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This study integrates theories from the leadership and team development literatures to
resolve ambiguity regarding the relative benefits of empowering and directive leader-
ship in teams by focusing on their influence on team development processes over time.
Empirical results based on longitudinal performance data from 60 teams suggest that
teams led by a directive leader initially outperform those led by an empowering leader.
However, despite lower early performance, teams led by an empowering leader expe-
rience higher performance improvement over time because of higher levels of team
learning, coordination, empowerment, and mental model development. Implications
for current and future team leadership research are discussed.

In response to the increasing organizational reli-
ance on teams to perform complex tasks, leadership
research has gradually shifted its focus toward ex-
amining the important role of leaders in improving
team performance and adaptation (e.g., Burke,
Stagl, Klein, Goodwin, Salas, & Halpin, 2006;
Klein, Ziegert, Knight, & Xiao, 2006). Team leader-
ship research has concentrated on the leader behav-
iors that promote, develop, and maintain team
performance, and two distinct approaches—em-
powering and directive leadership—have assumed
special importance (Srivastava, Bartol, & Locke,
2006; Yun, Faraj, & Sims, 2005).

Empowering leadership involves sharing power
with subordinates and raising their level of auton-
omy and responsibility, and it manifests through
specific behaviors such as encouraging subordi-
nates to express opinions and ideas, promoting col-
laborative decision making, and supporting infor-
mation sharing and teamwork (Arnold, Arad,
Rhoades, & Drasgow, 2000; Chen, Sharma, Edinger,

Shapiro, & Farh, 2011; Pearce, Sims, Cox, Ball,
Schnell, & Smith, 2003; Yun et al., 2005). Empow-
ering leadership tends to create psychological own-
ership of a task, heightened efficacy and commit-
ment, and higher levels of coordination and
collective information processing (e.g., Cohen,
Chang, & Ledford, 1997; Zaccaro, Rittman, &
Marks, 2001).

Directive leadership, on the other hand, is asso-
ciated with a leader’s positional power and is char-
acterized by behaviors aimed at actively structuring
subordinates’ work through providing clear direc-
tions and expectations regarding compliance with
instructions (e.g., House, 1971; Pearce et al., 2003;
Somech, 2006; Yukl & Falbe, 1991). Directive lead-
ers help followers resolve task and role ambiguity
and provide external monitoring and feedback on
their performance, reducing process loss and al-
lowing team to execute decisions more quickly
(House, 1996; Kahai, Sosik, & Avolio, 2004; Sa-
gie, 1997).

Although researchers and the practitioner-ori-
ented literature have advocated empowering over
directive leadership, the empirical evidence has
not fully supported this view, and it is not clear
that empowering leadership is actually better for
enhancing team performance (e.g., Ensley,
Hmieleski, & Pearce, 2006; Kahai et al., 2004; Ma-
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thieu, Gilson, & Ruddy, 2006; Yun et al., 2005). The
extant leadership research has thus far neglected
two important issues that may help shed light on
this question. First, the literature generally exhibits
a cross-sectional perspective on leader effective-
ness, focusing on whether directive or empowering
leaders are beneficial overall but overlooking the
question of when empowering leadership might be
most or least effective. Second, although research
acknowledges the importance of team member
skills and attitudes in the effectiveness of various
leadership approaches (e.g., Thompson & Vecchio,
2009), it has yet to examine the direct influence
leaders have on the development process of teams
or why empowering leadership may provide its
promised benefits to teams over time (e.g., Klein et
al., 2006; Yukl & Lepsinger, 2004). This is espe-
cially true for newly formed teams, where time
plays a critical role in understanding the interplay
between team development and leadership (e.g.,
Kozlowski, Gully, Nason, & Smith, 1999; Kozlow-
ski, Gully, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 1996; Yukl &
Lepsinger, 2004).

In response, we address these key conceptual
and empirical problems by (a) examining the rela-
tive influence of empowering and directive leader-
ship on the performance of teams over multiple
phases of team interaction and development and
(b) identifying critical behavioral, motivational,
and cognitive mechanisms that explain the differ-
ences between empowering and directive leader-
ship in teams over time. Because of the influence of
leaders on internal team processes and emergent
states (e.g., Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, & Gilson,
2008), the choice of leadership approach in any
focal phase of team development will have impli-
cations for both current and future team interac-
tions and performance.

Therefore, drawing on Kozlowski et al.’s (1999)
model of team compilation and adaptation, we of-
fer a more nuanced description of the costs and
benefits of empowering leadership in teams by first
arguing that the initial guidance and role defini-
tions provided by directive leaders will help their
teams to outperform empowered teams in the short
term. However, we argue that, owing to the shared
learning and decision-making climate that empow-
ering leaders create in the initial phases of team
development, and the resultant emergence of col-
lective states and processes in teams, empowered
team members will be able to attain higher levels of
performance through the later phase of team devel-
opment, while teams with directive leaders will be

less able to improve. We then identify behavioral,
motivational, and cognitive processes and states in
teams that explain the improved performance of
empowering versus directive leadership over time:
team learning, behavioral coordination, psycholog-
ical empowerment, and team mental models.

By doing so, we hope to extend the empowering
leadership literature in two important ways. First,
by demonstrating that teams led by an empowering
leader achieve greater long-term performance im-
provement, but at the cost of initial performance
delays, we help resolve ambiguity about the bene-
fits of each leadership type through explicating the
trade-offs and boundaries of empowering leader-
ship in teams. Second, by identifying key emergent
states and processes in teams that result from em-
powering leadership and convey its influence into
future performance, we shed light on the underly-
ing question of why the initial performance costs of
empowering leadership may be worthwhile in the
long run.

Apart from contributing to the empowering lead-
ership literature, this study also extends other ex-
tant theories of leadership. In particular, the pre-
scription of empowering or directive leadership
based on follower readiness has been a central tenet
of situational leadership theories (e.g., Hersey &
Blanchard, 1969, 1982; Vroom & Jago, 1988). For
example, Hersey and Blanchard (1982) highlighted
follower attributes such as emotional maturity and
readiness to be empowered that indicate the extent
to which followers are able to share ideas and find
motivation in greater responsibility (e.g., Chen,
Kirkman, Kanfer, Allen, & Rosen, 2007; Spreitzer,
1995). However, situational leadership theories
have found only limited empirical support (see
Thompson & Vecchio, 2009), in part due to ambi-
guity as to the nature of follower readiness—a par-
ticularly complex consideration for leaders of col-
lections of individuals in a team context. As we
will describe, this study also extends aspects of
situational leadership theory by providing a more
comprehensive way of conceptualizing follower
readiness that is specific to the team level and by
suggesting limits to the notion that initially di-
rected teams will eventually be ready to receive
and respond to empowering leadership.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Given its focus on sharing power with employees
and emphasizing collaboration (Arnold et al., 2000;
Manz & Sims, 1987), empowering leadership has
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been touted as particularly suited to meet the needs
of leading teams of people (e.g., Kirkman & Rosen,
1999; Pearce et al., 2003). However, researchers
have not always succeeded in finding support for
the proposed benefits of empowering leadership on
team intermediate and final outcomes (e.g., Ma-
thieu et al., 2006), with a number of studies finding
evidence that not empowering leadership, but its
obverse—directive leadership—leads to higher
performance in teams (e.g., Ensley et al., 2006; Ka-
hai et al., 2004; Yun et al., 2005). Therefore, despite
the association of both leadership styles with pos-
itive team outcomes (e.g., Sagie, Zaidman, Ami-
chai-Hamburger, Te’eni, & Schwartz, 2002), the rel-
ative benefits of empowering and directive
leadership in influencing team performance remain
unclear (Somech, 2006; Sosik, Avolio, & Ka-
hai, 1997).

Each style tends to enhance follower perfor-
mance because both directive and empowering
leaders are actively attempting to improve team
effectiveness through thoughtful, planned behav-
iors. Empowering leadership tends to benefit inter-
dependent teams by establishing participative and
collaborative norms among members, encouraging
them to contribute ideas, decide on optimal courses
of action, and take responsibility for team perfor-
mance. These types of behaviors tend to lead to
positive individual and work group outcomes
across contexts (e.g., Pearce et al., 2003; Yukl,
1998). For example, Zhang and Bartol (2010) re-
cently provided evidence that empowering leader-
ship enhances employee creativity, through its ef-
fects on employee psychological empowerment,
intrinsic motivation, and creative process engage-
ment. Similarly, Ahearne, Mathieu, and Rapp
(2005) found a positive relationship between leader
empowering behaviors and followers’ job perfor-
mance attributable to increased levels of self-effi-
cacy and adaptability. At the team level, the goal of
empowering leadership is to develop a team’s ca-
pacity to perform autonomously (Manz & Sims,
1987). Though similar to participatory leadership,
which “involves the use of decision procedures
intended to allow other people some influence over
the leader’s decisions” (Yukl, 1998: 83), empower-
ing leadership requires leaders to invest more trust
in their followers by allowing high levels of discre-
tion and decision-making authority to pass into the
followers’ hands.

However, a directive approach, which is similar
to the autocratic leadership style in Vroom and
Jago’s (1988) decision model and the “tough lead-

ership style” of McIntyre and Salas (1995), focuses
on behaviors related to giving detailed directions,
expecting subordinates to follow those instruc-
tions, and making decisions with limited subordi-
nate input. Research suggests that superiors’ direc-
tiveness can make task accomplishment easier for
followers by providing them with specific, role-
relevant directions and helping them focus their
efforts toward their individual tasks (Fiedler, 1968;
Kahai et al., 2004). Additionally, directive leader-
ship helps each individual to be better aware of
his/her own role and the availability of role re-
sources (Yukl, 1998), reducing ambiguity about
what each person does (Kahai et al., 2004; Pearce et
al., 2003) and establishing clear rules for behavior
(e.g., Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). For example, re-
search has shown that directive leadership can lead
to improved patient care through the assignment of
specific actions for handling an emergency situa-
tion (Yun et al., 2005). This is in contrast to em-
powering leadership, in which the higher degree of
freedom and discretion granted to team members
allows more potential paths toward attaining a
goal, potentially decreasing task and role clarity
(Evans, 1970; House, 1971).

Situational leadership theories—conceived as a
means of providing practical advice to managers as
to when to best apply each different leadership
style—are based on the principle that the relative
benefits of each leadership type will depend on the
competence, maturity, or readiness of followers
(e.g., Goodson, McGee, & Cashman, 1989; Hersey &
Blanchard, 1969, 1982; Thompson & Vecchio,
2009). Subordinates with low levels of readiness,
such as new employees with limited skills but suf-
ficient motivation, are expected to benefit from a
telling, or directive, leadership approach, which
entails giving specific instructions to subordinates,
as well as monitoring their progress and providing
feedback (e.g., Muczyk & Reimann, 1987; Sims,
Faraj, & Yun, 2009; Yun et al., 2005). On the other
hand, in the case of followers with higher levels of
readiness and with sufficient competence, efficacy,
and commitment, situational leadership theories
suggest that participating and delegating styles
of leadership should be most effective (e.g.,
Blanchard, 2007). In terms of situational leadership
theory, empowering leadership falls most closely
in line with delegation, though as a practical matter
it is difficult to distinguish between delegation and
high levels of participatory leadership (see Thomp-
son & Vecchio, 2009).
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Follower readiness was initially defined as “the
extent to which a follower has the ability and will-
ingness to accomplish a specific task” (Hersey &
Blanchard, 1988: 174). Addressing criticisms by
scholars (see Northouse, 2007), Blanchard (2007)
revised the definition with a clearer conceptual
typology that combines the follower attributes of
competence and commitment to create discrete lev-
els for “developing” versus “developed” followers.
However, though member competence may play an
important role in team effectiveness, the readiness
of teams to respond effectively to empowering lead-
ership is more complex, as it is based on the degree
to which a team has developed the cognitive, mo-
tivational, and behavioral capabilities which are
critical for long-term team effectiveness (e.g.,
Burke, Stagl, Salas, Pierce, & Kendall, 2006). Thus
far, situational leadership theory has failed to take
into account the development of these attributes
when conceptualizing team readiness.

Team Development

Teams do not simply manifest collective compe-
tence and commitment when needed. Rather, their
readiness is temporally bound by the focal stage of
their members’ collective development (Kozlowski
et al., 1996; Zaccaro et al., 2001), and each leader-
ship approach directly influences how effectively
teams mature in critical phases of their evolution.
According to Kozlowski et al.’s (1999) model of

team development, the process occurs over four
distinct phases during the initial periods of team
composition and adaptation (see Figure 1, “Effects
of Leadership in Team Development Phases”). Dur-
ing the first phase, team formation, a team’s mem-
bers come together to begin the socialization pro-
cess during which they develop an understanding
of the team’s collective purpose and start to think of
themselves as a team. During the second phase,
task compilation, individual team members tend to
focus their attention on individual task mastery
and proficiency and remain “primarily self-focused
on their individual task performance” (Kozlowski
et al., 1999: 262). During these initial phases, the
role of the leader is primarily felt through socializ-
ing the followers into the organization or group and
ensuring that they develop the necessary skills to
perform their tasks.

In the third phase, role compilation, team mem-
bers begin to learn to coordinate their performance
with other team members through a process of shar-
ing and receiving role information and clarifying
role expectations (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Katz &
Kahn, 1978). In this phase, the influence of active
leadership begins to be felt most keenly, as leader-
ship interventions during role compilation are
likely to influence the nature and the quality of
these interactions (Kozlowski et al., 1999). Specif-
ically, we argue that directive leadership and em-
powering leadership will differentially affect team
development and performance because of their

FIGURE 1
Effects of Leadership in Team Development Phasesa

•  Team members come
    together.
•  Focus /training of 
    individual skills and task.

Phases 1 and 2: Team
Formation and Task
        Compilation

Phase 3: Role

Phase 4: Team

•  Directive leaders 
    provide clear guidance
    and specific instructions
    to team  members: Focus 
    on immediate
    performance.
    Empowering leaders
    emphasize idea
    exchange and 
    participative decision-   
    making climate: Focus 
    is on  learning and 
    positive team member
    interactions.

Directed teams:
Reduced capacity for
learning and integration
of expertise, reliance on
individual knowledge 
and leader coordination.
Empowered teams:
Focus is on performance
improvement using
behavioral routines and 
shared cognitions
developed in phase 3.

•        

•        

•        

        Compilation

        Compilation

a Adapted from Kozlowski et al. (1999).

576 AprilAcademy of Management Journal



differing influence on team role compilation
processes.

During role compilation, team members should
navigate their role interactions, learning about their
own and their teammates’ responsibilities and ca-
pabilities through a series of role identification and
clarification behaviors. This navigation allows
them to begin using their knowledge of one another
to integrate their efforts, resulting in the develop-
ment of routinized processes and the emergence of
shared cognitive structures (e.g., Pearsall, Ellis, &
Bell, 2010). However, team members with directive
leaders largely bypass these processes, as the leader
gives specific role guidance and provides detailed
goals and instructions for each team member, thus
actively managing their interactions (e.g., Kors-
gaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995; Sagie, 1996).
For example, task execution directions given by a
leader are likely to trigger individual member’s ef-
forts to perform their role-specific task require-
ments and to obviate the need to learn about their
teammates’ roles to ensure their efforts are inte-
grated. Directive leaders, therefore, act as explicit
coordination mechanisms for their teams, remov-
ing the need for the time-consuming development
of learned routines and shared cognitions (Espi-
nosa, Lerch, & Kraut, 2004). Thus, directive leaders
are likely to quickly benefit initial team perfor-
mance by focusing team members’ attention on ex-
ecuting their specific tasks.

Empowering leaders, on the other hand, will
tend to first work to establish norms for collabora-
tive decision making during the role compilation
phase. With behaviors emphasizing the open ex-
change of ideas and suggestions within a team,
empowering leaders will attempt to create an atmo-
sphere of increased interaction among team mem-
bers, which aids individuals’ understanding of
“who they interact with to perform the task” (Koz-
lowski et al., 1999: 266) and the development of
shared perceptions and understanding. Therefore,
during the role compilation phase, teams led by an
empowering leader are likely to focus on develop-
ing knowledge of each other and experiencing pos-
itive interpersonal interactions, rather than on per-
forming (Kozlowski et al., 1999).

Directive leadership during the role compilation
phase should therefore be most effective for perfor-
mance in teams. Teams with a directive leader will
be able to sustain their focus on task performance,
relying on the explicit guidance provided by their
leader. In contrast, because empowering leaders
attend to team members’ involvement in decision

making and encourage experimentation, learning,
and collaborative contributions (Arnold et al.,
2000; Leana, 1987; Pearce et al., 2003; Srivastava et
al., 2006), teams with an empowering leader will
initially take longer to effectively perform their
tasks. This should enable directively led teams to
outperform empowered teams during the role com-
pilation phase of team development. Therefore, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1. Teams led by a directive leader
exhibit higher initial performance than teams
led by an empowering leader.

Although directive leaders offer teams an initial
performance advantage in the role compilation
phase, team performance and adaptability in the
fourth phase, team compilation, depend heavily on
the role interactions and implicit coordination
mechanisms that are expected to emerge during the
previous phase (Kozlowski et al., 1999). Through
emphasizing team members’ involvement in deci-
sion making, open communication, and sharing of
ideas and opinions, empowering leaders further
enable learning and coordination by creating a cli-
mate in which high levels of knowledge exchange
are encouraged (Burke et al., 2006; Manz & Sims,
1987; Srivastava et al., 2006).

Through these processes, a team develops the
collective competence, confidence, and commit-
ment that make empowering leadership most effec-
tive in the team compilation phase. In directed
teams, however, the initial performance gains dur-
ing role compilation come at the price of a reduced
capacity for learning and integration of expertise
during team compilation. Because directed team
members have had less need to engage in role iden-
tification behaviors and develop shared cognitions
about their roles and team task, they are left less
capable of adapting to their task environment and
dealing with uncertainty and complexity. Their
team is, therefore, less able to take advantage of the
diverse skills and knowledge of its members and is
dependent upon, and limited by, the guidance of
the directive leader, who must continue to serve as
the sole explicit coordination mechanism for
the team.

Therefore, although directive leaders may be
more effective in maximizing the performance of
teams in the short term, their actions prevent the
teams from developing the very processes and
emergent states that would allow them to be ready
for the leader to follow the prescription of situa-
tional leadership theory to switch to empowering
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leadership as the teams mature. Empowering lead-
ers, on the other hand, despite initial performance
delays due to their modeling and emphasizing fre-
quent interpersonal knowledge and idea exchanges
(instead of focusing specifically on task perfor-
mance), should better enable the development of
information-sharing norms and cognitive struc-
tures to prepare teams to make effective decisions
and skillfully perform their tasks over the long run.
We hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2. Teams led by an empowering
leader exhibit greater performance improve-
ment in the later, team compilation, phase of
development than teams led by a directive
leader.

Although research on follower readiness in
teams has focused on the individual attributes and
perceptions of team members (Goodson et al., 1989;
Mathieu, Ahearne, & Taylor, 2007; Vecchio, 1987),
competence and commitment at the team level are
far more complex and hinge on the emergence of
shared teams states and processes that enable effec-
tive task interaction and performance. For teams
with high levels of interdependence and differen-
tiated expertise, long-term effective performance
and adaptation result from the development of cog-
nitive, motivational, and behavioral states and pro-
cesses that convey the effects of leadership onto
distal team performance (e.g., Ilgen, Hollenbeck,
Johnson, & Jundt, 2005). Drawing on Kozlowski et
al.’s (1999) model of team development and Burke
et al.’s (2006) model of team adaptation, we focus
on four critical emergent states and processes that
serve both as markers of collective team readiness
and mediators of the relative influence of empow-
ering leadership on performance improvement:
team learning, behavioral coordination, psycholog-
ical empowerment, and team mental models. To-
gether, we argue, these four states and processes
will explain the difference in the performance of
empowering leadership and directive leadership
over the later, team compilation, phase of team
development.

Though we extend the definition of team readi-
ness to include these emergent states and pro-
cesses, this theoretical approach fundamentally
differs from situational leadership theory, which
suggests that team readiness acts as an independent
moderator of leadership effectiveness, as the choice
of leadership style should be a response to the
current readiness of a team (e.g., Thompson & Vec-
chio, 2009). However, by focusing on team devel-

opment as both an outcome of leadership and an
enabler of future leadership, we differentiate team
readiness as a more complex, shared attribute of an
entire team.

Behavioral Processes:
Team Learning and Coordination

During team compilation, team members turn
their focus to successful task completion and be-
havioral adaptation. We suggest that the perfor-
mance improvement in teams with empowering
leaders during team compilation will be due, in
part, to the increased ability of such teams to learn
and to coordinate their knowledge and actions.

Team learning is “the process by which relatively
permanent changes occur in the behavioral poten-
tial of the group as a result of group interaction
activities through which members acquire, share,
and combine knowledge” (Burke et al., 2006: 1190;
Edmondson, 1999) and is instrumental in allowing
teams to understand and adapt to their environ-
ment. This behavioral process is of particular im-
portance for teams with distributed expertise,
whose members have to synchronize and leverage
diverse skills and abilities to perform complex
tasks. As noted previously, teams with empowering
leaders will engage in greater levels of role identi-
fication and discussion during the role compilation
phase, leading to a shared understanding of team-
mates’ roles and capabilities. This knowledge acts
as a cognitive foundation for information acquisi-
tion and exchange during team compilation (Burke
et al., 2006), allowing for improved team perfor-
mance over time.

Similarly, behavioral coordination, which in-
volves “information exchange and mutual adjust-
ment of action in order to align the pace and se-
quencing of team member contributions” (Marks,
Mathieu, & Zaccaro, 2001: 368) is seen as a critical
behavior for interdependent teams as it reflects the
smooth integration of skills and knowledge be-
tween members. The shared understanding of each
other’s roles, duties, and capabilities in teams with
empowering leaders will allow team members to
exchange information and synchronize actions, im-
proving task performance over time.

In contrast, teams with a directive leader, who
limits team members’ input in decision making and
does not consult with subordinates, should be less
likely to share the information and knowledge held
separately by different team members. Because the
directive leader acts as the source for guidance and
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direction, individual members will tend to focus on
their own responsibilities rather than on commu-
nicating and sharing with the team (Pearce et al.,
2003; Sagie, 1996). Further, a directive leadership
style may hamper the development of psychologi-
cal safety in the team, as the leader does not solicit
and encourage input (Edmondson, 1999). Team
members in directed teams may, therefore, be much
less likely to engage in the experimentation, reflec-
tive communication, and knowledge codification
that typify effective team learning and coordination
(Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003). Without these related
behavioral processes, teams with directive leaders
are less likely to capitalize on their strong start and,
ultimately, are less able to improve their perfor-
mance over time.

Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. The greater performance im-
provement associated with empowering com-
pared to directive leadership during team com-
pilation is partially explained by team learning.

Hypothesis 4. The greater performance im-
provement associated with empowering com-
pared to directive leadership during team
compilation is partially explained by team be-
havioral coordination.

Motivational State: Psychological Empowerment

The most direct influence of empowering leader-
ship on team interaction manifests through a feel-
ing of psychological empowerment in a team (Chen
et al., 2011; Mathieu et al., 2006). Because empow-
ered employees feel more competent and able to
influence their team’s outcomes, empowerment has
consistently been shown to lead to higher levels of
employee commitment, innovation, citizenship be-
haviors, and performance (e.g., Seibert, Wang, &
Courtright, 2011; Spreitzer, 2008; Thomas & Velt-
house, 1990; Yukl, 2010). These feelings of compe-
tence and commitment that emerge from empower-
ing leadership likewise make a team particularly
ready for empowering leadership in the future. Em-
powered team members will tend to be motivated
by collective ownership of their choices and work,
to support and back each other up, and to work
toward adaptation and performance improvement
during team compilation (e.g., Chen et al., 2007;
Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Kirkman, Rosen, Tesluk, &
Gibson, 2004).

Therefore we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5. The greater performance im-
provement associated with empowering com-
pared to directive leadership during team
compilation is partially explained by team
empowerment.

Cognitive State: Team Mental Models

Mental models are collective knowledge struc-
tures that allow team members to understand and
form expectations concerning other team members’
responsibilities, needs, and behaviors (Moham-
med, Klimoski, & Rentsch, 2000). Because they en-
able team members to interpret information in a
similar manner (Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997),
team mental models have been positively related to
team processes such as communication (Marks,
Zaccaro, & Mathieu, 2000), decision making, and
situational awareness (Mathieu, Heffner, Goodwin,
Cannon-Bowers, & Salas, 2005), as well as perfor-
mance in many situations (e.g., Edwards, Day, Ar-
thur, & Bell, 2006; Marks et al., 2000).

During the role compilation phase, empowered
team members will tend to engage in dyadic ex-
changes with their teammates regarding the nature
and scope of each team member’s roles and capa-
bilities, helping them to understand the patterns of
behavior and interaction that are emerging in their
team. As team members explore the boundaries and
extent of each others’ expertise and duties, they
begin to develop a clear picture of how their unique
knowledge, skills, and abilities fit together and how
best they can integrate them (Katz & Kahn, 1978;
Kozlowski et al., 1999).

Then, during team compilation, as teams shift
their focus more toward task execution, their men-
tal models allow them to revise and refine the flow
of work and to continuously improve performance
(Pearsall et al., 2010). Teams with directive leader-
ship, however, have relied on the explicit direction
from the leader rather than engaging in time-con-
suming role identification interactions and will
have less developed mental models to help inte-
grate their efforts.

Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 6. The greater performance im-
provement associated with empowering com-
pared to directive leadership during team com-
pilation is partially explained by team mental
model development.
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METHODS

Research Participants

Participants in this study included 300 senior
undergraduate students enrolled in an upper-level
management course at a major mid-Atlantic univer-
sity in the United States. Participants were arrayed
in 60 five-person teams that engaged in a three-
hour computer simulation task. In exchange for
their participation, participants were given extra
course credit and were eligible for cash prizes
based on their performance ($250 per team).

Task

Participants were randomly assigned to teams
and, with the exception of each team leader, ran-
domly assigned to team roles. They then worked
collectively to complete tasks within a networked
computer simulation—the Leadership Develop-
ment Simulator (LDS)—originally developed for
the Squadron Officer School at Maxwell Air Force
Base and used to train and evaluate midcareer of-
ficers (see Davison, Hollenbeck, Barnes, Sleesman,
& Ilgen, 2012). The LDS is a complex task in which
teams of four staff members and one leader must
manage a large number of assets (48 in each round)
to discover and interact with targets on a shared
task screen over ten rounds of decision making. To
be successful, team members must collaborate,
combining their efforts to achieve certain objectives
(such as attacking a large target or verifying intelli-
gence), which, in turn, produce a higher perfor-
mance score.

Team members and their leader were seated
around a table, each in front of a separate computer
station, and were able to freely talk with each other
throughout the simulation. Each team member had
a defined role with assigned responsibilities, ar-
ranged in a functional hierarchical structure con-
taining staff members (the four players) and a for-
mal leader. Each staff member was in charge of
either “operation” assets or “intelligence” assets
that could be used to gather and employ informa-
tion about enemy targets (described below).

Teams were in charge of assessing and integrat-
ing multiple sources of information in the process
of finding and engaging targets on the task screen,
which include both threats and opportunities. Op-
portunities manifested as enemy vehicles and bases
that they could destroy to gain offensive points.
Threats manifested on the simulation screen as en-
emy vehicles and launchers that were capable of

destroying team members’ assets, costing the team
defensive points. Threats were commonly paired
with opportunities to protect them from attack.
Each team’s goal was to maximize its performance
by identifying and destroying enemy threats and
opportunities while avoiding having their own as-
sets destroyed by enemy threats.

Team member roles. Teams were functionally
structured with defined, specialized roles and ex-
pertise, and each member was responsible for ful-
filling the same role throughout the entire simula-
tion. Except for the leader, each other member was
randomly assigned to one of four roles in either
operations or intelligence positions. The two team
members who primarily gathered information
about the environment were labeled as intelligence
team members, and the two members who engaged
threats and opportunities to score points and pro-
tect bases were labeled as operations team
members.

Members in the intelligence positions were as-
signed to one of two intelligence roles—signals or
human intelligence—and each managed two types
of discrete information assets (8 assets of each type
for a total of 16 per player and 32 per team) that
could be placed anywhere on the game grid in each
round to identify threats and opportunities. Each
intelligence asset was effective in a different region
of the environment and could be deployed to a
single location on the screen to gather probabilistic
information regarding that area of the environment.
These assets could not be lost to enemy threats;
however, they were only accurate (at 95 percent) in
one area of the simulation environment, known as
the “sweet spot.” The sweet spot could be located
in the upper half, the lower half, or the middle of
the screen, and each of the four types of intelli-
gence assets were only accurate in this specific
portion of the task screen. In the rest of the screen,
assets would either give no information or, occa-
sionally, false information. Therefore, identifying
the sweet spot for each type of asset was a critical
responsibility of the entire team.

In contrast, operations team members had four
different types of assets: strike, escort, refuel, and
information. Strike assets had the capability of cap-
italizing on opportunities. Escort assets had the
capability of destroying threats. Refuel assets en-
abled other assets to reach distant portions of the
environment. Information assets gathered informa-
tion from areas larger than the areas investigated by
intelligence assets. In contrast to intelligence as-
sets, the information that was gathered by informa-
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tion assets was always completely accurate (at 100
percent). These assets were controlled by the two
operation members—offensive and support. The
offensive operation member controlled four strike
and four escort assets and was responsible for uti-
lizing these assets in the entire task screen. The
support member controlled four refuel and four
information assets and was responsible for utilizing
these assets to support strike and escort vehicles
(refuel assets) or coordinate grid searches with in-
telligence members (information assets).

Each team’s assigned leader could approve or
change the decisions made by the offensive and
intelligence team members.

Simulation environment. The environment in
the LDS consisted of a grid, 16 rows (1–16) by 16
columns (A–P), totaling 256 squares. At the start of
the simulation, teams were presented with a blank
grid. However, as shown in Figure 2, hidden

throughout the grid were threats and opportunities,
which could be either small or large and either
fixed or mobile. Threats attacked assets and bases,
costing the teams points. Opportunities could be
destroyed by strike assets, gaining the team points.
Teams needed a single asset to engage a small tar-
get, but they needed two assets to engage large
targets. Fixed targets remained in the same square
throughout the entire simulation, while mobile tar-
gets moved around the grid.

Teams engaged in the simulation through a series
of rounds, or decision-making periods. During the
first three minutes of each round, team members
deployed their assets on the simulation grid. Next,
the team leader had one and a half minutes to
review the team decisions and make any desired
changes to the asset allocation. Then, teams viewed
the results of their choices, seeing what threats and
opportunities their assets had located and engaged,

FIGURE 2
Leadership Development Simulator Screen
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and had two minutes to analyze this feedback and
make decisions for the next round. In total, each
team performed the task for ten rounds.

Procedure

Three to four weeks before the experimental ses-
sion (upon signing up to participate in the study),
participants completed an online questionnaire
that assessed their natural leadership tendencies,
described in the section on leadership manipula-
tion below. After team members were randomly
assigned to teams, the leader of each team was
selected for training on the basis of his or her nat-
ural inclination to behave in a directive versus
empowering way, depending on experimental con-
dition (as described below). Selected team leaders
were trained to exhibit desired leadership behav-
iors in isolation from the rest of the team, immedi-
ately before the start of the experiment.

Upon arriving at the laboratory, participants in
staff positions were randomly assigned to opera-
tions or intelligence roles, after which they com-
pleted a pretask survey (capturing the control vari-
ables) and were introduced to the other team
members and the purpose of the team task. Next,
the entire team was trained with a 30-minute pre-
recorded presentation on how to operate the simu-
lation. The team introduction and the training
phases mirrored the team formation and task com-
pilation phases of Kozlowski et al.’s (1999) frame-
work. During these early team development phases,
members were asked to focus on understanding the
team task (the team’s collective purpose), mastering
their individual tasks, and developing the skills
necessary for their task completion.

Following the whole team training, to reinforce
the manipulation each leader was asked to make a
statement to his or her team and use prescripted
comments consistent with the leadership style in
which he or she had been trained. The Appendix
lists these scripts. Then, participants performed
five rounds of the task, after which the simulation
was paused. This five-round period coincides with
the role compilation phase of team development,
during which team members predominantly engage
in role identification behaviors in an attempt to
maximize their role knowledge. At this point, lead-
ers were again reminded about the prescripted
comments available for their leadership style.
Teams then performed the five additional rounds of
the task, which mirror the team compilation phase,
during which team members were expected to in-

tegrate their efforts in order to maximize perfor-
mance. After the end of the simulation, participants
completed a short survey measuring their percep-
tions of the leader and psychological empower-
ment, as well as the team mental model measure.
Then participants were debriefed and thanked for
their participation.

Measures and Manipulations

Leadership manipulation. In this study, we ma-
nipulated leadership using a two-step approach ad-
vocated by Durham, Knight, and Locke (1997) that
utilizes both selection and training to maximize the
effectiveness of leadership manipulation. More
specifically, the leader was chosen on the basis of
his/her personal predisposition to behave in an
empowering or directive way and then additionally
trained to exhibit the desired leadership behavior.

As noted above, results from an online question-
naire administered prior to participants reporting
to the experimental venue was the basis for leader
selection. We used the ten-item Directive Leader
Scale (Durham et al., 1997), which was adapted
from Cox and Sims (1996), to select directive lead-
ers. Participants were asked to indicate on a scale
(1 � “extremely uncomfortable,” and 7 � “ex-
tremely comfortable”) the extent to which they
would feel comfortable performing directive leader
behaviors while working in a group, such as “tak-
ing charge of a group,” “giving instructions to
group members,” and “specifying others’ roles in a
group task.”

The individual scoring highest on the directive
leadership inclination was chosen for the role of
the directive leader in teams randomly assigned to
the directive leadership condition. To maximize
the difference (and the influence of the manipula-
tion), we used a similarly constructed survey to
select the empowering leaders in the empowered
teams: participants filled in a survey asking to what
extent they felt comfortable performing empower-
ing behaviors. The items were adapted from the
Empowering Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ), de-
veloped by Arnold and his colleagues (2000), and
participants responded by indicating (1 � “ex-
tremely uncomfortable” and 7 � “extremely com-
fortable”) the extent to which they would feel com-
fortable, while working in a group, performing
empowering leader behaviors such as “encourage
group members to assume responsibilities on their
own,” “advise group members to exchange infor-
mation with one another,” and “listen to and con-
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sider ideas and suggestions of group members.”
The individual who scored highest on the ELQ in a
team randomly assigned to the empowering leader-
ship condition was selected for the role of the em-
powering leader. Team leaders were not informed
of the reason for their selection.

The selected leaders were trained on site, in the
simulation lab, immediately before each experi-
ment. Training has been shown to have an impact
on leader actions (e.g., Towler, 2003) and to in-
crease the use of desired leader behaviors (e.g.,
Barling, Weber, & Kelloway, 1996; Towler, 2003),
even when a manipulation is only 5 minutes long
(e.g., Manz & Sims, 1986). In this study, team lead-
ers received 30 minutes of training, the composi-
tion of which depended on their experimental con-
dition. Directive leaders were first exposed to a
10-minute verbal presentation that explained and
detailed what kind of behaviors they were expected
to exhibit. Then they were shown a short movie
clip (from Apollo 13) emphasizing the desired di-
rective leader behaviors; the movie clip was fol-
lowed by a 10-minute role-playing simulation that
again emphasized the desired behaviors. For the
last 5 minutes of the training, directive leaders
were also trained and asked to develop a specific
game plan without input from team members and
to ask team members to carry out the proposed
game plan (Yun et al., 2005).

The selected empowering leaders were exposed
to a similar 30-minute training that included a 10-
minute verbal presentation, which explained and
emphasized the kind of behaviors the leader was
expected to exhibit during the simulation; a short
movie clip, also from Apollo 13, this time empha-
sizing empowering leadership; and a 10-minute
role-playing exercise to strengthen the modeled be-
haviors. For the last 5 minutes of the training, em-
powering leaders were asked to develop a plan to
include all the team members in setting team per-
formance goals via exchanging ideas and informa-
tion with one another.

To aid leaders in acting in a directive or empow-
ering manner, we gave them a “cheat sheet” with a
list of key verbal prompts that were suggested for
use during interaction with the team throughout
the simulation. The phrases listed on this cheat
sheet (shown in the Appendix), reflect general
rules of the simulation rather than specific, exper-
tise-based comments and served simply to rein-
force the manipulation. Finally, the leaders were
given a statement to read before the beginning of
the experiment; the text of the statement empha-

sized either directive or empowering leader
behaviors.

Team performance. Team performance was cal-
culated as the sum of a team’s offensive (points
gained) and defensive points (points lost) during
each round of the simulation and reflected the
team’s primary objective, maximizing its score.
Teams received points each time they engaged an
opportunity or neutralized a threat and lost points
each time one of their assets was destroyed by a
threat or a threat reached the team base. Specifi-
cally, teams scored 4 points for capitalizing on a
small opportunity and 16 points for capitalizing on
a large opportunity; they scored 2 points for de-
stroying a small threat and 4 points for destroying a
large threat; and they lost 8 points for each asset
destroyed by a threat and each time a mobile threat
reached a base.

Team learning. Team learning was assessed by
the number of intelligence assets sent to the correct
sweet spots (described above) during each round of
the simulation. This measure was based on the
degree to which a team identified the areas in
which its intelligence assets were accurate, which
required team members’ joint experimentation and
reflective communication about the results of the
experimentation (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003). At
the beginning of the simulation, team members
were unaware in which part of the grid each type of
intelligence asset would accurately identify threats
and opportunities. Without accurate information,
team members would be unable to engage enemy
opportunities and threats, making sweet spot iden-
tification critical for team success. To learn the
sweet spot areas for each type of asset, team mem-
bers in all roles had to exchange information re-
ceived from their own assets, experiment and share
their mistakes and successes, integrate the place-
ment of their assets to “double source” a grid
square and verify which assets were effective there,
and consolidate the information received from
their assets with the rest of the team. Once teams
learned where intelligence assets were accurate,
they were able to send them to the grids on the task
screen where they would be most effective—the
sweet spots—to identify targets and opportunities
for scoring. Therefore, the number of intelligence
assets sent to the sweet spots indicated the effective
transfer and application of team learning in
each round.

Behavioral coordination. Our measure of behav-
ioral coordination focuses on the alignment of team
member actions toward their interdependent task,
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as described by Marks et al. (2001). Specifically, we
measured the number of times during each round
that strike and escort assets received refueling sup-
port from the operations support role to investigate
and destroy enemy opportunities and threats iden-
tified by intelligence. All missions sent to the
north, or top half of the game grid, required refuel-
ing support, without which the tasked assets would
run out of fuel and be destroyed. For a strike or
escort mission to survive a trip to the north, multi-
ple team members must agree on how best to allo-
cate their respective resources and then simultane-
ously commit them to the same game grid square.

Team empowerment. Team empowerment de-
scribes a team’s collective sense of having authority
and responsibility to control their work and was
measured with a six-item measurement instrument
adapted from Mathieu and colleagues (2006) (� �
.87). Each team member indicated the extent to
which they agreed or disagreed (1 � “strongly dis-
agree” and 5 � “strongly agree”) with the following
exemplary statements: “In our team members are
responsible for deciding how to achieve our goals,”
“My team is empowered to change our work pro-
cesses in order to improve our performance,” and
“In our team members have a great deal of freedom
in deciding how we will do our work.” We used
James, Demaree, and Wolf’s (1984) rwg agreement
index to justify aggregating individual members’
response to the team level (mean rwg � .91). In
addition, we calculated and report here the intra-
class correlations (ICCs), which represent whether
measures are sufficiently reliable to model effects
at the team level. ICC1, indicating the reliability of
a single rating of the team construct, equaled .49,
and ICC2, which represents the reliability of the
average (mean) team members’ responses, equaled
.79. Thus, reliability statistics, coupled with our
theoretical reasoning, provided support for reliable
team-level effects, and we proceeded with aggregat-
ing the individual members’ scores to arrive to a
single score for each team (Bliese, 2000).

Team mental models. To assess team mental
model development, we adapted Marks et al.’s
(2000) concept-mapping technique, which was spe-
cifically designed for tasks such as this (e.g., Ellis,
2006). Following the experimental task, team mem-
bers were given a task scenario accompanied by
eight blank spaces (two per team member) that
needed to be filled with one of eight concepts that
represented different aspects of team member roles
and capabilities. Team members completed the
maps by placing concepts that best represented the

actions of each team member on the diagram. These
mental maps reflect the models held by team mem-
bers throughout the performance session and were
constructed specifically for this study and based on
team members’ roles during the experimental task.
For example, for the operations support role, team
members would need to accurately identify that
they possessed refueling and information assets
and when they would deploy them.

To arrive at the team-level mental models score,
we used each team member’s individual concept
map and compared it to each of the other team
members’ concept maps, dividing the number of
matching responses by the total number of possible
dyadic matches to obtain a total team mental model
similarity score ranging between 0 and 6.

Control variables. In this study, we controlled
for two team ability and experience factors that
may play a role in team performance and learning:
team cognitive ability, in terms of average GPA per
team (e.g., LePine, 2003), and team members’ de-
gree of computer game experience, which was mea-
sured with a three-item measure (� � .80) asking
participants to indicate their level of computer
game experience (e.g., “How skilled are you in
playing computer games?” [1 � “unskilled” and 5
� “very skilled”]). The individual scores were av-
eraged to arrive at a team-level computer game
experience score.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks

To ensure that leader behaviors were consistent
with their experimental condition, we measured
the extent to which team members perceived that
their leader behaved in an empowering or a direc-
tive manner with two five-item instruments
adapted from Pearce et al. (2003). We administered
the instruments to participants after the end of the
simulation to avoid biasing team members’ percep-
tions of their leader during the simulation execu-
tion (Durham et al., 1997). One of the instruments
measured perceived directive leadership, and the
other measured perceived empowering leadership.
A sample item for empowering leadership read,
“The team leader gives the team autonomy and
freedom of action,” and a sample item for directive
leadership read, “The team leader defines tasks and
responsibilities for group members.” Both mea-
sures used a scale ranging from 1, “strongly dis-
agree,” to 5, “strongly agree.” The mean rwg for
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perceived directive leadership was .77, and each
work group rwg value exceeded .70, which is com-
monly used as a cutoff to justify aggregation of
individual-level measures to the group level (Klein
& Kozlowski, 2000). Similarly, the mean rwg for
perceived empowering leadership was .84. Intra-
class aggregation statistics also justified aggregation
(Bliese, 2000; James, 1982; Kirkman et al., 2004;
Mathieu et al., 2006) to the team level (perceived
directive leadership: ICC1 � .22, ICC2 � .63; per-
ceived empowering leadership: ICC1 � .28, ICC2
� .68).

Results indicated that the participants in the di-
rective condition perceived their leader to be sig-
nificantly more directive (mean � 3.77, s.d. � 0.49)
than those in the empowering condition (mean �
3.12, s.d. � .45; t[58] � 5.35, p � .01). Similarly,
teams in the empowering condition viewed their
leaders as more empowering (mean � 3.96; s.d. �
0.37) than teams in the directive condition (mean �
3.05; s.d. � 0.52; t[58] � 7.81, p � .01]). Taken
together, these results provide support for the ef-
fectiveness of the two leadership manipulations.

Measurement Timing

To test whether the timing of our measures coin-
cided with the theorized phases of team develop-
ment, we focused on the degree to which teams
engaged in risky, experimental behaviors, which
are more common in earlier phases—specifically,
we counted the number of unescorted missions. In
LDS, when an operations asset is sent on a mission,
it may be destroyed by enemy threats unless ac-
companied by escort assets. However, using escorts
limits the number of possible missions in each
round, making the number of unescorted missions
a proxy for risk taking by a team. Results show that
the number of unescorted missions in the role com-
pilation phase (rounds 1–5; mean � 2.40, s.d. �
1.60) were significantly higher than in the team
compilation phase (rounds 6–10; mean � 1.07, s.d.
� 1.32; t[294] � 8.24, p � .01), suggesting that
teams in the team compilation phase had shifted
their focus away from experimentation toward the
routines and performance improvement associated
with team compilation.

Data Analyses

In keeping with the nature of our hypotheses, we
used three different statistical analyses. First, we
used a two-sample t-test to test our first hypothesis

(Hypothesis 1), examining the difference in the
overall level of team performance in the initial (role
compilation) phase of team interaction between the
two conditions, directed teams and empow-
ered teams.

To test the nature of the leadership-time interac-
tion and performance improvement hypotheses
(Hypotheses 2–4), we estimated random coefficient
growth models (RCM), following the six-step model
estimation procedure of Bliese and Ployhart (2002).
Leadership was entered as a dichotomous level 2
variable (“empowering leadership” � 1 and “direc-
tive leadership” � 0), and the team performance
scores at each round were entered as a level 1
outcome. We conducted all analyses using the non-
linear and linear mixed effects package (“nlme”) in
the statistical software R, version 2.14.0. First, we
specified the level 1 model (steps 1 through 4; see
Bliese and Ployhart [2002] for a detailed descrip-
tion of the procedure) in which teams’ performance
scores were examined for growth over time. Having
correctly specified the level 1 model, we examined
the level 2 model (steps 5 and 6), in which leader-
ship is entered as a time-invariant team-level vari-
able and the cross-level interaction between time
and leadership is used to estimate the extent to
which leadership accounts for between-team differ-
ences in slope parameters for the time-performance
relationship (Hypothesis 2). Repeating the steps
outlined above, we again used RCM to examine the
mediating effects of team learning (Hypothesis 3)
and team behavioral coordination (Hypothesis 4)
on performance improvement during the team
compilation phase of team development (rounds 6
through 10), following the recommendations of
MacKinnon, Fairchild, and Fritz (2007).

Finally, to test our fifth and sixth hypothesis we
used generalized least square (GLS) regression
analysis to regress the team performance score for
each performance round of the team compilation
phase on the relevant variable (independent vari-
able and mediators) and control variables. The use
of GLS allowed us to use the one-time measures of
team empowerment and team mental models
(which made it impossible to utilize RCM for Hy-
potheses 5 and 6) at the same time accounting for
the data heteroskedasticity and correlations among
the dependent variable multitime longitudinal ob-
servations. Having established the relevant regres-
sion coefficients, we then constructed bootstrapped
confidence intervals to estimate the strength of the
indirect path (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007).
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Hypothesis Testing

The summary of means, standard deviations, and
correlations among the study variables of interest is
provided in Table 1. None of the control variables
were significantly correlated with team perfor-
mance; however, to increase the robustness of our
results, we controlled for them in the subsequent
analyses.

Hypothesis 1. Our first hypothesis proposes that
teams led by a directive leader exhibit higher initial
performance than teams led by an empowering
leader. Results of a two-sample t-test comparing the
performance results of directive versus empower-
ing teams during the role compilation phase of
team development (rounds 1–5) indicated that di-
rected teams (mean � 7.33, s.d. � 14.30) signifi-
cantly outperformed empowered teams (mean �
�3.52, s.d. � 19.01); t[58] � 2.50, p � .05). There-
fore, our first hypothesis was supported.

Hypothesis 2. Our second hypothesis proposes
that teams led by an empowering leader exhibit
greater performance improvement in the team com-
pilation phase than teams led by a directive leader.
To test this hypothesis, we built and tested a ran-
dom coefficient growth model following the six-
step procedure outlined in our data analyses sec-
tion. At steps 1 through 3, we specified our level 1
model and found that (as expected), there was a
positive and significant linear trend for the influ-
ence of time on team performance (� � 1.62, p �
.01). Further, the significant slope variation among
teams (as suggested by a log-likelihood comparison
of the model with fixed versus random slope ef-
fects: –2 log-likelihood � 211.61, p � .01) indicated

that the model with the random slopes fitted the
data significantly better. Modeling heteroskedastic-
ity as an exponent of the (time) covariate at step 4
additionally improved the fit of our level 1 model
(�2 log-likelihood � 57.79, p � .01).

In steps 5 and 6 of the RCM procedure, we spec-
ified the level 2 model and, as shown in Table 2, in
the final level 2 model, the interaction term involv-
ing leadership and time was positive and signifi-
cant (� � 0.34, p � .05), providing support for
Hypothesis 2. To better understand the cross-level
longitudinal influence of leadership (specifically,
empowering leadership, coded 1), we plotted the
interaction in Figure 3.

As shown in Figure 3, teams led by an empow-
ering leader exhibited lower initial performance
and greater performance improvement than teams
led by a directive leader, supporting both Hypoth-
eses 1 and 2. We then tested the mediating role of
four behavioral, cognitive, and motivational pro-
cesses and states in explaining the difference in
performance between teams with empowering and
directive leaders during team compilation.

Hypotheses 3 and 4. Hypotheses 3 and 4 propose
that team learning and behavioral coordination, re-
spectively, partially explain the difference in the
performance of empowering and directive leader-
ship during the team compilation phase of team
development. Given their nature, these hypotheses
should be treated as mediated longitudinal moder-
ation (Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005). To support
these hypotheses, we had to demonstrate that the
two mediators—team learning and behavioral coor-
dination—were significantly related to team perfor-

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variablesa

Variables Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Leadership condition 0.50 0.50
2. Team cognitive ability 3.49 0.18 .15
3. Computer game experience 3.61 0.56 �.04 �.07
4. Team learning (rounds 6–10) 76.78 25.04 .26* .02 .10
5. Behavioral coordination (rounds 6–10) 25.08 7.2 .12 �.04 �.11 .24*
6. Team empowerment 3.98 0.38 .45** �.12 .13 .12 .07
7. Team mental models 4.85 1.14 .25* �.08 .09 .21 .02 .19
8. Midpoint team performance 1.91 17.57 �.24* .01 �.18 .02 �.08 �.09 �.11
9. Final team performance 10.97 51.58 .03 .11 .16 .24* .17 .12 .23 .29*

a n � 60. Leadership condition is a dichotomous variable comparing empowering leadership (coded 1) with directive leadership (coded
0). Team learning is the total number of team learning behaviors during the team compilation phase (rounds 6–10). Behavioral coordination
is the total number of coordinated missions during the team compilation phase (rounds 6–10).

* p � .05
** p � .01
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mance improvement while simultaneously leading
to a drop in the significance of the interaction term,
involving time and leadership. Such a result would
indicate that the differential influence of empow-
ering and directive leadership over time became
less significant when team learning and team be-
havioral coordination were included in the equa-

tion (see MacKinnon et al.[2007] for a detailed ex-
planation of the procedure).

In testing the first step of the mediated modera-
tion hypothesis, we found that leadership (� �
9.72, p � .05) as well as the interaction between
time and leadership (� � 1.19, p � .05) were posi-
tively and significantly related to team learning
during the team compilation phase (Hypothesis 3).
Similarly, leadership (� � 5.69, p � .05) and the
interaction between time and leadership (� � 0.77,
p � .05) were significantly related to team behav-
ioral coordination during team compilation (Hy-
pothesis 4). Then, in the next step of our hypothesis
testing, we included all of the independent vari-
ables (including the two mediator variables) in the
RCM equation for team performance. As shown in
Table 3, which presents the results of this step, the
coefficient for the interaction term involving time
and leadership failed to reach significance (� �
1.24, n.s.), whereas both team learning behaviors (�
� 0.39, p � .05) and behavioral coordination (� �
1.26, p � .01) were positively and significantly
related to team performance over time.

To estimate the strength of the indirect effect, we
followed the recommendation of Bauer, Preacher,
and Gil (2006) and calculated the 95% confidence

TABLE 2
Results of Random Coefficient Models for Team

Performance over Timea

Model and Parameter
Parameter
Estimate s.e. t

Final level 2 model
Intercept �28.18 26.31 �1.07
Time 2.13* 1.01 2.11
Team cognitive ability 2.60 6.63 0.39
Computer game experience 4.40 4.20 1.05
Leadership �3.42 3.00 �1.14
Time � leadership 0.34* 0.16 2.12

a For all level 1 parameter estimates, df � 538; for cross-level
interaction parameters in level 2 analyses, df � 538; for param-
eters preceding intercept variation in level 2 analyses, df � 56.
Leadership is a dichotomous variable with 1 � “empowering
leadership” and 0 � “directive leadership.”

* p � .05

FIGURE 3
Interactive Influence of Time and Leadership on Team Performance
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interval of the indirect effect by employing the
Monte Carlo method for assessing mediation
(MCMAM). The calculated confidence interval es-
timating the strength of the team learning indirect
effect (CI � 0.03; 1.07] did not include zero, indi-
cating a significant indirect effect through team
learning (Hypothesis 3). The confidence interval
around the indirect effect of team behavioral coor-
dination (CI � 0.05; 2.24) also excluded zero, indi-
cating that behavioral coordination accounted for
significant variance in team performance improve-
ment (Hypothesis 4). Cumulatively these findings
supported both hypotheses.

Hypotheses 5 and 6. Hypothesis 5 proposes that
team empowerment partially explains the greater

performance improvement for empowered teams
(compared to directed teams) in the team compila-
tion phase of team development. Hypothesis 6 pro-
poses that team mental models also serve as a si-
multaneous mediator to explain the greater
performance improvement of empowered teams.
As noted in the Methods section, we used GLS
regression to account for the mediating role of team
empowerment (Hypothesis 5) and mental models
(Hypothesis 6) in the team compilation phase of
development (rounds 6–10). Our results supported
both Hypothesis 5 and Hypothesis 6. Specifically,
in line with Shrout and Bolger’s (2002) recommen-
dations, the leadership condition was positively
and significantly related to each of the mediators (�
� .12, p � .05: Table 4, model 1; and � � .53, p �
.01, Table 4, model 2), providing support for our
reasoning that leadership explains variability in
team motivational (team empowerment) and cogni-
tive (team mental models) states. Then, in the final
step of the mediation testing, we found that team
empowerment (� � 26.14, p � .01, Table 4, model
3) was significantly and positively related to team
performance, and the interaction term involving
time and leadership failed to reach significance.
The 95% bootstrapped confidence interval estimat-
ing the strength of the indirect effect excluded zero
(CI � 0.95; 5.95). Together, these findings provided
support for Hypothesis 5.

Team mental model development was also posi-
tively and significantly related to team perfor-
mance when included in the estimation of the full
mediation model (together with team empower-
ment, leadership condition, and the interaction be-
tween time and leadership condition: � � 2.26, p �
.05). The interaction of time and leadership failed

TABLE 3
Results of Random Coefficient Models for

Mediators Testinga

Model and Parameter
Parameter
Estimate s.e. t

Final level 2 model
Intercept �37.32 82.26 �0.45
Time 3.58 1.92 1.86
Team cognitive ability 21.68 20.45 1.06
Computer game experience �1.23 12.86 �0.10
Leadership 12.37 17.69 0.70
Time � leadership 1.24 2.59 0.50
Team learning 0.39* 0.17 2.17
Behavioral coordination 1.26** 0.47 2.69

a For all level 1 parameter estimates, df � 234; for cross-level
interaction parameters in level 2 analyses, df � 234; for param-
eters preceding intercept variation in level 2 analyses, df � 55.
Leadership is a dichotomous variable with 1 � “empowering
leadership” and 0 � “directive leadership.”

* p � .05
** p � .01

TABLE 4
Results of GLS for Testing Team Empowerment and Team Mental Models as Mediators

Variable
Model 1:

Empowerment as Outcome
Model 2:

Team Mental Models as Outcome
Model 3:

Performance as Outcome

Intercept 1.96** 1.61 �15.47**
Team cognitive ability 0.51* 0.07 3.31
Computer game experience 0.07 0.75* 0.08
Leadership 0.12* 0.53** 15.58
Team empowerment 26.14**
Team mental models 2.26*
Time 3.87
Time � leadership 2.60
df 295 295 285

* p � .05
** p � .01
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to reach significance in the full mediation model,
and the confidence interval estimating the strength
of the indirect effect excluded zero (CI � 0.17;
2.51), supporting Hypothesis 6.

DISCUSSION

Recent theoretical developments and organiza-
tional trends have highlighted the benefits of em-
powering leadership for individuals and teams
(Chen et al., 2011; Srivastava et al., 2006; Zhang &
Bartol, 2010). However, research examining the ef-
fectiveness of empowering leadership on team per-
formance has been far from conclusive, with a
number of studies finding evidence that directive
leadership may actually lead to higher perfor-
mance, especially in the cases of action and project
teams (Ensley et al., 2006; Yun et al., 2005).

To help resolve this debate and to extend existing
theory to clarify some of the theoretical ambiguity
regarding their relative benefits, we investigated
the influence of empowering and directive leader-
ship on the performance of newly formed teams
over time. Our results indicated that although
teams with directive leaders started performing
well more quickly, their performance plateaued,
whereas the emergent cognitions and improved
learning and coordination capabilities of empow-
ered teams allowed them to improve over time.
These findings offer a number of theoretical and
practical implications.

Theoretical Implications

Departing from previous research, which has pre-
dominantly considered leadership types in isola-
tion (e.g., Mathieu et al., 2006; Srivastava et al.,
2006), we directly compare two distinct leadership
types to resolve conflicting evidence in the litera-
ture about the effectiveness of these leadership ap-
proaches for team performance. Doing so provides
insight into both when and why empowering and
directive leadership approaches are most effective
in teams and contributes to debate as to the limits
and benefits of empowerment (e.g., Cotton, Voll-
rath, Lengnick-Hall, & Froggatt, 1990; Leana, Locke,
& Schweiger, 1990; Spreitzer, 1995; Wagner, 1994).

Conceptually, our findings confirm the existing
notion about the positive influence of empowering
leadership found in the literature for individual
performance (e.g., Ahearne et al., 2005; Zhang &
Bartol, 2010) and for long-standing top manage-
ment teams (Srivastava et al., 2006) and extend

them to action and project teams that undergo team
development before reaching their full potential
(Kozlowski et al., 1999). However, by demonstrat-
ing that empowering leadership comes at an initial
performance cost, we highlight an important
boundary condition to empowering styles that may
help explain some of the inconsistent or weaker
effects on performance described in the literature
(e.g., Mathieu et al., 2006).

We also extend the empowering leadership liter-
ature to consider the critical role of team develop-
mental phases, demonstrating that the influence of
leadership manifests directly through emergent
team processes and states. Empowering leaders en-
courage team members to engage in role exchanges
and collective investigation in the early role com-
pilation phase of development, in which they learn
about their task environment and each others’ areas
of expertise to develop team mental models of how
to integrate their efforts, gain collective efficacy
and commitment through psychological empower-
ment, and foster routines to coordinate their behav-
iors (Kozlowski et al., 1999; Pearsall et al., 2010).
This time-consuming process puts them at a per-
formance disadvantage compared to teams with di-
rective leaders (who immediately focus on task per-
formance) that rely on their leaders to provide
explicit within-team coordination. However, teams
with directive leaders are eventually overtaken by
empowered teams as they enter the team compila-
tion phase of development and adaptation, in
which teams increasingly rely on their routinized
processes and shared cognitions to smoothly coor-
dinate their efforts and knowledge and continu-
ously improve their performance (e.g., Edwards et
al., 2006; Marks et al., 2000).

By taking a longitudinal approach to examining
these two leadership styles, we provide a more
nuanced explanation for previous findings. A sim-
ple cross-sectional analysis of the final perfor-
mance in each condition would have revealed no
significant difference between styles at that single
point in time. Similarly, a midpoint evaluation
would have suggested that directive leadership is
much more effective than empowering. However,
both approaches would have missed the complex
relationship between leadership and team member
interactions that plays out over time and may ex-
plain why previous work has been equivocal.
These findings, therefore, help extend both the
leadership and team development literatures and
provide a framework for understanding when and
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at what stages of team development directing team
members may positively impact team performance.

Finally, we extend situational leadership theory
by identifying four critical motivational, cognitive,
and behavioral markers of team development and
readiness that help explain why the influence of
empowering leadership in the role compilation
phase promotes higher continual performance im-
provement in the team compilation phase of devel-
opment. The current conceptualization of follower
readiness tends to focus on the maturity, commit-
ment, and skill level of individual followers but to
neglect the critical team processes and emergent
states that allow empowering leadership to be ef-
fective at the team level. Teams with diverse exper-
tise, working interdependently on complex tasks,
require an investment in time and leader support to
develop the behavioral processes, such as learning
and coordination, as well as the shared cognitive
understanding to effectively perform and adapt.
This investment, made through the empowerment
of team members during role compilation, takes
longer to pay off, but is critical for such teams’
long-term success. However, because directive
leaders limit the emergence of these states and pro-
cesses, these results also raise questions about the
central tenet of situational leadership theory, that
teams with an initial directive leader will eventu-
ally become ready for that leader to switch to an
empowering style.

Managerial Implications

These findings also have number of implications
for managers placed in charge of teams. First, the
time-sensitive nature of the benefits of each leader-
ship style provides a framework for managers to
follow depending on the timeline of their task or
project. For teams with short-term or emergent en-
gagements and teams facing emergency situations
(e.g., surgical, police, military, and flight teams), a
directive style may be most appropriate, as teams
must be able to immediately perform at a high level
and cannot afford the performance delays and
learning errors associated with empowered teams
(e.g., Bobic & Davis, 2003; Sims et al., 2009; Yun et
al., 2005). However, when teams have an extended
timeline, as do project or software development
teams, or must be able to adapt to complex and
changing environments over time, an initial and
continuing empowering leadership style may be
most appropriate, as it encourages the develop-
ment of shared cognitive structures, routines for

learning and coordination, and feelings of collec-
tive competence and commitment during the role
compilation phase that set the stage for higher long-
term performance.

However, it is important that managers do not
misinterpret these findings to conclude that a di-
rective leadership style is beneficial early, but that
one should switch to an empowering style as teams
progress to the team compilation phase of develop-
ment. Although there may be some advantage to
employing a combination of the two leadership
approaches (e.g., Gratton & Erickson, 2007), our
results suggest that the benefits of empowering
leadership in teams tended to manifest because
team members initially engaged in role identifica-
tion and learning processes during the role compi-
lation phase. Empowered teams, therefore, may not
be able to reap the benefits of improved perfor-
mance over time without first suffering the initial
performance delays.

Finally owing to the critical role of team learning
in empowered teams, managers who seek to adopt
an empowering leadership style should also focus
their efforts on facilitating a team learning and in-
formation-sharing orientation (e.g., Burke et al.,
2006; Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2003). They can do so
by encouraging risk taking and experimentation,
and the development of a psychologically safe en-
vironment (e.g., Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson,
Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001). Recently, Walumbwa and
Schaubroeck (2009) found that leaders who en-
gaged in active, ethical leadership created feelings
of psychological safety in their followers, leading to
higher levels of voice behavior. This suggests that
empowering leaders who genuinely value the in-
puts of their team members and allow them to fail
without repercussion may be best able to cultivate
an autonomous learning environment. However, it
also raises the possibility that leaders who attempt
to fake an empowering manner, without having any
real willingness to sacrifice their own authority,
may be thought of as disingenuous, and the team
may never develop the levels of safety so necessary
for psychological empowerment and learning.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study also has a number of limitations. First,
the scope of this study was restricted to relatively
short-term teams put together for a specific com-
plex task (Sundstrom, 1999). In addition, the teams
in this study enjoyed very high levels of interde-
pendence, which, coupled with a comparatively
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short life cycle, may limit the generalizability of
our findings to action and project teams. Although
these types of teams are increasingly common in
organizations, it is possible that the relationships
we examined in this study may evolve differently
in long-standing teams or in teams with lower lev-
els of interdependence. For example, in teams with
low interdependence, the role specification and
task assignments related to directive leadership
may lead to even greater performance benefits,
whereas the performance improvements associated
with empowering leadership may never fully ma-
terialize. Similarly, creative teams and teams facing
greater task ambiguity may not develop or benefit
from the shared cognitions and enhanced coordi-
nation associated with empowering leadership.
However, those types of teams may still gain higher
levels of creative engagement and performance
from feelings of engagement and commitment
(Zhang & Bartol, 2010).

Second, because this study was conducted in a
laboratory, research would benefit from establish-
ing the external validity of our proposed relation-
ships in a field setting. Although controlled set-
tings offer the clear advantage of manipulating
variables of interest and reducing causality con-
cerns, certain features of our task might have biased
our results. For example, teams in this study oper-
ated under a functional structure with distributed
expertise that required high levels of information
and knowledge exchange for the teams to be suc-
cessful. A different task, employing a divisional or
parallel team structure, for example, might have
required less knowledge exchange among team
members, activating different team learning pro-
cesses and behaviors (Ilgen et al., 2005).

Also, these teams were assigned new, inexperi-
enced leaders without any particular technical ex-
pertise. Although such situations may be common
in many organizations (e.g., recent MBAs are often
assigned to lead a product development team with-
out having worked their way up through their new
organization), we acknowledge that our leader se-
lection may not mirror the leader assignment pro-
cess in organizations, in which leaders’ technical
skills and/or expertise are the basis of their project
assignments. It may be that high levels of skill and
experience are particularly beneficial for directive
leaders but less important for empowering ones
(e.g., Vroom & Jago, 1988), and characteristics of the
leaders as well as the teams may moderated the
performance trajectories of each leadership style in
this study. Further investigation of the important

role of leader ability in team development would be
valuable for extending our results and bounding
the external validity of our findings.

The long-term implications of our longitudinal
results are also somewhat ambiguous. Although the
performance of empowered teams increased
steadily during the team compilation phase, and
the performance of teams with directive leaders
was flatter, it is impossible to state definitively how
long these trajectories would have continued. Al-
though there is no reason to believe that the perfor-
mance of teams with directive leaders would begin
to improve in future rounds of task execution, it is
not clear how much longer teams with empowering
leaders would have continued to learn and im-
prove, and it may be that empowering teams’ per-
formance would have begun to plateau shortly after
our study ended.

Further, although our results suggest that teams
with initial directive leaders will not develop the
readiness to be empowered, we have little idea of
whether initially empowered teams will benefit
from future directive leadership. It may be that
teams have asymmetric capacities to adapt to new
leaders, much as they differentially respond to
changes in structure (e.g., Moon et al., 2004) or
rewards (e.g., Johnson, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, Il-
gen, Jundt, & Meyer, 2006). Further research fo-
cused on longer-term teams with multiple types of
leaders over time would help to resolve the extent
of the influence of leadership on team development
and performance.

Finally, although we examined the influence of
leadership over the multiple phases of team devel-
opment described by Kozlowski et al. (1999), we
cannot definitively identify the beginning or end of
each phase. Teams develop through a “continuous
series of phases, with partial overlap at transitions”
(Kozlowski et al., 1999: 248), and the timing of our
measures was intended to capture the essence of
that transition rather than to conclusively, dis-
cretely demarcate each phase. Therefore, it would
be valuable for future research to examine the lon-
gitudinal benefits of empowering leadership over a
longer-term task or series of tasks in which the
duration of each developmental phase varies.
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APPENDIX
Prescripted Leader Behavior Prompter Phrases

Directive Leader Suggested Phrases Empowering Leader Suggested Phrases

● OK, good performance so far.
● Now, I need you to listen carefully to my instructions so we can do

better in the next rounds.
● I expect you to stick to your roles and execute them with great

diligence.
● Make sure you know what your own assets are and operate them

accordingly.
● I want the intelligence players to send all their assets early in the

round in the upper/lower half of the grid.
● Operation players, make sure you refuel when operating in the

upper grid.
● Operation players, pay close attention to the mobile targets.
● Our tactics for the next round is . . . you all need to follow this tactic.

● OK, well done so far, team.
● I encourage all of you to communicate more in order to

improve our team performance.
● OK, let’s discuss our performance and decide what we

want to do in order to improve it. Any ideas?
● Let’s try to work together—we need ideas.
● We need all the information you have on the table—tell

your team members what you see and think.
● How about we try something more creative for the next

round? What do you think?
● We need to work together as a team—it is up to us to find

a way to get more points.
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