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Abstract 

As the pace of change in organizations continues to increase, business leaders need to build 

strong, emotionally connected teams to successfully achieve growth.  However, this rapid growth 

presents many challenges, particularly when an organization has no defined leadership strategy.  

Research into team dynamics in a values-based organization reveals the importance of clearly 

defining leadership in the context of that organization and the impact that leadership teams can 

have when they do not model those values.  This action research study engaged employees of 

Briteweb Ltd., a digital brand, strategy and web agency with a hybrid remote/virtual workforce 

that serves the social impact sector and has continually experienced significant accelerated 

organizational change.  Participants engaged in dialogue regarding their experiences in 

interacting with members of leadership at Briteweb.  An anonymous survey and a facilitated 

focus group revealed varied and inconsistent experiences, as well as an overall lack of trust, 

safety and confidence in the leadership team.  Resulting change from this research inspired 

participants to more openly engage in dialogue and take ownership over the organizational 

culture.  Recommendations offer strategies for decentralizing authority and power, focusing on 

building empathy and trust throughout the organization, and engaging in an intentional pursuit of 

leadership development to better empower all team members to support the success of the 

organization. 
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Executive Summary 

Leadership is not a license to do less, it is a responsibility to do more ...Leadership is 

always a commitment to human beings. 

(Sinek, 2017, p. 286) 

Briteweb Ltd. is a digital brand, strategy and web agency that serves the social impact 

sector.  As an organization that is both co-located and distributed geographically, operations and 

delivery of work is conducted via remote/virtual teams that also meet face-to-face.  The purpose 

of this inquiry project was to explore how to build a responsive leadership team that connects 

and responds to the staff, on the heels of having experienced significant organizational change, 

much of which resulted in significant erosion of trust between staff and leadership. 

This action research study sought to answer the primary inquiry question of, “How do we 

develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of the employees at Briteweb?”  To inform 

and support this inquiry, the following sub-inquiry questions were posed: 

1. What are exemplary examples of leadership in action at Briteweb? 

2. What does leadership mean to members of the staff and how can it be practiced? 

3. What does self-leadership look like in each member’s role, and how can it be 

empowered? 

4. How can dialogue on shared leadership and values impact change in practice or 

thought process? 

5. What future opportunities are there to continue to build and maintain trust at 

Briteweb? 
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Two topics were identified to guide a review of relevant literature to support this inquiry.  

The first was to explore the key factors required to achieve peak team performance in a 

remote/virtual working environment, and the second to identify key considerations for 

developing a leadership model in a post-heroic leadership world.  This exploration determined 

that amongst a multitude of themes that surfaced, trust, communication and leadership were the 

most salient factors relevant to this inquiry.  Ensuring sufficient investment of time, process and 

effort into building and maintaining these were found to be crucial to the success of 

remote/virtual teams (Bergiel, Bergiel, & Balsmeier, 2008; Bailey, Leanardi, & Barley, 2012; 

Schaubroeck & Yu, 2016; Greenberg, Greenberg, & Antonucci, 2007). 

Research into the second topic revealed that considering a leader’s ability to identify 

context and apply appropriate leadership styles was a more suitable approach, rather than 

considering a choice between the heroic / post-heroic dichotomy or considering an organization’s 

model for distribution of power.  Examples of blended leadership tended to be most successful, 

recognizing that there were situations where different styles of leadership were preferred, and 

that the most effective leaders were able to identify and adapt to changing situations by 

recognizing which style to apply (Goleman et al, 2013; Harris & Mayo, 2018; Cohen, 2013; 

Heifetz & Laurie, 2001).   

This insider action research study engaged employees, active freelancers and some 

former employees to provide anonymous feedback, which was used to inform and guide a 

facilitated focus group with employees (Coghlan & Shani, 2015).  Data collection was conducted 

using an anonymous electronic online survey, and an audio recording of the focus group 

discussion was converted into an anonymized transcript.  To protect the safety of the participants, 
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all data collection methods were anonymized and no access to raw data was allowed by the 

primary researcher.  Data analysis was conducted using qualitative methods informed by models 

such as Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) Mindful Inquiry, and revealed that staff had varied and 

inconsistent experiences, as well as an overall lack of trust, safety and confidence in the 

leadership team.   

The resulting change from this research inspired participants to more openly engage in 

dialogue and take ownership over the organizational culture.  Key recommendations offer 

immediate strategies for decentralizing authority and power, and long-term considerations for 

focusing on building empathy and trust throughout the organization, while engaging in an 

intentional pursuit of leadership development to better empower all team members to support the 

success of the organization.  Implications of this research study leave Briteweb with 

opportunities to learn further from existing research on virtual team and considerations for how 

to ensure better teaming, given the varying range of virtuality.  Next steps for Briteweb are to 

immediately undertake the exercise to clarify decision-making authority across the team while 

taking steps to build a team agreement.  The organization is currently undergoing a change in 

ownership, and as such, longer term strategies for empathy and trust building will be considered 

at a later point in time. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

The greatest challenge in developing brave leaders is helping them 

acknowledge and answer their personal call to courage. 

(Brown, 2019, p. 270) 

As organizations continually evolve to empower employees to work together in new and 

innovative ways, the same changes that allow organizations to benefit from new innovation also 

surfaces new challenges for leaders responsible for building and maintaining trust amongst 

teams.  This project sought to explore these leadership challenges facing one such organization 

by engaging with the staff in an action research inquiry.  Briteweb is an award-winning strategy, 

branding, and digital agency that has served the social impact sector for over ten years, 

recognized not only as a leader in helping social impact organizations find and bring their 

identity to life across analog and digital mediums, but for being a thought leader in how to 

respond to and support the needs of the modern, digitally-enabled workforce.  As an organization 

comprised of less than twenty employees, Briteweb’s core service offerings include brand and 

digital strategy, as well as web and software development services to clients.  To deliver these 

services as the business grows, the team is augmented through the use of a group of over forty 

freelance contractors referred to as the Briteweb Network.  Since launching the Network in July 

2016, Briteweb has experienced both innumerable successes and challenges to date and as the 

result of insufficient process and structure to support the exponential growth and has seen a 

significant decline in Briteweb’s ability to scale efficiently and profitably.  Having joined 

Briteweb as a senior project manager in August 2018 and promoted to director of operations as 

of April 2019, I have been a witness and participant in many organizational challenges across the 
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business, including a turnover of over 50% of the staff over the course of 2019.  Despite a deep 

level of care and empathy amongst team members, there has been a distinct lack of trust and 

communication that has historically resulted in anxiety, triangulation (Short, 1996), and a lack of 

shared leadership, initiative, and cross-functional collaboration, ultimately resulting in a 

disconnect between the leadership team and the employees.  Due to the rapid pace of change at 

Briteweb over the duration of this inquiry, this chapter is based on historical context leading up 

to January 22nd, 2020. 

The founder and chief executive officer (CEO) has openly communicated a strong desire 

to move onto new business ventures over the past few years, becoming increasingly distant from 

regular business operations and leadership.  Consequently, the leadership team, which at the start 

of this inquiry, consisted of four directors (including myself), found itself in a position lacking 

clarity on decision making authority, as well as uncertainty in how to move the company 

forward.  Despite additional events that resulted in a further strained relationship between the 

directors and the CEO, the company found its footing for a short period of time.  In the final 

months of 2019, the company experienced a high level of attrition across all levels.  At the start 

of 2020, it was announced that the company had been sold and would transition ownership 

during the first half of 2020.  With this unexpected transition, Briteweb stands at the precipice of 

monumental change and opportunity. 

Inquiry Questions 

The purpose of this inquiry was to explore how to rebuild trust between team members 

and a leadership team within an organization that had experienced significant turmoil and was 

continually faced with the prospect of further change.  For the purposes of this inquiry, the terms 
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“team,” “employees,” “people,” and “staff” are used interchangeably to mean the full-time 

employees at Briteweb.  Specifically, this research focused on the following primary inquiry 

question: “How do we develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of the employees at 

Briteweb?” 

To explore this complex inquiry, I defined a set of five sub-inquiry questions: 

1. What are exemplary examples of leadership in action at Briteweb? 

2. What does leadership mean to members of the staff and how can it be practiced? 

3. What does self-leadership look like in each member’s role, and how can it be 

empowered? 

4. How can dialogue on shared leadership and values impact change in practice or 

thought process? 

5. What future opportunities are there to continue to build and maintain trust at 

Briteweb? 

While these questions may preclude the exploration of other issues that may exist or be 

apparent within the organization, it is important to note that trust has presented as the most 

salient area of focus for this study. 

Significance of the Inquiry 

Briteweb’s clientele operate in the social impact sector, and the impact that our work has 

– whether by increasing awareness as a result of a better brand strategy and visual identity or 

improving funding as a result of a more effective donation process online – is very significant.  

The effectiveness of Briteweb’s team is mission critical in delivering value to our clients, and 

this inquiry directly impacted how teams engaged and worked with each other while Briteweb 
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continued to grow and evolve as a business.  This inquiry project was also important to me for 

several reasons: First, as a former senior project manager and now as director of operations at 

Briteweb, my role in the organization required me to lead operational efficiency initiatives, while 

looking for opportunities to improve process, team effectiveness, project quality, and 

organizational profitability.  Second, despite having only joined Briteweb one year ago, I had 

developed and continue to have deep relationships with my peers and subordinates, and all had 

expressed that they were looking to my experience to lead change towards improving the 

organization as a whole.  From a relationship and a personal mastery standpoint, this subject and 

purpose was very close to my heart and I committed to contribute what I could to accomplish 

this goal.  As Coghlan and Brannick (2012) and Stringer (2014) discussed, ownership is 

imperative in action research, and it was my hope that this research would create opportunities 

for the entire Briteweb team to share and develop new concepts of leadership, shifting 

everyone’s existing paradigms around how a new form of leadership and team could be forged, 

together. 

One of the key drivers for conducting this research was the need to shift an existing 

mental model from engaging in the act of simply surfacing problems to one of accountability and 

ownership.  This absence of ownership appeared to stem from lack of trust and support as 

historically, the leadership team had also not effectively followed through on strategic initiatives.  

In December 2018, the leadership team communicated a new company-wide strategic plan that 

they had developed over the course of the previous months.  The plan also did not include 

directives or guidance for each department for follow-through or execution, and as the 

development and communication of the strategy had been executed in a top-down fashion, the 
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team’s observed feelings where that it had little to no impact on their day-to-day work and 

consequently received little buy-in.  At the time this inquiry began in mid-2019, leadership had 

been measuring employees against poorly or un-communicated expectations, resulting in a 

continuing erosion of trust.  I believe the antidote to this problem is a significant paradigm shift 

of perspectives on self and shared leadership across the organization. 

Organizational Context 

Briteweb employs thirteen full-time employees across Vancouver, Canada and New York, 

USA.  Briteweb’s vision, values, and purpose all emphasize the importance of commitment to 

both social impact and to each other, as teammates.  This inquiry aligns with Briteweb’s core 

values of “we keep it real, we’re resourceful, we’re accountable, we’re open-hearted and, we’re 

in it together” (About Briteweb: Who We Are and What’s a Social Impact Agency, n.d.).  The 

embodiment of these values requires clear, direct, and respectful communication, combined with 

a strong commitment to one another in finding innovative and creative ways to solve problems 

and deliver client services, while exemplifying key principles of leadership.  By establishing a 

method to highlight the importance of engagement and connection between the leadership team 

and staff to build and maintain trust, this inquiry’s purpose was to provide strategies for the 

leadership team to improve and grow in order to meet the engagement and connection needs of 

the staff. 

Over the past three years, Briteweb has not required its employees or freelancers to work 

from a single physical location as a means to empower and encourage them to work remotely 

such that they can achieve a better balance of work and life schedules.  As Meadows (1982) 

stated, one of the profound insights when engaging in systems thinking is the realization that 
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systems cause their own behaviours (p. 103), and by implementing a remote-based working 

environment without a strongly defined set of supporting processes and activities to maintain 

connection amongst team members, Briteweb’s team has become distant, disconnected, and 

focused primarily on transactional interactions with little emphasis on building strong, trusting 

and empathetic relationships.  This erosion of trust was identified during the ideation and 

brainstorming for this research project and in August 2019, in conjunction with the leadership 

team and staff, we implemented a policy requiring Vancouver-based employees (where the 

majority of employees reside) to physically work from the office at least one day a week, 

providing a structured opportunity for face-to-face connection while we determined the 

necessary processes required to truly support a remote workforce.   

At the time of writing, Briteweb has not yet defined or considered any specific leadership 

development or decision-making models to follow.  There are no formally defined criteria to 

become a member of the leadership team, apart from holding a director title.  Additionally, while 

Briteweb has defined a personality archetype for employees to embody when engaging with 

clients, the same does not exist for internal-facing leadership.  No unified strategic leadership or 

vision is published or shared across the organization.  As a result, there is a lack of action from 

the leadership team to drive strategic initiatives, as well as little clarity for the staff to understand 

who is at the helm. 

To understand the organizational context in which this inquiry was conducted, it is 

important to provide insight into the emotional rollercoaster that the team has experienced over 

the past two years.  This inquiry was conducted and framed in the context of the company prior 

to knowledge of any change of ownership, and with the context of retaining an intact leadership 
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team.  In mid-2019, the CEO began discussing the possibility of pursuing a change of ownership 

with the leadership team.  Challenges and conflicts arose regarding the company’s financial 

viability and longevity to successfully pursue an ownership transition, causing significant 

uncertainty about the future of the company.  This resulted in relationship strain amongst 

leadership.  In January 2020, the CEO announced that an external party had expressed interest in 

purchasing the company, and was in the process of finalizing a purchase agreement that is set to 

complete in March 2020.  A high degree of turnover has taken place across all departments and 

levels, and at the time of writing, three out of four directors have resigned, with those positions 

still vacant as of February 2020. 

Concurrently, a number of employee engagement methods outside the scope of this 

inquiry were implemented as a means to rebuild the connections that had broken down between 

the leadership team and staff.  To date, five non-inquiry related workshops have been conducted 

with both the operations and production teams.  These workshops have proven fruitful in creating 

a baseline level of trust through action and vulnerable communication between team members, as 

renewed commitments were jointly made during the sessions and follow-up work were actioned.  

Two new senior project managers were hired onto the team, bringing a fresh set of perspectives 

to the organization.  As a result, we began to see the start of empathy and trust developing across 

what could be described as a relatively new team, with almost half of the staff joining Briteweb 

in the final quarter of 2019. 

The recent attrition, combined with the impending sale of the company has left the team 

reeling from a staggering amount of change.  However, the most experienced members of the 

team have taken the announcements in stride thus far, and there is an air of excitement regarding 
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the opportunity to define a new Briteweb.  Most importantly, despite the broad challenges that 

have been experienced between the leadership team and the Briteweb staff, the open 

acknowledgement of the challenges around trust and leadership that the team has endured has 

opened the door for more in-depth communication and collaboration across the organization. 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry 

Stroh (2015) defined systems thinking as the ability to understand the interconnections 

between a set of elements in such a way as to achieve a desired purpose (p. 16).  Without an 

understanding of Briteweb and the relationships and connections that exists between the sub-

systems of which it is comprised, it would follow that the goal of creating a leadership team that 

can identify and respond to the needs of the team could not be achieved.  The current challenge 

of rebuilding connections and trust between the leadership team and staff is a complex social 

problem that has historically had conventional thinking and punitive approaches applied to it, 

and thus requires a more human and systems thinking approach to unearth new solutions. 

Briteweb is comprised of a number of sub-systems that perpetually influence and impact 

each other, which is where the scope of this inquiry will focus.  For the purposes of this inquiry, 

Clients and the Network are considered external systems that exert influence and pressures onto 

the many sub-systems at Briteweb (see Figure 1).  Over the past few years, the CEO had become 

a disruptive force on the sub-systems that comprised Briteweb, with a drastic reduction in his 

involvement in the day-to-day functions of the business, but sporadic exertion of disruptive 

influence on every other sub-system.  The system of delivering client services has largely 

become a balanced, self-sustaining system – with the sales team handing off new projects to the 

production team, the production team working with Network resources and clients to complete 
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projects, and the operations team billing the client for services as they are completed.  However, 

the leadership team’s involvement in this is generally reduced to tactical delivery of client 

services, rather than providing strategic direction and guidance, a consequence of the limited 

interactions with the CEO.  Consequently, as Wheatley (2006) posited, “when organizational 

space is filled with divergent messages, when only contradictions float through the ethers, this 

invisible incongruity becomes visible as troubling behaviours… The organization changes 

direction frequently and can’t find its way” (p. 55).  Due to the lack of consistency in connection 

between the leadership team and staff, the symptomatic behaviours that staff engage in at 

Briteweb are indicative of a system that is not performing as intended, but rather as currently 

designed, with lack of clarity and divergent directions.  

 

Figure 1: Systems Diagram - Interconnectivity of Briteweb's sub-systems 
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To further expand on this, the challenges that Briteweb has experienced over the past year 

are indicative that it is heading into a Release phase (see Figure 2) as described by Pendall, 

Foster, and Cowell (2009, p. 76).  In fact, despite the decline in performance, increase in 

employee attrition and overall disconnection between the leadership team and the employees, 

Briteweb stands at the precipice of opportunity – where resilience is low, but increasing (Pendall 

et al., 2009, p. 76), and the opportunity to innovate and create a new team and organization 

exists.   

 

Figure 2: Ecological studies of resilience propose a four-phase cycle of system adaptation and 
change. Modified with permission from Resilience and regions: Building understanding of the 
metaphor by R. Pendall, M. Cowell and K. Foster, (2010). Cambridge Journal of Regions, 
Economy and Society, 3(1), 71-84. doi:10.1093/cjres/rsp028 © 2010. All Rights Reserved. For 
permissions please email journals.permissions@oup.com  

Senge (2006) described the concept of eroding goals as two sets of pressures that exist 

when there is a gap between one’s goals and one’s current situation:  pressure to lower goals, and 

pressure to improve the situation (p. 107).  When considering shifting-the-burden structures, 

crises such as the multitude that Briteweb has experienced in the past result in primarily 

symptomatic solutions and limited growth.  The longer that these problems go unaddressed, the 

more difficult it becomes to resolve (Senge, 2006, p. 107).   
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At Briteweb, we can identify the lengthy deterioration of trust as having resulted in 

increased attrition and reduced commitment.  By potentially restructuring the way that the 

leadership team interacts and connects with the team, there may be a way to improve the overall 

relationship and communications throughout Briteweb, which would provide a level of freedom 

and safety for the client delivery system to flourish, in turn reducing troubling behaviours and 

providing greater clarity to the organization’s direction.  

 

  



BUILDING TRUST AND CONNECTION AT BRITEWEB 25 
 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

The difference[…] between what we make up about our experiences 

and the truth we discover through the process of rumbling 

is where the meaning and wisdom of this experience live. 

(Brown, 2019, p. 267) 

Armed with the knowledge of the significance and context of this inquiry project, this 

chapter will explore and discuss relevant literature regarding the primary inquiry question, “How 

do we develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of the employees at Briteweb?”  It 

follows that the relevant topic areas to explore in this literature review would fall under the 

domains of remote/virtual team development and the very definition and understanding of 

leadership itself.  To answer the inquiry questions outlined earlier, I have identified two relevant 

literature review topics, which I will explore below: 

1) Key factors required to achieve peak team performance in a remote/virtual working 

environment: To properly assess how to build strong connections in a team, one must 

first understand what factors contribute to team performance.  As Briteweb operates with 

a remote workforce, understanding this area was critical in identifying key areas to 

support the team. 

2) Key considerations for developing a leadership model in a post-heroic leadership 

world:  The past decade of leadership theory and research has evangelized the benefits of 

post-heroic leadership models.  To understand the role of leadership within Briteweb and 

what model would be most appropriate, we must explore the pros and cons of both heroic 

and post-heroic leadership models to assess the effectiveness and fit of each. 
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Key factors required to achieve peak team performance in a remote/virtual working 

environment 

The nature of work has continually evolved over the last twenty years, seeing a rise in the 

popularity and adoption of remote/virtual based teams (Bailey, Leonardi, & Barley, 2012; 

Schaubroeck & Yu, 2016).  Technology continues to make the adoption of a remote/virtual 

workforce more readily supported, and remote/virtual teams offer many benefits to both 

organizations and individual workers.  Enabled and connected via various types of virtual 

communication technologies, organizations gain access to a globally diverse pool of highly 

talented expertise from which teams can be formed.  Workers gain new flexible working 

schedules and are afforded a new way to balance personal and professional life, while 

organizations find cost savings in reducing the need to invest in permanent office space and 

infrastructure (Bailey et al., 2012; Schaubroeck & Yu, 2016).  Additional benefits of the remote / 

virtual team also include reduction in travel time and costs for workers who no longer need to 

commute to an office, greater creativity and originality as a result of the increased diversity and 

heterogeneous nature of virtual teams, greater accessibility to employment opportunities for 

physically disadvantaged employees, as well as general reduction in potential discrimination or 

bias as a result of performance management being primarily focused on productivity, and less 

influenced by other attributes (Bergiel, Bergiel & Balsmeier, 2008). 

While the rapid growth of technology has enabled workers to conduct their 

responsibilities from various geographies, the way in which teams form and collaborate has also 

shifted.  With team members being dispersed across geographies and time zones, they heavily 

rely on electronic communication technologies to form and collaborate (Dulebohn & Hoch, 
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2017; Eubanks, Palanski, Olabisi, Joinson & Dove, 2016; Haines, 2014; Levasseur, 2012; Hoch 

& Kozlowski, 2014).  Although collaboration and communication technologies have progressed 

to meet these needs, virtual teams can still struggle to succeed, and there continues to be a lack of 

effectiveness reported amongst virtual teams.  In my review of the available literature regarding 

remote/virtual teams, a key shift in the ongoing discussion about virtual teams is the very 

definition of what constitutes “virtual.”  Schaubroeck and Yu (2017) pointed out that while 

previous literature denotes teams as either virtual or not, this is an increasingly unrealistic 

perspective.  While geographically distributed teams may lead them to use virtual means to 

conduct and coordinate work, co-located teams may also use virtual tools as well and they 

highlight that it is indeed quite difficult to imagine a modern workplace that does not leverage 

some virtual means of communication, such as email, video-conferencing or instant messaging 

(p. 636).  

Throughout this literature review, many themes were identified as key factors for 

remote/virtual team effectiveness.  Kramer, Shuffler and Feitosa’s (2016) exploration of virtual 

teams identified the importance of understanding the cultural dimensions that can be applied to 

virtual teams and highlighted the “under-researched ‘global’ aspect of global virtual teams” (p. 

617).  Schaubroeck and Yu (2017) discussed how the challenges presented by virtual teams was 

contingent on a myriad of team characteristics, ranging from temporal stability (the likelihood of 

the team working together again in the future), to the reliability of communications in support of 

smoother virtual team interactions (p. 644).  Virtual teams were not seen as unique in the 

challenges they faced in effective performance, and while they are presented with logistical 

challenges for achieving the same bonds and formation as co-located teams, the same 
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fundamental principles for team effectiveness remained (Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017; Bergiel et al., 

2008; Kramer, Shuffler & Feitosa, 2016). 

The most salient theme amongst researchers is that virtual teams can be more challenging 

to manage than traditional co-located teams (Bergiel et al., 2008; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Hoch 

& Kozlowski, 2014).  Challenges in connecting teams across time zones and space, combined 

with limitations to communication and collaboration technologies and a higher degree of social 

distance due to the lack of face-to-face interaction are all hurdles in the success of virtual teams 

(Bergiel et al., 2008; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014).  Interestingly, the 

challenges faced by virtual teams have stood the test of time, with one of the most common 

challenges being that teams struggle with the logistics of completing tasks due to breakdowns in 

timely, meaningful communication and access to other members (Bailey et al., 2012, p. 1487).  

As discussed earlier, multiple themes regarding remote/virtual team success arose throughout the 

review of relevant literature, such as considerations for geographic distance, cultural difference 

(both from an organizational, societal and national standpoint), as well as team and 

organizational structure (Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017; Bergiel et al., 2008; Bailey et al., 2012; 

Kramer et al., 2016).  However, three themes emerged from this literature review as the most 

salient and relevant to this thesis, as keys to the success of virtual teams: trust, communication, 

and leadership. 

Trust.  A key foundation of team development is trust.  Gibb’s TORI theory of team 

development is founded on trust in one’s self, other people, and in the organizations and 

structures they can create.  TORI is an acronym that is comprised of the four dimensions of 

group development: Trust, Openness, Realization, and Interdependence (Dimock & Kass, 2007, 
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p. 25).  Without trust as an anchor, teams cannot move into latter stages of development, such as 

openness, realization, or interdependence, in Gibb’s TORI framework (Dimock & Kass, 2007).  

Trust is typically formed through social bonds created by interpersonal interactions, as well as 

evaluation of evidence of performance reliability, both of which are limited in virtual team 

environments.  Therefore, trust-building in virtual team environments must be intentional and 

deliberate for the team to succeed.  Greenberg, Greenberg, and Antonucci (2007) further defined 

three key components of trust development amongst virtual teams: integrity, ability, and 

benevolence (p. 326).  While trust traditionally arises based on a history of interactions and is a 

fundamental aspect of team development (Greenberg et al., 2007; Dimock & Kass, 2007), 

Jarvenpaa, Knoll, and Leidner (2015) highlighted that the very definition of virtual teams – 

teams whose members reside in different physical locations, primarily interact through the use of 

computer-mediated communication technologies, and rarely see each other in person – 

eliminates the face-to-face activity in which trust is traditionally created.  Where possible, the 

use of video, or at the very least, photographs of team members are crucial in establishing a more 

personal connection.  Whereas co-located teams can build trust by being physically together, 

virtual teams can accomplish this through audio or video conferences, where each member can 

come to life (Bailey et al., 2012; Bergiel et al., 2008; Brandt, England & Ward, 2011; Greenberg, 

Greenberg & Antonucci, 2007).  As trust levels increase in virtual teams, the quality and 

openness of communication does as well, leading into the next theme that emerged in this 

literature review. 

Communication.  A key difference in communication between traditional teams and 

virtual teams is the nature of communication.  Traditional teams benefit from a myriad of non-
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verbal, synchronous factors that we may take for granted in a co-located environment.  

Conversely, virtual teams require a different toolset for successful communication than 

traditional teams and going one step further; clear rules and guidelines for communication must 

be intentionally established and enforced.  Communication in a virtual context is highly active, 

particularly where team members may need to engage in asynchronous communication due to 

time and location differences.  Consequently, clear and strict guidelines become the key for 

effective communications tactics for virtual teams and a key factor in building the trust necessary 

for team development (Bergiel et al., 2008; Brand et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 2007).  This 

leads into the next theme: leadership. 

Leadership.  An interesting distinction that arose throughout this literature review was 

the perspective of shared versus hierarchical leadership in virtual teams.  Where Bergiel et al. 

(2008) focused on a single team leader in virtual teams shouldering the responsibility for 

maintaining the stability of the team, Hoch and Kozlowski (2014) posited the importance of both 

shared leadership and hierarchical leadership and the roles they play in supporting virtual teams.  

With hierarchical leadership, a formal leader is designated, and structural supports are necessary 

to provide stability and accountability for team members.  Shared leadership, on the other hand, 

allows team members to lead one another in a more informal manner posited to be more 

conducive to open communication.  Hierarchical leadership was found to be weaker, the more 

virtual a team tended to be, whereas shared leadership maintained stable influence regardless of 

the team’s virtual status (Biergel et al., 2008; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2012). 
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Key considerations for developing a leadership model in a post-heroic leadership world 

The merits and shortcomings of various theories of leadership have been debated 

endlessly while the very definition of leadership itself is regularly called into question 

throughout literature.  Organizations have continued to evolve alongside technology, struggling 

to keep up with the ever-changing principles and drivers of the members that comprise those 

organizations.  While traditional notions of leadership have been etched into our collective 

psyche through popular culture, myth, legend or publications, there have also been conflicting 

perspectives and ongoing dialogue comparing and contrasting these models.  In recent decades, 

“scholars have challenged the traditional paradigm of heroic leadership… [shifting] away from 

the unique focus on an individual with exceptional attributes and characteristics” (Sobral & 

Furtado, 2019, p. 209), with the relational, collaboration and participative “post-heroic” 

leadership paradigm heralded as the more desirable and modern approach to leadership.  To 

understand how to model and develop leadership in organizations like Briteweb today we must 

better understand the defining characteristics of heroic and post-heroic leadership. 

Heroic leadership.  The very name – heroic leadership – evokes images of a powerful, 

high-achieving individual that is capable of taking on and solving the most complex of problems 

while rescuing organizations from crisis.  Sobral and Furtado (2019) defined the heroic leader as 

the primary driver of change, the extraordinary and “visionary hero… who knows the paths that 

lead to the achievement of goals” (p. 210).  Heroic leadership would then, at first glance, appear 

to be the backbone of the traditional rank-based organization, with a clear hierarchy and division 

of power and authority as defined by Nielson (2004, p. 4).  While critics claim that the heroic 

leader operates using a command and control model with little participation from followers, 
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Cohen (2013) countered that this definition is in fact easily disproved, and noted that “command 

and control” structures have little to do with leadership, but rather more about the source of the 

legitimacy of the leader’s authority and power.  More pragmatically, he defined heroic leadership 

as “the art of influencing others to achieve their personal best and maximum performance in 

accomplishing any task, objective, or project while putting their needs and those of the mission 

above [their] own” (p. 70).  Cohen further noted that sources of leadership power can also come 

from “likeability, experience, expertise, and the amount of effort he or she exerts in any 

particular situation” (p. 73).  While Dutton (1996) described the heroic leader as “those who have 

all the answers, make all the decisions and are totally responsible for their departments’ or 

companies’ fates” (p. 7), Cohen (2013) revealed that circumstances of today require heroic 

leaders to lead with less control over their followers than in decades past, such as leading 

someone who possesses specialized knowledge or subcontractors whom the leader has little to no 

formal authority over (p. 74).  He further summarized heroic leadership as transforming, not 

transactional, participative or non-participative depending on the context, operating within both 

traditional hierarchical and non-traditional structures and not the same as “command and control 

leadership” (p. 77).  Simply put, heroic leadership “…requires leading a group with absolute 

integrity while raising individual performance to a personal best and building a team spirit of 

sacrifice for the common good” (Cohen, 2010, p. 2).  The premise of heroic leadership is focused 

on the incredible abilities of the individual, rather than the followers. 

Post-heroic leadership.  In recent decades, the fast-changing pace of technology, 

organizations and needs of workers has demanded a new way to run businesses and lead people.  

However, when we consider the word leadership, we inevitably create a dichotomy in our minds 
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where leaders tend to be a select few in an organization, and followers the remaining majority, no 

matter how follower-oriented the model of leadership (Nielson, 2004, p. 6).  Nielson also posited 

that this dichotomy invariably places leaders as those who have power over the followers – that 

leaders are somehow superior to followers (p. 6).  He stated that, 

The word leadership, in fact, immediately creates a ranked division of people in ways 

that do not serve healthy organizational relationships… [producing] a privileged elite 

who, no matter how sincere they are, will eventually be seduced by their position. (p. 6) 

It was to counter this divide and as a result of changes in technology and workforce 

needs, that the notion of the post-heroic leader came to surface.  If the image of a heroic leader is 

of one triumphant, all-knowing and powerful decision-making individual, then the post-heroic 

leader is essentially the antithesis of this, with a focus on collaborative and participative 

decision-making, or the distribution of leadership.  Importantly, the concept of the post-heroic 

leader should not be confused with the notion of peer-based organizations, as the former is about 

leading people, and the latter is about organizational power structures (Nielson, 2004).  Post-

heroic leadership is most easily distilled down to finding a way to get all team members to accept 

and share responsibility for managing the outcome of the team, through sharing information, 

ideas and balancing the needs of their team or organization with their own (Dutton, 1996, p. 7).  

In fact, post-heroic leadership is not so much a single model of leadership but rather any number 

of various leadership models that can accomplish the objective as described by Dutton (1996) 

above, placing the power in the hands of the all, rather than the individual.  Such models include 

(but are not limited to): adaptive leadership, engaging leadership, collective leadership, authentic 

leadership, relational leadership, and servant leadership, as they all operate based on values and 
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goals that can be considered to be part of the post-heroic leadership concept (Harris & Mayo, 

2018, p. 609; Nielson, 2004; Heiftetz & Laurie, 2001; Popper, 2004).  Sobral and Furtado (2019) 

described three perspectives that define post-heroic leadership: 1) leadership as a relational 

process, 2) leadership as an other-centered process, and 3) leadership as a collective process.  

Post-heroic leadership involves a bi-directional relationship of influence between leader and 

followers, and a “bottom-up” approach where leaders act beyond their own self-interest and are 

guided by the followers and the organizational environment, culminating in a culture focused on 

allowing all members to exercise leadership and responsibility for problem solving, rather than a 

single individual (Sobral & Furtado, 2019; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001). 

How do you choose?  At first glance, the dichotomy between heroic and post-heroic 

leadership seem to be two starkly different paradigms.  Is it possible or reasonable to decide on a 

single approach to leadership within an organization?  Ryömä (2019) proposed that leadership 

not be viewed as either heroic or post-heroic, but rather from a “top-down hierarchical approach 

versus a bottom-up process, where power is shared” (p. 2).  As a modern alternative to the 

traditional hierarchical rank-based organizational model, Nielson (2004) presented the peer-

based organization, where there is no focus on rank, but rather only recognizing the individual 

talents and abilities from a framework of equality, achieving “unity in diversity and diversity in 

unity” (p. 7).  In the peer-based organization, leaders do not exist – no single individual holds 

power over any other, and thus neither approaches of heroic or post-heroic leadership can exist 

(Nielson, 2004; Ryömä, 2019).  The concept of one individual leading a group of other 

individuals is retired in favour of seeking a group and self-organizing consensus on direction and 

actions required to achieve organizational goals.  Rather than “leading” teams of followers, 
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individuals within a peer-based organization must persuade their peers to provide their support 

and skills in accomplishing goals (Nielson, 2004).  This is, in fact, a distribution of power rather 

than a particular leadership paradigm.  We can therefore infer that as an organization considers 

its preferences for a leadership approach, among the factors that must be considered, the decision 

may include, but not be limited to, the organization’s philosophical position on distribution of 

power. 

Blended leadership.  After an organization has taken steps to identify where its position 

is on distribution of power and decision-making structure, then it would follow that this can best 

inform a choice between a heroic or post-heroic leadership paradigm.  In fact, it would initially 

appear that the more centralized/individual-focused decision-making structure – or rather, the 

rank-based organization – would naturally follow the path of heroic leadership, and the peer-

based organization would naturally follow the path of post-heroic leadership (Nielson, 2004; 

Ryömä, 2019; Dutton, 1996; Grint, 2010; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Fletcher, 2004).  But is this 

truly the case?  A more critical look at both paradigms challenges this.  

Cohen (2013) explored the criticisms of heroic leadership and posited that while many 

others have specifically called out shortcomings in heroic leadership, these were indeed 

misinterpretations.  Regarding claims that heroic leadership lacks participative decision-making, 

he countered by indicating that participative management was a concept that preceded the notion 

of post-heroic leadership, and that the heroic leader would actively assess and determine various 

managerial strategies implementing differing levels of participative management as appropriate 

for organizational context (p. 72).  He continued by addressing the claim that the heroic leader 

operates within a hierarchy using a “command and control structure” who simply gives orders 
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and receives obedience, whereas a post-heroic leader operates in an informal, more ad hoc 

structure.  Cohen (2013) stated that this was a conflation of authority with leadership, and the 

issue is about authoritative power versus leadership influence.  In fact, he continued by clarifying 

that in current organizations, heroic leaders often operate with less control over those around 

them than ever before, noting that leaders are often managing remote employees or contractors.  

In these scenarios, the level of “control” that a heroic leader can exert is minimal.  It is important 

to note that in all of the examples presented, both heroic and post-heroic leadership paradigms 

can be equally effective – it simply comes down to the context. 

To better understand this, we must consider that both heroic and post-heroic leadership 

paradigms can be broken down into various leadership styles.  In Goleman, Boyatzis and 

McKee’s (2013) exploration of leadership and the importance of emotional intelligence, they 

identified the concept of resonant and dissonant leadership styles.  Goleman et al. (2013) defined 

resonant leadership as that which results in the leader’s passion and energy “resounding” through 

the group – of positive emotions and energy, whereas dissonant leadership causes emotional 

discordance – negative emotions and energy (p. 20).  Furthermore, Goleman et al. (2013) added,  

Resonance stems not just from leaders’ good moods or ability to say the right thing, but 

also from whole sets of coordinate activities that comprise particular leadership styles.  

Typically, the best, most effective leaders act according to one or more of six distinct 

approaches to leadership and skillfully switch between the various styles depending on 

the situation. (p. 53)  

Goleman et al. (2013) also stated that the two dissonant styles – pacesetting and 

commanding – were equally important but needed to be used with caution.  “Applied poorly or 
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excessively… the pacesetting approach can leave employees pushed too hard by… relentless 

demands” (p. 72).  The outcome of this is low morale, which ultimately is the opposite of what 

good leadership intends to achieve.  Considering the importance of good leaders mastering the 

ability to quickly and fluidly switching between the leadership styles, as well as considering the 

overall purpose of leadership – to effectively influence and facilitate others to accomplish shared 

goals – it follows that there is indeed no material choice between a heroic or post-heroic 

leadership paradigm when considering how to develop a leadership model within an 

organization.  While there appears to be a dichotomy between heroic and post-heroic leadership, 

the reality is that leadership is an emergent process, requiring a deft mastery of recognizing and 

adapting to the changing needs of the leader’s context (Goleman et al, 2013; Harris & Mayo, 

2018; Cohen, 2013; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001).  In fact, what must ultimately be considered are the 

principles and values in which leaders operating within the organizational model must embody, 

as Kouzes and Posner (2017) noted in their Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership: 1) Model 

the Way, 2) Inspire a Shared Vision, 3) Challenge the Process, 4) Enable Others to Act, and 5) 

Encourage the Heart.  Given that leadership itself is emergent, it follows that the model that any 

organization decides upon should incorporate continual learning and mastery; leadership as 

practice, that is continually iterated upon and refined over time (Senge, 2006; Kouzes & Posner, 

2017; Ryömä, 2019).  As Sobral and Furtado (2019) aptly summarized, 

It is only possible to learn about leadership through leadership practice, just as it is only 

possible to learn how to ride a bicycle while riding a bicycle.  This ‘learning by doing’ is 

perhaps the only way to enable leadership development and unlock the organization’s 

leadership potential. (p. 212) 
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Chapter Summary 

In this literature review, I have explored two key topics in the pursuit of answering my 

inquiry question and sub-questions.  This review has established three salient themes for 

consideration when exploring the factors necessary for success in a remote/virtual team 

environment, as well as key considerations when developing a leadership model in a world 

where the post-heroic leadership paradigm is hailed as the best approach.  An important 

observation of the literature available during this inquiry was that in most cases, the teams being 

researched were all members of the same organization, geographically dispersed and tasked with 

a virtual team or students of an educational institution.  In those scenarios, the team members 

possessed an underlying commonality and purpose – whether furthering the goals of their 

organization, or as learners.  This inquiry sought to understand how these factors needed to be 

considered when a leadership team engages with team members, and what structures or 

processes need to be in place in order to best facilitate the development of strong connections 

between leadership and staff.  The review determined that trust, communication and leadership 

were amongst the most important and relevant factors necessary for success.  Furthermore, when 

approaching the development of a leadership model in a post-heroic world, organizations will 

need to consider what their position is on the distribution of power, and may do so by exploring 

different models of leadership.  Rather than attempt to choose between models from the heroic or 

post-heroic leadership paradigms, organizations must recognize that effective leaders navigate 

between all leadership models as context and situations change. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

We must become better at asking and do less telling in a culture that overvalues telling. 

(Schein, 2013, p. 3) 

While Chapters One and Two have painted a picture of what the organization is and why 

it would benefit from this research initiative, chapter three is dedicated to describing my research 

methodology and methods, as well as how the research was conducted in order to answer the 

primary research question; How do we develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of 

the employees at Briteweb? 

Methodology 

Insider action research (IAR) is defined by Coghlan and Shani (2015) to be when 

“complete members of an organization seek to inquire into the working of their own 

organizational system in order to change something in it” (p. 47).  As an employee and relatively 

new member of the leadership team at Briteweb seeking to execute an inquiry within the 

workings of my own organizational system to affect change, it followed that the primary 

methodology to use for this inquiry was IAR.  Furthermore, the inquiry required that the primary 

researcher and inquiry team members learn and actively engaged with participants throughout 

the research process, using emotional competence as well as democratic personality and skills, 

and as such, falls under the participatory paradigm, as defined by Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba 

(2011, p. 100).  The integrity of action research is also critically supported by the integration of 

the three levels of inquiry: first, second, and third person (Coghlan, 2007, p. 337), and IAR 

addressed all three levels, as Coghlan (2007) described the key challenges that I considered, 
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having needed to build on both the closeness that I had with the organization while concurrently 

creating distance in order to see things critically and facilitate necessary changes (p. 338).   

As an insider action researcher, I have already been immersed within Briteweb since 

joining the company in August, 2018, and through having engaged in multiple cycles of 

experiential learning during that time, I was able to bring about a pre-existing knowledge of the 

organizational context and inner workings (Coghlan, 2007, p. 294).  Through IAR, first-person 

practice allowed my “beliefs, values, assumptions, ways of thinking, strategies and behaviour… 

a central place of inquiry in [my] action research practice: as the actor-director” (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2014, p. 21).  In fact, the notion of preunderstanding in IAR afforded me the ability to 

apply my knowledge, insights, and experience to the research.  Through my lived experience 

within the organization, my knowledge of the jargon and language used by team members, what 

occupies team members’ minds through my conversations with them prior to this inquiry, as well 

as what I have learned through the informal side of the organization, IAR provided me with the 

benefit of being to apply all of this knowledge towards the analysis of the data and guidance of 

the research.  As a result, I was able to construct the inquiry and methods in a way that best 

supported and engaged the team at all times, since as an insider action researcher, I was able to 

change course by modifying methods as needed based on critical events occurring within the 

organization, and also apply my preunderstanding to interpret and understand the context of the 

data that were collected (Coghlan, 2007, p. 296).  This proved to be very beneficial given the 

quick turnaround required between data collection methods and unexpected events occurring 

within the organization. 
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The use of IAR as the primary methodology also introduced some challenges, primarily 

around the potential for bias through the inevitable introduction of my own perspective.  As 

Coghlan and Brannick (2014) noted, the insider action researcher experiences a great deal 

throughout the research project’s cycles, including any number of planned and unplanned events, 

as well as a myriad of emotional highs and lows (p. 22).  As an insider action researcher with 

close emotional ties and daily interaction with the participants outside of the inquiry activities, I 

faced the challenge and possibility of bias in all aspects of this inquiry, from the development of 

the methods to the interpretation of the data.  IAR also presented the possibility of the researcher 

assuming that they knew too much already, and as a result, not probing deep enough when 

collecting data, or that they already knew the answer and neglected to reframe their current 

thinking.  Other challenges inherent in IAR centred around obtaining relevant data due to 

barriers posed from being a member of the organization, and potential boundaries posed by 

hierarchical structures (Coghlan, 2007, p. 297).  Furthermore, Coghlan described the challenges 

of role duality, in particular, 

When executives augment their normal organizational membership role with the research 

enterprise, it can be difficult and awkward, and can become confusing for them.  As a 

result, in trying to sustain a full organizational membership role and the research 

perspective simultaneously, they are likely to encounter role conflict and find themselves 

caught between loyalty tugs, behavioural claims and identification dilemmas. (p. 297) 

To address the challenges of “preunderstanding, role duality and organizational politics” 

(p. 338), I employed first-person strategies such as journaling and self-reflection and inquiry into 

my assumptions and practices.  I also incorporated the four principles of mindful inquiry as 
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described by Bentz and Shapiro (1998), including 1) mindful thought, 2) maintaining tolerance 

and the ability to consider multiple perspectives, 3) maintaining the intention to reduce suffering, 

and 4) maintaining an underlying awareness and openness to what was possible (p. 4).  I also 

incorporated second-person practices such as regular check-ins with my academic supervisor and 

inquiry team to obtain objective perspectives and avoid potential bias wherever possible.  By 

having my inquiry team conduct the data collection methods, and abstracting myself from the 

process, I endeavoured to focus only on the data in order to minimize concerns about conflict, 

ethical limitations, and potential bias. 

Despite the fact that Briteweb was at the precipice of readiness for change, and having 

identified IAR as the primary methodology, further strengthening of the foundations for change 

was necessary and as such, elements of the Action Research Engagement (ARE) model (Rowe, 

Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013) were used to inform this inquiry.  The ARE 

model is described as a cyclical process of inquiry whose purpose is to lead organizational 

members to shift attitudes about change while opening understanding of the opportunities that 

are brought about with that change (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 6).  Briteweb had undergone an 

unprecedented amount of disruptive change for the organization in just one short year, and the 

normative-reeducative strategy identified in the ARE model (Rowe et al., 2013, p.10) was one 

that organically transpired throughout the duration of this inquiry.  Pochron (2008) further 

explained that the “normative-reeducative strategy assumes people are rationally minded and 

need to be engaged in the process of change” (p. 126), which in the spirit of Briteweb’s values of 

we’re open-hearted and we’re in it together, made natural sense.  Furthermore, throughout this 

inquiry, the majority of the staff who had been employees since before I joined turned over as a 
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result of attrition, resulting in a new team that was open to and excited for the opportunity to 

shape the culture and norms of the organization they had joined.  A key realization that I also 

needed to consider was that effective changes in an organization occur either organically or 

systemically, and that through this inquiry, both would occur, frequently and unexpectedly 

(Rowe et al., 2013, p. 10).  Action-oriented research implicitly believes in the value of 

knowledge from all sources and forms, with experiential knowledge at the forefront, and 

methods and measures being devised explicitly for the participants (Small, 1995, p. 950); 

however Coghlan (2007) described action research as “a dynamic process where the situation 

changes and changes as a consequence of deliberate action” (p. 339), requiring action researchers 

to deal with emergent processes not as a distraction from the research, but rather as central to the 

process itself (p. 339).  Unexpected organic and systemic changes would require many course 

corrections by myself in response to changes such as unexpected resignations, the formation of a 

book club to study and learn more about Brené Brown’s (2019) leadership principles in her book, 

Dare to Lead, as well as a number of employee engagement activities leveraging the participant 

engagement methods learned throughout this master’s program, but executed outside of this 

inquiry.  Furthermore, intentional sequencing of both the inquiry and non-inquiry related 

engagement activities supported the increased readiness for change of the team.  

While the normative-reeducation strategy is collaborative and central to adaptive change, 

it was important to ensure that the most comprehensive approach to facilitating change was 

taken.  The Advanced Change Theory (ACT) model (Quinn, Spreitzer & Brown, 2000, p. 150), 

comprised of principles such as creating personal change through clarification of values and 

behavioural alignment, developing a vision for the common good, and inspiring others to enact 
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their best selves, and these principles were considered in the development of the engagement 

methods for this research.  As Quinn, Spreitzer, and Brown (2000) discussed, ACT places “a 

greater emphasis on the need for leaders to change themselves” (p. 149), and this would be 

critical to achieving long term change at Briteweb.  To incorporate this into the inquiry at 

Briteweb, many of the discussions would need to focus around values and principles, in order to 

facilitate the reframing of actions, experiences, and future behaviours at all levels of the 

organization.  Furthermore, recognizing that traditional change strategies in adaptive situations 

such as Briteweb have historically failed as a result of a drive to change others, Quinn et al. 

(2000) emphasized that no change is possible if one does not change the self (p. 148), and this 

was a driving principle from which I considered every action and engagement throughout this 

inquiry.   Briteweb’s core values centre around “accountability,” “open-heartedness,” and being 

“in it together,” and provided the foundation for this methodological approach to be successful 

by ensuring engagement by participants. 

Data Collection Methods 

Action research ensures the best chance that collaborators will understand the outcomes 

of the inquiry in which they are participating (Small, 1995, p. 950).  For this inquiry, I used two 

data collection and engagement methods: an anonymous electronic, online survey, followed by a 

structured and facilitated focus group.  Time was of the essence, as a pre-planned full team in-

person event had already been scheduled for November 4th, 2019, and if this inquiry were to play 

a part in facilitating change, both of these methods would need to be simple, efficient and easy 

for participants to engage with, prior to that event, with the rationale that by participating and 
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contributing to these methods, the participants themselves would be more prepared for the 

discussions that were planned in the in-person team event. 

Key Considerations.  In the professional services digital agency world, time is a 

constant limiting factor when considering any kind of employee engagement initiative.  

Briteweb’s livelihood depends on the number of billable hours worked in a day, and as such, this 

was a critical consideration in determining what methods would be most suitable to use in this 

inquiry.  In addition to the two main methods I used below, throughout the duration of this 

inquiry, I provided updates to the company during our “all-hands” meetings to maintain 

visibility, engagement and interest with the various stakeholders, as well as occasional informal 

updates in day-to-day conversations.  While constrained in my interactions with the staff about 

specifics of the inquiry due to ethical considerations, I largely experienced a high degree of 

support and interest in the inquiry, as well as verbal expressions of interest and gratitude for 

being included in the inquiry. 

Online Survey Questionnaire.  Saldana and Omasta (2017) described surveys as highly 

structured interactions, where the participants are presented with a predefined series of short 

closed/open-ended questions (p. 90), and because I needed to systematically gather data from 

various members of the organization in a quick and efficient manner (Kraut, 2009, p. 301), the 

first method I selected was to implement an anonymous, electronic survey of both existing and 

former employees, as well as current active freelancers, with the objective of establishing a 

baseline understanding of what their leadership needs were, as well as their perception of the 

current state.  Recognizing that electronic surveys are not only limited in their ability to truly 

engage audiences, but also that they provide limited information and may also reflect inherent 
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bias on the researcher’s behalf (Stringer, 2007, p. 78), the intention behind this method was 

focused on cursory data collection, rather than engagement.  To mitigate the potential for 

research bias, I also tested the questions with my inquiry team, who provided objective opinions 

on how the questions could be modified, as well as their potential pitfalls.  Additionally, in the 

scenario where minimal responses were received, the data could still be used as a launching point 

for dialogue during the focus group, ensuring that the dialogue was grounded around the state of 

leadership at Briteweb.  The detailed questions used in the survey can be found in Appendix A. 

Focus Group.  The second method was a structured and facilitated focus group (Saldana 

& Omasta, 2017, p. 93), and was expected to be the stage in which we explored the survey 

results in detail, both validating them with Briteweb employees to determine whether the 

aggregated results matched current mental models, and to jointly develop a roadmap for the 

leadership team to review and action.  Recognizing that focus group discussion can shift very 

quickly and require a skilled facilitator(s), I am fortunate and very grateful to the members of my 

inquiry team who masterfully facilitated this method.  While a focus group is not a time-efficient 

method for data collection, Saldana and Omasta (2017) considered focus groups to be “forums 

for multiple voices and perspectives to be discussed and shared” (p. 93).  Considering the state of 

Briteweb’s team culture and the lack of trust that prevailed, I felt that it was critical to provide a 

forum for open, safe discussion, and so the focus group method was the most suitable method 

available for this stage of the inquiry.  Ultimately, the focus group was conducted outside of 

regular business hours to avoid any negative impacts to business operations. 

The focus group was divided into two parts: 1) presentation and validation of the survey 

results, and 2) ideation and prioritization of key initiatives to inform how the leadership team 
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could build a new engagement process and new leadership behaviours.  The primary goals of the 

focus group were to accomplish both participant engagement and data collection, concurrently 

socializing survey findings while establishing a clear plan of action.  The survey produced three 

key themes that were used to structure a facilitated dialogue to be led by members of my inquiry 

team during the focus group: 1) trust, 2) transparency and 3) consistency, and these were 

presented in a series of presentation slides to facilitate discussion.  See Appendix B for 

participant materials (presentation slides excluded). 

Project Participants 

The primary participants for this inquiry were a necessarily specific target group, 

specifically the current employees at Briteweb.  Being a small organization consisting of only 

fifteen employees, selection criteria were minimal, including participants on a first-come basis 

only and requiring that they were both a current and active employee.  Exclusion criteria required 

that the person was not a member of the leadership team (non-Director level) and not an 

employee on extended leave of absence.   

Online survey questionnaire.  Recognizing the limitations of a relatively small 

participant group, I sought to broaden the perspectives by including former employees and 

currently active freelancers in the first stage of data collection – the survey.  Inclusion criteria 

required that former employees had voluntarily resigned and had been employed within the past 

two years.  Those who had been terminated, or had been employees longer than two years prior, 

were excluded from the survey.  Selection was on a first come basis, since the online survey was 

administered anonymously.  The maximum number of participants for this method was set at 30, 

which was determined based on the number of available candidates.  A minimum of three 
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responses was set to ensure that there was at least some data from which I could generate 

discussion during the focus group.  

Focus group.  The participants for the focus group were much more targeted and was 

limited to the current and active employees.  The rationale for this was that because any 

leadership decisions or organizational changes would materially impact their livelihoods, further 

non-employee input would not be beneficial, as freelancers have a lower vested interest in the 

relationship between staff and the leadership team at Briteweb than staff themselves.  Inclusion 

criteria were simple, requiring that participants be current and active employees, and selection 

was conducted on a first come basis.  Participants who were members of the leadership team, or 

currently on an extended leave of absence were excluded from the focus group.  A minimum 

participation of three was decided, to ensure that there would be some degree of cross-

departmental feedback, with a maximum of 10 set based on the number of employees who could 

potentially participate. 

Inquiry team.  My inquiry team consisted of three of my esteemed colleagues from the 

Royal Roads University Master of Arts in Leadership (MAL 2018-1) program cohort: Greg 

Robins, Kristie Hanson and Kristi Merilees.  They were invited to join the Inquiry Team by the 

use of a consent form (see Appendix C).  Greg’s involvement was primarily around the 

administration of the online survey questionnaire, as well as facilitating the transcription of the 

focus group audio recording.  Kristie and Kristi were the primary facilitators of the focus group, 

and masterfully executed this responsibility amidst a fast-changing situation with the 

participants.  Generally, the inquiry team assisted throughout the inquiry by reviewing and 

providing feedback on the survey questions and results, and facilitating the participant 
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engagement process as well as supporting me with qualifying my thoughts and analysis as I 

reviewed the focus group transcript, as due to ethical conflicts I could not be present myself 

during the focus group and therefore, lacked significant context.  In my role as researcher, I was 

in a position of both power over and conflict of interest due to an unexpected promotion to the 

director level in April 2019, resulting in the necessity of complete involvement by my inquiry 

team. 

Study Conduct 

Upon successful completion of the Royal Roads University ethics review process, the 

rollout of the study began immediately, with the sending of an introductory email by me to all 

potential participants, with the intention of introducing them to Greg Robins, who would conduct 

the survey portion.  Upon sending the introduction email, I then gave Greg access to the online 

survey tool, to which he changed the password so that I could no longer log in, to ensure 

anonymity for survey participants until the formal closure and data privacy check of the 

submissions.  Greg then sent out the letters of invitation with the research information letter 

attached as a PDF for reference, along with the link to the survey, and continued to send follow 

up emails out to potential participants up until the final day for submissions (see Appendix E for 

examples of research invitation materials).  Participants were given the option to contact Greg 

directly via email if they had any questions and were assured anonymity throughout the process.  

Consent was managed directly through submission of the survey – those who did not consent 

could simple choose to not complete the final submission of the survey, and the responses would 

not be recorded.  Prior to the implementation of the online survey, the questions were developed 

concurrently with the ethics review process and piloted with members of the inquiry team.  Their 
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qualitative feedback was incorporated into modifications to the wording and structure of the 

questions. 

Following the closure of the survey and after Greg had reviewed the submissions to 

ensure nobody had included identity-compromising information, I was given access to the survey 

tool again and we confirmed the total number of submissions.  From this point, Greg began 

recruitment for the focus group by sending out email letters of invitation, which also included the 

research information letter as an attachment as well, and he managed the responses and digital 

PDF copies of consent form submissions without my involvement or access, to ensure 

anonymity.  Concurrently, I conducted a qualitative review of the survey results, and determined 

key themes from the submissions.  With this information, I prepared a Google Slides presentation 

to be used during the focus group (see Appendix B), which would summarize the themes, as well 

as provide the topics for two Liberating Structures activities that were intended to be conducted 

during the focus group: 1-2-4-All (Lipmanowicz & McCandles, n.d.-a), and TRIZ Consulting 

(Lipmanowicz & McCandles, n.d.-b). 

After completing the planning for the focus group, I conducted a dry run with my inquiry 

team at the intended location (Briteweb office boardroom) to ensure that there would be no 

technological or informational barriers.  I printed out and provided the inquiry team with 

handouts of the anonymous survey results, which participants could review during the focus 

group but were required to return before departure.  I also instructed my inquiry team on how to 

manage and set up the audio recorders so that Greg would be able to retrieve and upload the 

recording for transcription.  Assured that the inquiry team members were sufficiently empowered 

with the survey data and implications, and that they were familiar with the focus group agenda 
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and presentation, I then provided guidance that the possibility of the focus group requiring a 

completely different approach was high due to my experience and understanding of the current 

emotional state of the team, and if needed, the inquiry team was free to modify the focus group 

format as needed given the conditions at that time.  Furthermore, whilst reviewing the 

presentation and format with my inquiry team, I was also taking feedback and making 

modifications in real-time, thus ensuring that I had received as adequate testing as possible with 

the structure for the focus group given the existing ethical constraints. 

After completion of the focus group, Greg submitted the audio recording to the 

transcription service, and upon receiving the document, my entire inquiry team reviewed and 

removed any names or position titles that could identify the anonymized participants.  Once they 

completed the data sanitization process, access to the transcript was provided to me, at which 

point I could begin my data analysis, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four. 

To ensure ownership of responsibility implementing the final recommendations from this 

inquiry, transparency across the entire Briteweb team is key.  Presentation of the 

recommendations will first be conducted at a leadership team meeting, where we will discuss the 

recommendations and their potential execution.  Upon agreement, we will conduct an all-staff 

meeting, to present the same, as well as the leadership team’s commitment to the 

recommendations and the next steps. 

Data Analysis and Validity 

Data analysis was conducted in two parts: A high level analysis of the survey results early 

on in the project to generate themes for validation and use in the focus group, and an in-depth 

qualitative analysis of the final, anonymized transcript from the focus group.  Ryan and Bernard 
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(2003) described conducting a qualitative analysis as involving a number of tasks, the first of 

which being the discovery of themes and subthemes, followed by reducing the initial set of 

themes and subthemes to a select few (or the most important), developing a hierarchy for those 

themes, and finally linking them to theoretical models (p. 85).  Themes are often seen as abstract 

constructs that somehow link text, image and sound-based expressions together (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003, p. 87) and are found in both the data and the researcher’s existing understanding 

of that which is being studied (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 88).  Throughout the data analysis 

process, I found solace in the Hermeneutic Turns of Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) Mindful Inquiry, 

particularly, to “allow the movements of understanding to happen on their own time” and to 

“allow for a release of new meaning to occur” (p. 14).  This served to remind me to free up the 

mental space to allow the process of repeatedly reviewing the data, various analysis techniques 

and leadership theories to enable the surfacing of themes naturally.  Furthermore, regularly 

asking myself, “what modes of consciousness do I bring to bear in [this] situation?” (Bentz & 

Shapiro, 1998, p. 12) allowed me to mitigate potential scenarios of pre-understanding and bias 

and retain an open mind to whatever themes arose from the data. 

Ryan and Bernard (2003) presented 12 techniques that can be used when analyzing 

qualitative data (p. 88).  To determine which techniques would be most useful, Ryan and 

Bernard’s theme-identification decision-tree was used as a guide (p. 102), and as I was dealing 

with verbatim, textual data primarily structured into brief descriptions due to the nature of the 

way that the discussion occurred in the focus group, I found that “pawing,” “repetition,” and 

“similarities or differences” (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 88) were the most applicable.  I 

repeatedly reviewed and marked up the documents with various underlines, comments and 
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colours, and while I initially attempted to use complex qualitative data analysis software for 

coding, commenting and theming purposes, I ultimately found that working with a simple paper 

printout of the transcript and multiple coloured pens to be the most effective approach.  This 

“back to basics” approach made “pawing” and identifying instances of “repetition” a much 

simpler, tangible and manageable task (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 88).  In conjunction with 

“repetition” (p. 89), I also used “In Vivo Coding” in order to identify themes using the 

participant’s own language (Saldana & Omasta, 2018, p. 121).  Furthermore, as I began this 

inquiry knowing that trust was among the issues involved, “missing data” was considered when 

reviewing both the survey results and the focus group data, as what was not said was just as 

important as what was said (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 92). 

In reviewing the data generated from both the survey and the in-depth analysis of the data 

generated by the focus group, I found that I developed a deep, intrinsic understanding of the 

themes and subthemes and how they related to my research question.  Limited by ethical 

constraints, I relied on the comments included in the anonymous survey, and the transcription 

text as provided, as I could not perform the actual act of transcribing the audio recordings from 

the focus group in order to preserve anonymity, which Ryan and Bernard (2003) described as the 

first step in beginning the theming process (p. 89).  This level of removal, while initially 

frustrating, turned out to be surprisingly liberating in the later cycles of my analysis, as this 

separation enabled me to review the responses with a degree of objectivity that would allow me 

to scrutinize the data without having to process the emotions expressed during the discussion 

itself.  As an insider action researcher with close emotional ties to the participants, compounded 

by the fact that the participants also included my direct reports, this was crucial in mitigating 
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potential researcher bias (Herr & Anderson 2005, p. 36), while affording the participants 

anonymity and ensured honest, open discussion (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 155).  

Additionally, because of the anonymous nature of my data collection methods, validation of my 

findings and interpretations of the data were limited, as I could not revisit this with the 

participants.  To mitigate this, I relied on check-ins with my inquiry team to compare my analysis 

with their experience in facilitating the focus group discussion, and my real-world quiet 

observations in the day-to-day experience at work.   

Insider action research (IAR) falls under the participatory research paradigm, with 

methodologies rooted in collaboration, as well as the practical and shared experiential contexts 

(Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 115).  The methods employed – specifically, the focus group – required 

engagement and dialogue between researchers and participants, further cementing this 

connection to the participatory research paradigm (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 105).  As such, when 

considering how to assess and ensure the goodness or quality of the data that was collected in 

conducting this inquiry, Lincoln et al. (2011) defined goodness to be judged based on 

trustworthiness and authenticity (p. 108), and most importantly, to provide a catalyst for action 

whereby the inquiry itself would not be complete without the participants taking action 

themselves (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 172).  Given the ethical constraints of the inquiry and the 

barriers to interacting with the participants, traditional methods such as member-checking and 

regular validation with participants were not possible.  To adhere to ethical restrictions while 

attempting to ensure some reasonable degree of validity, this was accomplished by checking with 

my inquiry team to determine whether my analysis was consistent with their experience while 

facilitating the data collection methods.  As an action researcher, this was the best option 
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available and, as Wolcott (2009) noted, while researchers may not be able to convince everyone 

that they were able to do everything right, this approach ensured that I at least would not get it 

completely wrong (as cited in Omasta & Saldana, 2018, p. 273).   

Ethical Implications 

The primary ethical concern identified for this inquiry came in the form of power-over 

issues with regards to participation by both freelancers and employees.  My role at Briteweb has 

direct hiring, disciplinary and termination abilities of members of the Network and internal 

employees, resulting in a power-over issue that could negatively influence participation and data 

gathering.  To address this concern, we needed to ensure that participation was of free and 

informed consent, and that those who did participate remained fully anonymous in order to 

protect their welfare. To this, Greg Robins, a member of my inquiry team was made responsible 

for all recruitment and engagement activities and ensured that all data was anonymized before 

access was given to me for analysis.  Greg was responsible for all inquiry-related 

communications and in doing so, ensured anonymity for any potential and actual participants.  In 

the information that was sent out during recruitment, the options available to participants were 

made very clear regarding free and informed consent, in order to assuage any concerns about 

potential consequences for not participating (or for participating).  Participants were given ample 

opportunity to communicate concerns or inquire about the research project in order to ensure that 

all of these conditions were met (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 121), and in fact, I found that the 

communication on this point was almost to a fault, resulting in a significantly smaller response to 

both data collection methods than expected.  As Greg adjusted his recruitment communications, 
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we experienced a more positive response, but did note that the initial response to the formal 

communications was significantly lacking. 

The Tri- Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans’ 

(2018) core principles (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada, 2018, p. 6) were addressed throughout this research by taking the actions described 

below.  Participants faced low or minimal risk by participating in the research, meaning they 

faced no greater risk in this regard than they would in normal, day-to-day life. 

1) Respect for Persons (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018): Clear consent 

forms were provided for every data gathering activity (see Appendix D for examples). 

2) Concern for Welfare (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018): Data gathered 

through surveys and interviews remained anonymized, while participation and data 

gathered from focus groups were clearly communicated in consent forms.  

3) Justice (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018): The threat to Justice 

identified were the potential power-over scenarios described above and were mitigated as 

discussed. 

As noted throughout this chapter, my primary goal was to ensure an accurate but safe and 

anonymous inquiry project, and through the approaches described above, and the resulting data 

that was collected, I was able to successfully reduce potential researcher bias, and protect the 

anonymity of the participants so that they were provided a safe, open space to discuss and share 

their perspectives and thoughts. 
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Outputs 

One of Briteweb’s core competencies is in presentations and brand messaging 

development, which led me to believe that the best format for the output of this capstone would 

be a presentation summarizing the key findings, conclusions and recommendations generated 

from the focus group, which would ultimately be presented to the CEO and leadership team.  The 

culture and communication styles at Briteweb are not amenable to lengthy academic reports; 

therefore, a succinct and visual presentation of findings was the best approach.  Finally, I planned 

to host a short, informal session over the lunch hour (“lunch and learn”) in which I would present 

the findings to the Briteweb team, after I have completed the entire thesis process, and make a 

recording of that session (as is Briteweb’s standard practice) available to the team for reference 

and accountability.  To ensure future action, my plan is to collaborate with our recently created 

‘culture committee’ to incorporate relevant recommendations from this inquiry, ensuring that 

these insights will be adopted and acted upon at all levels of the organization. 

Contribution and Application 

This capstone project provided a number of benefits to all participants involved.  The 

leadership team gained insight into what gaps existed in how we previously engaged with 

employees, and a clearer idea of what is needed to truly build a strong leadership team and 

connection with the staff.  Employees were given the opportunity to be engaged in dialogue 

about what their leadership needs were and empowered to continue these dialogues.  Higher 

engagement and dialogue with team members, as well as actionable outcomes to improve 

business operations are expected to help strengthen the team and align values and objectives.  

Employees also experienced a greater sense of engagement, having been given the opportunity to 
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actively voice their opinions and contribute to building a foundation for change.  Networkers 

also benefitted from participating as it provided the opportunity for freelance workers to engage 

and provide feedback to their client in a way not previously conducted.  Finally, from a thesis 

contribution perspective with regards to third-person research (Coghlan & Shani, 2008, p. 644), 

my hope is that this research established new findings or perspectives in the field of leadership 

needs in a remote and virtual team scenario. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

We need to seek feedback… and even if it’s really hard to hear, 

we must bring it in and hold it until we learn from it. 

(Brown, 2019, p. 20) 

This inquiry project sought to find an answer to the primary question, “How do we 

develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of the employees at Briteweb?”  The sub-

questions used to guide this inquiry included: 

1. What are exemplary examples of leadership in action at Briteweb? 

2. What does leadership mean to members of the staff and how can it be practiced? 

3. What does self-leadership look like in each member’s role, and how can it be 

empowered? 

4. How can dialogue on shared leadership and values impact change in practice or 

thought process? 

5. What future opportunities are there to continue to build and maintain trust at 

Briteweb? 

While my intention was to guide the inquiry using all of the sub-questions above, during 

the course of the data collection I found that participant responses tended to fall under questions 

one, two, and five, while dialogue related to questions three and four rarely or did not come up 

during discussion.  However, I found that this was still sufficient in addressing the primary 

inquiry question.  In this chapter, I will present and explore the findings and conclusions drawn 

from my data analysis in detail, followed by a brief discussion of the study’s scope and 

limitations. 
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Study Findings 

The study findings are based on the data collected through the anonymous online survey 

and anonymized focus group transcript.  A total of six out of 32 potential participants completed 

the online survey, with three out of 10 potential participants in the employee focus group.  

Themes from the survey results were identified and used to inform and provide a basis for 

discussion and dialogue during the focus group.  To identify themes in the survey, I reviewed 

both the quantitative and qualitative results.  The quantitative results provided me with charts 

that could be presented and used as a starting point for discussion during the focus group.  My 

review of the comments provided in the survey consisted of identifying frequently used 

keywords, and given the short length of most comments, common themes surfaced quickly.  

These themes were then used in the focus group to provide the foundation for the discussion and 

activities.  As both the survey and focus group were anonymous, there are no identifying codes 

for individual survey responses, and in the focus group transcript, speakers are identified only as 

either “Participant X” or the name of the facilitating inquiry team member, and any names 

mentioned in the quoted excerpts have been de-identified with “BW-Team” to denote a member 

of the staff, or “LT-Member” to denote a member of the leadership team.  All quotations have 

been included as said by participants. 

The following findings emerged from the data: 

1. Participants’ descriptions of their experience of leadership at Briteweb is greatly 

varied, ranging from positive to negative. 
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2. Participants described examples of where divisions between staff and leadership 

grew, and erosion of trust progressed leading to an environment of fear and secrecy 

stemming from a lack of psychological safety. 

3. Participants described perceiving a sense of entitlement from leadership. 

4. Participants described observations and experiences where the behaviour of members 

of the leadership team negatively impacted team members  

5. Participants expressed a general lack of confidence in the leadership team’s 

capabilities. 

6. Participants described a lack of clarity in the responsibilities of the leadership team, 

resulting in a perceived imbalance of responsibility amongst the leadership team. 

7. Participants described desired and positive traits of the leadership team. 

Finding 1: Participants’ discussion of their experience of leadership at Briteweb is greatly 

varied, ranging from positive to negative.  In the comments provided in the survey as well as 

throughout the focus group discussion, each participant’s experience with the various members 

of the leadership team varied greatly, ranging from positive and inspirational to negative and 

fear-forming.  When asked in the survey whether participants felt empowered to address 

members acting out of alignment with Briteweb’s core values and providing feedback to the 

leadership team, one participant wrote, “only some – I feel I can to my boss, but not all 

leadership team members.  I feel like with some of them I don’t trust that the conversation would 

only stay between the two of us.”  Another survey respondent wrote,  

… a lot of leadership work happens behind closed doors and the production team was not 

regularly consulted. There was a disconnect from senior leadership to production and 
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when feedback was given, it was rarely taken well and often punished the giver of 

feedback in passive-aggressive ways.  

Additionally, another survey respondent also wrote, “Sometimes – depends on who it is 

with, some members are very defensive and some leadership members are not receptive to 

feedback.” 

In contrast to these experiences, one participant stated,  

My best experience of leadership at Briteweb comes from [LT-Member].  [They are] a 

natural born leader and demonstrate great ease to present and facilitate meetings and 

presentations.  [They] also [have] the knowledge and skill to make very specific 

feedbacks [sic] and critiques in a constructive way so that your work is elevated and 

improved in very meaningful ways. 

Another participant wrote, “my boss is amazing, [they have] supported me, fought for me 

and is honestly the best boss I’ve ever had… I know I can trust [them] and I know [they have] 

my best interest at heart.”  Furthermore, another participant submitted that “I have had many 

great experiences with leadership.  One that stands out in particular is an experience when twice 

on the same day, I received personal encouragement from two different members of the 

leadership team.” 

Finding 2: Participants described examples of where divisions between staff and 

leadership grew, and erosion of trust progressed leading to an environment of fear and 

secrecy stemming from a lack of psychological safety.  Communication surfaced as a key 

driver in eroding trust and diminishing psychological safety, creating a culture of fear, secrecy 
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and anxiety.  The participants also acknowledged that the leadership team struggled to find the 

right level of transparency in communications with the team. 

One participant noted,  

I think the transparency is a tough one because we all have access to each other’s 

calendars so we can see when stuff’s going on.  If you just [suddenly] have a leadership 

team meeting every single day for two weeks, but say zero about it… people are going to 

be stirring… All of us know you meet once a week and now you’re meeting 10 times in 

two weeks, so just say something because everyone’s squirming…” 

Continuing on the topic of transparency, another participant said, 

I think there’s a concerned [sic] effort to be more transparent and it’s something that 

consistently comes up in team meetings.  I think that’s where the leadership team gets 

stuck is the follow-through on that.  I can respect that there are certain things the 

leadership team doesn’t need to tell us.  I understand that that’s part of running a business 

but I can think of a few scenarios where they could have been more transparent and they 

weren’t and then the aftermath of that was randomly finding out this piece of information. 

The discussion continued further, with one participant highlighting that “… transparency 

around things like our financials which is great. In terms of organizational structuring, what’s 

going on with who’s doing what, what is this person doing within their role? What are they 

responsible for? Not too much.”  This lack of clarity was further mentioned, with another 

participant commenting “I just don’t think there’s a clear hierarchy and I don’t think there’s [sic] 

clear expectations.” 
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The struggles with transparency and clarity resulted in a lack of psychological safety and 

an environment of fear, with one participant saying, “I think people including myself don’t trust 

that they can reach out or ask for help or comment on something because they’ll get a snappy 

response if any response.”  Another participant said, “I feel like a lot of them might be scared of 

a certain leader… I don’t think the leaders feel empowered to act as leaders.”  The topic of fear 

was further highlighted when another participant added, “I don’t feel like I’m in a comfortable 

position to [give feedback to leadership].  I would feel uncomfortable speaking up I think.”   

Finding 3: Participants described perceiving a sense of entitlement from leadership.  

Another common theme that surfaced amongst the participants’ discussion was the perception 

that members of the leadership team acted with a profound sense of entitlement.  This was 

interpreted through actions, behaviours and process, as well as words spoken by members of the 

leadership team to various staff over the years.  One participant summarized their experience 

with, “the entitlement piece like I’m not doing that.  Or just going about it, like this is like a very 

clear example of just going above and beyond your [budgeted] allowance because you’re a 

leader and [there’s] no need to ask for approval,” highlighting an experience where leaders act in 

a way that would make it appear as though they are exempt from the rules of the company.  

Another example provided by a participant described recurring situations where they would book 

meetings in the leader’s calendar with networkers as a courtesy, but the leader would ask the 

participant to adjust the meeting time rather than doing it themselves.  The participants expressed 

that these types of behaviours and actions caused the recipients to perceive the leaders as acting 

entitled, rather than appreciating the gesture of courtesy.  When discussing the setting up of 

onboarding meetings with new employees, one participant was told to cancel a meeting with a 
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new employee, citing “I’m never going to interact with that person” as the reason for doing so.  

The participant interpreted this to mean, “You’re going to choose to never interact with that 

person.”  The impact of this expression of entitlement was summarized by another participant, “I 

think entitlement really crushes any culture and when you’re entitled, it’s pretty obvious if you’re 

not on the leadership team,” indicating that the very behaviour itself contributed to an overall 

environment of exclusion and fear, rather than inclusion.  Aptly summarized by another 

participant, “[certain leaders] would just rather not engage which just pushes people further apart 

if people are fearful to engage.”  

Finding 4: Participants described observations and experiences where the behaviour 

of members of the leadership team negatively impacted team members.  Briteweb’s core 

values of “we keep it real, we’re resourceful, we’re accountable, we’re open-hearted and, we’re 

in it together” (About Briteweb: Who We Are and What’s a Social Impact Agency, n.d.) are the 

foundation of culture for the organization.  Participants often described experiences where they 

either witnessed or were the recipients of disrespectful or unkind treatment by members of the 

leadership team.  These experiences ranged from a generally accepted understanding that some 

members of the leadership team were kinder than others, resulting in unease and avoidance, to 

situations where participants were blamed for a failure rather than the leadership team member 

taking accountability for the issue in question.  A participant described a situation where they had 

been blamed for being overridden on a project staffing decision by a leadership team member, 

which resulted in financial losses due to poor performance, and in the subsequent debriefing, was 

blamed for it.  While this participant was defended by another member of the leadership team, 

the discussion was supposed to have been in confidence, and as this participant was made aware 
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of the discussion and having been “thrown under the bus,” the result was the breaking of trust 

and faith in the leadership team living up to core values – in particular, accountability and we’re 

in it together.  The participant described their experience, saying “a senior leader, making twice 

as much money as I make, threw me under the bus in front of all the senior leaders… That is the 

exact opposite of what a leader does.  That was a huge pivoting point.  That’s such a tiny 

example and it’s drilled into my mind.  It’s so easy to lose trust.”  Furthering the discussion about 

the impacts of leaders acting out of alignment with core values, one participant stated, “I think 

people including myself don’t trust that they can reach out or ask for help or comment on 

something because they’ll get a snappy response if any response.”  This expression of fear is 

described as the result of leadership team members not acting with open-hearts or considering 

the impacts of how to act within we keep it real and we’re in it together.  Another participant 

added, “I think there’s[sic] some leadership team members who aren’t super nice and it doesn’t 

really offer a trusting environment when you get very short responses back or levels of 

entitlement.”  During further discussion about witnessing these behaviours, another participant 

asserted, “I watch[sic] this happen to multiple team members and it for sure doesn’t feel good.”  

Participants also described the importance of timeliness, and how it was perceived as a 

mutual sign of respect.  A salient topic that arose throughout the focus group was the overall lack 

of meeting time integrity on the leadership team’s behalf.  When asked what actions were 

indicative of one not wanting to be a leader, one participant asserted, “Being late to meetings.  

I’ll just highlight that every single leadership team member is late to every single meeting.”  

Another participant added, “there’s no meeting integrity at Briteweb which… shows to me that 

there’s no respect.”  The discussion continued, with another participant highlighting, “there’s not 
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that level of respect that you’d actually show up on time.  If I showed up to a meeting late for 

leadership team they’d be choked.”  When asked how the lateness was handled by the leadership 

team, one participant stated, “I don’t think the leadership team members even apologize so at 

least [one leader] apologizes.”  The passion and vigor expressed by participants in relation to this 

particular topic was very strong and highlighted a perceived double standard with regards to 

expectations around timeliness.  When asked what one thing leadership team members could do 

to act as better leaders, a participant simply asserted, “Show up on time.  We talked about that for 

so long.  That’s a huge one for me.  I think it’s incredibly rude.” 

Another theme that arose in discussion related to this finding was that participants 

described experiences where they did not feel supported by the leadership team, particularly in 

times of struggle and distress, the lack of a positive response resulted in a very negative and 

hurtful experience for team members.  One participant described struggling with their role and 

responsibilities, sharing: 

I was having a hard time finding my footing and I was feeling like I was going to keep 

dropping the ball until I had some support.  I was sorry that I didn’t have a good 

answer… but then I was working on it and he just didn’t respond.  Just not[sic] response 

with me being like, ‘Hey, I’m struggling.  You’re aware of my situation and I’m 

struggling.  I need a minute to figure this out and I’m really sorry.’  No answer… just 

never heard.   

When asked what would have been the ideal response in this situation, the participant 

responded, “The ideal response I would expect from any leader, who’s a true leader would be to 
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say, ‘Gosh, that sounds really hard,’ or ‘That sucks I had no idea.  Why don’t we sit down and go 

through it together?’” 

This negative experience resulted in the participant coming to the conclusion that the 

leader they were interacting with could not be trusted to provide support during times of need. 

Finding 5: Participants expressed a general lack of confidence in the leadership 

team’s capabilities.  Throughout the discussion, participants discussed a general lack of 

confidence in the leadership team’s willingness or ability to lead.  This manifested itself 

explicitly in comments such as “we’ve got this leadership team and I don’t know if at least two 

of them know how to be people managers,” “some of them [leaders] actually aren’t very 

confident and will just be asking some questions.  It’s like, ‘No, you’re the leader.’”, as well as 

other participants offering observations like “I don’t think the leaders feel empowered to act as 

leaders,” and “I feel like a lot of them might be scared of a certain leader.”  These comments 

indicated a strong sense amongst the participants that they felt as though some or all of the 

current leadership team are either not empowered to lead or are not willing to lead.  In fact, the 

discussion began around the term, Leadership Team, and the challenge that participants had 

observed this causing with the team.  One participant posited that “people wouldn’t be 

questioning the term Leadership Team if they actually acted like leaders,” and while this topic 

was only broached briefly at the beginning of the discussion, the subsequent comments by 

participants alluded to the overall lack of confidence in the leadership team.   

On the topic of people management abilities, one participant noted, “they are in this 

leadership role and I can point to two 100%, they would be horrible people managers.”  The 

specific rationale for this was discussed further, with examples being given regarding 
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disrespectful and unkind behaviour conducted by these leaders.  When asked about what traits or 

behaviours a competent leader possessed, a participant responded stating that a competent leader 

would be able to identify and analyse business trends, subsequently developing a strategy or 

proposal to address those trends, rather than approaching the CEO for help.  This participant 

continued however, acknowledging that they did not believe that a clear hierarchy with clear 

expectations existed, resulting in leaders who don’t feel empowered or, “they actually just don’t 

have the skill set to be a leader at our company.”  Another participant added: 

There’s a point there like we are saying all these things that aren’t working or what would 

it look like if our leaders did X, but I think some of that does come down from the fact 

that they might not have the ownership that they need.  That could be partially the leader 

they look up to and it could also partially be the fact that they were put in this role 

without the skill set that he expected.  It might be that they actually need a really involved 

leader because they’re a brand new leader themselves, but he can’t be that and he doesn’t 

want to be that. 

This statement offered additional insight and clarity, indicating that the participants also 

recognized that the leaders themselves need additional senior leadership to provide them with the 

guidance and support required to grow themselves as leaders.  Another participant also said, “the 

lack of involvement on – like the leader of the leaders… since I’ve been here, the lack of 

involvement on that person’s end… alludes to an uncertainty about the future of the company.”  

When asked what could be done to improve the overall perception and confidence in leadership, 

participants stated that they would like the leaders to practice Briteweb’s core values – with 

accountability and being open-hearted being two values explicitly called out.  In another 



BUILDING TRUST AND CONNECTION AT BRITEWEB 70 
 
participant’s words, “If you’re leading a company, you have to be aligned with those five values.  

Even if they aren’t your core values, those are the values that you’re committed to leading your 

team through.” 

Finding 6: Participants described a lack of clarity in the responsibilities of the 

leadership team, resulting in a perceived imbalance of responsibility amongst the 

leadership team.  Another recurring theme that arose throughout discussion was participants’ 

observation of one leader taking on more responsibilities than other leaders within the 

organization.  Without clear insight to the responsibilities of each leader, the participants’ 

comments indicated that they perceived a general imbalance of responsibility amongst the 

leadership team.  One participant noted, “the thing with [LT-Member] is, [they are] essentially 

juggling the whole business… [they’ve] got way too much.”  Another participant added, “[LT-

Member] takes so much on… it’s just the reality of the situation is that [they] take on the entire 

company and to an extent needs to because [of their role].”  The participant then suggested, 

“Rather than just having one leadership leader, [they’d] have a team and that’s the biggest 

problem is I can think of one person in particular who would rather just work on projects.”  

Additionally, another participant opined, “It’s just like so ridiculous that there’s this team of five 

of them when really it’s just [LT-Member].”  Participants acknowledged throughout the 

discussion that a lack of guidance from the CEO contributed to the current imbalance, stating, 

“they actually need a really involved leader because they’re a brand new leader themselves, but 

he can’t be that and he doesn’t want to be that.”   

Finding 7: Participants described desired and positive traits of the leadership team.   

Despite expressing discontent with leadership, participants often described positive traits of 
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leaders that they looked up to, as well as various desired traits and behaviours.  In response to 

various examples given, inquiry team members asked what the preferred behaviour or action 

would have been in the given scenario, which provided insight to what participants desired from 

leadership.  

The most often mentioned desired behaviour was for leadership to behave in alignment 

with Briteweb’s core values.  When asked about what preferred behaviours participants desired 

from leadership, one participant stated, “They just need to practice the values.”  Accountability 

and open-heartedness were two values that were mentioned explicitly, with a participant saying, 

“if you’re leading a company, you have to be aligned with those five values.”  This was tightly 

connected to an earlier finding – maintaining timeliness as a sign of respect.  Another participant 

gave the example of a leader that would do something that isn’t officially their responsibility, 

rather than adopting a “mentality of it’s not my area.”  Embodying the core value of we’re in it 

together was a key emphasis here, with participants expressing the importance of leaders being 

willing to help out, regardless of formal departmental divisions.  As one participant stated, 

“everything is a Briteweb issue.  We all need to be in this together and so maybe that’s what it 

is… [LT-Member] really emanates that and I don’t think all the other leaders do.”  Being 

empathetic and caring was another trait that was discussed by participants as being highly 

desirable, which when in practice embodies the core values – we’re open-hearted and we’re in it 

together – giving many examples to support this.  When describing one positively regarded 

leader, a participant said, “[LT-Member] really cares… cares a lot.”  Another participant also 

described another [LT-Member] as consistently providing support for team members, taking on 

ownership of any mistakes while ensuring that the team member maintains accountability.  This 
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behaviour not only helped to create trust, but also ensured a degree of safety for team members 

to learn and grow from their mistakes.   

When articulating the aspects of another [LT-Member]’s behaviours as desirable 

leadership traits, a participant described the importance of consistent and clear feedback, stating, 

“We work with such kind individuals but I think [the leadership team] almost needs to create a 

culture of feedback,” with another participant adding that one, “[LT-Member] has a way of 

giving feedback but having this little mix of tough but gentle.”  Another participant also offered 

their positive experience of receiving feedback from their manager “twice a day,” but not 

knowing whether any other team members receive the same treatment.  

Participants also described the importance of leaders acting as not just a manager, but 

also as a coach.  When asked what this behaviour looked like, a participant responded, “they 

walk you through it, they’re in it with you, rather than just your problem,” alluding to the core 

value of we’re in it together.  Furthermore, participants also expressed a desire that leadership 

team members who were not their direct managers also provide feedback and support when 

possible, and to take advantage of opportunities to share regardless of the reporting relationship.  

Recognizing that there are always multiple touchpoints across departments, participants 

indicated that the departmental divisions were irrelevant and placed a strong emphasis on leaders 

taking the initiative to provide feedback to all team members.  Finally, participants also 

expressed a desire that leaders listen, stating, “I think bottom line listening to all of us.  It seems 

like the [sic] act we’re [sic] 500 person company, and we’ve got 16 of us.” 

In summary, the study found that team members have a greatly varied experience in their 

interactions with members of the leadership team, resulting in a lack of trust, psychological 
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safety and overall respect and confidence in the leadership team’s abilities, while acknowledging 

that not all of the necessary factors needed to empower and enable the leaders to behave in some 

of their expected ways were present.  The study also found that participants greatly valued the 

importance of leadership team members acting in alignment with the company’s core values and 

that this, among many other desired behaviours, would work to help rebuild trust between the 

staff and the leadership team. 

Study Conclusions 

While having embarked on this inquiry with a defined set of sub-inquiry questions that 

were intended to support finding the response to my primary inquiry question, throughout my 

analysis, which was based on the literature introduced earlier in this thesis, the data collected, 

and as an insider action researcher – my own understanding of the organizational context, I 

discovered that the emergent conclusions from this inquiry ultimately followed a different path, 

leading to a set of conclusions that seemingly do not directly address the sub-inquiry questions 

but still provided substantial insights into the primary question.  Based on this analysis of the 

study findings, I have identified the following five conclusions, substantiated by the literature 

discussed in Chapter Two, and I will describe each in greater detail to illustrate the relationship 

between the study’s findings and various theories explored in the literature.   

1. Team members do not feel there is strong leadership at Briteweb 

2. The emergent leadership model at Briteweb is a hybrid of hierarchical and shared 

leadership, yet lacks fundamental structures and practices to support this approach 

3. Inconsistent and widely ranged behaviour of leadership team members over the years 

has resulted in a lack of trust, leading to a culture of fear and anxiety 
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4. The key factors required to operate effectively as a virtual / remote organization are 

lacking at Briteweb 

Conclusion 1: Team members do not feel there is strong leadership at Briteweb.  

This conclusion addressed the second sub-inquiry question of “what does leadership mean to 

members of the staff and how can it be practiced,” as it highlighted the gaps between the practice 

of leadership and the reception of it by team members.  The literature has clearly positioned the 

importance of leadership in the development, effectiveness, and strength of teams (Hoch & 

Kozlowski, 2014; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001).  The role of leadership in supporting team growth 

and development is also paramount in building trust and credibility, and the data leads me to 

conclude that team members do not feel as though there is strong leadership at Briteweb, perhaps 

because there is no clear definition of leadership.  The data have indicated that participants have 

greatly varied experiences interacting with the leadership team, from positive to extremely 

negative.  The degree of negative interactions, combined with the resulting fear and anxiety 

experienced by participants leads me to conclude that despite the fact that participants expressed 

empathy for the leadership team, there is an overall lack of faith in the leadership team’s 

capabilities. 

When analyzing participants’ thoughts on what they viewed as positive or desirable traits 

from the leadership team, the responses varied from being as simple as showing up on time for 

meetings, which participants described as “disrespectful,” to demonstrating ownership and 

leadership of the organization.  Participants expressed a desire for both coaching and visionary 

leadership styles (Goleman et al., 2013), while the described behaviour of the leadership team 

did not consistently align with these needs.  Heifetz and Laurie (2001) discussed the importance 
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of leaders maintaining emotional space and capacity to support team members throughout 

periods of intense change, noting that team members will be diligently observing their behaviour 

and drawing anxiety or confidence from it.  They further stated that “a leader provides direction 

by identifying the organization’s adaptive challenge and… orients people to new roles and 

responsibilities by clarifying business realities and key values” (p. 135).  When reflecting on the 

insights from the data and noting the lack of transparent and sufficient communication 

throughout the organization, examples of negative interactions with leadership team members, 

general lack of trust and lack of modelling of Briteweb’s core values by leadership team 

members, it follows that team members have ample rationale and motivation to lack confidence 

in the leadership team (Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Nielsen, 2004; Dutton, 

1996). 

Conclusion 2: The emergent leadership model at Briteweb is a hybrid of 

hierarchical and shared leadership yet lacks fundamental structures and practices to 

support this approach.  Briteweb’s core values of “we keep it real, we’re resourceful, we’re 

accountable, we’re open-hearted and, we’re in it together” (About Briteweb: Who We Are and 

What’s a Social Impact Agency, n.d.) imply a leadership model where team members are 

empowered to collaborate and work closely together, with leadership team members providing 

guidance, support, and direction when needed.  Per Nielsen’s (2004) definition of a rank-based 

organization, Briteweb would be categorized as such given its organizational structure, with the 

majority of decision-making authority residing in the leadership team (Nielsen, 2004).  While 

this emergent leadership model appears to follow a post-heroic approach, the reality is that based 

on the findings and data, it is more of the traditional “command” rank-based style of leadership.  
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While the core values encourage collaboration, communication, and feedback, the noted 

behaviour of leadership team members contradicts this by providing negative reactions, which in 

fact discourages further interaction and upwards feedback.  The actions of leadership team 

members contradict the necessary factors for successful implementation of any leadership model, 

regardless of its paradigm.  Both heroic and post-heroic leadership approaches require that the 

leader support and guide team members by providing clear direction, vision, and empowerment.  

As noted by one participant, “[there are] some leadership team members who aren’t super nice 

and it doesn’t really offer a trusting environment.”   

Where post-heroic leadership is focused on achieving goals through information sharing 

and shared responsibility, the day-to-day execution of leadership at Briteweb is described in a 

hierarchical structure, where responsibility is held by a select few, and information is scarce 

(Dutton, 1996).  When considering the traditional hierarchical leadership structure, a single 

decision-maker is necessary, and yet the relationship between the leadership team and the CEO is 

described as one of potential fear.  Combined with the absence of the CEO in regular operations 

of the business, the leadership team themselves lack the power necessary to operate effectively to 

guide the organization when it is unclear what decisions can be made by themselves versus the 

CEO.  Participant feedback described this relationship when noting that the leadership team 

members themselves did not have the decision-making authority that was expected, highlighting 

that some decisions still needed to be approved by the CEO.  This lack of power distribution at 

the leadership team level is indicative of the rank-based organization as described by Nielsen 

(2004), and as he also elaborated, breeds a culture of “us vs them,” secrecy and fear.  

Considering also that this contravenes Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) principles, specifically 
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enabling others to act, we can conclude that the fundamental structures and practices to 

successfully lead are indeed absent. 

Furthermore, as noted in Chapter One, Briteweb also lacks a formal leadership 

development model.  This has resulted in a lack of clarity regarding expectations of how leaders 

are expected to behave.  While the organizational core values provide guiding principles from 

which to operate, the definition of leadership within an organization is still crucial so as to 

provide team members the clarity necessary to facilitate trust and confidence (Kouzes & Posner, 

2017).  Without clear expectations of what leadership members are supposed to model, team 

members will find themselves at odds with what interpretation of the core values should look 

like, and consequently, how to behave.  As Kouzes and Posner (2017) stated, “a very important 

part of a leader’s job is to clear away the fog so that people can see further ahead… clear visions 

are meant to inspire hope” (p. 114).  In fact, the fifth practice of Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) 

Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership is to “encourage the heart,” specifically noting the 

importance of getting to know your constituents (p. 261).  In direct contradiction to this 

principle, a leader was described by a participant as having dismissed the importance of meeting 

with a new hire for the reason that this leader would rarely interact with the new hire given their 

respective roles.  The outcome of this was ultimately alienation, and the modelling of behaviour 

that communicated the lack of importance of the very people at Briteweb. 

Ultimately, when considering the findings and data collected in this inquiry, the salient 

themes provided by participants indicate that the current leadership team lacks the necessary 

supporting structures, whether clarity on roles and responsibilities, leadership development plans, 

or operational processes, to successfully lead.  Without any of the necessary practices or 
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principles of either heroic, post-heroic, or blended leadership, there are insufficient guiding 

structures for the current leadership team to be successful and to grow, regardless of how much 

practice the leadership may attempt (Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Cohen, 

2012; Senge, 2006; Sobral & Furtado, 2019).  This conclusion addressed both the first and fourth 

sub-inquiry questions, “what are exemplary examples of leadership in action at Briteweb,” and 

“how can dialogue on shared leadership and values impact change in practice or thought 

process” in an indirect way.  This conclusion highlights the consequences of not having structure 

or practice regarding leadership at Briteweb, which results in a lack of clarity on what exemplary 

leadership is to be modelled, as well as precluding any formal opportunities to discuss leadership 

throughout the organization, with the absence of both contributing to a lack of trust throughout 

the team. 

Conclusion 3: Inconsistent and widely ranged behaviour of leadership team 

members over the years has resulted in a lack of trust, leading to a culture of fear and 

anxiety.  This conclusion addressed the second and fifth sub-inquiry questions, highlighting the 

importance of leadership to team members, the importance of trust and informs how it can be 

rebuilt and maintained in the future.  Trust was repeatedly expressed by participants as a critical 

factor regarding their experience with leadership – namely, a lack of it.  Participants described 

widely varied experiences interacting with the leadership team, and this lack of consistency 

creates a barrier preventing team members from developing bonds with leadership team 

members.  It was noted by participants that team members perceived that members of the 

leadership team had expressed that they did not need to meet certain new team members, and this 

lack of willingness to create personal connection negatively impacts the ability to build trust 
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(Greenberg, Greenberg & Antonucci, 2007).  Further cementing the erosion of trust, one 

participant noted, “that is the exact opposite of what a leader does… it’s so easy to lose trust” 

when describing one of many negative interactions with the leadership team, where blame was 

unduly placed on the participant. 

Furthermore, repeated negative interactions of participants with leadership team members 

with little communication to resolve those experiences led to fear of continuing to have any 

interactions at all.  When we consider leadership styles, as Goleman et al. (2013) noted, 

dissonant leadership styles can only be used for a short period of time before negatively 

impacting morale.  Data gathered from the participants indicate an extended period of emotional 

discordance – in some case, years – ultimately resulting in a buildup of negative emotions and 

energy.  Regular behaviour by leadership following the rank-based organization model described 

by Nielsen (2004) leads to secrecy, distrust, and overindulgence, regardless of how well-

intentioned the leaders may be.  Honesty has been cited by Kouzes and Posner (2017) as one of 

the highest-ranking characteristics that followers seek in their leaders, yet participants noted 

many examples of where constant secrecy and a lack of transparent communication from 

leadership to the team have continually and unsurprisingly, eroded trust.   Additionally, model the 

way, is one of Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) Five Exemplary Practices of Leadership, and at 

Briteweb, the data indicates that the leadership team have not consistently modelled a single way 

for the team to follow.  Consequently, we see the cumulative reductive impacts of this over time 

on trust, as well as anxiety throughout the organization as there is no consistent leadership 

behaviour to model. 
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Conclusion 4: The key factors required to operate effectively as a virtual / remote 

organization are not present at Briteweb.  As discussed in the literature reviewed in Chapter 

Two, and because Briteweb is largely a remote / virtual organization, we can narrow down to the 

key factors necessary for team performance in a virtual / remote team: trust, communication, and 

leadership.  It follows that these factors are equally, if not even more important when scaled up 

to an entire virtual / remote organizational.  Analysis of the study’s findings have indicated that 

Briteweb has a deficit in all three of these factors at the organizational level.  In response to the 

primary inquiry question, the findings and literature lead me to conclude that trust and 

communication need to be improved, as well as an overall understanding and approach to 

leadership within the organization.   

Throughout the data, the participants expressed an ongoing erosion of trust and 

psychological safety in their experiences with the leadership team.  Participants noted that there 

was an overall lack of transparent communication which eroded their trust in the leadership 

team.  In a largely virtual / remote working environment, frequent and transparent 

communication is paramount to maintaining team performance, and while Briteweb’s core values 

espouse openness, the lack of transparent communication led to an environment of apparent 

secrecy and fear.  Participants’ description of their experiences indicated periods of decreasing 

levels of openness and quality of communication, which leads to reduction in trust (Bailey et al., 

2012; Bergiel et al., 2008; Brandt, England & Ward, 2011; Greenberg, Greenberg & Antonucci, 

2007).  Another theme that surfaced across all findings was a general lack of faith in the 

leadership team.  Elaboration of this sentiment provided by participants ranged from being a 

consequence of inconsistent behaviour by leadership team members, negative experiences 



BUILDING TRUST AND CONNECTION AT BRITEWEB 81 
 
interacting with team members, as well as recognition that there was a lack of senior leadership 

guiding the leadership team themselves.  Without a visible, significant leader to provide direction 

to both the leadership team and to the organization, leadership was found to be lacking across the 

organization, which is a pillar to virtual team effectiveness.  Furthermore, while shared 

leadership has been shown to be crucial to virtual team performance, participants did not indicate 

that they felt as though they were empowered at the organizational level, leading to further 

reduction in team performance (Biergal et al., 2008; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2012).  Therefore, the 

data and literature lead me to conclude that the foundational factors required for team 

performance in a virtual / remote organization are lacking in sufficient quantity for Briteweb to 

operate at its peak performance levels.  

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

The scope and limitations of this insider action research inquiry are related to 

representation and a breakneck pace of organizational change.  The findings and conclusions 

should not be generalized beyond the scope of this inquiry, as they were based on a snapshot of 

the organization prior to a three-month period of intense turnover and organizational change, 

including a change in ownership.  At the time of writing, the three directors that were members 

of the leadership team at the start of this inquiry have all resigned, and are no longer with the 

company, leaving only myself and the Founder / Owner, who is in the process of selling the 

company.  Additionally, it is recognized that because the organizational partner of this study was 

the leadership team itself, it was not possible to include them as participants and it is possible 

that the data would have yielded further insight.  Thus, while the findings and conclusions are 

based on data collected from a team that is largely no longer intact and has experienced almost a 
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complete turnover from the start of 2019, the recommendations I have provided in Chapter Five 

will attempt to remain relevant and forward looking so as to remain applicable to the new 

Briteweb, whatever its organizational structure and state may be. 

Out of 35 survey invitations sent out, only six completed responses were recorded.  Due 

to the scheduling constraints and the unexpected constraint of an upcoming team activity, 

submissions were required within a relatively short period of just two weeks in order to ensure 

that adequate time was allotted for focus group recruitment.  Additionally, upon reflection of the 

survey questions and structure as I questioned the low response rate, I determined that the initial 

demographic-related questions could conceivably allow a knowledgeable reader to potentially 

identify the participant.  As a result, I believe this contributed to a much lower than expected 

response rate, which upon reflection on the study findings, was clearly indicative of the low level 

of trust that exists with the leadership team.  In the future, should surveys be used again as a 

follow up inquiry, these demographic-related questions should be removed, as ultimately, they 

were found to have no bearing on the study findings. 

The focus group was limited to only core employees of Briteweb, and out of the ten 

invitations that were sent out to the employees present at that time, only three participated on the 

actual day of the focus group.  The data from the focus group consisted of an anonymized 

transcript of the group discussion.  Analysis was conducted by reviewing the anonymized 

transcript with no ability for me to listen to the audio recordings due to ethical constraints.  As 

such, the interpretation of every word is based on my own experience, with validation by Greg 

Robins, from my inquiry team, who retained access to the audio recording for the duration of this 

study.  Limitations of this approach were plentiful, as creating a transcript of a six-person focus 
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group (three participants and three inquiry team members as facilitators) can be quite 

challenging, particularly when conducted by a third-party service who is not familiar with the 

voices of the participants.  Therefore, in my review of the transcript, I inferred that Participants 

1, 2 and 3 may have been interchanged on more than one occasion, and as such, it was quite 

difficult to identify a single stream of comments from one individual.  However, given the 

overall anonymous nature of the focus group, this proved to be insubstantial as the nature of the 

discussion was clear during any instance of crosstalk.  Therefore, all quotations as seen in study 

findings from the participants are identified only as “Participant,” rather than being assigned a 

specific code or index.  While the overall execution of the survey went relatively according to 

plan, the focus group proved to be a more fluid experience.  The response rate for the survey 

prepared me for a potentially low turnout at the focus group, and so despite having prepared a 

structured set of activities using liberating structures and a clear set of presentation materials to 

engage the group, the facilitators were given the latitude to adjust the session as they saw fit, 

given the number of participants and the emergent needs at the time.  Importantly, the end of 

October 2019, when the focus group was scheduled to occur, proved to be a very chaotic time for 

the organization, with departures and general challenges weighing down the team.  As such, I 

noted that it was possible that the focus group may likely evolve from a structured set of 

activities to a facilitated dialogue about their overall thoughts regarding the state of the 

organization.  Thankfully, my inquiry team members Kristie Hanson, Kristi Merilees, and Greg 

Robins masterfully facilitated the group discussion, resulting in what I believe to be a very 

engaging and positive experience for the participants. 
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When I began this inquiry, my intention was to engage the team in a way that had not 

previously been attempted, to facilitate engaged dialogues regarding leadership, and through the 

very nature of the data collection methods, attempt to shift or reframe individual perspectives at 

the team level regarding leadership – including self-leadership.  What I did not anticipate at the 

time was a change in my job status, in being promoted to become part of the leadership team 

itself, which forced me to change the nature of the study to become entirely anonymous, so as to 

maintain ethical standards and avoid any potential power-over fears.  Throughout the course of 

2019, almost the entire staff at Briteweb have turned over.  Of the 15 employees present at the 

start of this inquiry (including leadership team members), only five remain, including myself.  At 

the time of data collection, five of the ten employees that resigned had already departed the 

organization, resulting in some limitation to the quality of the data being collected due to a lack 

of tenure and history within the organization.  While the final limitation to this study is quite 

simply, the pace of change at the organization and my struggle to maintain relevance to it, based 

on my analysis I have found that the data that was collected was ultimately sufficient to draw key 

findings and conclusions that would successfully inform recommendations that will be relevant 

to the future generations of leaders at Briteweb.  
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

Leadership is not a license to do less, it is a responsibility to do more...  

Leadership is always a commitment to human beings. 

(Sinek, 2017, p. 286) 

Chapters One and Two provided the organizational context and research literary support 

for this inquiry project, respectively.  Chapter Three described the approach and execution of the 

research, while Chapter Four presented the analysis of the data in the form of findings, 

conclusions, and study limitations.  Combined with knowledge of the more recent changes at 

Briteweb and with my own experience, this analysis will inform the recommendations presented 

in this final chapter.  I will explore three primary recommendations, organizational implications, 

as well as implications for future research to be considered. 

Four months have passed since the last data collection activity, at the time of writing.  

The pace of change at Briteweb during these past few months is best described as breakneck, 

ranging from a 50-percent turnover in staff to an upcoming change in ownership of the company.  

In developing and writing these recommendations, I have based the following primarily on the 

last documented state of the company during data collection – that is to say, I have developed 

these recommendations based on the study findings and conclusions, and to the best of my 

abilities, not allowed the recommendations to be influenced by the ongoing change.  However, 

given the importance of this inquiry remaining relevant and providing value to my Partner, I 

have developed the following recommendations in a way that is still actionable, despite the 

amount of change that has already occurred, and will hopefully provide a path forward for 

Briteweb’s leadership team. 
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Study Recommendations 

The primary inquiry question that drove this inquiry project was, “How do we develop a 

leadership team that responds to the needs of the employees at Briteweb?”  The data collected 

from the survey were used to generate themes for discussion during the focus group, and seven 

main findings were drawn from the data collected from both the focus group discussion and the 

survey.  These findings were: 

1. Participants’ descriptions of their experience of leadership at Briteweb is greatly 

varied, ranging from positive to negative. 

2. Participants described examples of where divisions between staff and leadership 

grew, and erosion of trust progressed leading to an environment of fear and secrecy 

stemming from a lack of psychological safety. 

3. Participants described perceiving a sense of entitlement from leadership. 

4. Participants described observations and experiences where the behaviour of members 

of the leadership team negatively impacted team members  

5. Participants expressed a general lack of confidence in the leadership team’s 

capabilities. 

6. Participants described a lack of clarity in the responsibilities of the leadership team, 

resulting in a perceived imbalance of responsibility amongst the leadership team. 

7. Participants described desired and positive traits of the leadership team. 

Subsequently, through a detailed qualitative analysis of these findings and informed by 

the literature reviewed in Chapter Two, I was able to come to four primary conclusions: 

1. Team members do not feel there is strong leadership at Briteweb 
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2. The emergent leadership model at Briteweb is a hybrid of hierarchical and shared 

leadership, yet lacks fundamental structures and practices to support this approach 

3. Inconsistent and widely ranged behaviour of leadership team members over the years 

has resulted in a lack of trust, leading to a culture of fear and anxiety 

4. The key factors required to operate effectively as a virtual / remote organization are 

lacking at Briteweb 

These findings and conclusions form the foundation for the study’s recommendations, 

informed by the literature reviewed.  Where possible, I have linked the recommendations to 

desired outcomes or behaviours suggested by participants to potential future actions or processes 

to implement so as to ensure that these contributions do not go unused, as well as to relevant 

literature on remote/virtual team performance and leadership model development.  The four 

recommendations – in order of priority – are: 

1. Clarify the decentralization of authority and power 

2. Create opportunities to build empathy, trust and connection using tools like team 

agreements 

3. Engage in an intentional pursuit of leadership development at Briteweb 

Recommendation 1: Clarify the decentralization of authority and power.  One of the 

key challenges that surfaced in the findings was the apparent lack of clarity around who 

possesses actual power and authority throughout the organization.  In Finding 6, a participant 

noted that leadership team members who reasonably could hold authority over certain decisions 

still needed to defer upwards for approval, resulting in long delays and an inefficient process. 

This does not require a complex solution, as Sinek (2017) stated, “Give authority to those closest 
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to the information” (p. 180).  Those who have the most relevant information are in the best 

position to make necessary decisions, and the traditional rank-based organization’s decision-

making hierarchy typically results in inefficient and often poorly informed decision making 

(Nielsen, 2004).  Where leadership is concerned, Sinek (2017) summarized this role best stating, 

It is the leader’s job to ensure that [all members are] well trained and feel confident to 

perform their duties.  To give them responsibility and hold them accountable to advance 

the mission.  If the captain provides direction and protection, the crew will do what needs 

to be done to advance the mission. (p. 181) 

To address this challenge, I recommend that the leadership team prioritize the creation of 

a clearly defined decision-making matrix that will provide a clear reference for all Briteweb team 

members.  While it may be easy to take a highly complex approach to this, my recommendation 

is to use a number of liberating structures activities (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, n.d.) as a 

group to identify the key categories and decisions within those categories.  Following the 

confirmation of these categories, a subsequent activity should be sufficient to assign clear owners 

and accountability for the various decisions.  This approach can be immediately actioned upon at 

any point in the next few months and would reap significant benefits, particularly as Briteweb’s 

team is undergoing a period of significant change and growth, with the onboarding of multiple 

new team members and a potential change in ownership of the company.  Following this, a 

recurring activity should be scheduled to ensure that this matrix is revisited and updated to 

maintain relevance and accountability.  The onboarding process will also be central to ensuring 

that new team members are adequately supported.  During and after the onboarding process, new 

team members should review the decision-matrix so that there is clarity on roles and 
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responsibilities, with regular check-ins and dialogue to ensure that they are confident in their 

new roles.  Defining and implementing a clear training plan will also be paramount to ensuring 

that new team members have the necessary skills to perform their duties, and further expanding 

on the existing training plans by assigning informal peer mentors will also contribute to 

immediate improvements in this arena. 

 Recommendation 2: Create opportunities to build empathy, trust and connection 

using tools like team agreements.  Trust surfaced as one of the most salient challenges amongst 

the findings and conclusions, as well as challenges around giving and receiving feedback, as well 

as behavioural alignment with core values.  Considering the amount of change that Briteweb has 

experienced with regards to staff turnover, addressing this is the next priority in my 

recommendations.  As the literature indicated, trust is one of the most paramount factors required 

for teams to perform, and my recommendation is to create opportunities over the coming months 

of team members to build trust and empathy.   Sinek (2017) also aptly addressed the importance 

of empathy in leadership by stating, 

Empathy is not something we offer to our customers or our employees from nine to five.  

Empathy is, as Johnny Bravo explains, “a second by second, minute by minute service 

that [we] owe everyone if [we] want to call [ourselves] a leader.” (p. 286). 

While the day-to-day operations of the business may be such that time continues to be a 

scarce resource, placing a high level of importance on trust-building activities is paramount to 

the long-term viability of the organization.  A team that isn’t able to reach sufficient levels of 

trust will never reach necessary levels of performance (Dimock & Kass, 2007).  Therefore, it will 

be crucial to plan and implement regular team-building activities.  While social events are critical 
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for building connection and camaraderie, specific activities focused on developing trust and 

empathy for colleagues are necessary in aiding the overall formation of the team.  Additionally, 

coaching on communications – specifically around how to give and receive feedback – should be 

provided to the entire organization.  The organization as a whole should undergo training on how 

to communicate in a clear and kind manner so as to ensure that there is a shared and universally 

expected standard of conduct across all levels.  The implementation of this could take place as a 

weekly series of interactive lunch-and-learn sessions facilitated by an external trainer.  Finally, 

the creation of a cross-organization team agreement will be crucial in documenting much of what 

will emerge from the participation in the aforementioned activities.  While the findings and 

conclusions highlighted that team members lacked clarity on what they could expect from 

leadership team members from a communications, behavioural, and support perspective, the joint 

formation of a formal team agreement would clearly document these expectations, providing a 

vehicle for not only accountability, but also the ongoing dissemination of this agreement to new 

members of the organization.  Specifically, the team agreement should at a minimum, include: 

- How to hold each other accountable 

- Communication standards and expectations  

- An expansion on the core values, with specific, practical, and relatable examples of 

how individuals can “live” each value 

These activities, as well as the team agreement must be scheduled in for regular 

occurrences throughout the year.  As described in Gibb’s TORI framework, trust can move 

through stages of development and fluctuate with organizational changes, and so scheduled 

activities are critical to providing regular opportunities to strengthen and build trust (Dimock & 
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Kass, 2007).  Furthermore, as the organization and team composition changes, the team 

agreement must also be revisited regularly, and so having regular checkpoints and reviews as an 

organization is also crucial to maintain not only its relevance, but regular accountability for all 

members of the organization. 

To support the ongoing application of a team agreement, regular opportunities to develop 

and maintain empathy, trust and connection must be undertaken.  It is recommended that the 

existing employee wellness program be expanded into a more formal schedule of team activities.  

Participants indicated in their responses that they enjoyed greater degrees of face-to-face 

interaction with other team members.  Taking this into consideration, my recommendation is to 

continue the existing mandatory single day-per-week in office for team members, and augment 

this with monthly in-person team activities.  Team social events such as fitness classes or group 

learning should be scheduled in monthly, and on a quarterly basis, a half-day or full-day 

facilitated full-team workshop following an agenda to review company vision, values, individual 

celebrations, and a general “check-in” or opportunity for open and facilitated dialogue between 

senior leaders and team members.  To further augment this, implementing a quarterly or semi-

annual anonymous upwards feedback mechanism will also ensure that the leadership team is able 

to gauge the current status of the team’s well-being, and whether additional activities or 

modifications to existing activities are necessary, while providing staff with a means to hold 

senior leaders accountable for the team’s cohesion and provide feedback safely. 

Recommendation 3: Engage in an intentional pursuit of leadership development at 

Briteweb.  The implications of the lack of any leadership development or model at Briteweb can 

be seen in the findings and conclusions of this study.  Staff members do not have a clear 
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understanding on what the purpose of the existing leadership team is, nor are they aware of a 

specific skillset that allows one to become a member of the leadership team.  With Findings 1 to 

6 indicating that the behaviour of various leadership team members has not consistently aligned 

with the expectations and needs of the staff, resulting in an erosion of trust and confidence in the 

leadership team, it is clear there is need for an intentional approach to leadership development at 

Briteweb – not just at the leadership team level, but across the entire organization.  Leadership is 

not an elite team that one is awarded membership to as a benefit of high performance, but rather 

it is a pursuit of learning and growth and a lifelong practice (Senge, 2006; Harris & Mayo, 2018).  

As discussed in the literature, clearly defined shared and hierarchical leadership are critical for 

team performance, particularly in the remote/virtual environment in which Briteweb operates 

(Hoch & Kozlowski, 2012).  My recommendation is that Briteweb needs to define and 

implement an intentional approach to leadership development for all staff, to ensure that beyond 

job-specific skills, that all employees continue to grow and develop in their careers.  Analysis of 

the findings has allowed me to identify and infer a number of questions that need to be 

addressed: 

- What is leadership at Briteweb?  

- What is the leadership team? 

- What is the leadership team responsible for? 

- How should leaders act at Briteweb? 

- How can I expect leadership team members to support me? 

- How can I lead at Briteweb? 

- What does leadership look like in my role? 
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- What is the path to become a member of the leadership team? 

Given the size of the organization, the team can engage in a number of facilitated group 

activities to come to a consensus on the answers to these questions.  This shared understanding 

will be crucial in the team’s commitment to each other and to the organization’s ability to move 

forward.  As Sinek (2017) aptly summarized, 

Leadership, true leadership, is not the bastion of those who sit at the top.  It is the 

responsibility of anyone who belongs to the group.  Though those with formal rank may 

have authority to work at a greater scale, each of us has a responsibility to keep the Circle 

of Safety strong.  We must all start today to do little things for the good of others… one 

day at a time. (p. 288) 

The implementation of this is crucial, and Briteweb’s resources and experience are 

limited.  To accomplish this, my recommendation is to engage an external leadership coach who 

can support the ongoing execution of leadership development at Briteweb.  Beyond the structure 

and execution of the initial leadership definition activities, those in senior leadership and people 

management positions will require ongoing coaching and support, while it is recommended that 

all staff receive some form of regular and sustainable coaching.  This philosophy was best 

described by Sinek (2017), 

Everything about being a leader is like being a parent.  It is about committing to the well-

being of those in our care and having a willingness to make sacrifices to see their 

interests advanced so that they may carry our banner long after we are gone. (p. 288)  

Organizational leadership development is adaptive change – this initiative will involve 

changing the philosophy and approach of every human at Briteweb, and in many cases, this 
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change will require people to step outside of their existing patterns of behaviour (Quinn, 

Spreitzer & Brown, 2000).  However, we cannot change others without changing ourselves, and 

this is the journey and purpose of leadership development.  While the findings highlighted the 

deficiencies that staff have experienced with the leadership team at Briteweb, the change 

required cannot lie within the leadership team itself.  In fact, each member of the organization 

can be a leader in their own right and become a change agent acting under the Advanced Change 

Theory (ACT) model (Quinn et al., 2000).   

To inform, guide and support the pursuit of a leadership development model, there are a 

number of literary sources that can provide a wealth of knowledge.  Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) 

The Leadership Challenge provides a time-tested and true model for exemplary leadership 

practices.  Brené Brown’s (2019) Dare to Lead, provides a modern underpinning of how to 

maintain our human connections through leadership and how to support and coach team 

members’ growth.  Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee’s (2013) Primal Leadership offers important 

insight into the various leadership styles that leaders must develop the agility to navigate and 

execute, and Nielsen’s (2004) The Myth of Leadership provides valuable perspective on power 

distribution and organizational structure.  Finally, Senge’s (2006) The Fifth Discipline is 

recommended as foundational literature for Briteweb’s leaders to consider, as concepts regarding 

the five disciplines for the creation of a learning organization provide valuable principles from 

which to build a leadership approach.  As the entire organization undergoes leadership 

development and growth, the overall practice of leadership at Briteweb will continue to mature, 

which is the ultimate goal of this recommendation.   
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The Never-ending Pace of Change 

The greatest challenge with academic inquiry is keeping pace with the ongoing change in 

the organization.  At the time the focus group was conducted, I was aware that the following day 

we would be announcing the impending departure of our director of project operations, and that 

this would have a great impact to the team.  What I could not have predicted was our Human 

Resources Manager submitting her resignation that same morning, which required us to 

immediately change course and announce both resignations at the same time.  However, knowing 

that this would be a significant impact to the team’s morale, and that only a few days remained 

until the all-hands team event, the structure of that activity would need to be changed quickly.   

Once I received the anonymized transcript from my inquiry team, I immediately 

reviewed and summarized initial themes so that I could inform our facilitator and redesign the 

morning workshop that had been planned.  When the workshop took place, we participated in 

empathy building instead of strategy and business-focused activities, to great success.  The 

second part of the day was an afternoon workshop reviewing the operations of the business, 

which evolved into an open-hearted group conversation about how the organization was going to 

move forward.  During this discussion, I noted many team members exhibiting vulnerability 

while opening up about their fears and concerns – a behaviour that had not always taken place in 

settings such as this.  As a result, a culture committee was formed, comprimsed of separate 

culture “pods” – small groups who would act as temperature gauges for how culture was 

evolving at the company.  Junior members of the team were taking on more leadership roles and 

were seen taking more ownership, with an overall feeling of optimism throughout the 

organization. 
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Taleb (2012) described the importance of recognizing that in order for organizations to 

evolve, they must necessarily be fragile and exposed to breaking, while Senge (2006) highlighted 

the importance of recognizing and being aware of our mental models.  While the situation 

described above was indeed a complex one, the actions that we took abided by Briteweb’s core 

values, with the outcome ultimately being a positive one.  Communicating with transparency 

about the impending changes resulted in an open and honest dialogue with team members about 

the future of the organization, and gave rise to opportunity to reframe the changes as 

opportunities for growth.  This allowed us to address any existing mental models that were 

predicated on fear and help shift these to a growth-oriented mindset.  While it would have been 

easy to consider these resignations as a sign of the fragility of the organization as a negative 

thing, in fact, they were an indicator that significant growth and change were on the horizon, as 

affirmed months later with the departures of the other senior leaders and staff.  Without this 

“breaking” of the organization and its existing layers, the opportunity to evolve would not have 

been gained, and this recognition and learning will help in dealing with future organizational 

upheavals. 

Organizational Implications 

At the start of this inquiry, my position at Briteweb would have required me to conduct 

formal presentations with the leadership team; however since my promotion in April 2019 to a 

director role; I have been in the unique position of being part of the team that would decide how 

to proceed with the study’s recommendations.  Engagement with the leadership team has been 

ongoing throughout this study, primarily through brief verbal updates during weekly stand-up 

meetings.  As we approached the end of this study, my organizational sponsor is in the process of 
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leaving Briteweb, and I find myself as the sole director-level leader remaining under the CEO.  

Before presenting a summary of the study’s findings, conclusions, and recommendations to the 

entire Briteweb team in March 2020, I will review the same with my sponsor prior to her 

departure and refine as needed.  Briteweb’s current organizational situation precludes any further 

engagement until the completion of the change in ownership, and the hiring of new senior 

leaders.  Throughout the study, I have received positive feedback from all employees, expressing 

gratitude that I was conducting this research at Briteweb, and I am grateful to have received 

unwavering support from the leadership team and CEO on the execution and completion of this 

inquiry.   

A long-term implementation plan of the recommendations will need to be developed with 

the guidance and input of all team members.  However, implementing the recommendations 

without a functioning leadership team will be a significant challenge, with the departure of all 

senior leaders and the pending change in ownership of the company.  Fortunately, clarifying the 

decentralization of authority is already informally underway, as I have taken a temporary leave 

of absence from Briteweb in order to complete this thesis and recover from burnout.  As such, 

the CEO is partially overseeing operations, but the majority of my former responsibilities have 

been distributed amongst the project managers, finance manager and HR and operations 

managers.  Authority is most certainly already decentralized, although the current distribution 

will be reassessed upon my return to work in March 2020; however implementation of the other 

recommendations will require a more comprehensive and detailed plan.  As Burke (2009) noted, 

change efforts are bound to fail without an implementation plan as daily issues will relentlessly 

demand attention, and given Briteweb’s current situation, I believe that we will not be able to 
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create an implementation plan for the recommendations until after the completion of the sale and 

there is a clear foundation and direction for the company.  After the new owner has established 

his role and formal organizational senior leaders have been hired and onboarded, then initiatives 

to implement long-term leadership development can become a higher priority.  As Senge (2006) 

noted, “the harder you push, the harder the system pushes back” (p. 58).  In Briteweb’s current 

environment, with the amount of strain on the current system from departure of key leaders and 

staff, any further push for change would result in additional negative results. 

This inquiry’s data collection was limited to a relatively small sample size, and with 

Briteweb continuing to be a remote/virtual based organization, relevant lessons can be learned 

from research already conducted using larger data sets in the field.  As Briteweb continues to 

grow, the team will be comprised of multiple small, cross-functional teams, as well as the 

potential formation of new departments.  While this inquiry has focused on leadership at the 

broader organizational level, leadership within the smaller teams will need to be considered since 

they are largely self-managed.  Ensuring that the right leaders are placed into the right teams is 

critical for successful virtual collaboration.  Leadership within self-managed teams is crucial as 

leadership processes impact team cognitive and motivational processes, thereby indicating that 

leadership processes and team processes are closely linked (Solansky, 2008; Nemiro, Beyerlein, 

Bradley, & Beyerlein, 2008).  Briteweb will need to consider what approach to intra-team 

leadership it will adopt:  relying on a single leader, or a collective, shared leadership.  With client 

project work, teams may rely primarily on a single leader (such as the project manager), whereas 

at a departmental level, operations may function under a shared sense of leadership.  This 

consideration impacts team motivation and social processes and will also depend largely on the 



BUILDING TRUST AND CONNECTION AT BRITEWEB 99 
 
capabilities and preferences of new leaders that are hired into the company, and the degree to 

which they will adopt Briteweb’s approach.  While not the definitive approach, shared leadership 

bring benefits for all types of teams, by providing team members with confidence, job 

satisfaction and a greater sense of ownership as they are engaged in the “creation and 

maintenance of team processes and objectives” (Solansky, 2008, p. 338).   

As reliance on technology-mediated communications for teams that meet face-to-face and 

are also co-located increases, remote/virtual organizations can face challenges and barriers to 

building and maintaining trust with team members (Schaubroeck & Yu, 2016; Nemiro et al., 

2008).  They noted that these hybrid virtual teams face challenges in cross-boundary 

communication, trust development and the establishment of authority differentiation.  

Schaubroeck and Yu (2016) suggested that increasing the length of time that teams work together 

would have greater benefits related to performance, adaptability, innovation, learning, and 

satisfaction, particularly as reliance on virtual modes of communication increased (p. 640).  

Increased duration working together also provides greater opportunities to build trust and 

improve team processes, both of which are important for virtual team success (Nemiro et al., 

2008).  Briteweb can consider or examine the impacts of increasing the length of time that 

project teams work together so as to increase their overall effectiveness in delivering projects.  

An example of implementing this could be to create delivery teams that maintain the same team 

members across projects.  Regarding authority differentiation within teams, for teams with less 

skilled members, Schaubroeck and Yu (2016) proposed that a high degree of centralized 

authority was crucial for success, whereas teams with highly skilled members benefited from less 
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centralized authority.  In practice, this would find itself in the form of either greater or reduced 

project management and departmental oversight, based on the needs of the team’s members. 

Crucial lessons in creating and maintaining trust in virtual teams can also be gleaned 

from available literature.  Greenberg, Greenberg and Antonucci (2007) noted that while task-

focused or project-based virtual teams are able to develop high initial levels of trust, this type of 

trust tends to be fragile and can be easily lost (p. 327).  Sustaining this trust requires more effort 

with virtual teams due to the infrequency of interactions, short duration of time spent working 

together, and the lack of nonverbal cues due to reliance on virtual communications.  Briteweb 

will need to actively consider how trust development is incorporated into the both the project 

delivery process and overall organization-wide team development.  Formal or structured training 

on how team members can efficiently and proficiently use the various tools for virtual group 

interaction is a key step that Briteweb can also consider incorporating into the onboarding 

process for new team members.  

Furthermore, training in how to adapt in-person behaviours to the “virtual” environment 

is crucial, as team members may not be aware of some in-person behaviours may not translate 

well into virtual forms of communication.  Defining a form of “virtual etiquette” may be crucial 

to ensuring consistent and productive communication across teams (Nemiro et al., 2008).  For 

example, joking or kidding may work well in face-to-face situations, but can result in virtual 

team members feeling offended or disrespected; additionally, setting standards for social 

communications by including a greeting in emails or an instant messaging conversation can have 

a positive impact on trust (Greenberg et al., 2007, p. 329; Bergiel et al., 2008).  Briteweb will 

also need to consider how to balance virtual interactions between task and procedural, ensuring 
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that virtual team interactions also include a component of personal connection development, in 

addition to completion of a specific task (Jarvenpaa, Knoll & Leidner, 2015; Nemiro et al., 

2008).  By spending more time focusing on building trust within and between teams, Briteweb 

may find opportunities to improve overall productivity and quality of output, as the teams 

become higher performing.  

Finally, as Briteweb implements a long-term leadership development model, it will 

continue to need to begin to expand in other team development areas as well.  Given the current 

size of the organization, taking a less formal approach to leadership coaching and development is 

sufficient, but as it continues to grow, a more structured leadership development and mentorship 

program will be required.  This will be to ensure that the organization can scale and continue to 

grow its people.  Taking on this new leadership development path will be a paradigm shift for 

many employees, as they will be forced to consider their personal life goals concurrently with 

organizational needs and career development, and long-term implications of this will be 

continued attrition as employees gain clarity on their priorities and goals.  As such, the scalability 

of the program will be key in ensuring that new joiners can ramp-up quickly and gain a clear 

picture of the organizational culture and expectations.  Each individual will undertake their own 

leadership development journey and take on ownership and accountability to each other, which is 

imperative for action research to be successful (Coghlan & Brannick, 2012; Stringer, 2014). 

Integrative Research, Scholarship, and Contributions to Literature 

The integrity of action research as stated in Chapter One is supported by the integration 

of three levels of inquiry: first, second, and third person (Coghlan, 2007, p. 337).  Insider action 

research (IAR) addresses all three of these levels.  First-person involves engaging in self-learning 
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in action, reflection, engaging in deep self-inquiry, and how one grapples with understanding of 

one’s organization.  Second-person is addressed through collaboration with others and is viewed 

as the primary practice in insider action research (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 7).  Third 

person involves the contribution that the research makes through the dissemination and extension 

of learning and knowledge.  Ideally, the “audience can learn from the first- and second-person 

practice and position itself to actualize what is actionable” (p. 337).  Coghlan (2007) further 

expanded, noting that the knowledge emerging from action research has the capacity to be 

actionable at both the academic and practitioner levels.  “The knowledge and practice that is 

generated comes from research-in-action (third person) that is grounded in individual 

practitioner–researchers’ own learning in action that is both individual (first person) and 

collaborative (second person)” (p. 337). 

Throughout this inquiry project and the first-person research that participants engaged in 

as a result of the focus group dialogue connected participants through self-reflection to facilitate 

the answer to the question, “How do we develop a leadership team that responds to the needs of 

the employees at Briteweb?”  The findings based on the participants’ first- and second-person 

awareness and contributions connected their experiences with leadership at Briteweb to self-

reflection on the very topic of leadership, which has not been openly discussed prior to this 

inquiry.  At the third-person level, this inquiry has facilitated the learning of the reader – a 

member of the community of practice interested in how to develop leadership in remote/virtual 

organizations, which have fast become the norm in our current society. 

While a significant amount of change still awaits Briteweb, with the impending change in 

ownership, new joiners entering roles at all levels of the organization, there is a strong sense of 
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excitement, positivity and anticipation to what lies ahead.  My role in this project post-thesis will 

be to act as a key driver in the long-term implementation of the recommendations, however 

modified as needed in order to suit the post-sale version of Briteweb.  While the period of time 

this inquiry was conducted was indeed a challenging one to endure for all at Briteweb, I am 

optimistic that this organization of which I have become so fond, will find a new purpose and 

way of being.   

Implications for Future Inquiry 

The rate of change throughout the state of this inquiry has left much to continue to be 

further studied.  From the perspective of this inquiry, the response rate for both the online survey 

and number of participants in the focus group were less than desired and as noted in my findings, 

indicative of the level of trust that existed.  It would be very beneficial to revisit these methods 

and work with employees to measure the engagement levels after a few months of trust and 

connection building activities.  If possible, I would like to repeat this very inquiry, with some 

modifications to the online survey, so as to better provide anonymity to participants and observe 

any differences in participation rates. 

At the time of completing this inquiry, the organization is no longer as remote/virtual as it 

was one year ago, with the completed closure of the New York office and consolidation of 

employees in Vancouver.  It is possible that with the change in ownership, the direction and 

purpose of the organization may also change, and while the core values will likely remain the 

same, it is uncertain how this will affect the overall structure of the organization from a 

leadership perspective, and consequently, the overall culture. 
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A potential inquiry project that I had considered prior to deciding on this inquiry was to 

introduce the concept of systems thinking and the learning organization (Senge, 2006) to the 

Briteweb team, and explore how facilitating the education, dialogue and application of systems 

thinking at Briteweb could impact the organization and the individuals that comprise it.  While 

Senge (2006) outlined five disciplines of the learning organization – systems thinking, personal 

mastery, mental models, building shared vision, and team learning – Briteweb has room to 

improve in many, if not all of these areas.  The application of these disciplines across the 

organization could have profound impacts on the way that employees approach their work and 

handle times of crisis.  

Most importantly, this inquiry has provided a taste of what can happen at a modern, 

hybrid remote/virtual organization with a distributed workforce across geographies when the 

underlying foundation required for team performance is not present.  The literature explored 

throughout this inquiry have discussed the implications of the virtual workforce, from challenges 

in developing trust to overall management.  Without sufficient trust, communication, and an 

underpinning defined leadership development model it is not possible to operate as an effective 

virtual team (Bergiel et al., 2008; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014).  We 

know that systems will cause their own behaviours and ultimately behave as designed, and so for 

modern organizations looking to move from traditional co-location to the remote working model, 

ensuring that the required factors for success are present are more important than ever before 

(Meadows, 1982).  At a more macro scale, what the inquiry has illustrated is the complete and 

utter importance of leadership within organizations.  The approach – heroic or post-heroic – is 

largely irrelevant, but the most important fact is that without leaders, organizations cease to 
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function in a meaningful and effective manner, ultimately harming those who comprise the 

organization.  Kouzes and Posner (2017) emphasized that “exemplary leadership is local” (p. 

296).  In their research, Kouzes and Posner found that the top groups of role models for 

leadership were overwhelmingly people whom we know well, know us well, and are close to us 

(p. 297).  They determined that,  

If you’re a manager in an organization, to your direct reports you are the most important 

leader in your organization.  You are their teacher and coach, and more likely than any 

other person… to influence their desire to stay or leave, the trajectory of their careers, 

their ethical behaviour, their ability to perform at their best… and their motivation to 

share the organization’s vision and values.  (p. 298) 

At a broader societal scale, the conclusions of this inquiry could have implications in 

other organizational contexts.  Focusing on developing exemplary leadership practices is 

paramount in ensuring the long-term success of everyone at that organization.  Kouzes and 

Posner (2017) best summarized this, stating that “Everyone… is potentially a role model for 

someone, and this means leadership must be everyone’s business… You have the capacity to 

liberate the leader within everyone” (p. 298). 

Thesis Summary 

With the support of Briteweb’s employees, the research question that I explored in this 

inquiry was “How do we develop a responsive leadership team that responds to the needs of the 

people?”  Through a detailed review of literature regarding remote / virtual team success factors, 

as well as key considerations for developing leadership models in our current leadership context, 

we developed contextual understanding for the inquiry project.  In the first topic, I determined 
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that trust, communication and leadership were critical factors in ensuring remote / virtual team 

performance, while in the latter topic, I determined that while the concepts of heroic and post-

heroic leadership may lead one to attempt to choose between the two dichotomies, that in reality, 

organizations must aspire to develop leaders who are able to fluidly change from one leadership 

style to another, as the context and situation demands. 

By engaging with participants through an anonymous online survey and facilitated focus 

group, we were able to gather and gain an understanding of the experiences that the team has had 

interacting with the leadership team at Briteweb.  This not only allowed the participants to 

openly and honestly share their experiences for the first time, but also enabled us to empathize 

with the experiences of the participants and develop a sense of connection to the community of 

employees that Briteweb is comprised of.  This resulted in the identification of seven key 

findings: 

1. Participants’ descriptions of their experience of leadership at Briteweb is greatly 

varied, ranging from positive to negative. 

2. Participants described examples of where divisions between staff and leadership 

grew, and erosion of trust progressed leading to an environment of fear and secrecy 

stemming from a lack of psychological safety. 

3. Participants described perceiving a sense of entitlement from leadership. 

4. Participants described observations and experiences where the behaviour of members 

of the leadership team negatively impacted team members  

5. Participants expressed a general lack of confidence in the leadership team’s 

capabilities. 
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6. Participants described a lack of clarity in the responsibilities of the leadership team, 

resulting in a perceived imbalance of responsibility amongst the leadership team. 

7. Participants described desired and positive traits of the leadership team. 

These findings supported the following four conclusions: 

1. Team members do not feel there is strong leadership at Briteweb 

2. The emergent leadership model at Briteweb is a hybrid of hierarchical and shared 

leadership, yet lacks fundamental structures and practices to support this approach 

3. Inconsistent and widely ranged behaviour of leadership team members over the years 

has resulted in a lack of trust, leading to a culture of fear and anxiety 

4. The key factors required to operate effectively as a virtual / remote organization are 

lacking at Briteweb 

Combined with the literature review, the findings and conclusions led to three 

recommendations.  These recommendations are: 

1. Clarify the decentralization of authority and power 

2. Create opportunities to build empathy, trust, and connection using tools like team 

agreements 

3. Engage in an intentional pursuit of leadership development at Briteweb 

This chapter closed with a discussion of both the organizational and leadership 

implications if these recommendations were accepted and actioned.  I have also identified the 

intended audiences for this research, contributions to the broader community of practice and a 

discussion of potential areas for future inquiry. 
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The journey that this inquiry project has taken me on is both simple and complex.  

Navigating the inquiry process amidst a relentless flood of organizational change has offered an 

incredible learning opportunity for myself, as the researcher, while offering study participants 

unprecedented opportunities to share their stories – resulting in their empowerment to share and 

speak up more during regular day-to-day work interactions.  As suggested by the study’s 

conclusions, recommendations, and literature, leadership is important – regardless of what 

paradigm, approach or style, and this inquiry has left me – and hopefully you, the reader – 

inspired to continue to pursue the research and development of leadership. 

 

 

 

When we have the courage to walk into our story and own it, 

we get to write the ending. 

(Brown, 2019, p. 240) 
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Appendix A: Online Survey Questions 

Demographics: 
1) Select the option that describes your current status with Briteweb: 

a. Full-time Employee 
b. Former Employee 
c. Networker 

2) Please select the option(s) that describe your work best: 
a. Brand Strategy 
b. Digital Strategy 
c. User Experience Design 
d. User Interface and Visual Design 
e. Developer 
f. Project Management 
g. Other: _______ 

3) Please select the option that best describes your tenure working at or with Briteweb: 
a. Less than 1 year 
b. 1 – 2 years 
c. 3 – 5 years 
d. 5 – 7 years 
e. Longer than 7 years 

 
Leadership & Values: 

4) Describe your best experience of leadership at Briteweb: ______________ 
5) Describe up to 3 values that you feel Briteweb genuinely exercises on a regular basis: 

_____ 
6) Which of Briteweb’s core values do you find people demonstrate the most? 

a. We keep it real 
b. We’re in it together 
c. We’re open-hearted 
d. We’re entrepreneurial 
e. We’re accountable 

7) Which of Briteweb’s core values do you find people demonstrate the least? 
a. We keep it real 
b. We’re in it together 
c. We’re open-hearted 
d. We’re entrepreneurial 
e. We’re accountable 

8) When encountering a scenario where team members are acting out of alignment with core 
values, do you feel empowered to address this behaviour?  

a. Yes: Please elaborate on why you feel empowered. 
b. No: Please elaborate on what barriers you perceive to taking action. 
c. Comments: __________ 
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9) In your experience working at Briteweb, do you feel that you have been empowered to 
demonstrate leadership within your role?  

a. Yes: Please provide additional details 
b. No: Please provide additional details 
c. Comments: __________ 

 
Communication: 

10) Do you feel empowered to communicate both positive and constructive feedback to the 
senior leadership team? 

a. Yes: What are key factors that you believe empower you to freely communicate 
this feedback? 

b. No: What are key barriers you perceive to be in place that prevent you from 
communicating? 

c. Comments: __________ 
11) When you have communicated feedback to senior leadership, have you experienced a 

timely and substantive response? 
a. Yes: Describe the time frame in which you experienced the response 
b. No: Describe how you felt when you did not experience a substantive response 
c. Comments: __________ 

12) Do you feel that you receive clear and direct feedback in your role (both positive & 
constructive)? 

a. Yes: Please provide an example of how that conversation was structured  
b. No: Do you receive feedback on a regular basis? 
c. Comments: __________ 

 
Team Connection: 

13) Do you feel connected to other team members at Briteweb? 
a. Yes: Please provide examples of what you feel fosters this connection 
b. No: Please provide examples of what you feel prevents this connection from 

forming 
c. Comments: __________ 

14) How connected do you feel with the senior leadership team? 
a. Not connected at all 
b. Marginally connected 
c. Neutral 
d. Somewhat connected 
e. Very connected 

15) How frequently do you feel senior leadership engages in activites that help to build trust 
across the team?  

a. Never 
b. Infrequently 
c. Some of the time 
d. Frequently 
e. Very frequently 
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f. What would be an activity that you would like to increase frequency? _________ 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Participant Materials 

Focus Group Facilitator’s Guide 
Location:   2Address redacted here 
Facilitators:   Kristie Hanson, Kristi Merilees, Greg Robins 
Date:    Tuesday, October 29th, 2019 
Time:    5:00pm - 9:00pm PST 
Access Code:   2345633 
Presentation Slides: Thesis Project - Focus Group Presentation 

 
Logistics: 

● The workshop will be held in the 3rd floor boardroom at Location. 
○ The room is large enough that I do not believe a single audio recorder will be 

sufficient, so I’ve provided two. 
○ In the event that there are only 4 or fewer participants, the 2nd floor boardroom 

will be a more intimate space to run the workshop. The presentation setup on the 
television should be identical. 

● By the large television, there will be HDMI plugs with cables hanging out of them. This 
should plug into your laptop and you can set it up as a second screen to run the 
presentation on. 

● Each recorder must be placed at opposite ends of the table, with the microphone facing 
up, on the stands. This will ensure the clearest possible recording. 

● Flipcharts will be posted on opposite ends of the room. Post-it notes & pens in the middle 
of the table to be distributed as needed. 

● Dinner will be ready by 5pm – redacted will be getting the food and setting it up. You’ll 
want to quickly review opt-out procedures, play the welcome video and then everyone 
can dive into the food. 
  

Materials that should be present 
in the room when you arrive: 

❏ Flipcharts 
❏ Post-it notes 
❏ Sharpie markers / Pens 

Materials that you need to bring: 
❏ Laptop + power cord (don’t forget the power cord!) 
❏ USB adapter to allow your laptop to plug into the 

monitor (HDMI) 
❏ Audio recorder x2 
❏ Audio recorder stands x2 
❏ Presentation containing the Survey results and 

instructions for the Focus Group activities 
Wrap Up: 

● All unused materials can be returned to the Briteweb office on the 2nd floor. Yasmeen can 
help with this. 

● For the flipchart outputs, please take photos of these and hold onto the hard copies until 
they have been fully digitized. The images can be saved to the Focus Group materials 
Google Drive folder.  



BUILDING TRUST AND CONNECTION AT BRITEWEB 120 
 

● Greg to take audio recorders to determine which recording is best quality to have 
transcribed.  

● Greg hangs onto the audio recorders until we’re ready to destroy the raw data.  
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Agenda: 
Time Duration Activity Description 

5:00pm – 5:05pm 5 mins Review of 
consent 

● Review the consent form again in detail 
and communicate the opt-out procedure 

5:05pm - 5:35pm 30 mins Dinner ● Dinner / Introductions 

5:35pm – 5:45pm 10 mins Introductions ● Briefly introduce yourself and the other 
inquiry team members 

● Round-table introductions & check-in of 
the participants 

(Can have participants provide 1-word to 
describe their current state) 

5:45pm – 5:55pm 10 mins Overview ● Walkthrough of the purpose, agenda & 
ground rules for the afternoon 

5:55pm – 6:10pm 15 mins Survey ● Presentation of the survey themes 

6:10pm - 6:30pm 20 mins Survey ● Facilitated dialogue about survey themes 

6:30pm - 6:50pm 20 mins 1-2-4-All ● See instructions below 

6:50pm - 7:00pm 10 mins Debrief ● Group discussion & prioritization of key 
activities 

7:00pm - 7:10pm 10 mins Break ● Bio break 

7:10pm - 7:40pm 30 mins TRIZ ● See instructions below 

7:40pm - 7:50pm 10 mins Closing ● A brief closing discussion asking each 
participant to discuss a positive 
takeaway from the session 

8:00pm onwards 15 mins Cleanup ● Inquiry team wraps and cleans up the 
room 
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Activity Guide: 1-2-4-All  
Objective: Generate ideas for how team members want leadership to engage and build 
connection with them. 
 Space Setup: The main focus group will take place in the 3rd floor boardroom at the Suite 
Genius office. Participants can break off into 2 groups at opposite ends of the room. 
Participation: All focus group participants (except for the facilitator and inquiry team members) 
Instructions:  
Duration Description 

5 minutes ● Advance the presentation slides to the first 1-2-4-All activity slide, 
displaying the primary question: “What do you need the senior leaders at 
Briteweb to do in order to engage, build and maintain connection with you?” 

5 minutes ● Individual reflection to generate ideas on post-it notes 

5 minutes ● Working in pairs, generate ideas from self-reflection 

10 minutes ● Share and develop ideas from pairs into foursomes, highlighting similarities 
and differences 

5 minutes ● Each group shares one idea with all 

  
Closing: Facilitator notes the final list of ideas on a single flipchart for reference by the group at 
the front of the room.  
Note: It’s important that the final set of ideas is on a single flipchart at the front of the room, as 
everyone will be referencing them in the second activity! 
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Activity Guide: Making Space with TRIZ  
Objective: Identify counterproductive activities and behaviours to achieving the ideas identified 
in previous activity.   
Space Setup: The main focus group will take place in the 3rd floor boardroom at the Suite 
Genius office. Participants can break off into 2 groups at opposite ends of the room. 
Participation: All focus group participants (except for the facilitator and inquiry team members)  

● For each list item, ask “Is there anything that we are currently doing that in any way, 
shape or form resembles this item?” and create a second list of those counterproductive 
activities/programs/procedures. 

● Go through the items on the second list and decide what first steps will help stop what 
creates undesirable results. 

 
Instructions:  
Duration Description 

1 minutes ● Introduce the idea of TRIZ and identify an unwanted result. If needed, have the 
groups brainstorm and pick the most unwanted result 

8 minutes ● Each group uses 1-2-4-All to make a first list of all it can do to make sure that it 
achieves this most unwanted result 

8 minutes ● Each group uses 1-2-4-All to make a second list of all that it is currently doing 
that resembles items on their first list 

8 minutes ● Each group uses 1-2-4-All to determine for each item on its second list what first 
steps will help it stop this unwanted activity/program/procedure 

5 minutes ● Each group presents their final list back to the larger group 

 
Facilitator’s Guide – Possible Probing Questions: 
1. How do you feel about this data / slide? 
2. What did you think about that survey statistic? 
3. How do you feel that it is reflected in Briteweb’s current team structure? 
4. What problems do you see in considering this result in the survey? 
5. Tell me more about that? 
6. What does this bring up for you? 
7. Tell me about that interaction with the leadership team member – how did it impact your 

willingness to provide feedback? 
8. Tell me about one of your most challenging experiences engaging with the leadership team. 
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Appendix C: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 
Royal Roads University, Zephaniah Wong (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at 
Briteweb to identify the optimal team structure and key supporting factors for my organization’s 
leadership team to consider as the organization continues to grow.  The Student’s credentials with 
Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School 
of Leadership, at (250) 123-4567 x1234 or email Abcdefghi.abcdefgh@RoyalRoads.ca  

 
Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 
may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 
transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 
assist the Student and Briteweb’s change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy 
to confidential inquiry data. 

 
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 
inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 

 
Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

As the potential participants for this study all report directly or indirectly to the Student, 
you, as a neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 
participants, will work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual conflict of 
interest in this study. The requests include: 

• Sending out the letter of invitation to potential participants 
• Receive letters/emails of interest in participation from potential participants 
• Review the survey results and remove any identifying information 
• Implement the logistics for the data-gathering method outlined in the facilitator’s guide 

for the focus group, including contacting the participants about the time and location of 
the focus group, conduct the focus group with the selected participants (without the 
Student’s presence or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol 
and questions outlined int he facilitator’s guide defined by Student 

• Ensuring that the transcripts of the focus group has had all personal identifiers removed 
before the transcripts are turned over to the Student for the data analysis phase of the 
study.  
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• Collect and store consent forms until directed to destroy them 
• Store raw data recordings until directed to destroy them 

 
This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be 

assured they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the 
Student), as this process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to 
participate or simply were not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the 
selection criteria range (they might have been a participant request coming after the number of 
participants sought, for example, interview request number 6 when only 5 participants are 
sought, or focus group request number 10 when up to 9 participants would be selected for a focus 
group). Inquiry Team members asked to take on such 3rd party duties in this study will be under 
the direction of the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as to how this process will 
work, including specific expectations, and the methods to be employed in conducting the 
elements of the inquiry with the Student’s direct reports, and will be given every support possible 
by the Student, except where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants. 

 
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 

disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 
Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. 

 
Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to 

share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with [Your 
name here], the Student. 

 
Statement of Informed Consent: 
 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
 
 
 
 
 

    

Name (Please Print)  Signature  Date 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Consent Form 

Focus Group Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the 
Research Information Letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your 
voluntary and informed consent to participate in this project and have data you contribute used in 
the final report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, 
etc.), provided it is anonymized. 

 
 
Please check the following boxes: 
 

 I consent to the audio recording of the focus group 
 I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the focus group be 

included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed  
 I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated through my 

participation in this focus group be used in this study 
 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group by not sharing 

identifying information about the other participants 
 

 
 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 
Date: _______________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Research Information Letters and Email Invitations 

Research Information Letter – Survey 

Building Trust and Connection with Our People at Briteweb 
 
My name is Zephaniah Wong, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
bcdefghi.abcdefgh@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-123-4567 ext. 1234. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The purpose of this research project is to identify ways in which the team members need senior 
leaders at the organization to engage with them in order to foster greater trust and connection as 
the organization moves through periods of change.  In doing so, I hope to introduce a shift in 
dialogue about what leadership means at all levels of the organization, as well as identify what 
senior leaders need to consider in order to successfully develop trust and connection.  The 
organization that this research is being conducted for is Briteweb, an agency that provides 
strategy, branding and digital web professional services within the social impact sector. 
 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
The research will consist of completing an online survey, which is anticipated to take 
approximately 20 - 30 minutes to complete.  The anticipated questions include some 
demographic information, followed by a series of questions related to your experience in 
working with Briteweb. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 

- Contributing key insights into how leadership teams can better support team members 
- No risks to participation in the survey have been identified, as all data collected will 

be anonymous 
 
Inquiry team 
I will have an Inquiry Team as is common practice for Royal Roads University research projects 
whose job will be to help facilitate participant interactions, planning and implementation of the 
research within the organization, as well as communications, technological assistance and as 
guides to process emerging concepts. Each member’s role is as follows: 
 
1. Greg Robins – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program 

Greg will be helping me administer the electronic survey. He will be responsible for sending 
the invitation that you have received, as well as the initial screening of the survey data to 
ensure that all results are anonymous and do not contain any identifying information, prior to 
my review. To fulfill this duty, he will have access to all of the survey results within the 
survey tool.  
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2. Kristi Merilees – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program  

Kristi completed the engaged leadership project stream in the same program and is familiar 
with much of the literature and research processes. Kristi will be providing me with feedback 
on the initial data analysis of the survey results. 

 
3. Kristie Hanson – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program 

Kristie completed the engaged leadership project stream in the same program and is familiar 
with much of the literature and research processes. Kristie will be providing me with 
feedback on the initial data analysis of the survey results. 

 
 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
At the time of writing, there are no real conflict of interests identified. It may be perceived that I 
am undertaking this research to advance my own position at Briteweb. To address this 
perception, it is important to note that the findings of this research will be equally shared across 
Briteweb and will serve as a tool to inform the leadership team on future actions. I have 
disclosed this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not 
to participate in this study. 
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study.  All information collected will be 
maintained in confidence. All data submitted via survey will be anonymous and non-traceable to 
the participant. All data and documentation will be kept strictly confidential and stored in a 
secure file storage online. Raw data will be stored until whichever comes first: A period of two 
years from the date of collection, or until the project has been approved. Raw data will be 
destroyed once the project has been approved. At no point will data/information identifying 
participants be stored. 
 
The survey tool being used in this research is Survey Gizmo, which stores its data on Canadian 
servers and that information is protected in accordance with Canadian privacy laws.  
 
Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Master of Arts in Leadership, I will be sharing my research findings with current employees at 
Briteweb, to help inform and educate the members of the organization. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
It is possible that due to your existing relationship with either me or Briteweb, you may feel 
compelled to participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to 
participate, and should you choose to do so, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If 
you choose to participate, you are free to withdraw until the point at which you submit your 
responses at the end of the survey. After this point, it will not be possible to remove your 
contributions, as the data being collected in the survey will be done so in an anonymous fashion 
and it will not be possible to identify your individual contributions.  
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Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Zephaniah Wong 
Candidate, M.A. Leadership (2018-1) 
Royal Roads University 
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Research Information Letter – Focus Group 

Building Trust and Connection with Our People at Briteweb 
 
My name is Zephaniah Wong, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 
Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads University can 
be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 
abcdefghi.abcdefgh@RoyalRoads.ca or 250-123-4567 ext. 1234. 
 
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 
The purpose of this research project is to identify ways in which the team members need senior 
leaders at the organization to engage with them in order to foster greater trust and connection as 
the organization moves through periods of change.  In doing so, I hope to introduce a shift in 
dialogue about what leadership means at all levels of the organization, as well as identify what 
senior leaders need to consider in order to successfully develop trust and connection.  The 
organization that this research is being conducted for is Briteweb, an agency that provides 
strategy, branding and digital web professional services within the social impact sector. 

 
Your participation and how information will be collected 
This phase of the research project will consist of participating in a focus group, which is 
anticipated to take approximately 3-4 hours to complete, depending on the length of dialogue 
held by the group. The focus group will involve reviewing the results from the survey conducted 
in the first phase, followed by a number of ideation and discussion activities informed by the 
survey results. 
 
Benefits and risks to participation 

- Contributing key insights into how leadership teams can better support team members 
- No risks to participation in the survey have been identified, as all data collected will 

be anonymous 
 
Inquiry team 
I will have an Inquiry Team as is common practice for Royal Roads University research projects 
whose job will be to help facilitate participant interactions, planning and implementation of the 
research within the organization, as well as communications, technological assistance and as 
guides to process emerging concepts. Each member’s role is as follows: 
 
1. Greg Robins – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program 

Greg will be responsible for sending the invitation that you have received to the focus group 
and will have conducted the initial screening of the survey data to ensure that all results were 
anonymous and did not contain any identifying information, prior to my review. During the 
focus group, Greg will assist with observation, note-taking and facilitation. After the focus 
group, Greg will be responsible for handling the audio recording, communicating with the 
transcriptionist and ensuring that the transcriptions do not contain any identifying 
information. 
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2. Kristi Merilees – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program  

Kristi completed the engaged leadership project stream in the same program and is familiar 
with much of the literature and research processes. Kristi will be supporting as one of two 
focus group facilitators during the second phase of the research project, and will assist in 
presenting the survey results, facilitating group discussion and activities. Additionally, Kristi 
will have access to the raw data from the focus groups and may assist in some degree of 
analysis.  

 
3. Kristie Hanson – Royal Roads University Student in Master of Arts Leadership Program 

Kristie completed the engaged leadership project stream in the same program and is familiar 
with much of the literature and research processes. Kristie will be supporting as one of two 
focus group facilitators during the second phase of the research project, and will assist in 
presenting the survey results, facilitating group discussion and activities. Additionally, Kristie 
will have access to the raw data from the focus groups and may assist in some degree of 
analysis. 

 
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 
At the time of writing, there are no real conflict of interests identified. It may be perceived that I 
am undertaking this research to advance my own position at Briteweb. To address this 
perception, it is important to note that the findings of this research will be equally shared across 
Briteweb and will serve as a tool to inform the leadership team on future actions. I have 
disclosed this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not 
to participate in this study. 
 
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study.  All information collected will be 
maintained in confidence. The focus group discussion will be audio recorded and transcribed into 
a digital transcript, with all identifying participant information removed. To maintain your 
privacy, only my Inquiry Team members will have access to the raw data, and only anonymized 
transcriptions will be made available to me for data analysis. Any hard copies (e.g., flipcharts, 
post-it notes) of data from the focus group will be immediately scanned, with the physical copies 
being destroyed. All data and documentation will be kept strictly confidential and stored in a 
secure file storage online. Raw data will be stored until whichever comes first: A period of two 
years from the date of collection, or until the project has been approved. Raw data will be 
destroyed once the project has been approved. At no point will data/information identifying 
participants be stored. 
 
Sharing results 
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Master of Arts in Leadership, I will be sharing my research findings with current employees at 
Briteweb, to help inform and educate the members of the organization. 
 
Procedure for withdrawing from the study  
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It is possible that due to your existing relationship with either me or Briteweb, you may feel 
compelled to participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to 
participate, and should you choose to do so, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If 
you choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any point prior to the focus group by 
emailing Greg Robins (abcdefghijklmnopqrstuv). In the event that you choose to withdraw 
during the focus group, you may do so by informing any present Inquiry Team member, or 
should you not feel comfortable doing so, you may also leave and send an email to Greg Robins 
(abcdefghijklmnopqrstuv) after your departure. It is important to note that while best efforts will 
be made to remove your contributions, due to the group nature of the focus group, it will not be 
possible to fully remove your contributions, however any contributions that remain will be 
anonymous.  
 
Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Zephaniah Wong 
Candidate, M.A. Leadership (2018-1) 
Royal Roads University 

 

Email Invitation - Survey 

Dear Prospective Participant, 
  
I am contacting you on behalf of Zephaniah Wong, who would like to invite you to be part of a 
research project that he is conducting. This research project is part of the requirement for a 
Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by The 
Office of Research of Royal Roads University and I have been given permission to contact 
potential participants for this purpose. 
  
The purpose of his research project is to identify ways in which team members need senior 
leaders at the organization to engage with them in order to foster greater trust and connection as 
the organization moves through periods of change. In doing so, he hopes to introduce a shift in 
dialogue about what leadership means at all levels of the organization, as well as identify what 
senior leaders need to consider in order to successfully develop trust and connection while 
supporting team members. The organization that this research is being conducted for is Briteweb, 
an agency that provides strategy, branding and digital web professional services within the social 
impact sector. 
  
You were chosen as a prospective participant because you are either a current or former 
employee or Networker at Briteweb. This phase of the project will consist of an electronic survey 
and is estimated to take 30 – 45 minutes to complete depending on the level of feedback you 
provide. The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of 
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the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data 
received will be kept confidential. You can respond to this survey from any computer or mobile 
device and it will remain available for completion until October 14th, 2019. 
  
The attached Research Information Letter contains further information about the study conduct 
and will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. 
Please review this information before responding.  
  
You are not required to participate in this research project. As the identities of individuals are not 
tracked, if you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw until the point you submit your 
results at the end of the survey. After this point, it is not possible to remove your contributions. 
  
I realize that due to your collegial relationship with Zephaniah Wong, you may feel compelled to 
participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate, and 
should you choose to do so, your participation would be entirely voluntary. 
  
Note: This survey will be conducted through the use of Survey Gizmo, an online survey tool 
which stores its data on Canadian servers and upholds privacy standards in accordance with 
Canadian law. 
  
Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent.   
  

• I confirm that I have read the attached Information Letter that provides details of the 
research (Insert Survey Link Here) 

  
Sincerely, 
Greg Robins 
 

Email Invitation – Focus Group 

Dear Prospective Participant, 
  
I am contacting you on behalf of Zephaniah Wong, who would like to invite you to be part of a 
research project that he is conducting. This research project is part of the requirement for a 
Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by The 
Office of Research of Royal Roads University and I have been given permission to contact 
potential participants for this purpose. 
  
The purpose of his research project is to identify ways in which team members need senior 
leaders at the organization to engage with them in order to foster greater trust and connection as 
the organization moves through periods of change.  
  
You were chosen as a prospective participant because you are a current active employee at 
Briteweb. This phase of the project will consist of a voluntary focus group and is estimated to 
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take between 3-4 hours to complete depending on the level of dialogue that occurs. An 
anonymized summary of the focus group discussion will be included in the body of the final 
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data received 
will be kept confidential. The scheduled date for this workshop will be October 29th, 2019, from 
5:00pm – 9:00pm. Dinner and refreshments will be provided for participants. 
  
The attached Research Information Letter contains further information about the study conduct 
and will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. 
Please review this information before responding.  
  
I realize that due to your collegial relationship with Zephaniah Wong, you may feel compelled to 
participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate, and 
should you choose to do so, your participation would be entirely voluntary. Should you decide to 
participate, please complete the attached consent form and reply back to this email with it 
attached by Sunday, October 27th.  
 
  
Sincerely, 
Greg Robins 
 

 

  

 


