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Abstract 

This conceptual article asserts that leadership, defined through its essential functions, is an inherent and 

ever-present feature of all group activity. By synthesizing Functional Leadership Theory (FLT) (Hackman 

& Walton, 1986) with the concept of Distributed Leadership (Spillane, 2006), this paper challenges the 

prevailing view that leadership is confined to a fixed role or inherent personal traits (Stogdill, 1948). We propose 

that the core requirements of collective effort—the persistent need to fulfil Task, Group Maintenance, and 

Individual functions—necessarily activate the process of influence (i.e., leadership) regardless of formal 

hierarchy. This framework generates four novel, testable propositions for empirical study. The paper concludes 

by detailing the profound implications of this model for organizational structure, the philosophy of leadership 

development, and managerial practice, advocating for the intentional cultivation of shared functional 

competencies across every team member. 
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1. Introduction: Reframing the Leadership Question 

The study of leadership has long been dominated by the Leader-Centric Paradigm, which focuses on the 

characteristics of the individual leader: their traits, styles, or behaviours. While foundational, these models—

from early Trait Theory (Stogdill, 1948) to contemporary charismatic approaches—often fail to adequately 

explain organizational success in flat structures and highly autonomous, knowledge-based teams. These 

paradigms create a theoretical deficiency by overlooking the spontaneous, informal acts of influence that 

permeate organizations. 

This article addresses this gap by rigorously validating the proposition: "Wherever there is a group activity, 

leadership is present." Our central argument maintains that this is not a philosophical assertion but a direct 

and necessary conclusion derived from modern, process-oriented theory. We contend that the internal demands 

of collective effort instantaneously necessitate the performance of specific, measurable functions, and the 

execution of these functions is precisely what defines "leadership," thereby guaranteeing its constant presence. 

This paper makes three primary contributions to the field: 

1. It formally synthesizes Functional Leadership Theory (FLT) (McGrath, 1962; Hackman & 

Walton, 1986) and Distributed Leadership (DL) (Spillane, 2006) into a unified framework explaining 

leadership ubiquity. 

2. It develops four novel, testable propositions designed to guide the next generation of empirical 

research. 

3. It provides a new conceptual basis for organizational design focused on the continuous 

leadership process rather than the person in authority. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Functional, Process-Oriented, and Distributed Leadership 

To establish the core thesis, we must ground leadership in a definition centred on behaviour and process, 

diverting the analytical focus away from individual characteristics (Yukl, 2013). 

2.1 The Functional Imperative: Functional Leadership Theory (FLT) 
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The concept of Functional Leadership Theory (FLT) serves as the primary theoretical anchor. Instead of 

focusing on individual traits, FLT maintains that the central purpose of leadership—whether exercised by a 

single person or diffused across the team—is to guarantee the continuous fulfilment of vital requirements 

generated by the team's activity (Hackman & Walton, 1986; McGrath, 1962). Any collective endeavour 

automatically generates demands that must be addressed across three fundamental operational categories 

(Adair, 1973): 

A. Task Needs: Organization and Goal Achievement 

These behaviours are strictly necessary for organizing the work and achieving the stipulated collective aim. 

Without these crucial functional inputs, a group cannot successfully translate effort into viable output. This 

category includes defining objectives, monitoring process, setting standards, and acquiring necessary resources. 

B. Group Maintenance Needs: Cohesion and Sustainability 

These functions focus on sustaining the team's social structure and internal efficacy over time. Since social 

friction is an inherent byproduct of collaboration, these functions manage interpersonal dynamics, including 

mitigating destructive conflict, encouraging participation, and maintaining collective morale (Hackman & 

Walton, 1986). 

C. Individual Needs: Motivation and Development 

This category encompasses functions dedicated to fostering the motivation and professional growth of 

individual team members. Ensuring individuals feel valued, offering targeted coaching, and mediating the fit 

between personal and organizational goals are crucial for sustained contribution. 

Synthesis of FLT: Because the continuation of a purposeful activity requires the satisfaction of these Task, 

Maintenance, and Individual functions, the process of leadership is necessarily present as the inherent 

mechanism for fulfilling these demands. 

2.3 The Locus of Leadership: Distributed and Shared Models 

While FLT confirms what must happen, Distributed Leadership (DL) confirms where the function resides, 

providing the second pillar for the ubiquity thesis. DL asserts that the complex demands of a task are dispersed 

and fluidly shared among group members, based on expertise and situational necessity (Spillane, 2006; Pearce 

& Conger, 2003). 

 Emergence and Rationality: Leadership emerges spontaneously in DL when an unmet 

functional need arises. Influence is ceded functionally to the individual possessing the most relevant 

knowledge or competence for that specific moment, confirming that authority is temporary and task-

dependent (Gronn, 2002). 

The fluidity of the leadership role confirms that even in the complete absence of a designated authority figure, 

the leadership process itself is continually being enacted by various members, triggered by the constant 

demands of the group activity. 

3. Conceptual Analysis: Propositions and Boundary Conditions 

This section transitions the theoretical argument into specific, research-guiding predictions and defines the 

conceptual limits of the model. 

3.1 Testable Propositions 

The functional view generates the following specific predictions for empirical testing: 

 P1: Functional Sufficiency and Effectiveness: The degree to which a group activity 

successfully meets its goals is directly predicted by the performance frequency and quality of critical 

leadership functions (Task, Group Maintenance, Individual), irrespective of the formal leader's 

effectiveness rating. 
 P2: Inverse Correlation of Formal and Distributed Load: In groups with low perceived 

formal leader effectiveness, the frequency of emergent, informal functional leadership behaviours by 

non-designated members will be significantly higher. (Justification: A leadership vacuum created by 

an absent or failing formal leader automatically triggers self-managing principles to restore functional 

equilibrium.) 

 P3: Group Longevity and Maintenance Functions: Group activities with a requirement for 

long-term collaboration will show a significantly higher proportional frequency of Group Maintenance 

and Individual functions (relative to Task functions) compared to single-session activities. 

 P4: Expertise-Driven Emergence: The member who executes a specific leadership function at 

a given point in time will possess demonstrably higher domain-specific expertise or social 

competence relevant to that function than other group members. 
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3.2 Conceptual Limitations and Boundary Conditions 

While the model holds generally, its observable effects are constrained by context: 

 Extreme Power Asymmetry: In strictly hierarchical or authoritarian structures, the functional 

intervention of subordinates may be actively suppressed due to fear of role violation, centralizing 

execution in the formal leader regardless of their competence. 

 Severe Cognitive Overload (Acute Crisis): During immediate, high-stakes crises, the urgency 

may centralize decision-making to a single voice, limiting the time available for distributed sense-

making and emergent execution of functions. 

 Pathological Group Dynamics: Groups suffering from social loafing (Karau & Williams, 

1993) or unchecked groupthink exhibit a functional deficit. This failure to execute critical evaluation or 

motivational functions, while proving the necessity of the function, limits the observable evidence of 

ubiquitous successful execution. 

 High Task Routine: In tasks that are highly mechanistic and require low interdependence, the 

need for adaptive, emergent functional leadership is minimal, as most functions are structurally pre-

programmed. 

4. Implications for Theory and Practice 

4.1 Theoretical Contribution to Leadership Studies 

This functional framework makes three critical contributions to academic theory: 

1. Unified Framework: It formally integrates FLT's necessity argument (the functions must be 

done) with DL's locus argument (the functions can be done by anyone), creating a single, cohesive 

model of leadership ubiquity. 

2. Shifting the Unit of Analysis: It advocates for solidifying the primary unit of analysis in 

leadership studies from the "Individual Leader" (the person) to the "Group Functional Process" (the 

flow of influence). 

3. Refining Emergence Theory: It refines the theory of leadership emergence by framing it not as 

a personality contest, but as a rational, need-driven response (functional intervention) to a specific, 

internal group deficiency (P4). 

4.2 Managerial and Organizational Implications 

The functional view necessitates a profound overhaul of managerial practices: 

 Redefining Leadership Development: Training must shift from teaching management styles to 

cultivating measurable functional competencies (e.g., conflict mediation, peer coaching, objective 

setting) across all employees. 

 Decentralized Accountability: Organizational design must grant non-managerial employees 

the autonomy and formal mandate to perform necessary functional acts, thereby formally validating 

emergent influence. 

 Functional Audits for Performance: Group failure diagnosis must shift from blaming the 

individual to conducting a Functional Audit—assessing which essential leadership function was missed 

or poorly executed—allowing for precise, functional interventions, rather than simple personnel 

changes. 

5. Conceptual Limitations and Future Research 

5.1 Conceptual Limitations 

While robust, the model faces inherent challenges: 

 Measurement Challenge: Functional leadership is extremely difficult to measure empirically 

because it is fluid, informal, and often non-conscious. Operationalizing "functional frequency" and 

"quality of execution" remains a major methodological gap that requires innovative research designs. 

 Simplification of Power: The model's focus on functional necessity may oversimplify complex 

organizational politics and power dynamics that actively suppress beneficial functional actions by 

subordinates. 

5.2 Future Research Directions 

Future empirical research should address the following key questions: 

1. Testing the Inverse Load Hypothesis (P2): Does a measurable decrease in formal leader 

activity immediately correlate with a verifiable increase in peer-executed functional behaviors? 

2. Developing Functional Metrics: What reliable, observable metrics can be developed to 

distinguish the frequency and quality of Task vs. Maintenance functions in high-interdependence teams? 

3. Cross-Cultural Analysis: How do cultural variables (e.g., power distance) constrain or facilitate 

the performance of specific functional leadership acts by non-designated members? 
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6. Conclusion  

The proposition that leadership is present wherever there is a group activity is a functional imperative. By 

synthesizing the two most critical non-trait-based frameworks, we confirm that leadership is an activated 

organizational capacity, not a scarce resource tied to position. 

This article provides a complete conceptual foundation, offering a set of testable propositions and clear 

implications. Organizations that successfully transition from managing the person who leads to cultivating the 

functions that must be performed will be better positioned to foster resilient, high-performing teams, securing 

a significant competitive advantage in the modern knowledge economy. 

References 

Adair, J. (1973). Action-Centred Leadership. Gower Publishing. 

Gronn, P. (2002). Distributed leadership as a unit of analysis. Leadership Quarterly, 13(4), 423–451. 

Hackman, J. R., & Walton, R. E. (1986). Leading groups in organizations. In P. S. Goodman (Ed.), Designing 

effective work groups (pp. 72–119). Jossey-Bass. 

Karau, S. J., & Williams, K. D. (1993). Social loafing: A meta-analytic review and theoretical integration. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65(4), 681–706. 

McGrath, J. E. (1962). Leadership behavior: Some requirements for leadership effectiveness. Naval Research 

Laboratory. 

Pearce, C. L., & Conger, S. M. (Eds.). (2003). Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of leadership. 

Sage Publications. 

Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed leadership. Jossey-Bass. 

Stogdill, R. M. (1948). Personal factors associated with leadership: A survey of the literature. Journal of 

Psychology, 25(1), 35–71. 

Yukl, G. (2013). Leadership in organizations (8th ed.). Pearson Education. 

 

http://www.jetir.org/

