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Like most important topics, leadership is not easily confined to a single academic field. Researchers across a broad spectrum of disciplines seek to understand causes and effects of good leadership. While this diversity of approaches is positive, the unintended result can be a lack of communication among scholars.
In a recent collaborative effort, drawing on research from their wide variety of academic backgrounds, scholars identified six key themes focusing their current thinking and research on leadership.
Gender and Leadership:  In recent decades, women have gained an increasing proportion of senior leadership roles. Nevertheless women’s experiences in these roles have been more turbulent and challenging than those of men, a development that was not always anticipated.  Research is underway to understand the drivers of women’s success or failure in the executive suite and the steps that can be taken to improve the collective view of women in leadership roles. 

Personal Identity and Leadership:  Increasingly, researchers are finding that the role of leadership requires and stimulates changes in individuals’ identities – the way we describe and categorize our defining characteristics, our abilities, strengths, and tendencies. Leadership development, then, becomes a journey of self construction and reconstruction. Research is underway to understand the processes that individuals use to transition into leadership roles both publicly and personally, and the mechanisms that organizations may put in place to make the transitions possible. 

Leaders and Social Networks:  Social networks are a hot topic these days; witness the fascination with online networks like Facebook and LinkedIn, for example. Increasingly, though, researchers have found that the structure of social networks – the informal connections between individuals between and within organizations – is critical to the effective exercise of leadership.  Research is needed to identify the role that leaders play in shaping their organization’s social networks and the effects of social network position on a leader’s effectiveness.  

Team Leadership:  Organization structures have been reinvented over the past three decades with a tremendous emphasis on the work team. Research is underway on how team leaders interact with team members to create optimal performance. A team’s age may shape its need for leadership; some leader behaviors and strategies may be effective when a team has just been formed, while other strategies may be appropriate when a team has more highly established routines and norms. Further, the membership of the team may determine the type of leadership that’s needed. Teams whose members vary in their values and views present different challenges than those that are more homogeneous. 

Leadership, Ethics, and Employee Voice:  The explosion of corporate scandals, criminal trials, and bankruptcies is shining a light on the factors that contribute to undesirable behaviors by leaders and their organizations.  Research is needed to examine the roots of unethical behavior in organizations and the factors that encourage “employee voice,” the phenomenon of employees speaking up to improve conditions within and between organizations. 

The continued fascination with the CEO:  CEOs continue to garner praise for the success of their organizations and criticism for their failures. Yet research is mixed as to whether CEOs are truly as effective and powerful as is commonly thought. Research seeks to untangle this question and, more specifically, understand where and under what circumstances the CEO has impact.  Additional research is needed on the effects of perceived CEO effectiveness on CEO pay and other outcomes. When a CEO is hailed in the popular business media as a one of the best, what are the consequences? Recent research suggests that the CEO and his/her immediate subordinates stand to make significant gains in compensation, provided the company continues to perform well.  If the company’s performance turns south, so does the CEO’s compensation – and faster than if he or she were not a publicly acclaimed, award-winning CEO. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR EXTENSION.  This article addresses research trends that will have application in large organizations, such as OCES.








