this case, organisational 
growth and innovation, and also employee identification. The first 
two seemed to result particularly from the vertical leaders’ active 
identity leadership, which created an organisational environment 
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fostering shared decision-making and supportive of employee-led 
innovations. Instead, the peer-leaders’ identity leadership was 
instrumental in promoting identification and setting shared 
expectations for work; thus, promoting productive collaboration.

Introduction

Social identity leadership theory (Haslam et al., 2020; Hogg, 2001) posits that leaders are 
more effective, i.e. better able to mobilise employees to achieve organisational goals 
when they represent, advance, define and embed a shared identity for members. 
Leaders thus make the organisational membership meaningful for employees, which 
induces them to think, feel and act in line with the shared social identity (Van Knippen
berg & Hogg, 2003), thereby freely promoting organisational goals (Turner, 2005). 
Indeed, research has shown that when employees find organisational membership 
personally meaningful, i.e. identify in their team and organisation, they perform better 
and experience greater wellbeing (e.g. Greco et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2015).

Due to the increasingly complex and fast-changing organisational environment 
challenging traditional leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003), research has increasingly 
focused on collective forms of leadership (e.g. Fairhurst et al., 2020; Raelin, 2022; Svensson 
& von Knorring, 2025), which are characterised by distributed influence and leadership 
roles among team members (Zhu et al., 2018). Despite the growing practical and scholarly 
interest in shared leadership within organisations, only two organisational studies have so 
far explored shared identity leadership, which involves not only vertical leaders in hierarch
ical positions but also employees engaging in identity leadership (cf. Fransen et al., 
2020a). Fransen and colleagues (2020b) reported of an intervention where employees 
were appointed to formal identity leadership roles. Smith and colleagues (2018) 
presented an ethnographic study of emerging informal peer-leaders who advanced iden
tity in an interorganisational R&D team.

Studies on shared identity leadership in team sports (e.g. Fransen et al., 2020a) indicate 
that it may also have great potential to strengthen identity leadership in organisational 
contexts. For example, Fransen and colleagues’ (2020a) findings suggest that informal 
peers’ identity leadership may be even more relevant for team performance than that 
of the vertical leader and the formal peer-leader. Additionally, their results propose 
that the vertical leader may be particularly important in fostering team well-being 
(Fransen et al., 2020a). These results mirror organisational research findings on shared lea
dership, which also highlight positive effects on performance, team cohesion and trust 
(Zhu et al., 2018).

Despite the significant potential, shared identity leadership at work is a little explored 
topic. For example, it is unclear if the appointed peer-leader positions in Fransen and col
leagues’ (2020b) intervention are the most critical in promoting shared identity leadership 
in organisations, as they were originally identified in team sports (Fransen et al., 2014). 
Given the complexity of organisational settings, it seems plausible that there may be 
other, perhaps even more important identity peer-leader positions. Moreover, effective 
formats for practicing shared identity leadership remains unknown; for instance, whether 
peer-leaders work together to enact identity leadership, rotate, or adopt distinct identity 
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leadership roles (cf. Zhu et al., 2018). This is important to understand as it seems likely that 
different peer-leadership formats and degrees of role formality may yield dissimilar out
comes. Additionally, while the vertical leader’s empowerment and collective identity are 
known to facilitate shared leadership (Venus et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2018), it is unclear 
what kind of vertical identity leadership might nurture shared identity leadership.

Furthermore, in organisational studies, earlier research on shared identity leadership 
has focused on the team level (Fransen et al., 2020b; Smith et al., 2018). Hence, it 
remains unknown if peer-leaders might also adopt organisational-level positions that 
could actualise identity leadership. It seems likely that such roles would also necessitate 
changes in work design and organisational practices and indeed, scholars have called for 
studies on organisational-level structural factors that might promote peer-leadership (Zhu 
et al., 2018). Steffens and colleagues (2017) suggested that research should specifically 
address how work design, organisational practices and policies might promote identity.

To address these gaps, this study aimed to contribute to shared identity leadership the
orising in two ways. First, the study aimed to broaden the approach with more refined 
insights into the most critical peer-leader roles and formats contributing to identity lea
dership, and also on the quality of the vertical identity leadership fostering shared identity 
leadership. Second, this is a pioneer study on shared identity leadership on the organis
ational level, and we aimed to extend the approach by revealing organisational-level 
structural factors, such as practices, policies, and work design that facilitate shared iden
tity leadership. Thus, the study contributes to a more comprehensive theorising of shared 
identity leadership with a more profound understanding of how it unfolds in organis
ational contexts. With this refined insight we also aimed to facilitate more effective 
implementations of shared identity leadership in practice.

Since the 1990s, research has established organisational forms where shared leader
ship is reportedly common (Lee & Edmondson, 2017). In these so-called self-managing 
organisations, the authority to make decisions is formally distributed across the team, 
and the traditional supervisory reporting lines are replaced by peer-based structures 
(Lee & Edmondson, 2017). Vaara and colleagues (2021) proposed that these organisations 
might rely on effective identity leadership to achieve success. Given the small number of 
vertical leaders (Martela, 2022), it seems plausible that they would rely on effective iden
tity leadership to mobilise employees. Additionally, given the absence of supervisory 
structures, and the prevalence of shared leadership in these organisations, it is also 
highly likely that employees would contribute to identity leadership within them. Further
more, the structural resources reported to support shared leadership in self-managing 
organisations (Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2022; Vaara et al., 2021) might also aid 
shared identity leadership. As self-managing organisations seemed to offer a research 
environment where shared identity leadership may have emerged organically, this 
study set out to explore the topic in such an organisation. Our additional contribution 
to the identity leadership literature lies in the novel insights this pioneering study in a 
self-managing organisation offers for wider identity leadership development.

Leading Social Identities in Organisations

The social identity leadership approach was initially proposed by Hogg (2001) on the 
premise of social identity research (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1987). The approach 
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views leadership as a process of social influence, whereby leaders influence group 
members’ perceptions of ‘us’ as a social group (Van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003), i.e. 
the group’s social identity. In organisational settings, social identity may refer to shared 
perceptions of a team, unit or the entire organisation. This section describes the four iden
tity leadership dimensions through which leaders mobilise members to promote identity 
aligning topics (Haslam et al., 2020).

Research has focused particularly on the first dimension (Steffens et al., 2014b) i.e. the 
influence of prototypical leaders, who represent the core identity and embody its central 
and defining qualities, which distinguish the group from relevant others. Two meta-ana
lyses have confirmed that prototypical members have greater influence over identity, and 
in guiding members’ actions and promoting their identification (Barreto & Hogg, 2017; 
Steffens et al., 2021). Additionally, research has found prototypicality to promote team 
support and thus effective organisational transformations (Bachmann et al., 2024).

Haslam and colleagues (2020) have also shown that leaders are more effective when 
they are perceived to advance the identity, i.e. promote identity-relevant goals and the 
interests of the group. The scholars demonstrated that leaders achieve this mainly by 
fostering fair decision-making processes and outcomes, and also by treating employees 
fairly (see e.g. Blader & Tyler, 2009). However, research also indicates that the nature of 
identity advancement varies with the identity content and the context at hand (Jetten 
et al., 1996; Smith et al., 2018). Thus, identity advancing leaders need to offer members 
the things they value in the group (Haslam et al., 2020).

Research into social and political movements (Reicher & Hopkins, 1996b, 1996a) orig
inally demonstrated that leaders are active identity entrepreneurs, i.e. they define the 
central and distinctive organisational values, goals, and properties in their rhetoric, story
telling, and behaviour (Haslam et al., 2020; Slater et al., 2016). This is to promote a sense of 
a shared in-group as otherwise mobilisation is likely to fail, and also to form the basis of 
their social influence (Steffens et al., 2014b).

Finally, the fourth identity leadership dimension argues that leaders’ identity ‘impresar
ioship’ naturalises the identity by embedding it in the group structures and its physical 
reality, which allows the members to live out the group’s values (Haslam et al., 2020). 
Experimental and ethnographic evidence shows that such group structures may guide 
the group’s actions towards achieving their goals and gaining wider impact in the 
social context (Reicher & Haslam, 2006; Slater et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2018).

Existing research has demonstrated that identity leadership is associated with impor
tant organisational outcomes. Specifically, prototypicality is associated with organis
ational commitment and creative employee performance (Hirst et al., 2009; Steffens et 
al., 2021). Advancement and entrepreneurship are linked to employee wellbeing out
comes (Steffens et al., 2018b; Steffens et al., 2014a), and entrepreneurship has been 
associated with objective organisational performance (Fladerer et al., 2021) and also poli
ticians’ electoral success (Bachmann & Gleibs, 2024).

To summarise, the identity leadership approach is supported by sound evidence 
(Haslam et al., 2020), but some aspects still remain to be studied. Important especially 
for practitioners, it is unclear how identity leadership may be implemented in organis
ational policies, structures, and work design (Steffens et al., 2017a). Furthermore, 
shared identity leadership at work has so far been scarcely researched. Smith and col
leagues’ (2018) ethnographic study showed how different informal leaders emerged in 
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an interorganisational R&D team according to their ability advance the identity as the 
context varied. Fransen and colleagues’ (2020b) intervention study focused on formal 
shared identity leadership, as they appointed four employees to formal task, motivational, 
social, and external peer-leader positions. The names of these roles reflected their respect
ive responsibilities, which included ensuring task completion, fostering team cohesion, 
promoting team motivation and representing the team to external stakeholders.

To summarise; it is known that both informal and formal identity peer-leaders may 
exist in specific settings, and that shared identity leadership may be implemented 
either by rotating peer-leadership, as in the ethnographic study, or by adopting distinct 
roles as in the intervention study. However, it remains unclear if the two peer-leadership 
formalisations and different formats may coexist in the same setting, and what impact this 
might have. Furthermore, considering the 15 leadership roles that both the vertical leader 
and team members might assume in organisations (Morgeson et al., 2010), it is unclear if 
the peer-leader positions induced in the intervention include the most critical roles for 
identity leadership. Additionally, both earlier studies (Fransen et al., 2020b; Smith et al., 
2018) focused on team level, whereas the wider organisational research on shared leader
ship has also noted the possibility of organisational-level factors promoting shared leader
ship (Zhu et al., 2018). Moreover, the two studies provided little insight into how vertical 
identity leadership may nurture shared identity leadership. The shared leadership litera
ture (Venus et al., 2012) suggests this may involve establishing and advancing a collecti
vistic identity, however, to the best of our knowledge, this proposal has not been 
empirically studied. Finally, scholars have also yet to discover how identity may be led 
in self-managing organisations.

Self-managing Organisations

Organisational scholars have researched self-management at the organisational level 
since the 1990s under various labels, including ‘networked’ (e.g. Miles & Snow, 1995), 
‘agile’ (e.g. Rigby et al., 2016) and ‘post-bureaucratic’ (e.g. Heckscher, 1994). The literature 
also describes organisational models which reflect self-managing principles, such as hola
cracy (Ackermann et al., 2021) and teal (Laloux, 2014). Lee and Edmondson’s (2017) review 
established that the consistent factor across so-called self-managing organisations was 
the formal and systematic, radical decentralisation of decision-making authority. Their 
findings suggested that in self-managing organisations, the hierarchical reporting struc
tures are removed, and instead, non-managerial employees make decisions on work 
design, work and resource allocation, and also monitor work. Thus, the organisational 
hierarchy is flat, and instead of managerial control, organisations rely on employees’ 
intrinsic motivation to achieve the necessary results (Puranam et al., 2014). According 
to Lee and Edmondson’s (2017) review, some have replaced the formal supervisory 
roles with peer-based structures for e.g. goal setting, co-ordination and performance 
management.

Lee and Edmondson (2017) note that authority distribution is formalised e.g. in hand
books or in specific decision-making principles, which set clear decision-making bound
aries applying to all members, including vertical leaders. Together with transparent 
information sharing and ICT systems, the principles constitute organisational-level 
resources that enable employees to make decisions on their own or together in 
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designated structures (Martela, 2022; Puranam et al., 2014; Vaara et al., 2021). Beyond 
decisions, the distributed people-related functions may include, e.g. fostering motivation, 
wellbeing, training and development, conflict resolution and also compensation and pro
motions (Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2022; Smite et al., 2019). According to Martela 
(2022), the leadership teams in self-managing organisations tend to focus on strategic 
decisions and overall organisational development.

Vaara and colleagues (2021) suggested that one of the success factors behind growing 
self-managing organisations was the active promotion and development of their respect
ive original identities. Indeed, the operating principles of self-managing organisations and 
effective identity leadership seem to have much in common. The vertical leaders may be 
perceived as highly influential fellow group members, because due to the minimised hier
archy and transparent information sharing (Bingley et al., 2022), there is likely a strong 
perception of a shared group comprising leaders and employees. This is also indicated 
by reports suggesting that employees in self-managing organisations may openly 
oppose vertical leaders’ initiatives (Martela et al., 2023). Due to the flat organisational 
structure, there are fewer competing foci of identification, and the organisational-level 
identity is likely to be strongly salient. Additionally, the employees’ broad decision- 
making rights and their enactment of shared leadership, enabled by organisational- 
level structural resources such as decision-principles and ICT-systems, may have a 
strong potential to advance justice perceptions, i.e. to promote identity building. 
Research on shared leadership in self-managing organisations indicates that peer- 
leaders may assume responsibilities ranging from compensation and promotion decisions 
to training and development, well-being, conflict resolution and onboarding (Lee & 
Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2022; Smite et al., 2019; Tilley & Kates, 2024). Furthermore, 
this literature suggests that in addition to distinctive peer-leader roles, employees may 
also enact shared leadership as a team (Lee & Edmondson, 2017; Martela, 2022).

To summarise, it appears that self-managing organisations provide a research setting 
in which effective vertical identity leadership likely prevails, while strong, varied shared 
identity leadership may also exist. Despite the opportunity to refine the theoretical 
concept of shared identity leadership, it appears that the topic has not yet received 
much scholarly attention. Therefore, to explore shared identity leadership, this study 
set out to study the approach in a self-managing organisation.

Data and Methods

A qualitative case study design was chosen as the method given the new research context 
and the aim to explore how organisational identity could be led collectively (Eisenhardt, 
1989). Additionally, to contribute to shared identity leadership theorising, we sought to 
find an ideal, extreme case organisation (Pratt, 2009). The selection was based on the 
organisation’s perceived identity leadership effectiveness in public sources such as 
company homepages and news articles featuring the organisation. Specifically, the 
company was chosen due to its success in the Great Place to Work study investigating 
concepts like experienced fairness, pride and cohesiveness (Great Place To Work Institute, 
2023), which are also associated with the key outcome of identity leadership, namely 
organisational identification (Haslam et al., 2020). Additionally, the company had been 
featured in the news media due to their self-managing principles.
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The case organisation was a large Finnish ICT consultancy established some 15 years 
prior to data collection and operating at several locations. When launching the 
company, its founders sought to build it to foster a human-centric culture instead of 
the hierarchies and ill-being previously faced. The first author obtained access to the 
organisation by contacting their HR Director, who approved the study on 30 November 
2017. The study adhered to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and the 
Finnish National Board on Research Integrity. The participants were adult volunteers, 
and the research focused on the positive aspects of identity leadership.

Given the new research context and the aims, and to secure sound evidence, triangu
lation was used in data collection (Eisenhardt, 1989). This was appropriate as previous 
studies indicate that identity is defined in communications and may also be embedded 
in the environment via symbolic means (Greenaway et al., 2016; Haslam et al., 2020; 
Slater et al., 2016; Worchel et al., 1998). Additionally, studies have shown that there 
may be differing perceptions between different office locations (Scott, 1997), as well as 
leaders and HR versus employees (see e.g. Yaniv & Farkas, 2005). The data sources are pre
sented in Table 1. The primary data includes five semi-structured interviews with leader
ship team members (n = 3) and one HR Manager, a convenience sample of three focus 
groups with employees (n = 14) in three offices, three public and one internal recording 
of the company monthly review meetings covering key organisational events, and a 
culture booklet given to newcomers. To strengthen the findings, supportive data were 
gathered through exploratory observation of the three offices. This included the record
ing images of items and situations which seemed relevant to the identity. Additionally, to 
ensure more elaborate descriptions of the lived organisational life and to observe the pre- 
socialisation experience of job candidates, supportive public data were collected.

The discussion guides for the semi-structured interviews and focus groups were devel
oped on the basis of the literature, the background data (see Table 1), and the orientation 
interview the first author conducted with the HR Director. The key topics raised in all inter
views and focus groups were the informants’ perceptions of organisational-level identity, 
its integration into the workplace, as well as who influenced that identity and how. 
Sample questions included, ‘What do you think is central to or makes you different as 
members of this (company)’, ‘Who do you think influences what it means and how?’ 
and also ‘How is it visible here?’. Additionally, the guide was adapted to capture the 
specific information accessible to each informant. For example, leadership team 
members were asked to describe the leadership style practised in the organisation, 
whereas the socialisation practices were addressed with the HR Manager. On the other 
hand, employee-informants were asked what made the organisational membership valu
able to them personally. All interviews and focus groups were recorded and conducted 
face-to-face by the first author, who also transcribed the interviews verbatim. Names 
were anonymised upon transcription by using professions as pseudonyms.

Given that the organisational identity would pervade the results, thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) was chosen as the analysis method. A theory-informed approach 
was selected because of the new, self-managing research context, and the aim to add 
new insights on shared identity leadership at work. The first author analysed the 
primary and supportive data in Atlas.ti. In the following, the analysis process is described 
in three phases which, although overlapping and iterative, are presented separately for 
the sake of clarity.
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The first phase of analysis focused on understanding the identity conveyed and the 
factors that seemed to render it meaningful to the informants. The data were initially 
read through carefully; noting down topics that appeared to reflect identity meanings 
and how those were actualised in the organisation. During this round, coding ideas 
were recorded and in closing, a preliminary set of data-induced semantic codes was 
developed and assigned tentative definitions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These initial codes 
captured the preliminary ideas of the identity concepts as well as the inductive factors 
which seemed to facilitate or reflect them in organisational life. Next, a broad set of 
initial theory-driven codes was formed and defined according to the identity leadership 
research literature. Considering the data, these deductive codes captured each identity 
leadership dimension practiced separately for the leadership team members and the 
employees.

The second analysis phase involved several coding rounds, during which the coding 
was continuously reviewed and amended to refine code definitions, to merge similar 
codes and split distinctive ones. This recursive process was guided by background 
notes on the conception of the organisational practices and symbols. Additionally, to 
ensure consistent coding, separate notes were kept on the refined definitions, and on 
the recurring topics found in the data, such as the organisational symbols. To illustrate, 
code ‘Open interaction’ was created when the codes for the leadership team members’ 
interaction with employees, in person and via ICT systems, and on work-related and 
leisure topics were merged. Instead, the code for leadership team members’ ‘Shared Lea
dership Structures’ was divided into one capturing the formal structures they initiated, 
contrasting with ‘Invites to contribute’, covering their emergent invitations to organis
ational discussion, decision-making and action.

Through iterative analysis, the inductive codes reflecting identity meanings were 
gradually developed to a more conceptual level and structured into sub-concepts with 
supportive constructs (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These supportive constructs were then 
linked to the shared identity leadership theoretical codes (Eisenhardt, 1989). For 
example, the tentative identity concept of ‘Individual intelligence’ evolved into ‘Pro
fessional growth mindset’, which integrated three lower-level concepts entitled ‘Top 
expertise’, ‘Continuous development’ and ‘Self-management’ (see Figure 1). The related 
resource of ‘professional clubs’ was categorised as one particular form of the employees’ 
shared identity leadership, which was linked with the identity leadership dimension of 
impresarioship. Employees’ shared identity leadership was considered formal if it was 
part of an established shared leadership structure, whereas roles emerging through 
employees’ initiatives without any pre-set responsibility were categorised as informal 
(cf. Zhu et al., 2018). This continued until saturation was reached, and further amend
ments to the coding added no further value.

In the third analysis phase, the consistency of the coding was reviewed by reading 
through the quotations under each code, ensuring the data assigned to each code 
formed a coherent topic and that the linked codes coalesced into a consistent concept 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis was then further refined by comparing the code 
co-occurrences and coding across data sources (Eisenhardt, 1989; Gibbs, 2007). In the 
former step, quotes with the strongest code co-occurrences were reviewed, resulting in 
a more profound understanding of how shared identity leadership in itself, and the lea
dership team members’ leadership style made the organisational identity meaningful 
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and integrated part of the members’ organisational life. Comparing the coding across 
informant groups helped to verify the insights gained, as it did not reveal any meaningful 
differences between informant groups. Thus, the data provided largely a coherent 
account of the shared identity leadership practised in the organisation. The summary 
of the data structure presented in Figure 1 illustrates how the organisational identity 
dimensions were reflected in the shared identity leadership practised in the organisation 
and how they together seemed to produce important outcomes reflecting the organis
ational identity. In the following, the leadership team members are referred to as ‘top 
leaders’, given the perceived lack of hierarchy and to make distinction from the peer-lea
dership witnessed.

Results

The results are structured into identity leadership dimensions, independently detailing 
the top leaders’, employees’ and their shared contribution to each. Illustrative quotes 
are presented in Table 2, separately highlighting the organisational and employees’ per
spectives and supportive evidence. Throughout the results section, the quotes provided 
have been modified and shortened to ensure anonymity, and in the interests of reader- 
friendliness.

Leader Prototypicality – Identity Embodiment

The employee-informants seemed to find the leadership team members highly prototy
pical, which was predictable as the team included company founders and some of its 
first employees. The exchange in group 3 illustrated this: ‘(leader) partied with us until 
3 am! They’re just like one of us’. (Designer 4) – ‘(unlike elsewhere,) I feel it’s genuine 
here’. (Designer 2). In fact, as the conversation excerpt suggests, all three data sources 

Figure 1. Data structure.
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indicate that the top leaders’ prototypicality was distinctive in that, in contrast to the 
employees’ former jobs, the leaders were consistently perceived and treated as equals. 
This was highlighted for instance, when the discussion topic of leadership was introduced 
in the focus groups and, in for example group 2, the informants started laughing and Soft
ware Developer 9 said: ‘We don’t have leaders (here), but we inspire each other’. The per
ception may have partly resulted from the way leaders modelled equality in their rhetoric 
and behaviour; or even positioned themselves beneath the employees, as in this quote 
from a company monthly review meeting: ‘We don’t have anything beyond the work 
you do, everything is based on that’. Another contributing factor was that, according 
to all informant groups, the leaders were openly held accountable and even publicly cri
ticised, as Designer 4’s account demonstrated: ‘people are calling out (leaders) – if they 
think something is wrong. Initially, I thought they would be sacked! Hah hah!’.

Leaders’ Advancement – Promoting the Identity

According to the interviews and focus groups, the foundation for the leaders’ advance
ment was building an environment where the members could be authentic and pursue 
their personal motivations. This started from the culture handbook given to newcomers, 
where they highlighted that voicing ‘different perspectives are employees’ valuable input 
for the company’. The principle was also confirmed by Systems Specialist: ‘There’s no 
pressure to agree. You can say if you disagree. And then it’s discussed’. Additionally, 
the leaders fostered a considerable professional freedom, which had enabled some 
members, like Designer 3, to venture into new areas of expertise: ‘I wanted to do some
thing else, got educated, and am now working on different things’. This appeared to be a 
highly valued organisational attribute, as Assistant said: ‘Here you are trusted and given 
the room to bloom (professionally)’. Leader 2’s quote illustrates that sometimes this 
proved to break new ground for the organisation: ‘Many of our businesses started 
when technically capable and interested people began applying a new (approach) in 
their work, and our capability grew’.

Additionally, the primary data sources indicated that the leaders were set on growing 
the organisation in an identity-advancing direction through their strategic decisions. For 
instance, Leader 2 explained how the company expansion offered the members new, 
interesting growth opportunities: ‘More private clients made business sense, but employ
ees had also asked for them’. Some employee-informants, like Software Developer 4, also 
corroborated this preference: ‘It’s nicer to work for private clients’. Moreover, as Leader 2’s 
quote illustrates, the leaders were determined to retain the flat organisational structure: 
‘Despite our growth, we don’t want to create any hierarchies or siloes’. The employee- 
informants consistently stated the flatness to be the most valued organisational attribute: 
‘I joined the company because of the responsibility and freedom that’s offered here’. (Soft
ware Developer 8). Some employee-informants also deduced the outcomes of the flat 
structure and seemed to agree that it contributed to the lack of internal competition, 
which also supported their ability to be authentic at work: ‘Not having hierarchies, – 
changes the game; there’s no people trying to climb up the hierarchy’. (Software Devel
oper 9) – ‘Maybe we can be more genuine (thanks to that)’. (Systems Specialist).

Central to the leaders’ identity advancement, however, was including the members in 
the organisational discussion and decision-making. While the leadership team had the 
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final say in strategic matters, the primary data sources showed that the leaders invited the 
employees’ contributions before making decisions, e.g. through surveys: ‘Our mission 
was created from the employees’ answers to a survey’. (Leader 1). Employees also 
confirmed the approach: ‘In decision-making, the leaders make sure everyone gets to 
say what they think. Obviously, though, somebody needs to pull the lever’. (Designer 
1). Leader 2’s quote illustrated the approach taken on other decisions with organisa
tion-wide impact: ‘When we designed (a new shared leadership structure), we invited 
those interested to join workshops’. The background and the interview data demon
strated that alongside shared leadership practices, these workshops resulted in the cre
ation of a range of formal peer-leader roles. HR Manager’s quote illustrated a part of 
the resulting framework: ‘We have divided the traditional supervisor positions into 
several roles, like the ones in the onboarding team’. Software Architect described how 
these positions gave the employees the option to join specific teams where they made 
joint decisions on, and promoted people-related matters that are most often the HR 
team’s responsibility: ‘You can volunteer to join the recruitment team’. For several 
employee-informants, like Designer 3, the shared leadership practices and the general 
approach to decision-making appeared to have created the experience that they ‘all 
sort of lead the company’.

Peer-leaders’ Advancement – Promoting the Identity

Key examples of the peer-leaders’ identity advancement was the work of the recruitment 
and onboarding teams. This was demonstrated in the way recruitment peer-leaders made 
the hiring decisions based partially on identity-reflecting matters. HR Manager described 
the approach like this: ‘We evaluate the candidate’s overall cultural fit versus, for example, 
communality. – It’s more about the values of communality; some like to go to mass events 
and others get together in small groups, so it’s a broad term’. The Service Manager’s quote 
captured an indication of the outcomes of these decisions: ‘you meet a foreign colleague 
for the first time, and afterwards you feel like you are friends’.

Regarding the onboarding team peer-leaders’ identity advancement, they promoted 
the identity by facilitating the newcomers’ integration into the workplace. HR Manager’s 
quote suggests that they achieved this by tailor-making the induction programme to 
meet the challenges the newcomers had experienced, including some that seemed to 
suggest they had experienced problems in embodying the identity: ‘The onboarding 
themes address the challenges the newcomers have faced, like participating in the 
shared events because of client work’. The HR Manager described how the peer-leaders 
guided the newcomers to work together to overcome these challenges: ‘each (group) 
got to name signs of (being in a challenging situation) and suggest solutions (to it)’. 
Hence, the peer-leaders’ advancement helped to anticipate the signs of potential contex
tual barriers in identity embodiment and to overcome them.

Leaders’ Entrepreneurship – Defining the Identity

The founders had established the company on a set of values which appeared to inform the 
way the employees described the organisational identity. Another important influence was 
the ‘cultural cornerstones’ which, according to Leader 2, ‘(Leader) wrote down (based on) 
what had already existed since the spirit of the first employees’. The leaders regularly 
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reiterated these aspects in the company monthly review meetings, as in the following: ‘Trans
parency needs to be fostered actively – relevant information to be brought up and discussed, 
by everyone’. (Leader, public townhall). Thus, their influence on the employee-informants’ 
accounts of the organisational identity was unsurprising.

Additionally, a significant part of the leadership practiced in the organisation was 
extending identity meanings in context. Leader 1 described it like this: ‘The leader’s job 
is to guide thinking, and help people understand a perspective, through a discussion’. 
The leaders appeared to refine identity meanings at occasions varying from the 
company monthly review meetings to personal conversations and the organisational dis
cussion in the enterprise social media. For example, in the monthly reviews they regularly 
highlighted organisational stories like the following, where the members’ identity embo
diment and advancement had resulted in business success, thus enriching the team’s 
understanding of identity meanings: ‘(Innovations) are nearly always created by the per
sonnel here. Our strength has been listening carefully to the newcomers’ ideas, and we 
need to continue that’. Software Architect provided another example: ‘If the discussion 
on (enterprise social media) is derailing, (leader) may join and guide people to think 
(about the topic) from another perspective’.

Employees’ Entrepreneurship – Defining the Identity

The employees were central in defining organisational identity to prospective job appli
cants, as they wrote posts on the public organisational media channels. The following 
quote from a Senior Service Architect in the supportive evidence highlights how these 
posts seemed to describe the employees’ prototypical traits: ‘People who – want to get 
involved and – dare to challenge the entire workplace will fit in best here’.

Moreover, the recruitment team peer-leaders were key to defining the identity for 
candidates in job interviews. The HR Manager said that during the interviews, the peer- 
leaders ‘go through the company mission and discuss (its) values and culture, (which) 
sparks off a lively conversation (with candidates)’; all of which reflected the company iden
tity. The Assistant’s playful quote illustrated how these discussions were then repeated in 
the interviews: ‘The brainwashing of the values begins in the first interview, so everyone 
internalises them’.

When a new employee joined the organisation, the onboarding team peer-leaders 
refined identity meanings to them. The HR Manager described how peer-leaders asked 
the newcomers to individually contemplate matters that appeared to reflect the identity: 
‘We have a facilitated discussion of our culture; and go through written thoughts with the 
new-comers’. The workshop flipcharts depicted in the supportive data included questions 
like: ‘What does communality mean to me? How can you make it happen?’. The HR 
Manager described the next steps after the personal reflection like this: ‘(we) discuss 
what culture means in practice, and they can ask us questions. Thus, the newcomers 
came to discover different perspectives to each matter. The HR Manager summarised 
the onboarding approach in the following way: ‘We try to provide (the newcomers) 
with the tools, but they express (the identity) in their own way’. The Service Manager’s 
quote and Software Developer 4’s response to it indicate the outcomes of the recruitment 
and onboarding practices: ‘(We are all) somehow similar – everyone fits in here so well!’ – 
‘Although we are all pretty different!’.
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Leaders’ Impresarioship – Identity Embedded in the Organisation

The leaders had integrated the identity into several resources that supported the team’s 
consistent and independent work. For instance, all three data sources highlighted some 
examples from the decision-making principles the leaders had developed. Designer 1 
described the most commonly cited general principle: ‘(It) means that if you can make 
the decision yourself, you just do it’. In turn, Leader 2 provided an example of a 
specific principle: ‘We have a six percent working time rule-of-thumb for expertise devel
opment’. The leaders had also created digital resources to support the application of the 
principles. Some were automated, while others relied on the members’ input, like Leader 
2 described: ‘There’s no specific budgets, but the cost reports on (the intranet) give 
people an idea of the appropriate cost level. – (Chatbot) shares, for example, information 
of our billing rate to create awareness of how we are doing and thus, enables shared 
influence on that rate’.

The enterprise social media was a resource connecting all members and leaders into a 
shared platform which hosted the notably lively organisational discussion, which Leader 3 
described the following way: ‘(it) is used really actively and more socially (than just for 
work). Indeed, the interviews and focus groups indicated that the system was also an 
important social hub linking the different locations in various professional development 
communities and a range of leisure and after-work channels. The quote from Software 
Developer 6 captured both aspects: ‘You get good ideas from the intense professional dis
cussions on (enterprise social media). And you meet others; get tips on getting balanced’.

Shared Impresarioship – Identity Embedded in the Organisation

The results presented earlier established how the top leaders had initiated the creation of 
the shared leadership structures, which integrated the identity into the practices the peer- 
leaders implemented when promoting identity reflecting matters. Next to the recruitment 
and onboarding practices described, another key example was the work enjoyment team. 
A leader described the team’s work in a company monthly review meeting as follows; ‘we 
developed our culture systematically (in the work enjoyment team) by seriously consider
ing, what kind of a workplace aligns with our values’. Senior Service Architect’s quote in 
the supportive evidence described how this development occurred in practice: ‘The team 
covers topics from onboarding and learning, to benefits, rewarding, and – identifies devel
opment areas and solutions’. Additionally, the Service Manager’s account demonstrated 
that the work-enjoyment team peer-leaders independently organised events, which 
gave the members the opportunity to meet and build personal bonds: ‘Xx thousands 
of euros of company money were burned up in the event, and none of the leaders 
knew (about the cost)’.

The interviews and the supportive data also showed that the employees actualised 
some shared leadership practices entirely independently. Leader 1 provided one such 
example: ‘ – we have a strong practice of giving positive feedback to peers in (enterprise 
social media)’. The supportive data showed that the practice also gave the members the 
opportunity to give each other symbolic rewards, like the chocolate bar pictured on an 
Instagram post on the company profile. In the following, Leader 2 describes the typical 
feedback given: ‘(it) is about someone saving the team from disaster’. Similarly, there 
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was a variety of practices dedicated to in-person community-building, such as the leisure 
clubs, which the Culture booklet described like this: ‘Interested in badminton, board
games, marathon, –, or something else? Start a club! The company supports (them) – 
with 500 € / year / club’.

Additionally, some leaders and employees had integrated the identity into icons and arti
facts scattered across the working environment. Leader 1 described one such icon: ‘I was 
inspired to create the “squad” brand. We ordered some clothes featuring it, and it 
spread’. The ‘squad’ brand seemed to reflect the organisational team and its prototypical 
traits. It also included a rhetorical device, ‘squad’, categorising the members as one team, 
which was repeated across the leaders’ rhetoric and organisational communications, as 
HR Manager demonstrated: ‘In our first email (to newcomers) we write “Welcome to the 
(company) Squad”’. However, Leader 2 described how employees had created the most 
popular icon, depicting a prototypical member: ‘“Algie Algrim” is a goofy cartoon character. 
– Algie was conceived when a few (members) were having a beer and had the idea of T- 
shirts featuring this coder-character’. Throughout the data collection, ‘Algie’ was observed 
on various organisational clothing items, and on stickers on static and portable items.

Discussion

Traditionally, identity leadership has been investigated in work-organisations from the 
perspective of vertical leaders, and only two studies thus far explored how employees, 
i.e. peer-leaders contributed to identity actualisation. Therefore, this study aimed to 
refine identity leadership theory by introducing new evidence of how organisational iden
tity was led collectively in a self-managing organisation. The theory-guided thematic 
analysis focused on finding evidence on the collective efforts to actualise the organis
ational identity in the multi-source data. The analysis moreover sought to understand 
how organisational-level factors, such as policies, practices, and work design may have 
contributed to shared identity leadership. Overall, the results suggest that shared identity 
leadership has potential to considerably strengthen leadership effectiveness.

Identity Leadership Enriched by Shared Leadership

First, the results suggest that innovating organisational-level factors such as work design, 
as well as organisational structures and resources to embed identity may be needed to 
facilitate effective shared identity leadership.

Starting with work design, the findings illustrated how it had been reformed to accom
modate the formal peer-leader roles. Rather than appointing individual peer-leaders to 
distinct roles, as in Fransen and colleagues’ (2020b) intervention study, our results demon
strated that many formal peer-leader positions were assumed by volunteers, who enacted 
shared identity leadership collaboratively as a team, alongside their core professional 
roles. Some of the positions resembled those set in the previous intervention (Fransen 
et al., 2020b); namely, the social and motivational leader roles. The difference is that in 
the present study, the formal peer-leaders coexisted alongside the informal ones. So, 
while formal ‘social leaders’ did indeed organise team events, the results also demon
strated that ultimately, all members were informal ‘social’ and ‘motivational’ leaders. 
Facilitated by the organisational resources, they independently connected with each 
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other and created events around shared interests. The findings likewise pointed out that 
all members motivated and rewarded each other for behaviour which appeared to 
embody prototypical traits. Thus, informal and formal peer-leaders seemed to comp
lement each other’s identity leadership, resulting in stronger identity actualisation. Fur
thermore, given that the members interacted directly with the top leaders and external 
stakeholders, there was no need for ‘external leaders’ as in the earlier intervention 
(Fransen et al., 2020b).

The results also provided new evidence of a formal organisational-level ‘identity inte
gration’ peer-leader position (see Table 3 for a description). These peer-leaders formed 
the work enjoyment team, and their importance was a result of their impresarioship 
with the top leaders, as they integrated the identity into organisational-level people-prac
tices and policies, which then guided the team’s actions and experiences at work. This 
aspect of their role resembled the ‘realising’ phase described in the intervention by 
Fransen and colleagues (2020b).

Another new, significant formal peer-leader role was the position held by the socialisa
tion peer-leaders. Their entrepreneurship and advancement was consequential as they 
hired and integrated the team in a way that seemed to create the opportunity for the 
members to be more prototypical, but in their own authentic way. Indeed, the results 
illustrated that employee-informants felt they could be their true selves at work, and per
ceived their colleagues to be ‘similar’, but also ‘different’. Considering the experimental 
evidence showing that neutrally primed members can adopt the identity through a discus
sion with their primed colleagues (Postmes et al., 2001; 2005a; 2005b), the peer-leaders’ 
entrepreneurship likely aided the candidates and newcomers to understand the practical 
and broad meanings of the identity and thus adopt it. Their discussions may also have 
offered the candidates and newcomers the opportunity to discover personal identity mean
ings. Hence, the conversations would have given them the chance to endorse the identity 
authentically. Previously similar opportunities to reflect identity were found to successfully 
integrate employees following an acquisition (Harikkala-Laihinen, 2022).

Furthermore, the results suggest that the members’ prototypicality may well have 
been made more likely by peer-leaders’ advancement as they made hiring decisions 
and led a structured but also individualised onboarding programme promoting prototy
pical traits. The individualised approach aligns with Bracht and colleagues’ (2024) findings 

Table 3. Peer-leader roles described in research.
Peer-leader role Definition

Formal Socialisation Peer- 
Leader

Employee volunteered to join the recruitment or the onboarding team, responsible for 
identity entrepreneurship and advancement during organisational socialisation. In 
other words, defining the identity to candidates and newcomers, and also making 
hiring decisions promoting prototypical traits, or helping newcomers to overcome 
contextual barriers to integrate into the organisation.

Formal Identity Integration 
Peer-Leader

Employee elected for a one-year term to join the work-enjoyment team, which 
practiced identity impresarioship with the top-leaders, i.e. developed organisational 
practices and benefits in line with identity.

Formal Social Peer-Leader Employee elected for a one-year term to join the work-enjoyment team, practicing 
identity impresarioship and independently organising team events.

Informal Peer-Leader An employee taking initiative and promoting the identity in an emergent and fluid; 
informal way in their work or leisure time; without any pre-set responsibility or 
designated position.
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on onboarding which promoted self-leadership, a prototypical trait in this study (see 
Figure 1). Moreover, the newcomers’ integration was likely strengthened by the onboard
ing combining structured training and the influence of peers; the two factors previously 
found to be individually positively related to integration (Antonacopoulou & Güttel, 2010). 
Altogether, the socialisation peer-leaders’ identity actualisation induced a shared under
standing of ‘us’ at work and laid the foundations for effective work and collaboration in 
the organisation.

Finally, the results also presented new evidence of the informal peer-leaders’ 
advancement and impresarioship. The findings showed how informal peer-leaders’ advance
ment had created innovations that became significant to the business. Contrary to Smith and 
colleagues’ (2018) findings, it appears that these innovations emerged from the informal 
peer-leaders’ identity-aligning personal motivations rather than from a pre-set goal.

Regarding informal peer-leaders’ impresarioship, the results showed how they had 
created icons and artifacts that embedded the identity in the working environment. As 
these items captured and reminded the members of their prototypical traits, they 
resembled the trademarks the formal peer-leaders created in Fransen and colleagues’ 
(2020b) intervention. By contrast, however, they seemed to be used to celebrate and 
induce feelings of pride and cohesion; rather than to hold the members accountable 
(Fransen et al., 2020b). Together with the top leaders’ similar contributions, they appeared 
to have created a material reality that embedded the identity into the everyday organis
ational environment. This likely strengthened the structural salience of the identity, which, 
according to earlier experiments, these symbolic means may indeed enhance (Greenaway 
et al., 2016; Worchel et al., 1998).

Taken together, these findings extend the results achieved in an organisational inter
vention (Fransen et al., 2020b) and ethnographic study (Smith et al., 2018), and also in 
team sports (e.g. Fransen et al., 2020a). They demonstrated how work design can be 
reformed into a modular format which accommodates the formal peer-leader roles along
side the core professional positions. Additionally, they showed how organisational-level 
structural factors like practices and policies can be shaped to reflect the identity and 
thus guide shared identity leadership and effective organisational action (cf. Slater et 
al., 2016). The results also revealed new, particularly significant peer-leader positions 
employees may assume to lead the identity; not only in team-level but also on the organis
ational level. These additions may be particularly relevant for identity leadership, as they 
highlight how peer-leaders may contribute to outcomes that promote employees’ voluntary 
identity actualisation at work. Furthermore, the findings presented new evidence of the col
laborative enactment of shared identity leadership, and of co-existing formal and informal 
peer-leaders in work organisations. By complementing each other, these different identity 
peer-leader formats and formalisations seemed to result in even stronger identity leadership. 
However, the results also showed the top leaders’ critical role in identity leadership, including 
the aspects facilitating shared identity leadership. This is discussed next.

Top Leaders’ Identity Leadership as a Boundary Condition for Successful Shared 
Identity Leadership

The findings suggest that successful shared identity leadership emerges from the top 
leaders’ identity leadership actualisation. To begin with, the results demonstrated how 
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their impresarioship had integrated the identity across a range of organisational-level 
resources common to the self-managing workplaces (e.g. Martela, 2022). Some 
reflected organisational policies, like the decision-making principles. Together with 
those sharing information, they aided the employees and peer-leaders to independently 
choose solutions aligned with the identity in their work. Other resources connected the 
members on a shared platform where they could come together as a team to actualise 
the identity in, for example, decision-making, or socialising. Additionally, the findings 
showed that the top leaders’ advancement initiated the development of the structures 
which integrated the identity into the organisational practices and work design facilitat
ing shared identity leadership.

Considering all organisational structures, resources and work design embedding the 
identity, they may have made the identity a key part of the team’s everyday work. This 
would have resulted from most employees likely participating in at least some struc
tures, such as the events and trainings. Furthermore, the employees likely used the 
resources or were exposed to the icons that embedded the identity in their working 
environment. Being a peer-leader likely made identity reflecting matters even more 
common in daily work. Hence, these structures, resources, icons and work design 
may have made identity particularly salient for employees and thus guided the 
team’s united, identity-aligning action extremely effectively, independent of the top 
leaders.

Additionally, the findings provide new evidence on the quality of the top leaders’ iden
tity leadership that may be required to reap the full benefits of shared identity leadership 
at work. Perhaps most important was their advancement, considering the freedom of con
tributions the top leaders fostered. Their frequent entrepreneurship, i.e. re-iterating and 
refining these matters in their rhetoric, may have given the employees the confidence 
to fully embrace their formal and informal identity leadership positions. Without the 
leaders actively nurturing these values, the informal peer-leaders’ innovations the 
results section captured might have been much less likely.

The results also introduced new insights on the dynamic interplay between top 
leaders’ and peer-leaders’ identity leadership. They demonstrated that the top leaders 
were critical in laying the foundations and continuously developing the support for 
effective shared identity leadership. First, the findings highlighted how the top leaders’ 
advancement included the members in organisational decision-making, and in designing 
the practices which resulted in the creation of the peer-leader roles. Likewise, the top 
leaders’ advancement was behind major organisational decisions like holding on to the 
most valued structure, i.e. the flat organisational hierarchy. Instead, the findings indicated 
that the peer-leaders’ advancement was central in building the authentic and better 
aligned team and in promoting team cohesion. Second, the results illustrated how the 
top leaders’ entrepreneurship was somewhat exclusive in the sense that they defined 
the identity and extended its meanings. The peer-leaders then passed these on, as they 
defined and refined the identity to candidates and newcomers. Finally, as noted earlier, 
the top leaders’ impresarioship appeared to be largely behind the organisational struc
tures and resources that embedded the identity into the working environment and sup
ported the peer-leaders’ and employees’ independent advancement and work, consistent 
with the identity.
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Indications of Shared Identity Leadership Effectiveness

The results and the discussion above suggest that shared identity leadership may induce 
pronounced outcomes. Indeed, the company monthly review meetings and the back
ground data offered indications of clear, positive objective organisational performance, 
like turnover and personnel growth, prior to data collection. Considering the findings 
as a whole, the objective performance may well be partly attributed to the top leaders’ 
and the socialisation peer-leaders’ entrepreneurship and advancement. The former 
likely had somewhat direct link to the performance by creating an environment which 
encouraged the team to engage in innovative behaviour. This seems plausible given 
that the results indicated it had led to innovations significant to the business. On the 
other hand, the latter may have influenced performance by producing shared expec
tations for work and collaboration. Additionally, considering experimental evidence 
suggesting that groups are more productive when their identity fosters diverse views 
(Postmes et al., 2001), the collective decision-making facilitated by shared impresarioship 
and the top leaders’ identity advancement may have contributed to organisational per
formance. Finally, the top leaders’ identity advancement by maintaining the flat organis
ational structure likely also enhanced organisational performance as it seemed to have 
removed internal competition.

The results also suggest some individual level outcomes; most significantly, a consider
ably strong organisational commitment across all focus groups, as several employees 
described their organisational membership as personally very valuable. This seemed to 
be supported by the members’ similar traits and the numerous opportunities to 
connect with other members, which had also resulted in personal relationships and a 
strong sense of cohesion. Concurrently, it appeared to be facilitated by the ability to be 
authentic and pursue a personally chosen development direction in the organisation. 
Finally, the exceptional opportunities to participate in organisational decision-making, 
not only via the peer-leader roles but also when making strategic choices, were important 
commitment drivers for the employees.

Taken together, therefore, these findings present compelling new evidence of the 
potential of shared identity leadership to enhance organisational outcomes and thus, lea
dership effectiveness in mobilising the team to freely take identity-aligning action.

Theoretical Implications

With our integrative approach, this study contributes to the identity leadership theory by 
demonstrating the dynamic interplay between vertical leaders, formal and informal peer- 
leaders, as well as the organisational-level factors such as structures and resources in 
together facilitating effective shared identity leadership. While earlier organisational 
research did not consider how vertical identity leadership might promote shared identity 
leadership, our findings suggest that vertical identity leadership may pose an important 
boundary condition in promoting successful shared identity leadership. Furthermore, we 
showed for the first time how shared identity leadership and identity leadership, in 
general, may be fostered by innovating organisational-level factors, such as policies 
and practices, as well as ICT systems and work design to embed the identity. Additionally, 
our study extends the theory by revealing new, particularly significant peer-leader pos
itions, not only on team-level (Fransen et al., 2020b; Smith et al., 2018) but also on 
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organisational level, which have a profound impact on promoting identity-relevant out
comes at work. Moreover, our findings showed that in addition to distinct roles, peer- 
leaders may also enact shared identity leadership as a team. Finally, the results demon
strated that both formal and informal peer-leaders may coexist, and employees taking 
these positions may assume not only distinctive but also similar, highly significant 
roles. Thus, shared identity leadership is not reliant on the exceptional few but rather 
becomes all the more powerful when distributed by many.

Practical Implications

The findings propose several implications for organisational leaders, consultants, and HR 
professionals. The overarching suggestion for leaders is to work with employees to rede
sign organisational practices, policies and resources to reflect identity. The results also 
suggest that leaders should consider shaping practices, policies, resources and work 
design to facilitate shared identity leadership. The findings further suggest that optimal 
peer-leader roles are responsible for recruitment and onboarding, and also for commun
ality at work. The peer-leader roles seem to offer improved organisational efficiencies due 
to setting shared expectations regarding work and facilitating smooth collaboration, 
which most leaders appreciate. Additionally, they offer highly motivating growth oppor
tunities for the employees and equip them for career advancement into more formal lea
dership positions.

The results also have specific implications for organisational socialisation. To begin with, 
organisations would be wise to include the wider hiring team in making the recruitment 
decisions and discuss the organisational identity with the candidates throughout the job 
interviews. It would be advisable to then use the candidate’s reflections as one of the 
hiring criteria but to be broadminded when assessing the way candidates endorse the iden
tity. Similarly, the findings propose that structured, peer-led onboarding programmes, includ
ing workshops on the practical meanings of the identity, would be useful in accelerating the 
newcomers’ integration. Additionally, the results indicate that more individualised on-board
ing programmes addressing the challenges the newcomers may have faced may support 
more effective integration, particularly in self-managing contexts.

The results also indicate that shared identity leadership may require a shift in the 
leaders’ mindset. Leaders may need to increasingly see themselves as the inspirers and 
guides of the team. Furthermore, they may need to consider that the employees are 
motivated and capable of taking more responsibility at work. To create a truly united 
team, leaders would also be well advised to be open to feedback, and even to construc
tive criticism. To support the team to succeed more independently, the findings suggest 
that modern leaders create resources such as guiding principles and information access to 
facilitate this. While the results indicated that strategic decisions would continue to be on 
the leaders’ desks, they also propose that to ensure better decisions, leaders would be 
well advised to include the team in making them. The present case then speaks for the 
power of identity leadership to advance these goals in workplace reality, achievements, 
and important outcomes.

The results propose that shared identity leadership may have valuable benefits for 
organisations and employees alike. To summarise, shared identity leadership makes man
agerial sense as it unites the team behind the shared mission.
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Limitations and Future Research

Despite support from the multi-source data, the findings were obtained in a single case 
study investigating identity leadership in one self-managing organisation. While the 
general findings on the benefits of integrating identity into organisational practices are 
relevant irrespective of the organisational form, future research should explore whether 
similar results can be found in other self-managing or hierarchical organisations. 
Second, it needs to be acknowledged that despite the consistent findings across all 
data sources, the possibility exists that the employee-informant sample was skewed 
towards the most committed members. Hence, although the informant who had recently 
resigned also echoed the same sentiments as the other employees, future research should 
explore the topic in a field setting with a quantitative design and a large, diverse sample. 
Moreover, considering the indications of how shared identity leadership may have led to 
strengthened outcomes, the quantitative design would benefit from investigating the 
effects of shared identity leadership.

Furthermore, to establish if self-managing organisations differ from their hierarch
ical counterparts in terms of identity leadership effectiveness, further research is 
needed to address the phenomena across these organisational forms in the same 
design. Additionally, as the results would suggest the wider potential of shared iden
tity leadership in all workplace contexts, future research should explore more widely 
how and which peer-leader roles may contribute to identity leadership in organis
ational settings. Finally, given the increase in remote work, more research is 
needed to address how shared identity leadership is enacted e.g. in fully remote 
organisations.

Conclusion

This study aimed to understand how organisational identity was collectively actualised in 
a self-managing workplace. The findings extend the social identity leadership theory by 
indicating that shared identity leadership was the result of a dynamic interplay 
between the vertical leaders and peer-leaders, as well as organisational-level structural 
factors that together seemed to strengthen organisational effectiveness. These results 
suggest that shared identity leadership may have considerable potential in work organ
isations. Future research should explore the phenomenon more widely, both in self- 
managing and hierarchical organisations.
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