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Abstract 

This research focused on answering the primary question: How might Global Energy balance 

training centralization and decentralization to support future leadership development? Using an 

action research engagement methodology, I conducted semistructured individual interviews and 

a facilitated group discussion to gather data. The study identified several underlying polarities 

that challenged collaboration and prevented a core common leadership development process. 

Having no agreed common approach for leadership development encouraged widespread 

variation, and, in some cases, no leadership development support. Final recommendations 

summarized steps to establish a more collaborative process, including identifying and prioritizing 

polarities that dissuade a collaborative leadership development approach involving all centralized 

and decentralized stakeholders, implementing a team learning approach to leadership 

development, leveraging decision making and risk competence as the foundational building 

blocks, and creating a prevailing list of the leadership skills and tools required for Global Energy 

leaders to enhance the foundation of decision making and risk competence. 

Keywords: Action research engagement, polarity, polarity management, leadership, 

learning organization, collaboration, centralized and decentralized, Cynefin framework 
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Executive Summary 

This research focused on understanding what prevents a core common leadership development 
process for Global Energy. Having experienced rapid growth over the last 30 years, this oil and 
gas producer has acquired a rather large geographically dispersed workforce. With employee 
development identified as a critical priority, many centralized and decentralized training teams 
have proactively developed their own leadership programs to support developing leaders. This 
siloed approach has resulted in leadership programs lacking the holistic leadership focus required 
to meet the needs across all business areas. 

Using an action research engagement methodology, the observations, experiences, and 
perspectives of key stakeholders were solicited through semi structured individual interviews and 
a facilitated group discussion. An analysis of the qualitative data gathered revealed five key 
findings: 

1. Many imbalanced polarities exist, highlighting that centralized and decentralized 
training practices are merely a glimpse of a more complex dilemma. 

2. Many silos exist within Global Energy, discouraging collaboration between teams 
reporting to the different business areas. 

3. The connection between leadership development and the organization’s mission 
statement is not consistently understood or applied. 

4. Technical experts struggle to adopt the shift in mindset required to become a novice 
leader. 

5. Unique business unit needs often preclude a single, standardized approach to 
leadership development.  

Based on the findings and relevant literature, I developed the following recommended actions: 

1. Involve all centralized and decentralized stakeholders in identifying and prioritizing 
polarities that dissuade a collaborative leadership development approach. 

2. Implement a team-learning approach to leadership development, leveraging decision 
making and risk competence as the foundational building blocks. 

3. Create a prevailing list of the leadership skills and tools required for Global Energy 
leaders to enhance the foundation of decision making and risk competence. 

I put forward two additional recommendations for future consideration. Although these 
recommendations have materialized because of this research, they are out of scope of this thesis: 

1. To avoid suboptimization, leverage Recommendations 1 to 3 for other work areas 
within the organization. 

2. Leverage the concept of failing safely as a future focus for the whole organization. 
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

Leadership is an elusive concept that is easily recognized yet challenging to define. 

Throughout the centuries, scholars have debated the concept of leadership, settling from time to 

time on an acceptable theory only to have that theory challenged as paradigms shifted and 

different ideas emerged (Dugan, 2017; Jackson & Parry, 2018). Given this ongoing challenge, it 

is not surprising that an organization might struggle to delineate leadership, which might also 

impede leadership development. 

A large oil and gas producer, whom I will refer to as Global Energy (pseudonym), was 

invited to partake in an action-oriented research project to determine what might prevent a 

standard approach to leadership development. This geographically dispersed organization 

consists of multiple worksites created by combining subgroups called business units (BUs), 

working interdependently to meet key production targets. Currently, no common leadership 

development process has been adopted across Global Energy’s worksites or even all BUs within 

one single worksite. As a result, various approaches, or sometimes a total absence, of leadership 

development have persisted. 

Being a relatively young organization, Global Energy was created based on the vision of 

a small group of entrepreneurs. Historically, these Global Energy owners assumed responsibility 

for leadership development by meeting with developing leaders personally. This approach 

ensured all leaders understood the importance of maintaining an entrepreneurial mindset to drive 

excellence through pride and accountability. Over the last 30 years, through the acquisition of 

several new assets, Global Energy has grown from fewer than 50 employees to more than 10,000 

employees. As the company grew, the original leadership development model became 
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increasingly difficult to maintain. Realizing they were not able to continue developing all leaders 

personally, the organization’s top executives hired an external consultant to develop a standard 

leadership program based on their original entrepreneurial vision, mission, and values (D. Wood, 

personal communication, February 4, 2022).1 Vice presidents (VPs) and managers were required 

to attend this training and pass their learning along to the leaders in their areas as a means of 

ensuring a consistent message. As the demands of their day-to-day work prevented them from 

personally assuming this development responsibility, the VPs and managers created BU-specific 

training teams. To supplement and help reinforce this common leadership message, quarterly 

mission statement meetings were also provided for all employees. 

As the organization grew, the need for formal support services such as human resources 

(HR) and information systems (IS) increased. Keeping these support teams centralized ensured 

an efficient, flexible means of providing support to the geographically dispersed worksites. 

Typically considered an HR responsibility (Moldoveanu & Narayandas, 2019), leadership 

development now had more focus and attention than ever before. The centralized HR employee 

development team assumed responsibility for a standard company leadership development 

program. Meanwhile, decentralized BUs also continued to develop customized leadership 

programs intended to address their areas’ specific needs. Identifying one common leadership 

development process for all now became a challenge as a tension between centralized and 

decentralized training teams evolved. 

 
1 All personal communications in this report are used with permission. 
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Recognizing the many diverse leadership development practices already being used 

within the organization, senior management supported this research project and noted 

collaboration could provide a more cohesive solution for all business areas (Thesis Partner, 

personal communication, August 24, 2021). 

In conducting this project, I explored the following principal inquiry question: How 

might Global Energy balance training centralization and decentralization to support future 

leadership development? This main question was supported by four subquestions: 

1. Where do training teams currently focus within this polarity? 

2. What does a well-managed polarity look like? 

3. What are some of the challenges Global Energy might face in managing this polarity? 

4. What strategies can we put in place to manage this polarity well? 

Significance of Inquiry 

Having worked with Global Energy for 14 years in a training capacity, I have seen many 

different leadership development programs come and go. The lack of a standard leadership 

development process and the consistent lack of application for the new leadership concepts 

taught is surprising. In 2020, a Lean Six Sigma Black Belt project completed for one BU’s 

leadership development program showed an average learning retention of only 55% one month 

post workshop (J. Moul, personal communication, August 4, 2021). Leadership development 

programs have aligned with current leadership trends and research, such as the four disciplines of 

execution (McChesney et al., 2012), Level 5 leaders (Collins, 2001), and the seven habits of 

highly effective people (Covey, 2013). Moreover, most participants come with positive attitudes 
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and a willingness to learn; therefore, a lack of adoption of new leadership skills post workshops 

was a concern. 

One of the worksite’s BUs requested a new leadership development program in 2021. 

The BU was experiencing an increase in attrition that they attributed to an absence of leadership 

development (K. Schneider, personal communication, August 24, 2021). As a result, the HR 

employee development team created a new leadership program, offering it as a standard 

leadership development solution. This BU accepted the new HR program happily, having no 

alternative leadership development option. The other BU leaders were not as easily convinced, 

questioning the program’s content or flat out refusing to enrol their leaders. This is a typical 

response from managers based on their team’s time constraints and their preference for a 

decentralized BU leadership development program. 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis 

As a geographically dispersed organization with a centralized corporate management 

team, Global Energy consists of a multifaceted complex organizational structure. While many 

support services such as HR, safety, and IS are efficiently centralized, the actual core business of 

oil and gas production remains the responsibility of the many decentralized worksites. Each 

worksite has multiple BUs, which are independently managed by dedicated BU management 

teams composed of the most senior technical employees who have been gradually promoted to 

assume higher levels of responsibility. Meanwhile, rapid business growth through acquisition has 

continually resulted in varied approaches to operations and encouraged cultural disparity. 

Understanding the importance of a positive unified company culture, Global Energy has 

established a common mission, vision, and set of values that emphasize collaboration. However, 
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the organizational structure establishes many self-sufficient, independently managed business 

groups to encourage an entrepreneurial level of ownership and accountability. 

I invited only one of Global Energy’s worksites to participate in this research. This 

worksite, referred to as Worksite 1, is further broken down into six BUs. Most BUs have a 

decentralized internal operations-specific training team. In addition, one centralized site-wide 

training team and a centralized corporate HR training team support the entire organization. 

Leadership development encompasses the expertise these training teams provide to some degree. 

The HR training team, management teams, and the decentralized training teams have all been 

engaged in creating, delivering, and deploying leadership development processes, either 

concurrently or separately throughout the years. 

Traditionally, when leadership competency has been called into question for one BU, a 

new leadership program has been created to fix the problem. The individual BU involved and 

training team closest to the leadership proficiency gap take charge to identify a solution. Positive 

feedback encourages management to suggest other BUs may benefit from adopting this new 

leadership development approach as a possible standard program. This chain of actions create 

what Senge (2006) referred to as a reinforcing feedback loop, when the BUs not involved in 

creating the newest program resist a ready-made solution that was developed for another group. 

Stroh (2015) explained this vicious cycle of shifting the burden occurs when implementing quick 

fixes to avoid the added time and cost required to develop a more involved fundamental solution. 

At the same time, training team and management fears of failing to satisfy individual BU 

requirements activate what Johnson (1992) labelled a polarity between the standard needs of the 

business as a whole and the custom requirements for each individual BU. The decentralized BUs 



COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 16 

or, as Johnson (1992) would refer to them, tradition bearers, quickly highlight the downsides of 

standardization (i.e., their greatest fears). Cautiously avoiding a program that potentially lacks 

the detail required to add value, tradition bearers use the positive attributes of training 

customization such as a more in-depth knowledge of specific BU requirements to plead their 

case for customization (Johnson, 1992). Meanwhile, the crusaders (Johnson, 1992), or 

centralized training teams, advocate a standardized approach will undoubtedly provide more 

consistent and favourable results, ensuring an alignment across the whole organization. 

Aware of possible imbalanced polarities, research with rather than completing research 

on this organization provided the inclusive framework needed to create the collaboration 

required for successful completion. When conducted properly, action-based research, such as this 

inquiry, provides a means to collect more subtle and significant data, thus creating the basis for 

rigorous and relevant research (Ollila & Yström, 2020). Chen et al. (2022) explained, to achieve 

this, the researcher must identify ways to overcome the separation between the researcher and 

the researched. Keeping this in mind, I invited leaders from all BU training teams and the HR 

training team to participate as representatives for their area in this research project. 

Considering the Royal Roads University thesis timelines, this research was limited to one 

Global Energy worksite, not the entire organization. A proposal to achieve a more collaborative 

approach to future leadership development across all six BUs was an outcome of this research. 

Proof of concept might also become a leveraging opportunity for other worksites or the entire 

organization. 
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Chapter 2: Relevant Literature 

Considering the focus and framing for this research, I explored four domains for the 

literature review: leadership development, interdepartmental collaboration, adult learning, and 

knowledge mobilization. Global Energy has tried many different leadership development 

approaches throughout the years, yet there remains a persistent lack of a standard accepted 

process for the collective community. I focused on leadership development in this literature 

review to determine how Global Energy might balance this responsibility between centralized 

and decentralized training teams. I present the leadership development topic into two categories: 

(a) what leadership is and (b) leadership development considerations. The concept of 

interdepartmental collaboration was explored next; specifically, (a) how might polarities impact 

collaboration and (b) what else might prevent interdepartmental collaboration. I also explored the 

subject of adult learning, as developing leadership competency requires effective employee 

learning practice. Finally, I also sought to gain a better understanding of knowledge mobilization 

to determine the most effective way to share the research information gathered with Global 

Energy’s organization. 

Leadership Development 

Focusing on leadership development for the literature review helped to elucidate what 

was required for this worksite by formulating an awareness of the overall importance of 

leadership and leadership development. I used academic sources to provide a solid foundation 

based on relevant leadership research, initially considering what leadership is and next exploring 

what is required to establish effective leadership development. 
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What Leadership Is 

As a starting point for this inquiry, I sought to establish a baseline understanding of 

leadership. Research has shown a varied and consistently disputed understanding of leadership. 

Leadership has been described as a social relationship or a multidirectional process that involves 

achieving goals by influencing others (Chin et al., 2017; Gigliotti & Shankman, 2021; Otto et al., 

2021). Harrison (2018) defined leadership as a phenomenon observed in all organized human 

groups. Researchers have also described leadership as a science, a field of study that is 

continuously evolving (Avolio et al., 2009; Northouse, 2021). On the other hand, Washbush 

(2005) explained, after many frustrating years of research, he was still no closer to defining 

leadership, suggesting leadership may be a self-serving myth that is free to be defined by any 

individual as they see fit. 

Jackson and Parry (2018) took an entirely different heuristic approach, referencing 

Grint’s (2005, as cited in Jackson & Parry, 2018) framework of leadership as a person, results, a 

position, or a process. Building on this framework, Jackson and Parry created the six Ps of 

leadership from a performance lens. The six Ps captured leadership as an action resulting from a 

position, person, process, performance, place, and purpose. Ultimately defining leadership as “an 

interactive process involving leading and following within a distinctive place to create a 

mutually important identity, purpose, and direction” (Jackson & Parry, 2018, p. 9). While Pfeffer 

(2015) argued leadership is a prominent, popular term, a belief, and a construct that has become 

fundamental for explaining business and organizational performance, insisting that the social 

construct of leadership has been inflated to a lofty status exceeding the limits of scientific 

inquiry. 
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Hunt and Fedynich (2019) insisted leadership is an adaptive behaviour that has been 

evolving with the human psyche over time, aligning it with the Darwinian theory of evolution. 

Hunt and Fedynich proposed leadership might be defined as “being part of a larger system of 

thought and practice that fluidly incorporates evolutionary, transformative, servant and other 

aspects of leadership theories” (p. 26). Providing a more holistic view, Osborn et al. (2002) 

explained, “Leadership is not only the incremental influence of a boss toward subordinates but 

most important it is the collective incremental influence of leaders in and around the system” 

(p. 798). Osborn et al. identified some underlying leadership assumptions as well, including the 

fact that there are a wide variation of organizations and people and that leadership is embedded 

in context, not an individual property, but rather part of a more extensive set of theoretical 

perspectives. Contextual assumptions suggest context is a complex and volatile concept to grasp, 

hierarchy is ubiquitous, and context consists of a relatively stable bureaucracy (Ahmad et al., 

2022; Hastings & Schwarz, 2022). Denis et al. (2012, as cited in McCauley & Palus, 2021) 

defined leadership as “a collective phenomenon that is distributed or shared among different 

people, potentially fluid, and constructed in interaction” (Relational Views of Leadership section, 

para. 1). Similarly, the University of Stavanger Business School (as cited in By, 2021) observed 

three familiar entities being used in an array of arrangements and rearrangements to define what 

leadership is. These entities include leaders, followers, and shared goals, indicating that 

conventional leadership research, theory, and practice focus solely on the role and personal 

persona of the person or leader. 

The array of heuristics used when explaining the evolution of the leadership concept 

speaks to a lack of consensus between scholars. However, several leadership theories can also be 
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chronologically explored (Harrison, 2018). Starting with the great man theory in the early 20th 

century, Harrison (2018) explained how these theories seem to exhibit a bias toward the outlooks 

of the developed world as they continue to evolve, listing authentic and entrepreneurial 

leadership theories as the latest 21st century additions. Taylor (2013) described the evolution of 

leadership in relation to the premodern, modern, and postmodern eras; while these have typically 

been perceived as a more simplistic individual concept, leadership is now starting to be seen as a 

construct involving more complex multilevel interdependencies between individuals and 

organizations. 

In summary, the 20th century produced many leadership definitions and theories that 

have evolved from and perhaps even built upon one another as they became increasingly more 

complex. Nevertheless, a single definition for leadership remains elusive, despite the many 

commonalities shared. The key take-aways from this literature review revolve around leadership 

being an evasive concept that is situationally distinctive, including that leadership (a) lacks a 

standardized or a commonly applied definition; (b) is a dynamic concept, ever evolving and 

changing; (c) is dependent on context; and (d) is a choice. 

Stogdill (1974, as cited in Boerma et al., 2017) agreed, “There are almost as many 

different definitions of leadership as there are people who have tried to define it” (Introduction 

section, para. 1), elaborating that the absence of an agreed-upon definition for leadership can 

create a definitional quagmire in which people often become bogged down. With so many 

varying ideas about leadership, I determined establishing a baseline of what leadership means for 

Global Energy’s specific leadership context and culture would be the best course of action to 

follow when determining how leaders should be developed for this organization. 
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Leadership Development Considerations 

Establishing a leadership development process that is considered acceptable for the entire 

organization has been a challenge for Global Energy. Based on the literature reviewed, Global 

Energy leaders are not alone in this struggle; in fact, leadership development frequently fails to 

meet expectations (Fitzgerald, 2018; Pfeffer, 2015; Snowden et al., 2021). Considerations to help 

avoid known areas of dissatisfaction when creating leadership development identified by the 

literature include (a) having the right people assigned to leadership roles, (b) setting realistic 

expectations, (c) context and making leadership development fit-for-purpose, and (d) leveraging 

learning from failure. 

Before leadership development is initiated, it is essential to ensure that the right people 

have been chosen for leadership roles since, as Manderscheid and Freeman (2012) noted, while a 

change may be inevitable, the transition is optional. Unfortunately, the most widely used method 

for promoting leaders today, the Peter principle (Benson et al., 2019; Farias et al., 2021; 

Fitzgerald, 2018), may not always align with the notion of ensuring that “we get the right people 

on the bus, the right people in the right seats” (Collins, n.d., para. 3; see also Collins, 2001). 

Adhering to the Peter principle when promoting employees results in leadership incompetence as 

employees are expected to perform new leadership tasks that exceed their capabilities (Benson et 

al., 2019; Farias et al., 2021; Fitzgerald, 2018; Manderscheid & Freeman, 2012). Farias et al. 

(2021) suggested this practice often encourages an up-or-out policy, in which organizations 

expect employees to rise to a certain level in a specified period or risk dismissal. Promoting the 

most competent employee into a leadership role based solely on their past technical ability and 

performance is also risky for business success when leadership ability and the desire to lead are 
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not accurately factored in. Fitzgerald (2018) insisted the costs related to this risk are high, 

showing a 7.5% average decline in sales for each subordinate on a newly promoted sales leader’s 

team. Moreover, research suggests leadership is an independent skill or combination of skills that 

support the requirement for dedicated leadership development (Kouzes & Posner, 2017; 

Manderscheid & Freeman, 2012; Senge, 2006). After all, it is estimated that mastering a skill 

takes approximately 10,000 hours or roughly 7 years of practice (Choi & Blankstein, 2021; 

Gladwell, 2011); more specifically, mastering leadership capabilities is considered a lifelong 

journey (Senge, 2006). 

Pfeffer (2015) suggested much of the leadership development currently available is 

ineffective, explaining the highly commercialized leadership development industry primarily 

focuses on providing feel-good experiences. Arguing that modern leadership programs overuse 

inspiration and fables to provide a grandiose vision of what a leader is, Pfeffer insisted these 

tactics create unrealistic leadership expectations that fix nothing and ultimately fail to benefit 

leaders and the organizations they support. Identifying three significant consequences of this 

flawed approach for leadership development, Pfeffer suggested the following:  

1. Cynicism results because a focus on inspiration fails to allow for the consideration of 

any factual leadership insight. Failure to develop tangible leadership insight results in 

leadership development initiatives void of adequate leadership learning opportunities.  

2. A false perception of what leadership is results in many leaders blindly accepting and 

attempting to emulate the false image of a perfectly moral and ethical leader. Such 

leaders subsequently fail in a real-world setting when they are fired or not considered 
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for an advancement opportunity lacking the candour expected in a typical command-

and-control environment. 

3. Leaders set unrealistic expectations for themselves, failing to see that the larger-than-

life leadership image being created is false. In doing so, leaders believe they can 

never measure up, solely considering exemplary leadership examples, which provides 

no room for realistic opportunities for regular people. 

Collectively spending billions of dollars each year, studies have shown that organizations 

are becoming increasingly frustrated as large-scale industry reports 50% of senior leaders believe 

development initiatives are ineffective (Moldoveanu & Narayandas, 2019). Although Phillips et 

al. (2015) agreed there is no silver bullet for leadership development, they pointed out many 

global corporations agree on one common theme: “business linkage and impact” (Ray & 

Learmond, 2013, as cited in Phillips et al., 2015, p. 6). An investigation into developing 

leadership using a US military approach maintained that developing leaders is an area of the 

annual training and development budget that demands the largest allocation of funding, with over 

$15 billion spent in the US alone in 2013 (“Developing Leaders,” 2018). Despite the excessive 

spending, studies reported that more than 60% of leaders described their leadership training as 

inadequate, and 75% of the human resource managers interviewed believe their organization’s 

leadership was below an acceptable standard (“Developing Leaders,” 2018). 

Snowden and Boone (2007) concluded the common assumption that leadership is a one-

size-fits-all skillset is the main contributing factor for ineffective leadership development. 

Snowden and Boone elaborated that a tendency to see the world as ordered and simple prevents 

the realization of the true unordered complexity that impacts a leader’s decision-making ability 
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every day. Snowden et al. (2021) encouraged the consideration of context when developing 

leaders can assist with the effectiveness of leadership development outcomes. It is essential to 

realize the capability of a leader to choose the correct tool or skill for a situation and remain open 

to the idea that their first choice may not be correct. Snowden et al. (2021) insisted the 

foundation for establishing effective leadership is for leaders to acquire a decision-making 

competence based on situational context. 

Finally, learning from personal failure is an unrecognized opportunity (Conklin, 2019) to 

establish more effective leadership development practices. Unfortunately, designing fail-safe 

learning opportunities or safe-to-fail learning experiments is not a widely supported practice for 

adult learning (Argyris, 2019; Conklin, 2019; Snowden et al., 2021). Argyris (2019) asserted 

professionals are often considered subject matter experts since they dedicate a substantial portion 

of their time to one skill. Being proficient at their skill of choice, these professionals rarely 

experience failure and, therefore, never learn to learn from mistakes. Combining this premise 

with the fact that technical experts are typically being promoted into leadership roles begs the 

question, might expert technical employees struggle to accept a novice leader mindset? Vaill 

(1996) supported this idea, suggesting learning is a novice action. Therefore, in our culture of 

achievements and accomplishments, adults find it difficult to accept becoming a beginner when, 

as the technical expert, they feel they are expected to already know what they have not yet 

learned. 

In summary, discerning how Global Energy’s leaders are selected, what the expectations 

are from the leaders chosen, if available leadership development is fit-for-purpose, and whether 

new leaders are willing to accept making mistakes as they develop leadership skills is important. 
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Interdepartmental Collaboration 

Historically, Global Energy has had a strong appreciation for an entrepreneurial approach 

for leadership development, suggesting it should be managed by the individual BUs with some 

support from HR. Having all teams work together to identify a common leadership development 

process would require interdepartmental and interdisciplinary collaboration between the many 

different BUs and other centrally managed support teams. However, despite the organization’s 

mission of “working together,” achieving collaboration between these groups for this purpose 

has not yet been realized. The two research topics considered regarding collaboration included 

how polarities such as, centralization and decentralization of training groups, might impact 

collaboration and what else might prevent effective collaboration between interdepartmental 

groups. 

How Polarities Might Impact Collaboration 

Polarities are interdependent opposites that run in parallel. Even though they are meant to 

exist in unison, they are often treated as problems to be resolved when viewed as an either-or 

situation (Andiron, 2021; Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Glunk & Follini, 2011; Johnson, 1992, 

2015; Johnson & Seidler, 2014). Seeing polarities as either/or options leads to a struggle. As 

Johnson (1992) explained, “The normal movement through the four quadrants [of a polarity 

map] can be pictured as an infinity loop. I call it the polarity two-step” (pp. 9–10). This becomes 

a constant cyclic movement between opposing forces that ensues as entities jump from one side 

of a polarity to the other, rather than managing both in balance. This is similar to the movement 

from centralized to decentralized leadership development practices that Global Energy has 

struggled with. Johnson (1992) concluded collaboration is impossible to achieve when effective 
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management of polarities are not clearly understood and established (see also Glunk & Follini, 

2011; Johnson, 2015; Johnson & Seidler, 2014). Cady (2021) confirmed polarities encourage 

organizational suboptimization, noting that overfocusing on individual needs discourages 

collaboration between teams even when the benefit of focusing on the larger organizational goals 

is obvious. 

Clarke et al. (2008) insisted leadership development is commonly assumed to be an HR 

responsibility. Meanwhile, Global Energy encourages self-management for all BUs, including 

the development of their employees. Therefore, control of Global Energy’s leadership 

development has created an unbalanced polarity between decentralizing and centralizing the 

responsibility for this task. Decentralized training teams follow Global Energy’s entrepreneurial 

management model, assuming responsibility to develop a customized leadership development 

process for their BUs. At the same time, centralized training teams also assume responsibility to 

create a standard leadership development process for the whole organization based on the 

commonly accepted industry standard that training is an HR responsibility. Although both 

groups are focused on creating leadership development for the same audience, they do so 

independently of one another.  

Arets et al. (2016) acknowledged the learning and development profession exploded 

during the 20th century. They explained that during the Middle Ages, apprenticeship was a 

popular means of developing employees, by merging work and learning, senior workers were 

responsible to teach new workers as they learned to perform tasks on the job (Arets et al., 2016). 

The introduction of employee training as a separate support service evolved during the industrial 

revolution to increase productivity for simple, ordered, assembly-line type work tasks, eventually 
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separating working and learning, just as Global Energy centralized and decentralized training 

teams are separate entities. 

The polarity of autonomy and control (Gilbert & Sutherland, 2013; Leslie, 2021; 

Rodríguez-Teruel & Barrio, 2021) was also interesting to examine, given that, historically, 

Global Energy has encouraged autonomy for its many BUs. However, Global Energy’s 

hierarchal organizational structure is better suited for command-and-control management 

practices such as those seen in a military setting. Rodríguez-Teruel and Barrio (2021) explained 

the polarization effects a hierarchical control creates when there is an assumed disparity between 

groups can evoke a secession movement when groups feel self-governance is required for 

equality to be realized. Further, Stroh (2015) explained how complex system structures could 

prevent adopting standard processes when silos discourage collaboration between diverse 

groups. Bento et al. (2020) described how the formation of clusters or silos threatens internal 

cooperation and creates barriers that prevent organizations from achieving their goals. Further 

explaining that these clusters are complex, Bento et al. explained these structures are not solely 

the result of organizational hierarchy but also formed by informal networks that are external and 

unrelated to the reporting structure (see also Henman, 2020). For example, accidental adversaries 

(Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015) can be generated when groups work separately on the same focus 

creating unintended competition. This unintended competition naturally incites polarities 

(Johnson, 1992, 2015; Johnson & Seidler, 2014) and reinforces feedback loops (Bento et al., 

2020; Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015) that are not always readily apparent to those involved but 

instead connected to a mental model they may have created, such as the assumed sole 

responsibility for creation of leadership development practices. Senge (2006) defined mental 
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models as the “deeply held internal images of how the world works, images that limit us to 

familiar ways of thinking and acting” (p. 163). 

In summary, Global Energy’s organizational structure encourages many polarities related 

to leadership development practices, including but not limited to the mix of centralized and 

decentralized group arrangements, autonomy and control, individual and team development as 

well as the structure and flexibility of the overall development process. Realizing that many 

polarities are embedded within this organization reinforces the idea that polarity management 

will undoubtedly be an area worth exploring as Global Energy focuses on a common leadership 

development practice. Manderscheid and Freeman (2012) insisted polarities are even more 

prevalent during times of transition, such as moving from an independent contributor to a 

leadership role, further emphasizing the importance of recognizing and learning to manage this 

change effectively. 

Impacts to Interdepartmental Collaboration 

An array of academic research supported the idea of individual and team factors such as 

mental models, unconscious biases, or paradigms having an impact on interdepartmental 

collaboration (Arnold & Wade, 2015; Bento et al., 2020; Cady, 2021; Evans, 2012; Turnbull, 

2016; Warner et al., 2008). For example, Warner et al. (2008) advocated shared mental models 

are critical to consider when teams attempt to collaborate on operational tasks to avoid 

challenges. Arnold and Wade (2015) emphasized systems thinking is essential for effective 

teams to create a more informed understanding of the complexity of the contextually 

interconnected parts and how they interact and impact one another. Evaluating the impacts of 
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optimizing system leadership practices through simulation, Cady (2021) described eight key 

factors contributing to suboptimization: 

1. Aligning basic systems thinking principles with optimization strategies improve 

outcomes. 

2. Individuals and teams reflexively suboptimize when working across boundaries. 

3. Homogenization is negatively impacted by differentiation causing teams to become 

competitive instead of collaborative. 

4. Individuals identify within the context of their organizational boundaries, 

encouraging a preferred collaboration within teams. 

5. Mental models are more commonly used for decision making than facts and data. 

6. Preference for collaboration within teams prevailed despite understanding the greater 

goal and benefits of collaboration with external teams. 

7. The individual gain is considered above the more holistic gain. As everyone tries to 

optimize individual processes, the overall process suffers, and as a result, no one 

benefits. 

8. Imbalanced polarities, for example, overfocusing on the individual results in 

suboptimization when group needs are not considered. 

On a more discrete level, Turnbull (2016) questioned an individual’s ability to be 

altruistic. Contending that human beings are predisposed to being selfish, she argued a person’s 

unconscious brain is hard-wired to be selective and cautious when working with others instead of 

being open and collaborative. Despite outwardly expressing a desire to improve teamwork, 
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people’s invisible “rules for inclusion” (Turnbull, 2016, p. 2) show up in their actions, and they 

fail to achieve this collaboration. 

The source of control for leadership development has also contributed to a lack of 

interdepartmental collaboration for large global organizations (Clarke et al., 2008; Phillips et al., 

2015). Phillips et al. (2015) suggested a combined effort from local and corporate groups is 

typically more successful than choosing an either-or approach. While this may sound quite 

simple and achievable, Pontefract (2014) argued today’s workplaces tend to have hierarchical 

command-and-control or symmetrical leadership practices solidly ingrained, making this level of 

collaboration impossible to realize. Similarly, Evans (2012) insisted that Darwin’s (2010) 

survival of the fittest theory continues to thrive in most organizational cultures. Evans further 

explained competitive organizational cultures silently reward individualism despite an outward 

acknowledgment of the importance of collaboration. Utilizing a reverse brainstorming 

methodological approach, Evans identified potential barriers to effective organizational 

collaboration, which she subdivided into three separate categories: individual, organizational, 

and technical factors. Individual factors include emotional barriers such as public ridicule, 

personality clashes, mistrust, and lack of courtesy (Evans, 2012). Organizational factors include 

a lack of goals and objectives or vaguely articulated outcomes, a lack of follow-up for 

collaborative issues, creation of a silo mentality, and the role of leadership including too much 

hierarchy, control, and favouritism (Evans, 2012). Technical barriers included focusing more on 

tools than culture and lacking technology. Evans proposed overcoming a lack of effective 

collaboration would require organizations to focus on these three factors and identify ways to 

mitigate them. 
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The expansion of the learning and development discipline triggered larger training 

budgets and more dedicated resources with an emphasis on improving training efficiency, which 

created a separation between working and learning by pulling learning into a classroom 

environment (Arets et al., 2016). A shifting-the-blame reinforcing feedback loop seems possible 

here. Arets et al. (2016) explained that although responsibility for development has been shifted 

to learning and development professionals, most learning occurs while working. In the case of 

failing leadership development, it may become easy to blame the observed ineffectiveness solely 

on the learning and development group creating another barrier to collaboration. 

Adult Learning 

Learning happens naturally for people, whether conscious or unconscious (Arets et al., 

2016; Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008; Bevan & Kipka, 2012; Gitsham, 2012; Sugarman, 1985; 

Vaill, 1996); this exciting consideration suggests learning happens for individuals all the time, as 

they experience the world around them (Baker et al., 2005; Sugarman, 1985; Vaill, 1996). An 

experiential learning approach may benefit the Global Energy leaders, providing them an 

opportunity to gain knowledge and skills in a just-in-time fashion. 

Arets et al. (2016) argued applying a workshop approach to employee development by 

separating it from the day-to-day job may also contribute to the lack of success being 

experienced. These authors provided an overview of the changing approaches to learning 

throughout the decades to explain their 70-20-10 workplace learning model (Arets et al., 2016). 

Referring to the 20th century as the golden age of training, Arets et al. explained how learning 

has become an overly independent entity “left to get on with it” (p. 14). This action of 

establishing a separate training entity is what Arets et al. referred to as a training bubble, 
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essentially resulting in distancing learning from the workplace and pushing it into the classroom. 

An ineffective approach, Arets et al. argued, since approximately 70% of learning happens while 

working and only about 10% happens in a formal learning environment. 

Experiential learning, or learning while working can take many forms, such as 

conversational, entrepreneurial, integrative, problem-based, and action learning, just to name a 

few (Baker et al., 2005; Cunha et al., 2019; Revans, 1991, 2011; Scott, 2017; Vaill, 1996). 

Perhaps the most well-known Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model can be related to all 

forms of experiential learning listed here (Sugarman, 1985). Kolb’s experiential learning model 

portrays learning as a continuous cyclic process consisting of four phases; it begins with a 

concrete experience followed by a moment of reflective observation, after which a period of 

abstract conceptualization provides the opportunity to create new ideas that can be tested in the 

active experimentation phase (Sugarman, 1985). 

The collaborative learning of a group working to resolve real-world problems is known 

as action learning (Revans, 2011). The distinguishing features of this learning model can best be 

summarized by identifying what it is not. Revans (2011) affirmed that action learning should not 

be confused with such things as job shadowing, having an external expert provide a step-by-step 

solution, or providing examples or case-studies to learn from. The lack of a structured approach 

and the application by those closest to the problem differentiates it from traditional learning. 

Conversational learning, which is grounded in the experiential learning theory, can be 

defined as the process of transforming knowledge from collective experiences through 

conversations (Baker et al., 2005). Baker et al. (2005) insisted that, although the words 

conversation and dialogue are often used interchangeably, there are distinct differences worth 
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noting. Dialogue is derived from the Greek word dialectos, with the root being more linked to the 

idea of opposing voices. Conversely, a conversation is less confrontational, representing the act 

of embracing collaborative, contextual interactions. Entrepreneurial learning occurs when an 

individual enthusiastically welcomes new opportunities, enjoying the opportunity to learn from 

them (Rupčić, 2019). Again, grounded in the experiential learning theory, it is a self-directed 

learning process that moves through planning, action, and self-reflection phases. 

Highlighting that professional people feel they are already smart, Argyris (2019) 

suggested these subject matter experts lack the opportunity to learn from failure and continually 

engage in a single loop learning process. Taking a problem-solving approach to all issues is an 

excellent example of single loop learning since known strategies are continually used to achieve 

desired results. Existing mental models create strong paradigms (Senge, 1999, 2006; Stroh, 2015; 

Wile, 2014) that reinforce a belief that the world is simple and ordered (Snowden & Boone, 

2007; Snowden et al., 2021), deterring individuals from questioning alternate realities. This 

inability to see alternate perspectives creates a negative reinforcing feedback loop known as a 

“tragedy of the commons” (Kim, 2016, para. 1), as individuals and groups focus on their success 

resulting in failure for the greater collective (see also Cady, 2021). 

In summary, isolating leadership development to a classroom environment is not the most 

effective course of action for Global Energy in the future. Perhaps another barrier to effective 

collaboration since leadership development should be managed by the business and supported, 

not controlled by the many training teams involved. 
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Knowledge Mobilization 

Mobilizing knowledge within Global Energy was a significant consideration when 

initiating this research to ensure the knowledge gained from this inquiry would be disseminated 

within the organization and not just within the academic community. Historically, academic 

research has been unsuccessful in achieving knowledge dissemination with the larger 

community, and, without awareness, benefits cannot be realized for the partnering organization 

(Cooper et al., 2018; Møller, 2021; Swan et al., 2016). Several considerations were required 

when determining how to mobilize knowledge through research for Global Energy, such as 

developing an effective partnership, establishing engagement, and maintaining these connections 

throughout the research cycle. Developing an effective partnership for this research was critical; 

a partnership is defined as the collaboration of the researcher and the researched to develop a 

better understanding of social problems and their solutions (Coghlan & Shani, 2018). New 

understandings of social problems and their solutions will only result when equity-oriented 

research partnerships are developed based on the creation of relationships of coresponsibility and 

collaboration (Rowell et al., 2017). 

Understanding Global Energy’s ontological, epistemological, and axiological views 

(Moon & Blackman, 2014; Rowell et al., 2017), such as speaking quantitatively, using facts and 

data, or considering every situation as a problem to be solved, was critical. Coleman (2015) 

asserted researchers who engage in action research do so based on their desire to make a 

difference while failing to be “particularly interested in, and sometimes a bit intimidated by the ‘-

ologies’ in academic research” (p. 2). Swan et al. (2016) referred to this as an organization’s 

epistemic fit, which they reported as having a significant impact on knowledge mobilization. 
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Global Energy, like the health care setting Swan et al. described, has complex content containing 

many professional and epistemic communities based on bodies of knowledge. As an example, 

engineers prefer to take a scientific approach to quantify and solve problems as they arise, with a 

need to present facts and data as the dominant epistemic mindset. 

Heuristics, or “rules of thumb” (Snowden et al., 2021, p. 28), are shortcuts embedded in 

all organizations. Heuristics can create a hermeneutical injustice when new concepts that do not 

resonate with dominant members of the partnering organization’s sense of reality are rejected 

(Snowden et al., 2021). Barnes (2022) agreed this heuristic approach of simplifying things when 

analyzing situations to create certainty restricts the opportunity for innovation and creativity in 

what she refers to as the white space between the boxes. 

Determining an approach for implementing research recommendations is encouraged 

(Cooper et al., 2018; Møller, 2021; Swan et al., 2016). After investigating 15 planned 

organizational change models, Barnes (2022) considered the impact of change networks, change 

teams, and individual roles. Most models explored demonstrated individual roles being given 

more prominence, identifying that the managers and leaders are typically held responsible for 

any planned change. That said, in my opinion, Senge’s (1999, 2006) learning organization (LO) 

model (see also Barnes, 2022) seemed to encapsulate the entrepreneurial mindset encouraged by 

this organization’s management model and the action-oriented methodological approach of this 

thesis research best. Alagaraja and Herd (2022) concluded that the learning organization model 

(Senge, 2006) and the Lean model (Voehl, 2014) support one another and recommended further 

research regarding the linkages between the two is required. While both Lean and LO focus on 

facilitating strategic change for organizational improvement, Lean encourages learning to use 



COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 36 

tools that can help improve processes and finances. In contrast, LO focuses on improving an 

organization’s ability to navigate complex, laminal situations through learning (Alagaraja & 

Herd, 2022). 

In summary, the concept of knowledge mobilization has never been previously 

considered in this organization. Knowing this, two important considerations needed to be 

provisioned more effectively: the existing underlying negative reinforcing feedback loops that 

exist within the organization, including the individual mental models that drive them (Senge, 

2006; Snowden et al., 2021; Stroh, 2015), as well as the action research component of 

encouraging change with the people for the people instead of enacting a change to the people 

(Coghlan & Shani, 2018). Having an appreciation for technical expertise, the expectation that 

those with a learning and development role should determine what effective leadership 

development entails is highly likely. The centralized educational specialists are physically 

separated from the actual worksites leaving them oblivious to what a leader’s job entails 

resulting in programs that are provided to rather than created with the intended audience. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

For my thesis research, I used an action research engagement (ARE) methodology 

(Bradbury, 2015; Coghlan, 2019; Rowe et al., 2013). Action research typically consists of three 

main parts: readiness for change, transition zone, and change action (Coghlan, 2019; Rowe et al., 

2013). Since this research focused only on the initial stage of an action research methodological 

approach, namely the readiness for change, it was more fitting to categorize the approach as an 

ARE methodology (Rowe et al., 2013). I created a proposal for change from my research 

findings; however, due to time constraints for the thesis completion, I did not have an 

opportunity to enact any of the potential changes proposed during the thesis time frame, which is 

entirely consistent with the ARE methodology. 

ARE creates a focus of research in action by investigating with rather than for or on a 

group or organization, eliminating the separation of the researcher from the population and 

improving overall success by inviting unity, collaboration, and adoption (Bradbury & Reason, 

2003; Coghlan & Shani, 2018; Rowe et al., 2013; Ollila & Yström, 2020). 

Coghlan (2019) highlighted, as an insider, the researcher must learn how to engage 

communities of inquiry while balancing their role duality, since engagement is critical for 

research success. Being an insider, I first took time to understand how to engage key 

stakeholders, given that, as highlighted in Chapter 1, I considered engagement to be my greatest 

challenge. I achieved this engagement by utilizing an appreciative stance. Cooperrider and 

Whitney (2005) asserted an inside-out approach to change, one that showed an appreciation for 

all the positives that currently exist, rather than treating the change as a problem to be solved, 

would be a far more effective way to achieve stakeholder engagement. Ensuring all BUs within 
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Global Energy’s worksite were represented was important for stakeholder engagement; as such, I 

employed a purposeful sampling method (Saldaña, & Omasta, 2018) by inviting leaders from all 

BUs to participate. 

Using an action research approach allowed me to develop a better understanding of 

Global Energy’s epistemological perspectives regarding leadership development through 

conversations. Ochs (1996, as cited in Zuczkowski et al., 2017) defined epistemic stance as 

“knowledge or belief vis-à-vis some focus of concern, including degrees of certainty or 

knowledge, degrees of commitment to truth of propositions, and sources of knowledge among 

other epistemic qualities” (p. 410). Epistemic stance has been identified as an important 

consideration for leadership development and practice within all contexts (Ansari et al., 2010; 

McGivern et al., n.d.; Swan et al., 2016); therefore, I focused on understanding if Global Energy 

might have a unique epistemic stance regarding their leadership development.  

I quickly identified that Global Energy took a mainly positivist approach to problem 

solving, which relies heavily on quantitative analysis (Kang & Evans, 2020). This positivist 

approach was evident in the organization’s reliance on facts and data to make informed business 

related decisions. Kang and Evans (2020) asserted qualitative and quantitative methods are 

distinct ontologies and epistemologies that manifest diametrically opposed approaches and tend 

to negatively impact collaboration. Taking a constructivist interpretivist approach for this 

research, therefore, presented a potential dilemma. In constructivist approaches, human 

interaction is essential for true understanding and interpretation, implying that this understanding 

is subjectively unique and personal (Saldaña, & Omasta, 2018); I consider leadership to be an 
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emergent dynamic social phenomenon constructed through idiosyncratic perceptions and 

experiences, which a purely positivist approach would fail to accurately evaluate.  

The potential imbalanced polarity between my qualitative approach for research analysis 

and Global Energy’s quantitative approach was a concern that I paid close attention to 

throughout this inquiry. Being cognizant of the possible quick rejection of any research findings 

I might present, I openly discussed this with my partner asking for his advice in balancing this 

risk. This proactive awareness helped to inform my research process by creating the realization 

that some quantification would be required to engage my audience. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data collection methods, or “how” (Saldaña, & Omasta, 2018, p. 416) I gathered 

information for this research required careful consideration. Saldaña and Omasta suggested many 

factors impact what methods to use and why one would be a better choice than others, such as 

access to participants, number of participants, and nature of the inquiry. Intent on determining 

what Global Energy’s unique epistemic stance was regarding leadership development, I used two 

qualitative data collection methods including semistructured individual interviews and one 

facilitated group discussion. Using these two methods allowed me an opportunity to invite 

participant engagement as I inquired about their experience, ideas, and beliefs. Before initiating 

research, I sent participants a research information letter (Appendix A) via email and a letter of 

consent to review, sign and return to me via email prior to the start of each data collection 

activity (Appendices B and C). 
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Semistructured Individual Interviews 

I initially conducted individual semistructured interviews with 21 participants, as outlined 

in Table 1. Just as Farrelly (2013) suggested, the semistructured interviews provided a flexible 

environment that encouraged individual reflective and personal responses while also providing 

opportunities to expose more detail than I had originally considered. As flexible as 

semistructured interviews may be, there was still a requirement to carefully consider and assess 

the questions that would be used prior to actual application (Wholey et al., 2010). Whitney 

(2013) reported the questions researchers use are directly correlated to the outcomes generated 

from their conversations. I drafted four interview questions (Appendix D), which I pilot tested 

several times with members from my inquiry team prior to finalizing and conducting the actual 

interviews. Pilot testing lasted 2 weeks, providing the inquiry team members multiple 

opportunities to review and suggest changes. Each week we would meet for approximately 1 

hour to revise the questions as a team based on suggestions made. After each revision, I invited 

individual inquiry team members to join me for a mock interview session using the Cisco 

Systems WebEx video recording to mimic an actual interview. As a result of the pilot testing, I 

reduced the number of interview questions from eight to four. These four questions focused on 

defining what leadership development means for Global Energy, how these leaders have been 

developed, and how centralized and decentralized leadership development might be able to be 

balanced. 

Using these semistructured individual interviews, I was encouraged by the detailed 

answers I was able to elicit for my first four thesis subquestions, which aligned with research 

findings outlined in the literature:  
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1. Where do training teams currently focus within this polarity? 

2. What does a well-managed polarity look like? 

3. What are some of the challenges Global Energy might face in managing this polarity? 

4. What strategies can we put in place to manage this polarity well?  

I invited participation from each BU, including the management teams, to capture any 

common ideas, which I then used to help define leadership specific to Global Energy. These 

common ideas also helped to identify leadership competencies that were core to all groups. The 

data collected provided a clearer picture of this worksite’s learning preferences. Analyzing the 

data provided through a 70-20-10 learning preference lens, I considered the suggested ratio of 

70% of learning being individual, 20% being social, and finally 10% being formal (Arets et al., 

2016), which created a clearer picture regarding how naturally occurring learning preferences are 

aligned for this worksite. The preference for individual learning through experience was clear, as 

all participants identified this as the primary way they had learned to lead, just as Arets et al. 

(2016) suggested in their 70-20-10 learning model, which indicated 70% of learning comes from 

experience, experiment, and reflection. 

Table 1 

Engagement Methods 

Engagement 
Method BU Participants 

No. of 
Participants Schedule Outcomes 

Semistructured 
individual 
interviews 

1 Management 
team member 
per BU & HR 

21 1 hour per 
interview 

Total 20 
hours 

Define what it means to be a 
leader in Global Energy and in 
each BU 

Discover how leaders in Global 
Energy have learned to lead 

1 Front-line 
leader per BU & 

HR 
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1 Vice president 
per BU & HR  Identify possible barriers to 

successful collaboration 

Facilitated 
group method 

The training 
leader for all 6 
BUs and 2 HR 
training group 
representatives  

8 4-hour group 
session 
using 

liberating 
structures,  
1-2-4-All  

Create an understanding 
regarding barriers to 
collaboration 

Map standardized & 
customized polarity 

Create a polarity management 
agreement 

Proposed approach for future 
core common approach to 
leadership development 

Note. BU = Business Unit; HR = Human Resources. 

Facilitated Group Discussions 

Brown and Issacs (2005) suggested ideas for the future emerge through people’s 

conversations, specifically in relation to the large group method they called world café. Using 

this idea of power through conversations, I finalized my data collection using the liberating 

structures group method 1-2-4-all (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 2014). This facilitated group 

discussion created an inviting environment that encouraged group sharing of information 

regarding leadership development processes, as presented in Table 1. I used this group method to 

invite perspectives from all six BU training leaders (see Table 1) encouraging new and exciting 

recommendations for a future core common leadership development process as planned. This 

facilitated group activity focused specifically on my subquestions:  

1. Where do training teams currently focus within this polarity? 

2. What does a well-managed polarity look like? 

3. What are some of the challenges Global Energy might face in managing this polarity? 

4. What strategies can we put in place to manage this polarity well? 
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The facilitated group discussion started with a presentation to summarize my analysis of 

the semistructured individual interview data, followed by an introduction to the concept of 

polarities and polarity management. After the presentation, I utilized a series of group 

discussions with the participants to help them learn experientially as they discussed the polarity 

concept multiple times starting by individually reflecting on it, and then by sequentially larger 

group discussions until the group came together again for the final report out. As a whole group, 

the participants were asked to complete a polarity mapping exercise (Appendix E) for the 

training centralization and training decentralization polarity in relation to leadership 

development. 

During the full group sharing portion of this activity, I invited the whole group to 

consider other polarities that could exist and briefly discuss how these polarities might also be 

creating accidental adversaries. Once group members demonstrated an awareness of how these 

polarities might be creating a potential roadblock for collaboration through discussion and the 

creation of the polarity map, I invited them to share any additional ideas they might have to 

encourage collaboration for future leadership development. An outline of the agenda used for 

these facilitated group discussions can be found in Appendix F. 

I began my capstone project in November 2021 and completed the data collection and 

analysis by the end of April 2022. The literature review was an ongoing process, as I learned 

much from the research activities and returned to the literature to further explore these subjects. 

Project Participants 

At the time of this research, Global Energy had over 10,000 employees globally, which 

was much too large for my thesis research focus, given my research timeline. Therefore, I chose 
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to work with one worksite, with approximately 5,000 employees. The worksite I focused on 

consisted of six smaller BUs; each BU provided approximately 25–30 possible employees who 

fit the participant criteria outlined in Table 1. The centralized HR group was also included for 

my research despite their corporate location being approximately 650 km south of this worksite. 

The HR group consists of approximately 200 people with approximately 25–30 employees who 

fit the participant inclusion criteria as outlined in Table 1. Considering this diversity, I used a 

purposeful sampling approach (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) to ensure the participants selected met 

the selection criteria. 

I selected inquiry team members to support the research activities, inviting one training 

group member to participate to represent their respective BU. I also invited two HR advisors to 

take part in the inquiry team activities to act as neutral parties in the event any potential conflict 

of interest situations arose regarding my position as both researcher and employee that required 

an alternative interviewer be provided. Once the inquiry team had been selected, I worked with 

them to randomly select interview participants. Prior to assisting in my inquiry, all inquiry team 

members signed an inquiry team member agreement (Appendix G). 

Initially, I created a list of all BU employees who fit the participant criteria for my 

research, as outlined in Table 1, and put the names in 14 different envelopes. This provided a 

way to randomize the selection of all leaders and managers to avoid any unintended bias. There 

were two envelopes for HR and two envelopes for each of the six BUs. I labelled the envelopes 

as follows: ‘business area’ followed by ‘role’ to separate leaders and managers; as an example, 

each BU had two envelopes that contained names of possible participants, including Envelope 1 

BU#1–Leaders and Envelope 2 BU#1–Managers. I chose to invite all area VPs based on this 
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being the sole position within each BU. I then asked an inquiry team member to select one name 

from each envelope, without looking, to identify the 14 leaders and managers who would be 

invited to participate. From the names selected, I invited a total of 21 individuals to participate in 

the semistructured individual interviews. These 21 participants included one front-line leader, 

one VP, and one manager from each of the six BUs and HR. The majority of those invited 

responded positively; however, four individuals were unable to attend. When an individual 

declined participation, I asked an inquiry team member to select another name from the envelope 

that this participant had been initially chosen from. The participants selected through this second 

round of invitations did elect to participate. 

Finally, after completing a thematic analysis of the interview data, I conducted a 

facilitated group discussion, in which I provided the participants with a summary of the data 

analysis findings and invited their thoughts and feedback. The feedback they provided was again 

recorded and thematically analyzed. This large group method included participants, as outlined 

in Table 1. I regularly updated my project partner regarding research progress such as the 

number of interviews completed as well as completion of the facilitated group discussion. 

However, my partner was not included for the working group session to avoid power-over 

ethical concerns (see Table 1 Engagement Methods for further information). 

Study Conduct 

Once I obtained the required ethics approval, I met with my inquiry team to provide an 

overview of the research plan and requested their support for participant recruitment. With their 

support, I randomly selected the 21 participants by pulling names from envelopes as described in 

the previous section to maintain a consistent approach to participant selection. I pilot tested my 
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interview questions (as outlined above) to ensure they were clear and succinct to avoid 

unintentionally introducing participant fatigue, which may have resulted in failure to gather the 

key information required. Pilot testing each method to ensure they successfully generated data 

pertinent to my research questions was an important step. 

Once identified, I ensured interview participants were notified via email of their random 

selection to participate in this research focused on collaboration of leadership development 

(Appendix A) inviting them to take part. I sent the invitation to each participant, including a link 

to the organization’s web-based telecommunications platform. I asked participants to review and 

sign the letter of informed consent (Appendices B and C) prior to commencing the 

semistructured individual interviews. 

I conducted individual interviews remotely, as per coronavirus pandemic protocols, using 

the organization’s web-based telecommunications platform to facilitate and record the 

conversation. At the beginning of each interview, I introduced myself and once again provided a 

summary of the research focus. I ensured I had received a signed copy of the informed consent 

prior to starting the recording and initiating the interview questions. I captured the session using 

both audio as well as video recording to ensure accuracy, and I asked participants if they were 

comfortable to start recording prior to initiating that step. Once the recording had started, the 

interview proceeded with me asking the predetermined interview questions (Appendix D). Once 

all interviews were completed, I transcribed the recorded conversations verbatim into text. 

Saldaña and Omasta (2018) encouraged the use of verbatim transcription to ensure notes are 

sufficiently thorough to provide details such as emotional reactions and pauses in conversation. 

Using the verbatim text in combination with the Cisco Systems WebEx video recording, I 
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experienced what Saldaña and Omasta (2018) referred to as rich opportunities for reflection and 

more careful analysis. 

The facilitated group discussion participants included training leaders from each BU as 

well as the HR team. I followed the same invitation strategy as outlined above for the interviews, 

ensuring all participants received a research information letter (Appendix A) and a letter of 

consent specifically for the facilitated group discussion activities (Appendix C). Again, the 

communication was conducted through email, and I requested participants return the signed 

consent forms via email. 

I completed the facilitated group discussion activities in March 2022 and shared the 

thematic analysis summary in a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation with my primary partner. I 

conducted the facilitated group discussion via Global Energy’s web-based telecommunications 

platform, and again I recorded the session for reference after the group discussion had concluded. 

The activities took 4 hours to complete and followed the agenda as outlined in Appendix F. Once 

complete, I used the ideas generated to finalize my analysis and prepare a proposal for Global 

Energy to consider when developing a core common approach to leadership development in the 

future for this worksite. 

I securely stored all data captured for this research in a password-protected folder on my 

home computer. I also informed participants the research files would be destroyed once all thesis 

requirements had been satisfactorily completed. 

Data Analysis and Trustworthiness 

Data analysis and trustworthiness is imperative for a research project to be successful 

(Flick, 2018; Nowell et al., 2017). Credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 
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are the four most important considerations when looking to instill trustworthiness of qualitative 

data analysis (Nowell et. al, 2017). Flick (2018) encouraged the use of triangulation to achieve 

data validity and trustworthiness. Defining triangulation as the use of multiple methodologies to 

study the same phenomenon, Flick (2018) provided a summary of the four possible ways 

triangulation might be achieved. First, by identifying multiple perspectives, the researcher could 

ensure the central hypothesis is challenged by examining the data in parallel against these 

varying perspectives, which Flick (2018) referred to as theoretical triangulation. A second way 

triangulation might be achieved is to have multiple interviewers involved for data collection to 

avoid or reduce any potential individual research bias otherwise known as investigator 

triangulation (Flick, 2018). The third approach includes using diverse sources of data also called 

data triangulation (Flick, 2018). Finally, the fourth approach or methodological triangulation is 

said to be the most common (Flick, 2018). This approach uses a within-method or between-

method approach for data validation. 

For my research, I applied a combination of theoretical and data triangulation using a 

within-method approach (Flick, 2018). Conducting interviews and facilitated group discussions, 

I compared the data provided to determine if there was a consistency between what is common 

or episodic knowledge regarding leadership development and what is experienced or semantic 

knowledge (Flick, 2018). My questions were preplanned and intentional to ensure I achieved this 

level of triangulation. As an example, by analyzing the difference between a participant’s 

description of their leadership journey, how they would prefer to gain leadership skills, and how 

they have developed their current leadership skills, I aimed to demonstrate credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 
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In addition, to ensure data validity and trustworthiness, I engaged three dissimilar 

leadership sources for data collection, which also supported the idea of triangulation (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2018). The three leadership sources I used included front-line leaders, managers, and 

VPs. These three dissimilar leadership sources were further categorized by discipline: 

engineering, operations, maintenance, and support groups. I used the same approach for the 

facilitated group discussion. I recorded the interviews and transcribed the recorded conversations 

into text verbatim. Once I had a verbatim transcript for each interview, I then reread these 

multiple times as I also reviewed the Cisco Systems WebEx video recording, seeking out 

patterns of action, emotion, or other nonverbal cues that might be of significance (Flick, 2018; 

Saldaña, & Omasta, 2018). Next, I condensed the script to reduce the length by removing 

extraneous and tangential components (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). After the interview 

condensation was completed, I broke the script into stanzas to code according to the participant’s 

own language, which Saldaña and Omasta referred to as NVivo coding, looking for common 

themes. Throughout this process I remained aware that the accuracy of the recording 

transcription was extremely important, since changing even a single word could alter the data 

inquiry outcomes. 

The data collected from the facilitated group discussions were recorded and the 

participants were asked to document any thoughts they felt were of importance and send these 

thoughts to me after the group discussion was complete to ensure their ideas were captured 

accurately. While in the smaller groups, as part of Lipmanowicz and McCandless (2014) 1-2-4-

All liberating structures activity explained above, participants were also asked to summarize 

their group ideas and share them with all the participants at the end. The data were also used 
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when creating the final proposal for Global Energy to consider when creating a core common 

approach to leadership development. 

Ethical Implications 

From an ethical standpoint, it was important for me to be aware of any personal 

assumptions, perceptions, and biases requiring mitigation prior to starting this research. Next, 

completing an ethics review on time ensured no unintended harm would be caused by the 

research planned. 

Being an insider, I understood the cultural contexts and internal processes involved. 

Although this position provided advantages, there were possible ethical implications that I 

remained aware of. My dual role as a researcher and employee had the potential to be seen as a 

conflict of interest. I was transparent with my partner regarding my intent to help improve an 

organizational process while I completed the thesis research, providing him an opportunity to 

identify any additional ethical assurance practices required by the organization. As an insider 

(training lead), a conflict of interest was possible if the other BUs questioned my possible 

intentions and favouring my BU’s interests above all others. Although this concern did not 

materialize, I did discuss possible mitigation strategies with my thesis supervisor prior to 

starting. 

According to the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS2), even the most well-intentioned 

research can cause unintended harm (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). As a 

result, considering the ethical implications for this research was crucial prior to the start of my 

research. The TCPS2 identified three core principles that highlight the foundational concept of 
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value for the respect of human dignity; these include respect for persons, concern for welfare, 

and justice. 

Considering respect and autonomy for all participants, I provided detailed information 

regarding this research including all potential risks and benefits. This information was 

summarized in a research information letter (Appendix A) for all participants to review prior to 

participating. After being informed of the details, I provided them a consent form to complete on 

a voluntary basis (Appendices B and C). 

I ensured participants’ welfare was protected by offering them an opportunity to 

withdraw. I provided an explanation of this withdrawal process in clear, concise, and simple 

language. I also ensured the participants were in a comfortable environment by paying close 

attention to their body language and other nonverbal cues for signs of distress and discomfort 

during each session. I respected time by ensuring the conversation remained on topic, with each 

session beginning and ending as scheduled. My plan to ensure confidentiality and anonymity was 

also outlined in participants' research information letter (Appendix A). 

Adhering to the principle of justice, I ensured equity and fairness for all. I asked all 

participants the exact same questions, in the same order and format. I gave each participant an 

equal amount of time for the interview and/or facilitated group discussion contribution. All 

participants were provided the same research information letter (Appendix A) and the same letter 

of consent depending on activity (Appendices B and C). 

Inquiry Outputs 

This ARE research has satisfied the requirements for my Master of Arts in Leadership 

degree. One output of this research is a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation that will be shared 
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with my partner, the partnering organization, the inquiry team, and all other research participants 

(see Appendix H). Additionally, some suggestions for possible further research and follow-up 

activity are included in the presentation to support the continuous improvement mindset 

prevalent throughout the partnering organization. 

To support the actioning of recommendations proposed by this research, I have been 

asked to continue supporting my partner. This support includes meeting with him every other 

week to assist him with the coordination of a plan to achieve the desired results for improved 

leadership outlined in the recommendations provided. 

Contribution and Application 

Having this opportunity to explore how complex system structures and polarities can 

unintentionally discourage and encourage collaboration has been extremely beneficial. Firstly, it 

has been beneficial to me personally, as I focus on mastering the six Master of Arts in 

Leadership program competencies. Secondly, it has proven beneficial for my partner and my 

partnering organization as they became aware of the obstructions to collaboration identified 

occurring because of the centralization and decentralization of teams. Improved 

intraorganizational synergy and interdisciplinary team development has been the result of this 

new awareness. 

Additionally, this research encouraged more clearly defined responsibilities for leaders 

and a whole team development approach for succession planning. The importance of helping 

leaders distinguish between ordered and unordered situations will help them improve their 

decision-making skills (Snowden et al., 2021). The realization that creating safe-to-fail 

opportunities will shift the current blame mindset to one of accountability (Conklin, 2019). This 
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in turn will encourage the creation of a learning organization in which leaders take charge of 

their team’s development and safety is improved through engagement. 

Finally, my research will support future research focused on exposing the unrealistic 

expectations society has created for leaders and encourage more supportive and acceptable 

practices for leadership development that can help set leaders up to succeed in real-world 

situations. 
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

The findings and conclusions derived from data analysis to address the thesis research 

questions are outlined in this chapter. I undertook this inquiry in an effort to answer the primary 

research question: How might Global Energy balance training centralization and decentralization 

to support future leadership development? This inquiry was supported by four sub questions: 

1. Where do training teams currently focus within this polarity? 

2. What does a well-managed polarity look like? 

3. What are some of the challenges Global Energy might face in managing this polarity? 

4. What strategies can we put in place to manage this polarity well? 

Completing 21 semistructured interviews and one facilitated group discussion provided 

me with an opportunity to gather thoughts and ideas related to leadership development directly 

from the employees involved. Using Cisco Systems WebEx to record the interviews and 

facilitate group discussion conversations, I produced written scripts of participants’ spoken 

words. Simultaneously listening to recordings and reading the interview text provided an 

opportunity to correct any mistakes the software may have made when converting the audio into 

written words. Member-checking allowed participants to review and change their responses 

before the data analysis. A software program called Atlas.ti (Scientific Software Development, 

2022) helped to organize the NVivo (QSR International, 2020) coding process used for all data 

collected. NVivo coding was used to ensure the ideas participants shared were not inadvertently 

changed by paraphrasing. Saldaña (2021) emphasized the importance of using the actual 

participant language. 
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I identified 27 codes from the words and phrases that seemed to stand out because they 

were commonly emphasized ideas throughout all transcripts (see Table 2). Data saturation 

occurred after the 16th transcript, as no new ideas surfaced, with only repetitive codes observed 

in the balance of the interviews; the analysis of all remaining transcripts ensured equal 

representation for all BUs. Reviewing and reflecting on these repeated codes through 

conversations with the inquiry team members, partner, and the thesis committee helped reveal 

several themes later framed as the research findings. 

Table 2 

Common Themes and Codes 

Common Themes Codes 

Imbalanced Polarities Centralized/Decentralized 

Autonomy/Control 

Production/Safety 

Efficiency/Effectiveness 

Standardization/Customization 

Corporate Mission Statement not 
consistently linked to Leadership 

Acknowledged Mission Statement and Leadership 
connection 

No Acknowledgement of Mission Statement and 
Leadership connection 

Technical Expertise takes 
precedence over Leadership Skills 

Leadership development considered a requirement for 
new leaders only 

Leading = directing work tasks 

Promotion to leadership = recognition for high 
performing technical experts 

Technical expertise ensures leadership capability 

Best technical worker = best future leader 
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Common Themes Codes 

Silos discourage collaboration Focus only on what you can control 

Focusing on what you cannot control is a waste of time 

Lack of communication between corporate groups and 
worksites 

Difficult to get agreement between business 
units/worksites/corporate groups 

Focus on unique business unit needs/requirements 

Leadership development = 
leadership training 

Leadership programs/workshops are required to develop 
leadership skills 

Leaders fail to take responsibility for developing future 
leaders 

L&D groups try to control leadership development  

Mistakes are not consistently leveraged as a 
developmental opportunity 

Best practices are the default where leaders fail to 
consider situational complexity 

Leadership development is separate from everyday work 

 

Throughout this chapter, I attribute the ideas shared during the individual interviews to 

the actual participant who provided them. To ensure participants remain anonymous, I have used 

the participant codes P1 through to P21 for interview participants, and I used the code FG to 

identify an idea shared during the facilitated group discussion activity. 

Research Findings 

Based on the data gathered from the interviews and group session, I derived five research 

findings: 

1. There are many imbalanced polarities, highlighting that centralized and decentralized 

training practices are merely a glimpse of the more complex dilemma. 
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2. Many silos exist within Global Energy, discouraging collaboration between teams 

reporting to the different business areas. 

3.  The connection between leadership development and the organization’s mission 

statement is not consistently understood or applied. 

4. Technical experts struggle to adopt the shift in mindset required to become a novice 

leader. 

5. Unique BU needs often preclude a single, standardized approach to leadership 

development.  

Finding 1: There are Many Imbalanced Polarities, Highlighting That Centralized and 

Decentralized Training Practices Are Merely a Glimpse of the More Complex Dilemma 

Based on the data collected, it became apparent that Global Energy only recognizes 

problems to be solved, as complex ongoing issues continue to resist their most significant 

problem-solving efforts. Many spoke with pride regarding the continuous improvement mindset 

and how using the Lean Six Sigma methodology (Voehl, 2014) has contributed to Global 

Energy’s success. However, many also seemed torn when considering this a holistic approach for 

developing leaders. One participant summarized this well as he shared his opinion of Lean Six 

Sigma and its contribution to developing leaders: “I have a strong mechanical aptitude, so I use 

what the findings [Lean Six Sigma project findings] are to make decisions. I don’t let emotion 

into it. Okay” (P6). As he continued to elaborate on his Lean Six Sigma leadership development 

experience, his tone changed slightly. His words seemed to suggest he may be questioning if 

perhaps more might be needed. Having no additional insight regarding alternative leadership 

development options, he shared the following: “Some leaders are competent, and some are very 
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weak. So, if you can at least get these tools [Lean Six Sigma], using some of these tools, maybe 

you can develop people into stronger leaders” (P6). 

Other participants openly expressed concern regarding the seemingly risky assumption 

that using Lean Six Sigma (Voehl, 2014) for problem solving as a leadership development 

strategy alone could be a viable long-term solution. Struggling to put it into words, one 

participant said, “We are always talking about continuous improvement and cutting costs. As we 

all know, this year you save $1.00; next year you are going to be asked to save $1.25” (P3), 

which seems to suggest there is a limit to the time one can focus solely on efficiency and cost 

reduction before people start to question its sustainability, as effectiveness begins to suffer. 

Unfortunately, not all leaders could see the downsides of efficiency emerging from this 

overuse of problem solving. The tradition bearers (Johnson, 1992), those who have witnessed 

great success using these tools in their past practice, emphasized their importance for continued 

business improvement. One participant confidently shared his trust in this one-sided approach to 

developing leaders, indicating there was nothing to build on until leaders had developed these 

skills: 

In my business area, I guess the biggest thing is what we are rolling out right now, they 

[leaders] got to understand the principles of my management style, which is Lean Six 

Sigma, which is 4DX, which is the underlying principles of speaking with facts and data. 

And once you get people that can speak with facts and data, understand the process for 

problem solving, then you can have those conversations, then you got something to build 

on. (P14) 
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Realizing the potential imbalance this strictly problem-solving mindset is creating, 

another participant expressed concern by sharing the following: “To be honest, leading that 

[continuous improvement], when you feel you have squeezed every ounce of blood out of a 

stone, you can, you know, where do you go next (P19)?” 

Apart from the apparent centralized and decentralized polarity and the emerging struggle 

between problem solving and polarity management, many other polarities were consistently 

manifesting in the data. A closer analysis of the many underlying polarities at play here is 

suggested to help discourage silos and unintended suboptimization. 

Finding 2: Many Silos Exist Within Global Energy, Discouraging Collaboration Between 

Teams Reporting to the Different Business Areas 

A negative reinforcing feedback loop known as “accidental adversaries” (Senge, 2006; 

Stroh, 2015) became apparent between all groups within Global Energy, especially the 

centralized and decentralized training groups. One example is that training teams compete to 

support leadership development in their respective areas. While everyone realizes other groups 

have value to add, the complex system structure discourages collaboration when one team’s self-

improvement initiatives unknowingly impact another team’s initiatives negatively. During the 

facilitated group discussion, one participant strongly asserted that balancing centralized and 

decentralized leadership development was perhaps an excellent idea but doubted its ability to be 

realized: 

Provided management can agree on a strategy to balance the centralized and 

decentralized processes. Where it begs a discussion is at the level of fact versus 

perception. What do you mean? Well, I will give an example; probably, there’s nobody 
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on this call that understands that I pay for all the leadership development across the entire 

company. Nobody knows the bills all come to me. (FG) 

Perhaps, an innocent attempt to clarify how one of the centralized training groups 

approved invoices received for some of the leadership programs provided. However, this 

proclamation was asserted with a force that momentarily silenced the facilitated group discussion 

conversations as other training leaders searched for words to respond. Another observation 

shared during the facilitated group discussion also alluded to the presence of potential unhealthy 

systems structures that discourage collaboration when one participant said, 

It is interesting in the findings that you received . . . there’s a lot of “I’s” in there. So, 

within the corporate message to develop people to work together . . . working together is 

not “I,” so why are they moving from working together? And reverting back to “I”? (FG) 

This exciting observation had all participants thinking more intently about the words 

being used and how these words might reveal some underlying assumptions and perceptions that 

discourage a collaborative workforce. The lack of working together was further validated as one 

senior leader pointedly asked, “How can you centralize it [leadership development]? You can’t 

until the people at the top are aligned” (P14). 

Considering the idea of participants’ words spoken as well as those not spoken, I 

remembered a lesson learned shared during the interviews. A leader recalled words he did not 

say had created a false impression when he rarely mentioned safety but spoke of the production 

frequently. People assumed he felt safety was not significant. This idea of perception, 

assumptions, and perhaps personal biases appeared to have negative impacts fuelling the polarity 

imbalance observed. 
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Finding 3: The Connection Between Leadership Development and the Organization’s Mission 

Statement is Not Consistently Understood or Applied 

Global Energy has grown from a small group of less than 50 centralized employees to a 

geographically dispersed workforce employing more than 10,000 people worldwide in just over 

30 years. Developing a corporate mission statement became necessary for senior management to 

ensure a common continued leadership focus. The mission statement was meant to provide a 

standard message from the senior leadership team as their ability to meet and share that message 

personally became more challenged. One leader interviewed, who has been with the organization 

for over 20 years, explained, 

The mission statement theme and communication are really watered down now. You 

used to have mission statements with your supervisor and chairman. It was small, 

intimate, interactive, and business focused. Talking about personal organizational 

experiences and how we got here. You could get on board with that; it was motivating, 

you felt informed, and I loved that approach. I really did. Now it is more corporate, it’s 

more watered down, it’s motherhood statements. Mission statement meetings are 

preplanned with a script that nobody deviates from. (P11) 

Some participants understood the connection between leadership and the mission 

statement, explaining the company’s mission statement should provide a framework for 

leadership guidance. One participant referred to it as a “compass” (P11) to be adhered to when 

running a business. However, not everyone interviewed shared this understanding; in fact, only 

38% of participants interviewed linked the mission statement to their leadership development 

and practices. Those who did correlate the mission statement to leadership alluded that more 
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clarity was required to help leaders use this guiding principle more effectively. As one 

participant noted “The mission statement should be a core part of our leadership development 

program, and it is, but I think it is pretty superficial right now” (P4). 

The literature also suggested that it is common practice for companies to create a mission 

statement as a guiding principle for employees. Participants highlighted the opportunity to 

improve the connection between leadership development and Global Energy’s mission 

statement. 

Finding 4: Technical Experts Struggle to Adopt the Shift in Mindset Required to Become a 

Novice Leader 

Although leaders have seen many advances in workplaces and leadership development, 

leadership advancement for the best technical worker with little preparation remains challenging. 

One participant openly shared their leadership development experience, which perhaps captures 

this idea best, by explaining, 

You are appointed to this position, so you feel like you are expected to know everything. 

You should have all the answers and that there was a certain expectation that I perform. 

In hindsight, I should have just been more honest with myself and honest with my team, 

and honest with my leader that, although I was moving into the manager role, I still had a 

lot that I needed to learn rather than trying to just kind of push through it like I knew 

what I was doing. (P20) 

The pressure to know everything may be prevalent for new leaders since many 

participants explained how Global Energy consistently promotes technical experts into 

leadership roles with minimal preparation. When asked how he learned to lead, one participant 
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said, “It was a little bit of hard knocks—it was sink or swim” (P16). Another participant 

summarized it like this: “Guys get promoted by the Peter principle, right? . . . You get promoted 

to the level of your incompetence. We don’t do a good job of screening guys for the next level in 

my opinion” (P5). Plenty of examples supported this commonly observed practice, as a third 

leader also explained, “I do find a lot of people are maybe pushed into leadership roles without 

the background and the skillset” (P6). 

Lacking the time and attention required for adequate leadership development leaves some 

of Global Energy’s leaders feeling frustrated and abandoned. Accepting the challenge initially, it 

often takes time for these new leaders to realize their limitations. Although learning by doing is 

suggested to be a solid approach to development, in Global Energy’s case, too much autonomy 

and too little structured process have led to more imbalanced polarities requiring attention. 

Finding 5: Unique Business Unit Needs Preclude a Single, Standardized Approach to 

Leadership Development 

Despite an organizational focus on continuous improvement through standardization, 

leadership is far from a one-size-fits-all skillset, a fact strongly supported by research. One 

participant explained how variation between leadership situations could result in two very 

different impacts on a team’s ability to work safely: 

There will be different things to consider, how do you deal with . . . scheduling and 

contingency planning because you know if you have got one or two accountants that are 

sick. Okay, maybe that does not necessarily disrupt operations. Nevertheless, given the 

world we have been living in, that could have a big impact on our ability to operate in our 

field locations safely. (P19) 
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Other participants also spoke of this leadership development disparity and explained how 

leadership challenges between the different work areas are very different. For example, one 

leader recalled a leadership workshop in which leaders from different BUs were asked to 

compare their leadership challenges. He laughed as he recalled, “There was really no 

comparison. I asked the question, ‘How many people do you have in your group?’ He answers, 

‘Well, I have three.’ Whereas here we have 300 employees plus 600 contractors that we’re trying 

to manage” (P1). Each participant involved in this research mentioned the accepted separation 

that seems to exist between the different groups within this organization. Each VP has a great 

deal of autonomy to manage their area as they see fit, which has exacerbated the gap between the 

corporate and worksite groups. The majority agreed that establishing a site-wide agreement on a 

standard leadership development process would be difficult and getting an agreement between 

corporate and this worksite would be impossible. 

Conclusions 

This inquiry aimed to determine how Global Energy might balance training centralization 

and decentralization to support future leadership development. Finding answers to the inquiry 

question and subquestions offered an opportunity to identify a possible solution. The research 

findings and recent literature support three research conclusions that provide answers to the 

questions posed for this research. The research conclusions are as follows: 

1. Many imbalanced polarities unintentionally discourage collaboration within Global 

Energy. 
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2. Leadership development requires focus and clarity of performance expectations to 

align it with the organization’s mission statement and distinguish it from technical 

competency. 

3. Leadership is not a one-size-fits-all skill set due to the many differing variables at 

play within Global Energy’s complex system structures; allowing some flexibility for 

leadership development is necessary to ensure efficiency and effectiveness. 

The answers required for the research questions are organized around these conclusions. 

The primary research question focused on achieving balance for training centralization and 

decentralization for leadership development can be outlined in Conclusion 1, focused on 

polarities and polarity management. A possible solution is to have critical stakeholders 

acknowledge the polarity and work together to devise a polarity management plan. However, this 

solution alone will likely fail if the other conclusions are not factored into this dynamic complex 

social systems situation. Therefore, addressing all subquestions as outlined will also be necessary 

for the most effective resolution. 

Subquestion 1 asked where training teams are focused within this polarity and is 

addressed by Conclusion 1. The summary for Conclusion 1 explains how the organizational 

hierarchy directs each training team’s focus. Subquestion 2 looks for an understanding regarding 

how to recognize a balanced polarity, which is addressed by Conclusion 1. Maintaining a focus 

on the upsides of both polarities is the suggested key for balance, as everyone also remembers to 

keep an eye open for possible early warnings of slipping into the downsides of either pole. 

Regarding Subquestions 3, the challenges Global Energy might face when attempting to balance 

this polarity are addressed by all the three conclusions. Many challenges exist, including multiple 
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polarities, systems archetypes, deeply embedded mindsets, and complex system structures. 

Global Energy must address these challenges to manage the centralized and decentralized 

polarity in question effectively. Finally, the fourth and final subquestion looks for strategies that 

might ensure success as the organization manages this polarity. Again, all three conclusions 

answer this question. Perhaps the critical strategy, polarity management can only work when the 

underlying system archetypes are acknowledged. Furthermore, all stakeholders need to genuinely 

appreciate that situations are not as simple and ordered as they are assumed to be. 

Conclusion 1: Many Imbalanced Polarities Unintentionally Discourage Collaboration Within 

Global Energy 

Examining the polarities in more detail revealed how the many structured, standardized, 

well-intentioned training teams attempted to control individual leadership development 

efficiently. This insight provided an answer to Subquestion 1 regarding areas in which training 

teams could focus for the centralization and decentralization polarity. Essentially, the focus for 

each training team depends on their location within the organizational structure. Global Energy’s 

centralized teams, or crusaders, as Johnson (1992) would call them, are heavily focused on 

achieving the positive upsides of the centralized leadership development pole without being 

aware of possible downsides. Fear of the possible downsides of the decentralized approach 

causes these crusaders to push hard for a centralized leadership development practice. This 

insistence from the crusader’s triggers Johnson’s tradition bearers (in this instance, the 

decentralized training groups) as they realize some of the downsides of centralization. Concerned 

with the benefits of decentralization, tradition bearers refuse to consider the central training 

team’s ideas and focus solely on protecting their unique leadership requirements. This act of 
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holding fast to decentralized options and rejecting centralized ideas further emphasizes the 

decentralized downsides for the crusaders. They push harder, which further discourages 

collaboration between these groups. 

As identified in Chapter 2, polarities are an invisible paradox that all leaders continue to 

struggle with, a dilemma that threatens their professional and organizational success (Gilbert & 

Sutherland, 2013; Glunk & Follini, 2011; Johnson, 1992, 2015; Johnson & Seidler, 2014; 

Manderscheid & Freeman, 2012). This paradox evolves when leaders approach all issues as 

problems to be solved, failing to recognize the polarities to be managed. In line with the research 

questions, some consistent patterns emerged, exposing several polarities during the interview 

process as Global Energy’s leaders struggled to explain leadership and how they developed 

leadership skills. One leader explained this as feeling abandoned: “It felt like as a superintendent 

I was very much left to my own devices, right? It did not matter really what the problem was; I 

was expected to solve it” (P5). Providing autonomy to high-performing technical authorities, 

assuming leadership skills will evolve, is a well-intentioned attempt to show respect by avoiding 

micromanagement in Global Energy. Unfortunately, avoiding the downsides of control by 

overfocusing on autonomy encourages the downsides of autonomy when leaders start to feel 

abandoned. 

Johnson (1992) suggested focusing more on the upsides of one pole creates blindness to 

its downsides, a phenomenon that several interview participants summarized quite well. For 

example, during the facilitated group discussion, one participant pointed out, “It’s almost like an 

afterthought to talk about safety like to have to go through the motion, and then focus on 

production and what’s holding us up from making our targets.” This overfocusing on production 
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can incite its downsides, such as encouraging employees to take shortcuts to ensure production 

targets are achieved, simultaneously increasing the potential of safety incidents. Continuing this 

trajectory will eventually result in Global Energy opting to reject one pole and focus on its 

opposite to mitigate the undesirable effects of the downsides that an either-or mindset prevents 

them from considering. The constant shifting between these two poles will inevitably occur as 

they change focus from one pole’s upside to the other, incessantly attempting to fix the assumed 

problem (Johnson & Seidler, 2014; Manderscheid & Freeman, 2012). Johnson (1992) referred to 

this back-and-forth movement as the “polarity two-step” (p. 10), which creates an energy system 

that will relentlessly continue until a polarity has been acknowledged. Johnson (1992) asserted 

balancing both upsides of a polarity does require becoming aware of the polarity and then 

working together to determine actions steps and early indicators that can be measured and 

pulsed, which he referred to as a polarity management plan. 

The polarity management plan provides direction for Subquestion 4, posed as a strategy 

Global Energy could implement to manage this polarity moving forward. Monitoring the action 

steps while constantly looking for the early indicators can help groups achieve balance. This 

management plan then answers Subquestion 2 regarding the need for a well-balanced polarity. 

Essentially, it ensures that centralized and decentralized leadership development approaches are 

used together to support the organization’s leadership development. By doing so, the benefits of 

both a centralized and a decentralized approach can be realized. At the same time, those involved 

monitor the situation closely for early warnings of negative impacts that trigger a need for 

corrective action to avoid further deterioration of the situation. 
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The structure and flexibility of current leadership development training programs offered 

was another polarity I considered. Providing structured leadership programs allows for little 

flexibility when considering individual developmental needs. A standard paradigm for 

professional educators is believing that learners will not know ‘what’ or ‘how’ to learn if left to 

manage this for themselves (Vaill, 1996; Zhao, 2021). Global Energy tends to maintain tight 

control of any leadership development process it offers, encouraging the imbalance between 

structure and flexibility that I observed. One participant summed it up nicely by saying, “I am 

getting to the point where it is overkill. Like, it is just the same thing [leadership workshops], and 

it is costing the company money, right?” (P6). 

The data collected indicates participants’ desire for more focus on flexibility, allowing 

leadership development to happen somewhat organically through experience, rather than being 

forced through structured learning programs. For example, when asked how they learned to lead, 

one participant stated, “One of the biggest things is watching other leaders, make those difficult 

decisions or not make those decisions and my experience” (P10). Learning to lead through 

experience was a factor that all senior leaders reflected on when asked how they had acquired 

leadership skills. One participant described leadership development as “a lifelong journey; it is 

making mistakes, getting feedback, learning, and improving” (P4). Another important 

consideration regarding balancing the structure and flexibility of leadership development is that 

providing more flexibility for leaders to learn daily is arguably suggested in Global Energy’s 

mission statement by encouraging employees “to develop people to work together.” 
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The polarity of efficiency and effectiveness also presented itself, as one person shared, 

I know many of our leaders who are put in these [leadership] positions. They are being 

thrown in at the last minute. Go right; you have the basics; we do not give them a lot of 

[Leadership] experience or training opportunities. (FG) 

The ineffective practice of promoting experienced technical expertise is costly. 

Nevertheless, Global Energy has adopted this practice of promoting ill-equipped leaders to 

disseminate technical know-how quickly. Unfortunately, Global Energy has already realized the 

cost of this common mistake as many of its new leaders have decided to step down. One 

participant explained, “We have had several situations where we put somebody back to the floor 

because they did not want to do it [leadership]” (FG). 

A third polarity identified was organizational development and individual development, 

which seems significant due to its close connection to many other polarities. Manderscheid and 

Freeman (2012) agreed balancing individual leader development with the more significant 

collective leadership development perspective is essential. Typically focused on individual 

development, Global Energy fails to realize the benefits of combining this with a more 

comprehensive group developmental approach. One participant highlighted this individual 

development focus, sharing, “To lead . . . to understand . . . was on you, nobody was going to tell 

you what to do. You had to make those decisions. You had to make those relationships; you had 

to go and understand” (P11). 

As I further explored the individual and group polarity, another scenario regarding 

business growth and employee growth became apparent. As one participant observed, “It is 
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always about how we [the organization] grow and expand, but the focus is not always necessarily 

about how well we are doing certain things like leadership development [individual]” (P19). 

Unfortunately, too much focus on one pole, whether it be individual or group, will never 

prove to be successful. Just as the literature suggested, individual leadership development is far 

too narrow an approach. Leadership development on a larger scale would surely miss the 

individual developmental needs; there must be a focus on both. The same appears true when 

considering organizational growth and employee growth, given that successful organizations can 

only grow when successful employees manage them. 

Autonomy and control was another polarity I identified. Prioritizing an entrepreneurial 

level of autonomy appears to be creating space for confusion, disconnection, and frustration 

within Global Energy; as one participant highlighted, “High accountability no problem, but God 

help you if you get it wrong” (P5). This polarity also has implications on more than one level. 

Leaders are encouraged to lead autonomously, suggesting the different BUs are encouraged to 

govern themselves independently from the greater collective. There seemed to be an unspoken 

agreement between the business areas akin to “good fences make good neighbors” (Snowden et 

al., 2021, p. 37), a quote from Snowden’s favorite Robert Frost poem, “Mending Wall,” which is 

about boundaries. Participants were all aware of these invisible boundaries. One leader 

explained, “To be honest; every business unit is managed slightly differently right now” (P2). 

The suggested social systems construct of siloism between areas arose once again as another 

participant stated, “Ultimately, that kind of goes back to even the philosophy and culture of the 

company . . . wanting the [different] business [areas] to take ownership for their business and run 

it” (P19). 
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The last polarity I discovered, “standardization and customization,” is again significant 

because it is closely connected to the many other polarities explored. Leadership development is 

a complex organizational issue requiring input and agreement from many vital stakeholders at 

varying levels of the organization’s hierarchy. Careful consideration regarding awareness and 

management of these polarities can help mitigate risks by ensuring employee training is fit for 

purpose, which, as one participant pointed out, is not currently always the case: 

Some of them [leadership programs] just checkboxes. You never actually use it, like 

[supervisor] investigation training; I do not think we do it that way. We need to make 

sure these programs are fit for purpose and are what we want people to do and then 

follow up that we are doing those things. (P9) 

Standardizing practices can support organizational efficiency by centralizing the 

resources and reducing rework costs due to duplication. However, this is not a practical approach 

when key stakeholder input is not gathered to ensure solutions provided are fit for purpose. 

Allowing the centralized workforce to create standardized programs in a silo without input from 

the decentralized groups they are meant to support does create tension between training groups, 

reinforcing the accidental adversaries’ complex system archetype (Stroh, 2015) that has evolved. 

As one leader put it, 

I guarantee you when you go to the corporate level. There will not be any line of sight 

between the corporate and operations levels in this company; it is so far apart that they 

will never agree. Because by the time it goes to someone like corporate safety [things are 

very different] versus what we need for investigation. (P9) 
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Conclusion 2: Leadership Development Requires Focus and Clarity of Performance 

Expectations to Align it with the Organization’s Mission Statement and Distinguish it From 

Technical Competency 

Global Energy promotes its technical experts as a reward for excellent work performance. 

One participant summed this up by pointing out, “Sometimes they [employees] are great on the 

floor, so they get to the next level [leadership], and they are the worst leader you have ever seen” 

(P5). As noted in Chapter 2, promoting the best technical employee into a leadership position 

without leadership development is called the Peter principle (Benson et al., 2019; Farias et al., 

2021; Fitzgerald, 2018). Research shows it often happens despite its risks (Benson et al., 2019; 

Farias et al., 2021; Fitzgerald, 2018). Technical experts typically direct their subordinates to do 

as they have always done after being placed in a position of authority for what they know and 

how they do it. One participant stated, “We do not do a very good job preparing first-time 

leaders for what they are getting into” (P7). 

This movement from an independent contributor into a leadership role is what 

Manderscheid and Freeman (2012) referred to as the neutral zone of leadership transition. 

Participants spoke of their uncertainty and struggled to navigate this zone of change as they tried 

their best to interpret expectations from the organization’s mission statement. One participant 

summed it up nicely, as he explained, “There was no [leadership] framework. There was no 

[leadership] manual. There is no kind of guiding principles, except for the mission statement” 

(P11). 

Failure to recognize leadership as a standalone competency and establish effective 

leadership development in a rapidly changing complex environment is a risky business that costs 
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organizations immensely (Manderscheid & Freeman, 2012). One participant explained it like 

this: 

We have some younger people in more senior leadership positions. . . . It is the classic 

kind of business thing; they are really competent, smart, hard-working people with good 

work ethics, so we promote them, and then they start to fall down because we never give 

them leadership training. (P4) 

Manderscheid and Freeman (2012) argued even when rigorous leadership development 

programs are in place, organizations still constantly fail to consider the importance of developing 

a leader’s capacity to adapt quickly to change, increasing leadership turnover. 

Conclusion 3: Leadership is Not a One-Size-Fits-All Skill Set Due to the Many Differing 

Variables at Play Within Global Energy’s Complex System Structures; Some Flexibility for 

Leadership Development is Necessary to Ensure Efficiency and Effectiveness 

Global Energy’s geographically dispersed workforce faces situational differences that are 

not recognized or considered for leadership development. This idea that leadership is a one-size-

fits-all proposition is a common fallacy based on the belief that there is a certain level of 

predictability and order that exists in the world (Snowden & Boone, 2007). However, Snowden 

and Boone (2007) emphasized that as circumstances change, they also become more complex, 

causing these ideations of predictability and order to fail. This complexity can be attributed to 

human interchange or the relationships within organizations between the formal structures and 

the informal webs of interaction, leading to the formation of clusters, more commonly known as 

“silos” (Bento et al., 2020). Henman (2020) supported this idea, suggesting a team’s 

socioemotional makeup determines overall satisfaction, performance, productivity, effectiveness, 



COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 75 

and turnover. The leaders interviewed were acutely aware of how their specific job, location, and 

teams impact reality for leadership practice; as one leader shared, “How that [leadership] looks 

may vary depending on the operation or you know actual location” (P19). 

Unfortunately, current leadership development programs do not provide practical support 

for many organizational leaders when the complexity of socioemotional interaction is not 

factored in (Bento et al., 2020). Falling for the typical grandiose, glamorized, and globally 

advertised illusion of a perfect leader, leadership development programs fail to deliver the 

practical leadership competencies required for success in a real-world setting (Pfeffer, 2015). 

Assuming order and simplicity, leaders are only prepared for what is already known, which 

seldomly requires the more advanced decision-making skills necessary for unpredictable real-life 

events (Snowden & Boone, 2007; Snowden et al., 2021). 

This desire to have all leaders developed using this rigid, standardized, structured 

approach exacerbates a silo effect, as imbalanced polarities and the adverse effects of reinforcing 

feedback loops further erode any opportunity for possible collaboration. Again, reiterating the 

idea that “good fences make good neighbors” (Snowden et al., 2021, p. 37) and the silos many 

participants alluded to that currently exist, P9 may have explained it best: 

It feels like you are climbing a mountain in Global Energy whenever you want to do 

something globally. By the time you get everybody [field locations] in the room when 

everybody thinks they are special, you might get to an agreement. However, broaden that 

out; I guarantee you that when you go to the corporate level, there will not be any line of 

sight between the corporate level and the operations level in this company. It is so far 

apart that they will never agree. By the time it goes to someone like corporate safety 
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versus what we [field locations] believe we will do here for, say, supervisor investigation 

training, it will take years to get the same mindset. So that is why we have not done it, 

people look at it, and after a while, you hit the ceiling, and it is just like, I cannot go any 

further. I just I cannot fight this anymore. (P9) 

Achieving the synergy required for a collaborative approach to leadership development 

will require all groups to set aside their mental models and “seek first to understand” (Covey, 

2013, p. 251) each BU’s leadership requirements. These requirements must consider the complex 

environmental and social systems that exist, both formally and informally. 

Scope and Limitation of Research 

Restrictions enacted due to the coronavirus pandemic prevented the interviews and 

facilitated group discussion activities from being completed in person. Virtually conducting these 

methods ensured adherence to the restrictions in place; however, this virtual interaction may 

have impacted my ability to use cues such as body language for enhanced understanding when 

analyzing information shared. Some participants stated they preferred to have such conversations 

in person. 

The research scope focused on only one of the organization’s many business areas and 

only one stratum of senior leadership. Others outside of that area expressed an interest in 

becoming involved, but, unfortunately, they could not be included due to the limited time frame 

for the completion of this thesis project. Due to the expressed interest, this inquiry will likely 

serve as a leveraging opportunity for other business areas within the organization. Additionally, 

the polarities identified extend beyond the boundaries of this business area and the leadership 

development processes. Underlying social system archetypes known as accidental adversaries, 
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shifting the burden, and fixes that backfire (Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015), identified because of the 

data analysis completed, appear to be impacting many other groups. In fact, it appears that these 

system archetypes exist between all key organizational management groups, vertically and 

horizontally, up to and including the senior-most executives. 

Summary 

Through developing the findings and conclusions I noted three key takeaways. First, 

polarities are an immense concern for this organization. These polarities are encouraging 

suboptimization at every level and for multiple processes of which leadership development is 

one small component. Second, Global Energy assumes that technical expertise prepares 

employees for leadership challenges, which is a severely misconstrued perception. Without 

adequate time and development, many new leaders assume that failure is not an option and avoid 

requesting for help or opt to step down from their leadership responsibilities. Finally, rapid 

growth and overall business success have set Global Energy up for potential catastrophic failure. 

Complacency and an overreliance on best practices encourage a belief that everything is ordered 

and simple, blinding Global Energy to the possibility of failure. These three fundamental 

concerns will frame suggested recommendations for Global Energy. With hopes of balancing 

training centralization and decentralization for leadership development in the future. 
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Applications 

In this chapter, I share the study recommendations, organizational implications, and 

possible implications for future inquiries. As an ARE inquiry, I initiated this research to 

answer the following question: How Global Energy might balance training centralization and 

decentralization to support future leadership development? Four subquestions supported the 

primary question: 

1. Where do training teams currently focus within this polarity? 

2. What does a well-managed polarity look like? 

3. What are some of the challenges this organization might face in managing this 

polarity? 

4. What strategies can we put in place to manage this polarity well? 

Study Recommendations 

I put forward recommendations derived from the findings and conclusions detailed in 

Chapter 4, which were informed by current academic research and organization-specific 

information gathered during the study. The recommendations are as follows: 

1. Involve all centralized and decentralized stakeholders in identifying and prioritizing 

polarities that dissuade a collaborative leadership development approach. 

2. Implement a team-learning approach to leadership development, leveraging decision 

making and risk competence as the foundational building blocks. 

3. Create a prevailing list of the leadership skills and tools required for Global Energy 

leaders to enhance the foundation of decision making and risk competence. 
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I also put forward two recommendations for future consideration. Although these 

recommendations have materialized because of this research, they are out of scope for this thesis 

focus: 

4. To avoid suboptimization, leverage Recommendations 1 to 3 for other work sites 

within this organization. 

5. Leverage the concept of failing safely as a future focus for the whole organization. 

Recommendation 1: Involve All Centralized and Decentralized Stakeholders in Identifying 

and Prioritizing Polarities That Dissuade a Collaborative Leadership Development Approach 

The research analysis revealed a more complex system of interrelated, imbalanced 

polarities than initially considered. As a result, focusing on balancing the centralization and 

decentralization of training alone will not effectively eradicate this dilemma. Instead, I advise 

fundamental polarities be identified, prioritized, and addressed, perhaps starting with leadership 

development standardization and leadership development customization. The overall impact of 

this imbalance extends to include more organizational groups, both horizontally and vertically, 

than initially thought. Training teams are organizationally situated in the middle of this upward-

reaching, complex, hierarchical dilemma. Therefore, addressing the polarity imbalance at the 

training team level alone will not be effective. This polarity, as discussed in Chapter 4, appears 

to extend up to the top executive tier of this organization. Given the complexity of this 

organization’s hierarchical system structures, it is crucial to recognize that a large-scale change 

initiative will fail if all interrelated groups are not involved. Cady (2021) concluded whole 

system optimization strategies, including collaboration, provide a demonstrable improvement in 

system cost and quality. Ultimately, corporate executives, as well as the centralized corporate 
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support groups, regularly interact with many of this worksite’s BUs, making polarity 

management an opportunity to improve collaboration for the entire organization. 

An imbalance between centralization and decentralization can have devastatingly adverse 

effects on all organizational levels. This polarity is powerful because it feeds off the many other 

underlying polarities impacting effective collaboration and resulting in suboptimization (Cady, 

2021). This multidimensional impact adds a layer of complexity that can eventually destroy 

relationships and organizations. Unable to see the possibility of “and” (Johnson, 1992, 2015; 

Johnson & Seidler, 2014) many Global Energy leaders struggle to accept that collaboration can 

be achieved when acknowledged and managed correctly. Their greatest fears were tangible as 

they identified the simple solution of overfocusing on the opposing pole. Vulnerability ensued as 

they assumed their unique identities were at risk, creating a perceived loss of control that pushed 

them up the ladder of inference (Network et al., 2015; Senge, 2006). These underlying mental 

models reinforce negative systems archetypes, including accidental adversaries and the shifting 

of burdens (Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015), like an invisible flywheel maintaining momentum long 

after the initial energy required for movement has been removed. 

A shifting-the-burden archetype (Paul, 2016; Stroh, 2015) repositions accountability for 

leadership development initiatives to various groups or individuals over time. Having some 

unprepared business leaders centre their attention on using their technical expertise prevents 

these leaders from focusing on leadership responsibilities such as employee development. As a 

result, the accountability for employee development is being assumed by training leaders to 

develop leadership programs that will fix leadership competency problems. This false sense of 

ownership encourages training leaders to decide what good leadership development looks like, 
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which drives a desire for training leaders to control leadership development. Being physically 

separated from the business leaders and knowing these new leaders may have little supervisory 

support, in some instances training leaders try to assume responsibility for leader development to 

fill this perceived void. Instead of supporting leadership development, they try to control it, 

preventing the flexibility required for experiential learning. As a result, blame for failed 

leadership development initiatives is attributed to the other person or group, creating an us-

versus-them mindset as problems spiral out of control (“Moving from Blame to Accountability,” 

2016; Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015). 

Another archetypal pattern observed was accidental adversaries (Senge, 2006; Stroh, 

2015). Creating an adversarial mindset between groups that need to collaborate has had 

tremendous negative consequences for Global Energy. These groups have a mixed organizational 

setup consisting of centralized and decentralized groups. These groups are an excellent example 

of how this unseen threat can wreak havoc in an organization. For example, training leaders 

agree to meet and discuss a collaborative approach for worksite training monthly. As a part of 

the initial setup for this meeting, participants accepted assigned actions to help achieve the goals 

discussed. As time passes, attendance for the meeting decreases. Action updates typically consist 

of statements such as, “Oh, I forgot” (FG) or “not much to report” (FG). This outward projection 

that individuals are willing to support others is negated by a failure to act as promised. A vicious 

yet unapparent cycle starts to form as participants assume others are not trustworthy or are more 

focused on personal agendas, creating an adversarial relationship that hinders opportunities for 

collaboration. 
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An important point to note here is that polarities are a naturally occurring, indestructible, 

unavoidable phenomena, creating chronic issues when addressed as problems to be solved 

(Johnson & Seidler, 2014), just as Global Energy has done. It is common for polarities to go 

unrecognized, but once understood, there is a significant opportunity for success when managing 

the upsides of both poles together. When one pole is favoured, it incites a back-and-forth 

continuous movement from pole to pole, an action that Johnson (1992) labelled “the polarity 

two-step” (p. 37). The downsides of the overfocused pole are seen as problems, with the solution 

becoming the upside of the opposing pole (Johnson, 1992; Johnson & Seidler, 2014). Inviting all 

centralized and decentralized stakeholders (the source of power) will be required to ensure 

success and avoid suboptimization when partial system involvement cannot gain the initial 

momentum necessary to be sustained (Argyris, 2019; Johnson, 1992; Network et al., 2015). 

Recommendation 2: Implement a Team-Learning Approach to Leadership Development, 

Leveraging Decision Making and Risk Competence as the Foundational Building Blocks 

Continuous improvement through standardization is a principal focus for Global Energy. 

Becoming more efficient is the goal since it is considered an innovative business practice to 

decrease costs and remove the waste of rework through duplication of effort. Focusing primarily 

on reducing cost by encouraging efficiency through standardization creates an imbalance 

between efficiency and effectiveness. Striving for standardization also encourages an imbalance 

of training centralization and decentralization for leadership development. Unfortunately, past 

attempts to standardize leadership development have failed because traditional leadership 

workshops lack flexibility and consideration of individual learning needs. Arets et al. (2016) 

proposed 70% of learning occurs while working, insisting formal learning events contribute to 
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only 10% overall. Global Energy’s leaders primarily referred to leadership development as an 

independent task to be performed separately from work. Even though the change effort required 

to combine learning with working will be significant for this organization, the potential return on 

investment would be astronomical considering the 70-20-10 ratio of learning suggested by Arets 

et al. 

Integrating learning and working will require leaders to develop critical decision-making 

skills. To do this effectively, leaders must learn to recognize disorder to discern “complexity 

from simplicity” (Snowden et al., 2021, p. 259; Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72) and “unordered 

from ordered” (Snowden et al., 2021, p. 259; Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72) when making 

decisions. Defaulting to problem solving as a primary means of resolving complex issues 

indicates that the leaders within this organization are attempting to treat everything as ordered 

and simple. Snowden and Boone (2007) suggested this is a result of leaders relying heavily on 

best practices. However, assuming what worked effectively in the past will work just as 

effectively for future scenarios is a considerable risk. Snowden et al. (2021) asserted this 

common assumption results from an inability to realize how the contextual complexity of social 

system structures creates dynamic environments. Failing to acknowledge the ever-changing 

nature of the environment can result in the creation of chaotic situations and extreme increases in 

business costs when best practices are considered the standalone solution (Snowden & Boone, 

2007). Snowden and Boone (2007) warned this scenario presents the most severe risk of collapse 

into the domain of chaos when a blind reliance on past successes breeds complacency. 

Adapting Snowden et al.’s (2021) sense-making model to improve leaders’ decision-

making abilities would provide the skills required for Global Energy’s leaders to integrate 
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learning and implement a team-learning approach. There is no question that Global Energy’s 

leaders have been successful; however, the problem with success is that it is sometimes confused 

as an absence of failure or mistakes. Success breeds a sense of accomplishment resulting in an 

overreliance on best practice when, as Snowden and Boone (2007) pointed out, best practice is 

essentially past practice. Snowden et al. (2021) also emphasized the risk of seeing situations as 

simple when likened to best practice leads to complacency as an awareness of complicated and 

complex situations fails to be recognized. 

The idea that past success can be replicated using best practices, or as Snowden et al. 

(2021) called it, “entrained thinking” (p. 70), is a perception that places Global Energy at risk of 

a catastrophic future failure. This recommendation is the basis for encouraging individuals to 

learn through social interaction on the job (Argyris, 2019; Network et al., 2015; Senge, 2006). 

Raelin and Coghlan (2006) insisted experiential learning on the job increases learning retention 

by 40–50%, an area of concern for Global Energy’s past leadership development practices, as 

highlighted in Chapter 1. I caution that there is still a need to balance this on-the-job training 

approach with formal training by including some individual classroom instruction. Adopting an 

entirely decentralized approach to learning in this organization will result in the downsides of 

flexibility, individualization, and decentralization when barriers to collaboration as centralized 

learning needs fail to be considered and costs begin to rise. Deciding to manage and consciously 

encourage learning as an integral part of a leader’s day-to-day responsibility will need to be 

carefully demonstrated from the top levels of Global Energy. Senge (2006) warned, at some 

point, individual learning becomes irrelevant to organizational learning since individuals learn all 

the time, which aligns with Vaill’s (1996) view that “learning is a way of being” (p. 55. 
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However, no intentional organizational growth and development occurs when individual 

development is the priority, risking an imbalance between individual and team development. 

Essentially learning is a natural skill that people practice innately, whether it be a conscious or 

unconscious decision (Zhao, 2021). Therefore, it takes intention and careful planning to achieve 

absolute organizational learning. 

Action learning, a concept first described by Reg Revans (1991), briefly introduced in 

Chapter 2, provides a basis for creating a learning organization. Seeking to generate learning by 

using real-time work problems prevents the potential risk of limiting workforce knowledge and 

practices to yesterday’s concepts and techniques (Raelin & Coghlan, 2006; Revans, 2011). This 

idea aligns perfectly with Snowden et al.’s (2021) sense-making model, as it encourages active 

experimentation to learn as a group about what does and does not work in complicated and 

complex situations through trial and error. Senge (2006) described three critical dimensions 

required for team learning: 

1. The intelligence of a team depends on team member diversity and the ability to make 

team intelligence more significant than its members. 

2. Team members must build operational trust to enable each member to rely on the 

other team members equally, encouraging all the members act in ways that support 

the team and all its members. 

3. Team members must transfer this team learning momentum to all other teams they 

support (e.g., achieving senior leadership goals through team members’ actions). 

There can be no hidden or indiscernible barriers to collaboration. 
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Global Energy’s leaders need to be aware of these three dimensions and capable of 

making decisions that support them on an ongoing basis. For example, determining how to 

establish diverse teams and learning who works well together does not mean pulling together a 

group of allies, but rather teams of individuals, “people who need each other to act” (Senge, 

2006, p. 219). 

There is also a need for Global Energy leaders to encourage dialogue for collaborative 

learning. Bohm (as cited in Senge, 2006) emphasized that discussion and dialogue were not 

equal but different modes of communication that provide very different outcomes. Discussion, 

the more common approach to communication, is likened to ping-pong, focused on winning as 

individuals take turns providing supporting points for their view. On the other hand, dialogue 

leverages the diversity within a collaborative team as the group organizes everyone’s 

contribution together to form a greater whole. Senge (2006) insisted that dialogue allows 

universal meaning to be developed when individuals are no longer in opposition allowing them 

to gain insights they could never achieve individually. Bohm (as cited in Senge, 2006) identified 

three conditions necessary for dialogue: (a) team members must be willing to suspend their 

assumptions, (b) team members must regard each other as colleagues, and (c) a facilitator 

focused on maintaining the context of dialogue is necessary. 

Time is required to learn new skills. Senge (2006) suggested achieving personal mastery 

for leadership is an ongoing process. Gladwell (2011) agreed 10,000 hours was the benchmark 

time required to become an expert. Either way, those who continue to practise using a skill, not 

allowing mistakes to quell their determination, have more opportunity to realize true mastery. 

Many researchers suggest fear of failure is a roadblock to success; for example, Vaill (1996) 
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spoke of adult learners being reluctant to assume a novice role in a culture of accomplishments. 

Pfeffer (2015) emphasized how leadership development practices have become feel-good 

exercises that incite cynicism as targets are set for new leaders to emulate the larger-than-life 

examples of leadership perfection provided. Global Energy leaders interviewed also 

demonstrated a reluctance to encourage learning from mistakes as all business metrics shared 

focused on decreasing the costs associated with mistakes made. Leveraging Lean Six Sigma 

(Voehl, 2014) to improve business results suggests that doing it right the first time is required to 

minimize waste and inefficiency. Again, lacking knowledge of polarity and the power of “and” 

(Johnson, 1992, 2015; Johnson & Seidler, 2014), this organization fails to realize the potential of 

balancing success and failure. 

The risk associated with mistakes and the ability to manage this risk is the last piece 

required for Global Energy to implement this recommendation. Snowden et al. (2021) created a 

revolutionary concept encouraging a holistic approach to decision making, explaining how 

instantaneous sense-making using relevant context is crucial. While Conklin (2019) asserted 

creating risk competence and not risk aversion is the key to safer workplaces. Leveraging both 

these concepts, I have developed a risk competence matrix (Appendix I) for developing leaders 

to use in combination with a leadership decision-making framework. This risk competence 

matrix will provide a guideline to assist developing leaders to leverage the power of mistakes by 

taking intelligent risks in a dynamic and sometimes complex environment. 
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Recommendation 3: Create a Prevailing List of the Leadership Skills and Tools Required for 

Global Energy Leaders to Enhance the Foundation of Decision Making and Risk Competence 

As polarities are being identified and prioritized to determine a management strategy, 

Global Energy’s senior leaders are encouraged to implement team learning as a future leadership 

development approach, leveraging the untapped potential of improved decision-making and risk 

competence. This recommendation suggests the senior management team should create an 

organizational learning strategy by becoming the first to learn how to leverage the power of 

taking intelligent risks in a dynamic and complex environment by utilizing the leader’s decision 

making framework with the risk competence matrix. 

Snowden et al. (2021) suggested different approaches, tools, and practices are required 

for each domain of the leader’s decision making framework. Therefore, in collaboration, all 

senior leaders would be expected to identify what tools or skills are preferred for Global Energy 

leaders as the next step in the development of an organizational learning strategy. For example, 

Lean Six Sigma (Voehl, 2014) may be the perfect tool to use in the complicated domain. 

Recommendation 4: To Avoid Suboptimization, Leverage Recommendations1 to 3 for Other 

Work Sites Within this Organization 

Polarities, mental models, and complex system structures can be found anywhere, with 

suboptimization being a concern for all organizations. Therefore, it stands to reason that Global 

Energy’s other worksites are also experiencing similar situations. Again, as highlighted above, 

whole system optimization strategies are shown to be the most effective approach (Cady, 2021). 

Therefore, there would be a more significant opportunity for success if these recommendations 

were approached as a whole system change initiative rather than isolating the opportunities to 
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one of Global Energy’s worksites. As highlighted in Chapter 2, Cady (2021) concluded eight key 

factors contribute to suboptimization: 

1. Aligning basic systems thinking principles with optimization strategies improve 

outcomes. 

2. Individuals and teams reflexively suboptimize when working across boundaries. 

3. Homogenization is negatively impacted by differentiation causing teams to become 

competitive instead of collaborative. 

4. Individuals identify within the context of their organizational boundaries, 

encouraging a preferred collaboration within teams. 

5. Mental models are more commonly used for decision making than facts and data. 

6. Preference for collaboration within the team prevailed despite understanding the 

greater goal and benefits of collaboration with external teams. 

7. The individual gain is considered above the more holistic gain. As everyone tries to 

optimize individual processes, the overall process suffers, and as a result, no one 

benefits. 

8. Imbalanced polarities, for example, overfocusing on the individual results in 

suboptimization when group needs are not considered. 

Acknowledging and addressing these eight factors will be essential for success as Global 

Energy’s management works together to develop its leaders. All eight factors show up in the data 

collected meanwhile due to training groups being the focus for my project scope more 

investigation would be required to provide a detailed analysis of actual overall organizational 

impact. 
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Recommendation 5: Leverage the Concept of Failing Safely as a Future Focus for the Whole 

Organization 

Understanding the complexity of this organization’s many worksites, I am cognizant of 

the daily extreme danger for field workers. As a consequence of this research, I have also 

become aware that a rigid management focus, insistent on decreasing the number of incidents, is 

likely to have an undesired effect when workers feel reluctant to report incidents for fear of 

repercussions. A decrease in the reported safety incidents can create a false sense of security and 

an assumption that situations are ordered and simple. This false perception of winning by having 

fewer incidents reported continues to encourage leaders to rely on best practices. Snowden et al. 

(2021) strongly advocated for leaders to consider that best practices are past practices and that 

leaders must stay aware of ever-changing situational contexts to prevent major catastrophic 

failures. 

Conklin (2019) argued there are five principles of human performance, which I feel also 

support these research findings. The first principle states that error is typical, and even the best 

people make mistakes (Conklin, 2019, p. 21), which encourages mistakes to be accepted and 

acknowledged. The data analysis for this research showed that while all participants linked 

learning to experience, only 57% encouraged learning through mistakes. In fact, removal of 

waste is a concept shared as part of the organization’s continuous improvement initiative, which 

outwardly declares that rework is a type of waste. Failing to elaborate further by clearly defining 

rework, employees are left believing everything must be done right the first time. 

This idea also supports the recommendation for leaders to develop improved decision-

making skills. Acknowledgment that mistakes are expected, and an awareness of how situational 
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dynamics can be used to predict the probability of this natural phenomenon, which leaders call 

mistakes, becomes critical for leaders to manage the severity of outcomes related to failure 

(Conklin, 2019). Insisting that all organizations adopt the practice of failing safely (Business 

Leaders’ Health & Safety Forum, 2017; Conklin, 2019; D. Snowden et al., 2021), Conklin 

(2019) explained this approach would help minimize the severity of outcomes experienced 

because of mistakes made. Leveraging learning from mistakes also aligns well with the safe-to-

fail ideas captured in Snowden et al.’s (2021) sense-making model. As captured in 

Recommendation 2, I have created a risk competence matrix to assist leaders with leveraging 

learning by making mistakes. 

Organizational Implications 

Rapidly evolving technology is creating more complex interconnected sociotechnological 

system structures (Avolio et al., 2009; Covey, 2013b; Emery & Trist, 1973). Unfortunately, 

when an organization demands a continuous improvement mindset without considering the 

complexity of these systems, parallel realities drive counterproductive system archetypes and, in 

turn, prevent collaboration. A paradoxical dilemma requires strong supporters and a carefully 

designed plan of action to achieve a successful outcome. 

My partner, the Senior VP for this worksite, agrees these recommendations are necessary 

and, with the correct approach, sees considerable benefits to be gained. My partner has decided I 

will initially complete a facilitated group discussion with a group of key stakeholders who are 

not directly part of this worksites management team. This dry run will provide an opportunity for 

a third-party review before rolling this out to the target audience. Once complete, this dry run 

will provide feedback regarding any opportunities for changes to be considered before 
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completing a facilitated group discussion with the target audience, including my partner and all 

the worksite VPs. Senior leaders will be invited to work together to complete recommendations. 

There are many positive outcomes possible by implementing the suggested 

recommendations for Global Energy. First and foremost, the improved collaboration will provide 

more extensive opportunities for continuous improvement, as diverse teams allow for the 

generation of ideas through dialogue not formerly possible. A balanced leadership approach will 

ensure known polarities are effectively managed to avoid the negative impacts realized when 

overfocusing on one pole. Adopting a team approach to learning will improve succession 

planning and preparation for unexpected events, decrease safety incidents, improve decision-

making skills, and encourage trust. Finally, I believe these changes will help this organization 

optimize its overall business performance in controlling costs and realizing target production. 

I hope to continue supporting this initiative as it progresses, perhaps as a coach for other 

training leads, as Global Energy leadership learns to manage the components of this dynamic, 

complex system structure to encourage more collaborative mindsets. A significant change 

initiative such as this will require adequate understanding, time, and sufficient support therefore 

creating a plan to slowly invite all BUs to participate will help ensure success. 

The opportunities this presents reach far beyond this initial worksite. As this awareness is 

shared, the possibility of other worksites acknowledging the benefits and following suit is 

probable, perhaps even extending to the whole organization. Their awareness might also 

encourage the extension of these ideas outside the boundaries of this organization. 
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Thesis Summary 

My thesis research aimed to identify what might prevent a collaborative approach to 

leadership development in this organization and use this information to encourage a more 

synergistic approach. On my quest to find this answer, I developed new relationships and became 

aware of my personal biases, and just as Senge (as cited in Wile, 2014) suggested, I realized I 

was also part of the problem. From there, it became apparent there was a much more significant 

influence on effective collaboration than initially considered. This research identified a complex 

systemic issue requiring dedicated support from multiple levels of this organization’s 

management stakeholders, including all leaders, from senior corporate executives down to the 

front line. 

The recommendations presented in this report will enable this organization to improve 

collaboration, decision making, and innovation, which in turn should result in a measurable 

impact on performance indicators such as cost and quality, as demonstrated by Cady’s (2021) 

research. In conclusion, I suggest that to err is human, but the capacity to acknowledge and 

leverage errors as an opportunity is leadership. 
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Appendix A: Research Information Letter 

My name is Marilyn Kelloway, and this research project titled “Collaborative Leadership 
Development” is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Studies at Royal 
Roads University. You can confirm my registration at Royal Roads University by contacting the 
Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta at [email address]. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research is to identify how Global Energy might balance training 
centralization and decentralization to support future leadership development for the oil sands. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

The research will consist of individual semi-structured interviews followed by two facilitated 
group workshops. 

Each semi-structured individual interview is anticipated to last a maximum of one hour and it is 
intended to provide an opportunity to develop a better understanding about your ideas regarding 
leadership and leadership development. 

The facilitated group workshops are anticipated to last for a maximum of four hours each. The 
anticipated activities include: 

• Presentation to highlight research findings and to share an overview of Polarities and 
Polarity Management concept 

• 1-2-4-All group brainstorming session to map standardization and customization 
polarity and summarize polarity management strategy 

• Break 

• Quick review of activities completed prior to break 

• TRIZ group session to brainstorm a core common approach for leadership 
development 

Benefits and risks to participation 

Potential Benefits include: 

• An improved understanding of what leadership means for all areas 

• Improved collaboration between individuals and business units 

• A core common approach for leadership development 

• This research will provide me an opportunity to complete partial requirements 
towards my master’s degree of Leadership Studies 
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Potential Risks include: 

• There is a potential minimal risk of participants raising ideas (heightened 
expectations) that may not be chosen for implementation. 

• During the group method, I cannot ensure confidentiality among participants. 

Primary Partner: 

SVP Oil Sands Mining and Upgrading 

Inquiry Team Partners: 

Human Resources and Training Leaders from all Business Areas 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

I will function as both the researcher and an employee for Global Energy. This research will be 
used as a means for me to complete the Master of Arts in Leadership program through the Royal 
Roads University. 

I disclose this information here so that you can make a fully informed decision on whether to 
participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) being destroyed after electronic 
copies have been created. Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a 
password protected computer on my home computer. Information will be recorded in hand-
written format or audio recorded and, where appropriate, summarized, in anonymous format, in 
the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any 
individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be 
kept strictly confidential. Data collected will be retained for a maximum of one year after it is 
collected. All audio recordings will be destroyed after they have been transcribed in an 
anonymous format. The audio transcriptions will be destroyed after the thesis defense has been 
successfully completed (August 31, 2022). In addition, I am asking that all facilitated group 
discussion participants please respect the confidential nature of the research by not sharing 
names or identifying comments outside of the focus group activity. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Master of Arts in Leadership Studies degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with 
Global Energy, my inquiry team, and all research participants via email. The research 
information contained within my final report may be used for scholarly or professional articles, 
books, or conference presentations. 
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Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

Participation for this research is voluntary and interview participants are free to withdraw from 
the study at any time prior to completion of my final report. If you do decide to withdraw, please 
contact me as outline below: 

Marilyn Kelloway 

Email: [email address] 

Steps to withdraw are as follows: 

1. Contact me by email. 

2. I will reply with confirmation that the information you have provided has successfully 
been removed 

Please note that any information collected during the group activity will not be able to be 
removed after the event has ended. Due to the anonymous group format used to collect this data 
it will be impossible to identify individual comments to remove them. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By signing the in-person consent form 
OR providing your consent by way of a return email during this time of COVID, you indicate 
that you have read and understand the information above and give your free and informed 
consent to participate in this project. 

The RRU Research Ethics Board has approved this research project. If you have any questions 
regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics at 
[email address]. 

If you have any questions about this inquiry, please contact: 

Marilyn Kelloway 

Phone: [telephone number] 

Email: [email address] 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix B: Research Consent Form for Semistructured Individual Interviews 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of nineteen and have read the 
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 I contribute used in the final report 
and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletter etc.). Please note 
we will be using a video conferencing platform such as WebEx to conduct these sessions. As 
such, data may be stored on or accessible by servers in the United States and may be subject to 
examination by government or law enforcement under the Patriot Act. While this likelihood is 
small, I am required to advise you of this possible risk. The WebEx audio/video interview 
recordings will also be stored on my personal password-protected home computer. The recording 
will be used [only] to create a transcript of the conversation and then it will be destroyed no later 
than August 31, 2022. 

□ I consent to the audio recording of the semi-structured interview. 

□ I consent to the video recording of the semi-structured interview. 

□ I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the semi-structured 
interview be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed 

Name: _________________________________________ 
(Please Print) 

Signed: ________________________________________ 

Date: _________________________ 

 



COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 111 

Appendix C: Research Consent Form for Facilitated Group Discussion 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of nineteen and have read the 
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 I contribute used in the final report 
and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters etc.). Please 
note, we will be using a video conferencing platform such as WebEx to conduct these sessions. 
As such, data may be stored on or accessible by servers in the United States and may be subject 
to examination by government or law enforcement under the Patriot Act. While this likelihood is 
small, I am required to advise you of this possible risk. The WebEx audio/video interview 
recordings will also be stored on my personal password-protected home computer. The recording 
will be used [only] to create a transcript of the conversation and then it will be destroyed no later 
than August 31, 2022. 

□ I consent to the audio recording of the facilitated group discussion. 

□ I consent to the video recording of the facilitated group discussion. 

□ I consent to have WebEx recordings taken of me during this study in the facilitated 
group discussion activity for purpose of the final thesis report 

□ I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the facilitated group 
discussion be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed. 

□ I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g., flip chart notes) 
through my participation in facilitated group discussion be used in this study. 

□ I commit to respect the confidential nature of the facilitated group discussion by not 
sharing identifying information about the other participants. 

 

Name: _________________________________________ 

Signed: ________________________________________ 

Date: _________________________ 
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Appendix D: Semistructured Individual Interview Questions 

The semistructured individual interview questions used, were as follows: 

1. I invite you to share your personal leadership development story with me, including 

 different leadership roles  
 years of leadership experience 
 how you’ve learned to lead 
 memorable leader role models 
 rate your leadership capability on a scale from 1–10, where 1 is below average & 10 

is exceptional/excellent 
 knowledge, characteristics, & skills that have helped you succeed most as a leader 

and why 
 challenges you have experienced during your leadership development  
 anything you might do differently/lessons learned 
 advice you would give to developing leaders 

2. What do you look for in a future potential leader? 
 Additional question for senior leaders: 

What types of issues and strategic efforts will emerging leaders need to address in the 
next 5 years as they progress from front line leadership to increasingly complex 
leadership roles? 

3. What are some ways we could balance centralization and decentralization of our 
leadership development processes? 
 What are some of the challenges to this approach and how should we manage them? 

4. In your opinion, what specific leadership requirements are needed for leaders to succeed 
in your business unit? 

5. Are there any final thoughts or ideas that you would like to share regarding leadership 
development? 
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Appendix E: Polarity Map 

 

 From Polarity Management, by B. Johnson, 1992, HRD Press. 

Polarity Map® is a registered trademark of Barry Johnson & Polarity Partnerships, LLC. 
Commercial use encouraged with permission. 
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Appendix F: Facilitated Group Discussion Agenda 

Time Agenda Topic 

11:00 – 12:30 Leadership Interview Data Analysis Summary 

12:30 – 1:00 BREAK 

1:00 – 2:00 Polarity Management Overview – Guest Speaker Dr. Phil Cady 

2:00 – 2:15 BREAK 

2:15 – 3:30 Polarity Mapping Exercise 
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Appendix G: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, Marilyn Kelloway (the student) will be conducting an inquiry study at Global 
Energy to identify how Global Energy might balance training centralization and decentralization 
to support future leadership development for the oil sands. You can confirm the student’s 
registration at Royal Roads University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta 
at [email address]. 

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 Global Energy change process. During this activity, you may be privy to 
confidential inquiry data. 

Currently my plan is to utilize the HR team members as a neutral party (facilitator/interviewer) 
due to their lack of direct reporting structure with all other participants. They will help by 
reviewing my interview questions and assisting with conducting interviews in the event any 
unforeseen COI situations should be brought forward. They will also help facilitate group 
discussions where my position might pose a COI for participants involved. The training leads 
and the emergency services superintendent will create a list of all leaders in their areas who fit 
the participant research criteria outlined and put the names in a bag. An inquiry team member 
will select a name from each bag while blindfolded to prevent any potential bias in selection. 

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 

In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the student, you, as a 
neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the student or potential 
participants, may be asked to work closely with the student to bridge this potential or actual 
conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 
send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 
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participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 
requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 
logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 
location of the interview or focus group, conduct the interviews (usually 3-5 maximum) or focus 
group (usually no more than one) with the selected participants (without the Student’s presence 
or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol and questions worked out 
previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the interviews or focus groups 
with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to the Student for 
the data analysis phase of the study. 

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. 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 Marilyn 
Kelloway, the student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

________________________ _________________________ ____________ 
Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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Appendix H: PowerPoint Presentation for Partner, Inquiry Team, and Inquiry 

Participants  
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Appendix I: Risk Competence Matrix 

 

Note. Based on Snowden et al.’s (2021) Cynefin model and Conklin's (2019) premise of failing 
safely. 

 

Sources 

Conklin, T. (2019). The 5 principles of human performance: A contemporary update of the 
building blocks of human performance for the new view of safety. PreAccident Media. 

Snowden, D. J., Greenberg, R., & Bertsch, B. (Eds.). (2021). Cynefin: Weaving sense-making 
into the fabric of our world. Cognitive Edge. 

 


