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Abstract

Purpose: This study examined the social construction of collective leadership in plural organisations with South African state-owned entities (SOEs) as its setting. Adopting the social construction lens, this autoethnographic study investigated how affiliation-driven appointments and personal relationships affected leadership practice, team composition and organisational outcomes.

Design/methodology/approach: The study adopted a qualitative approach and analysed collective leadership through multiple datasets collected from reflexive journals, self-interviews and media reports at three SOEs where the researcher occupied executive leadership roles. In-depth semi-structured interviews were also conducted with 11 participants who held senior positions in SOEs.

Findings/results: Thematic analysis revealed that affiliation-driven appointments shaped team dynamics through perceived biases, hostility and rivalries, which influenced collective leadership in SOEs. Furthermore, unresolved tensions undermined collective leadership and accountability and highlighted the interplay of micro-relational dynamics in shaping collective leadership outcomes.

Practical implications: The implications of the study highlights the need for merit-based and transparent appointment process, inclusive team practices and aligned leadership. It emphasises structured onboarding, conflict resolution and clear accountability mechanisms as key to fostering effective, collaborative leadership and improved organisational performance.

Originality/value: The study proposed three emergent strategies to address the challenges of affiliation-driven appointments: (1) strengthening merit-based appointments through transparent criteria and independent oversight, (2) fostering inclusive onboarding and conflict resolution mechanisms to build trust and team cohesion and (3) enhancing shared accountability through clear role definitions, common purpose alignment and rigorous oversight. These strategies aim to leverage collaboration and trust to promote effective collective leadership within SOEs.
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Introduction

In an era characterised by increased interdependence and shared accountability, leadership is no longer viewed solely as an individual endeavour but rather as a collaborative, collective effort shaped by relationships and social networks (Bolden et al., 2023, p. 46). The collective nature of leadership is even more pronounced in plural organisations. Plural organisations are described as organisations with complex multiple leadership structures both inside and outside the organisation (Denis et al., 2001, p. 15).

The concept of collective leadership underscores the importance of shared responsibility, emphasising the alignment of goals, values and relational connections to navigate the intricacies of decision-making and organisational performance (Foldy & Ospina, 2023, p. 547). This article delves into the relational dimensions of collective leadership with a specific focus on the people aspect. This is related to how individuals impact and shape collective leadership in leadership constellations (Abson et al., 2024, p. 2). Because people are at the centre of the leadership phenomenon, it is critical to understand the role of individuals and how they influence the nature and characteristics of the type of collective leadership that emerges. In this regard, this article aims to contribute to the evolving discourse on the dynamics of the social construction of leadership by examining factors such as affiliation-driven appointments, the complexities of shared responsibility and the role of alignment and common purpose in collective leadership structures. As such, this article offers insights into how effective collaboration and accountability can be fostered in collective leadership structures with a focus on South African state-owned entities (SOEs) as plural organisations.

In South Africa, SOEs are led by a multilayer leadership structure comprising a Board of Directors, a Chief Executive Officer (CEO), a Chief Operating Officer (COO), a Chief Financial Officer (CFO) and other executives under the leadership of a Minister and Deputy Minister as political heads and shareholder representatives. In this context, SOEs are established by the State through an enabling legislation under various Ministries that are led by political office bearers who are the Minister and Deputy Minister who represent the State as the shareholder in these entities. However, as political heads of these entities, Ministers and Deputy Ministers are only responsible for policy and legislative direction. The Minister and the Deputy Minister, with the support of Cabinet, appoint the Board of Directors as delegated shareholder representatives. The Board of Directors is responsible for the strategic direction of an SOE and for exercising oversight over the executive director and management who are responsible for the day-to-day operations. Because of the complexities of these leadership constellations and the dual mandate of social and economic development, these entities carry relational dynamics that are especially pronounced. Given the dual mandate that SOEs have in South Africa, leadership in SOEs often involves navigating diverse stakeholder expectations, which can exacerbate tensions and complicate collaboration (Mpete & Maier, 2024, p. 3). However, there is limited empirical evidence on how these factors influence leadership practice, team composition and the overall effectiveness of collective leadership in such organisations.

Existing studies on collective leadership have predominantly focused on its structural and procedural aspects (Ervits, 2023, p. 55; Gichuhi, 2021, p. 69), often neglecting the nuanced relational dynamics that underpin its success or failure. While research has explored themes such as shared accountability and team collaboration (Zeier et al., 2021, p. 564), less attention has been given to the influence of personal relationships and social interactions among members of the leadership constellation in shaping collective leadership. This is particularly true in complex organisational contexts such as plural organisations.

The literature overview in the next section unpacks current collective leadership research. It particularly explores the interplay between structural and relational factors that shape collective leadership.

Literature review

Collective leadership research significantly benefits from the integration of social constructionism, as it emphasises the relational and contextual dynamics that shape leadership practices within groups (Endres & Weibler, 2017, p. 279). Social constructionism posits that reality is constructed through social interactions and shared meanings, which aligns with the collective leadership framework that views leadership as a distributed process rather than a fixed attribute of individuals (Berger & Luckmann, 2023, p. 65). For instance, studies by Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012, p. 275) highlight how collective leadership emerges from the interactions among team members, influenced by their shared experiences and social contexts. The emergence of collective leadership in social constructionist contexts is founded on the understanding that ‘leadership is co-constructed, a product of sociohistorical and collective meaning making, and negotiated on an ongoing basis through complex interplay among leadership actors’ (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010, p. 172). Originating from Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 26), it has been established that ‘reality is both revealed and concealed, created and destroyed by our actions’ (Martin, 2017, p. 03). Consequently, the individual characteristics of the leaders involved in the leadership constellation shape the nature and character of the type of collective leadership that emerges. Furthermore, research by Conger and Pearce (2023, p. 293) illustrates how the meanings attributed to leadership roles are co-created within teams, thereby affecting group performance and cohesion. By applying social constructionism, scholars can better understand how collective leadership is not merely a function of individual traits but is instead shaped by the ongoing social processes and narratives that evolve within organisations. This perspective encourages a more nuanced exploration of how leadership is enacted and perceived in collaborative environments, ultimately enriching the discourse on leadership practices in contemporary organisational settings.

Collective leadership in plural organisations

Collective leadership, as a concept, has gained traction in recent years, particularly in plural organisations such as the South African SOEs, where decision-making authority and responsibilities are dispersed among multiple stakeholders (Bolden et al., 2023, p. 56; Raelin, 2023, p. 19). Collective leadership challenges the traditional, hierarchical view of leadership, emphasising collaboration, shared responsibility and inclusivity (Le Fevre et al., 2021, p. 02). As much as collective leadership offers a compelling vision for more equitable and participatory governance, its application in plural organisations is fraught with complexities that warrant critical examination.

The literature (Berraies et al., 2021, p. 1368; Bolden et al., 2023, p. 56) suggests that by distributing leadership roles across a group, collective leadership encourages a diversity and inclusivity of perspectives. This inclusivity fosters innovation and holistic decision-making, as multiple viewpoints are considered and integrated into strategies and solutions (Ospina et al., 2020, p. 170). Collective leadership reduces the reliance on a single leader by distributing responsibility across the organisation (Brown et al., 2021, p. 35; Gichuhi, 2021, p. 69). The distribution of responsibilities across the organisation can mitigate risks associated with over-dependence on individual leadership and create a culture of mutual accountability.

Some scholars (Gichuhi, 2021, p. 69; Wang et al., 2023, p. 380) are of the view that in plural organisations, where power is distributed among various stakeholders, collective leadership provides a buffer against leadership disruptions caused by internal or external factors. The collective nature of decision-making ensures continuity and stability, even in times of change or crisis. As organisations increasingly emphasise equity, diversity and inclusion, collective leadership aligns with these values, promoting a more democratic and participatory leadership model (Hendy et al., 2024, p. 2).

One of the most significant criticisms of collective leadership is the potential for ambiguity in roles (Ziegert & Dust, 2021, p. 969). In plural organisations, where decision-making authority is already dispersed, unclear boundaries can lead to inefficiency and conflict (Riggio & Newstead, 2023, p. 21). Similarly, the inclusion of diverse perspectives, while a strength, can also become a hindrance (ibid). The need to achieve consensus or accommodate multiple viewpoints may slow decision-making processes, leading to delays in critical actions.

While collective leadership aims to promote shared accountability, it can inadvertently lead to a diffusion of responsibility (Rodriguez & Crawford, 2023, p. 347). This creates challenges in holding individuals or groups accountable for outcomes, particularly in cases of failure or underperformance. Despite its emphasis on equality, collective leadership is also not immune to power struggles (Garton & Wawrzynski, 2021, p. 90). In plural organisations, these power struggles manifest through leveraging political influence or personal agendas and undermining the collective ethos. Collective leadership, however, demands a high level of relational competence, including communication, conflict resolution and emotional intelligence (Badarai et al., 2023, p. 1). These demands can strain inexperienced and incompetent leaders and teams, particularly in resource-constrained environments. Understanding the dynamics of collective leadership requires a nuanced examination of collaborative and social factors, which is why social constructionism was adopted for this article.

Social construction theory

Social constructionism has evolved significantly since its inception, primarily through the works of Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 65) in their seminal text, ‘The Social Construction of Reality’. The theory asserts that knowledge and meaning are not inherent in objects or events but are created through social interactions and cultural contexts. At its core, social constructionism makes several key claims, for example, that reality is socially constructed. In this sense, the theory firstly posits that what we perceive as reality is shaped by social processes (Rapp & Corral-Grandos, 2024, p. 430). This claim suggests that knowledge is not objective but rather a product of social interactions (Gergen, 2019, p. 145). Secondly, the theory claims that language as a constructive tool plays a crucial role in shaping our understanding of reality. In this regard, the meanings we attribute to words and concepts are socially negotiated and can vary across different cultures and contexts (Berger & Luckmann, 2023, p. 49). Thirdly, the theory claims that knowledge is context-dependent, influenced by the social, historical and cultural contexts in which it is produced. This claim challenges the notion of universal truths and emphasises the importance of local contexts (Gergen, 2019, p. 145). Lastly, the theory highlights the role of power in shaping knowledge and reality as it suggests that those in positions of power often have greater influence over the construction of social norms and meanings (O’Connor & Cormican, 2022, p. 345). In the current article, social construction is adopted as an epistemological position that posits that reality is shaped through social and relational processes and that it is an outcome of social negotiations. In this perspective, leadership is seen as socially constructed.

In recognising that social realities are constructed, researchers can better understand the complexities of social phenomena, such as group dynamics (Stephenson, 2024, p. 41). In this article, social constructionism is used to critically analyse social interactions and the impact of relationships on team cohesion and collective leadership in plural organisations. It shifts the focus from individual traits and behaviours to the relationships between leaders and followers, emphasising trust, mutual influence and collaboration (Jian, 2022, p. 931). This approach is particularly suited to studies of collective leadership, where shared responsibility and alignment are central themes. Furthermore, the theory is well-suited for exploring the complexities of collective leadership by focusing on the interplay of social interactions, personal relationships and alignment among the team in shaping leadership.

Critics argue that social constructionism can lead to extreme relativism, where all perspectives are seen as equally valid, potentially undermining the pursuit of objective knowledge (Brown, 2020, p. 123). Some scholars contend that it downplays the role of material realities and biological factors in shaping human behaviour (Romaioli & McNamee, 2021, p. 317). They argue that while social factors are significant, they do not account for the influence of physical and biological constraints (Romaioli & McNamee, 2021). The theory’s focus on language as a primary means of constructing reality has been criticised for neglecting non-verbal forms of communication and the embodied experiences that also shape our understanding of the world (Ao, Wang, Chen, 2024, p. 56900). Critics further argue that social constructionism often lacks predictive power, making it challenging to apply in empirical research (Taylor, 2018, p. 218). While acknowledging these criticisms, it has been argued that social constructionism embraces the principles of objective knowledge and material realities and also recognises non-verbal communications (Berger & Luckmann, 2023, p. 31).

The purpose of this study is to investigate how collective leadership is socially constructed in plural organisations with a specific focus on the people aspect of collective leadership. As a result, the study adopts social constructionism as its theoretical framework in its investigation of collective leadership practice in South African SOEs. This study adopts an autoethnographic design and primarily draws its data from the personal experiences of the first author, which were supplemented by the experiences of other leaders who held leadership roles in South African SOEs.

Methodology

Research approach and design

A qualitative approach allowed a nuanced and in-depth exploration of the people aspect of collective leadership that is context-bound (Lim, 2025, p. 199). An analytic autoethnography was chosen as the design because of the complex nature of the people aspect in collective leadership and the wealth of insider knowledge from the first author, who served more than 17 years in executive positions in various SOEs in South Africa (Day, 2024, p. 2). Analytic autoethnography is defined as an autoethnographic method where the emphasis is on the analysis or interpretation of data with purposeful attempts at scientific analysis (Poerwandari, 2021, p. 312).

Autoethnography has been criticised for being narcissistic, individualised, self-indulgent and introspective (Chang & Bilgen, 2020, p. 93). However, Ellis et al. (2011, p. 274) demonstrate that the strength of autoethnography is that it recognises and embraces subjectivity and emotionality. In this study, multiple datasets were collected from the first author’s experiences, as well as external sources. These sources are described in the next section.

Data collection methods

The use of multiple methods of data collection provides a multidimensional perspective of the phenomenon, while also providing rich and unbiased data that can be analysed with a high degree of assurance (Ahmed & Ishtiaq, 2021, p. 2402). The use of multiple data sources also increases validity and credibility (Bans-Akutey & Tiimub, 2021, p. 2). In this study, data from the first author included reflexive journals and self-interviews. Data from external sources included in-depth semi-structured interviews and media articles. Given that this is an autoethnographic study, the reflexive journals and self-interviews ensured depth to the study by providing a longitudinal perspective on leadership experiences at executive levels within SOEs.

Reflexive journals

Reflexive journals were constructed based on meeting notes that the first author kept throughout his career in the SOEs. The journals were recorded events and notes on various issues during his leadership roles while working at three different SOEs. It documented his personal reflections on leadership and decision-making processes and also offered an opportunity for rich analysis of his personal experiences of collective leadership in plural organisations through a self-reflexive process.

The use of reflexive journals provided qualitative data that captured the complexities and nuances of collective leadership as experienced in real time when the first author lived through those experiences, making it possible to observe how leaders adapt their leadership styles and decision-making processes within their teams. It also helped understand the individual leader’s role within the collective leadership framework, thereby providing depth to the study.

Self-interviews

To capture deeper self-reflection and personal insights, three self-interviews were conducted in July 2024. By employing self-interviews, the first author delved into the complexities and nuances of collective leadership, offering an authentic, insider perspective on how leadership is practised and perceived within plural organisations (Sun et al., 2022, p. 299). The self-interviews covered various leadership roles in different SOEs, including CEO, CFO and group chief financial officer (GCFO). These interviews provided an opportunity to articulate the first author’s personal experiences, challenges and perceptions on collective leadership in plural organisations in an introspective manner. This method allowed the first author to critically explore and reflect on their experiences and roles within the organisational context, providing rich, first-person insights that are difficult to capture through external observations alone (Allett et al., 2011, p. 4). The same questions used in the semi-structured interviews section were also applied in the self-interviews. The self-interviews lasted about 30 min on average. They were recorded on the Microsoft Teams platform and were also transcribed using the Microsoft Teams platform functionality.

Documents and media reports

Media reports served as an external source to contextualise leadership dynamics within broader organisational and societal frameworks. News is often seen as an output of journalism, which provides a reliable, trustworthy, accurate and comprehensive account of events that significantly affect society (Ansar & Goswami, 2021, p. 1). Eight media articles covering reports on leadership-related issues were selected for this study. As a form of publicly available documentation, media reports captured external perceptions, narratives and discourses surrounding the SOEs. These provided a window into how collective leadership is framed, interpreted and critiqued by external stakeholders, such as the public, analysts and policymakers.

Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 11 participants, representing various leadership roles in various SOEs as depicted in Table 1.
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Informed consent was obtained from all research participants. The interview protocol included open-ended questions designed to explore participants’ personal experiences, challenges and perceptions of collective leadership. Questions asked of participants in the semi-structured interviews included questions regarding their understanding of collective leadership, its application in the particular organisation in which they were seated, as well as details regarding the interaction and relationships between members of the collective leadership constellations they were part of. The interviews lasted around 45 min on average. These interviews were held through the Microsoft Teams platform for convenience purposes and were recorded and transcribed using the application’s functionality. Using semi-structured interviews allowed for different probing techniques, thereby enhancing the richness of the data obtained (Ruslin et al., 2022, p. 22). This format was particularly valuable in understanding the complex and nuanced perspectives of the research participants, which made it easier to explore their thoughts, feelings and experiences (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021, p. 1363).

Participants and sampling

Sampling for autoethnographic data implies a sample of experiences (Cooper & Lilyea, 2022, p. 198). The experiences sampled from the first author’s own life included the times that he served in leadership positions as CEO (2013–2020), CFO (2011–2013) and GCFO (2020–2020) at three different SOEs. At the time of the study, the first author had more than 17 years’ experience in leadership roles within South African SOEs. These experiences were documented in meeting notebooks.

The media articles selected for this study were limited to articles about the SOEs in which the first researcher had held executive positions. Furthermore, only articles published on the SOEs during the period when he was part of those SOEs were selected for this study. These articles were found by means of a Google search using the names of the SOEs as keywords. Only articles about leadership issues within these SOEs were selected for this study.

For the interviews with other leaders, participants were purposively sampled to ensure representation of diverse leadership roles, gender and political affiliations. The sample included both males and females who served in executive and board positions within SOEs in South Africa. Participants’ political affiliations were also considered, with a mix of members and non-members of political organisations. The selection of participants followed a judgemental and a snowballing method. Firstly, the first author recruited participants from his network of former colleagues within the SOE sector in South Africa. The individuals selected for participation also referred their own contacts to the first researcher, who then approached them for recruitment into the sample of the study.

Snowball sampling was not initially part of the study design; it was later included after several unsuccessful efforts to secure suitable participants from SEOs. While acknowledging the inherent selection bias and potential distortion in snowball sampling, it is the necessary trade-off for gaining insight into hard-to-reach populations (Woodley & Lockard, 2016, p. 326). A common critique of snowball sampling is that it is inherently biased and that the results cannot be generalised to the larger population (Cohen & Arieli, 2011, p. 426). Despite the qualitative nature of this study and generalisability not being of primary concern, bias threatens the quality of the sample selection and must be addressed as far as possible. To do this, the researchers firstly ensured variation in the sample by including diverse leadership roles, gender and political affiliations (Parker et al., 2019, p. 4). Secondly, triangulation of data was employed by gathering data from the first researcher’s own experiences through various autoethnographic methods, the interviews with the participants and the media reports (Fusch et al., 2018, p. 20). Furthermore, it was also important throughout the research process to take a reflexive stance on one’s positionality and take responsibility for one’s own situatedness within the research context (i.e. the first author’s perspectives and relationship with the participants) and the effect it may have on the participants. This allowed the researchers to constantly monitor their impact and biases during the research study (Berger, 2015, p. 221). The reflexive stance was mainly facilitated through continuous discussion between the three authors, of whom only one was an insider researcher. This process of discussions among the authors is referred to as social perspective taking (Finefter-Rosenbluh, 2017, p. 2), which aids the process of reflection and increases the credibility of the research.

Data analysis

Data from the reflexive journals, self-interviews, media reports and semi-structured interviews were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78) with Atlas.ti 24. Although all the data were analysed simultaneously, ATLAS.ti 24 allowed comparison of the coding and thematising between the different datasets. In this way, it was easy to see if the codes and themes occurred across the different datasets. The data were handled in this manner to decrease the likelihood of cherry-picking during analysis. Transcripts were coded to identify recurring themes related to leadership, social relations, interpersonal interactions and organisational dynamics.

Thematic analysis facilitated the identification of common patterns and unique insights across different datasets. Thematic analysis was managed using a qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti, which helped to deepen the analysis.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Pretoria, Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences Research Ethics Committee (EMS008/21) prior to data collection, ensuring adherence to principles of confidentiality and informed consent. Participants and the SOEs they worked for were anonymised using pseudonyms (i.e. participants and SOEs were referred to by number, e.g. Participant 1 or SOE 1) to protect their identities. All data were securely stored and accessible only to authorised researchers. All participants were informed of the nature of the study and the purposes of the interview, as well as the reasons for collecting the data. All participants in the study signed an informed consent form.

Results

The findings are organised into three key themes: (1) affiliation-driven appointments, (2) appointment consequences on team dynamics and (3) shared responsibility and accountability. Data sources were critically analysed through the lens of an organisational leader. Emergent meanings were identified from the data to deepen our understanding of how interpersonal, relational and organisational factors shape collective leadership in plural organisations.

The emergent relational leadership dynamics as highlighted in Table 2 reflects the interconnectedness of affiliation-driven appointments, the impact of these appointments on team dynamics and their implications on shared responsibility and accountability within collective leadership settings. The findings highlight the relational and collaborative nature of collective leadership. This amplifies the interplay between personal and relational factors that influence leadership practice, team composition, collaboration and accountability in a collective leadership framework. The findings highlight the complexity of relationships and alignments, and the challenges posed by bias, rivalries and oversight in collective leadership settings. The next section of this article unpacks the three major themes that emerged from the data analysis process, namely, affiliation-driven appointments, appointments consequences on team dynamics and shared responsibility and accountability.
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Theme 1: Affiliation-driven appointments

Affiliation-driven appointments refer to leadership appointments influenced by personal, political or organisational affiliations rather than solely on merit or competence. These appointments often reflect broader socio-political dynamics, aligning leaders with specific networks or ideologies, which can impact perceptions of legitimacy, trust and cohesion within the leadership collective. The findings from the extracts provide valuable insights, specifically highlighting how leadership dynamics, relationships and decision-making processes are influenced by individual, organisational and political factors.

Participant 6 from the interview data as per Table 3, reflects on his experience of being appointed by a Minister into the Board of an SOE when he did not apply for it. He had known the Minister as they both belonged to the same political organisation. Based on an informal discussion, and without following any competitive process, the Minister decided to appoint him to a board for which he had not applied. Interview Participant 5’s data unveil the appointment of a capable team of executives by an administrator and the subsequent impact of an immature CEO on leadership quality. Referring to the immaturity of the CEO, Participant 5 suggests that the individual was not competent to lead such a big national entity. Similarly, reflexive journal entries (Reflexive Journal Entries RP4 in Table 3) highlight the challenge of incompetent and underqualified individuals being appointed to leadership roles on the basis of political affiliation and personal relationships.
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Reflexive Journal Entries RP4 further highlight the challenges of financial mismanagement and alleged corruption linked to the competency levels of some members of a Board of Directors at the level of a national entity. This underscores the importance of the individual competency and experience of leaders. It emerges that leadership effectiveness in collective contexts is closely tied to the team composition, indicating that socially constructed leadership relies on the synergistic capability of individuals within the collective. In a similar vein, Participant 9’s statement reflects that leadership is perceived as proper when both the board and executives have the competence and experience for the leadership task. This highlights the role of collaboration and mutual accountability among leadership tiers in fostering trust and stability in collective leadership frameworks.

From the self-interview data (Self-interviews Data RP2) as per Table 3, it emerged that leadership decisions and positions are shown to be heavily influenced by political and ideological affiliations. This demonstrates how collective leadership is socially constructed within a political context, where individual identities and organisational policies intersect to shape leadership teams and decision-making processes. The reference to political formations illustrates the role of external factors (e.g. political ideologies) in defining leadership priorities, suggesting that collective leadership in such settings is not purely organisational but deeply interwoven with broader socio-political frameworks.

Data from the reflexive journal entries (Reflexive Journal Entries RP4) as reflected in Table 3, reveal a conflict between an acting CEO and the board-appointed leader, and the perceived favouritism stemming from political ties. This highlights the challenges of political interference in collective leadership. There are tensions between formal authority (board recommendations) and informal influence (political connections). These tensions impact trust and cohesion within the leadership collective, indicating that socially constructed leadership is subject to negotiation and contestation among stakeholders.

Considering the above findings, it can be said that leadership in collective settings is influenced by the competence of individual members, particularly those in executive and board positions. Immature or politically driven appointments can destabilise the collective leadership framework. Furthermore, political affiliations and ideological orientations significantly inform leadership behaviours, decisions and alignment. This interdependence between politics and leadership indicates a broader socio-political construction of collective leadership. Similarly, personal relationships, perceived political deployments and Ministerial interventions create fractures within the leadership collective, challenging its cohesiveness and legitimacy. Hence, effective collective leadership is characterised by synergy and alignment between executives and boards.

These findings illustrate that socially constructed collective leadership is deeply affected by individual competence, political affiliations and interpersonal dynamics. Leadership in such contexts relies on balancing professional expertise with the socio-political realities shaping organisational governance. Managing these influences is critical to fostering trust, alignment and sustainable leadership within the collective framework.

Theme 2: Appointment consequences on team dynamics

Appointment consequences on team dynamics refers to the effect that leadership appointments have on interpersonal relationships, trust and collaboration within the team. These consequences can include tensions from perceived bias, power imbalances, or unresolved rivalries, which influence cohesion, alignment and the effectiveness of collective leadership and decision-making. The findings illustrate critical insights into the people dynamics within the framework of socially constructed collective leadership, particularly regarding how interpersonal perceptions, biases and relational tensions impact leadership functioning and collaboration.

In the interview, Participant 2 from the interview data as per Table 4 drew attention to the process of cultivating accountability and transparency, both of which are seen as foundational to fostering collective leadership (Melo et al., 2019, p. 290). These elements build trust and facilitate open conversations, making it easier for individuals to adopt a collective mindset (Sososutiksno, 2023, p. 180). Collective leadership thrives when transparency and accountability are integral to organisational culture, enabling leaders to collaborate effectively. On the other hand, Participant 5 from the interview data as reflected in Table 4 drew attention to her experience of feeling that because of her racial identity, her expertise and capabilities were being predetermined negatively and questioned without her being granted an objective opportunity to perform her duties. The prejudgement highlights how perceived biases and stereotypes can undermine confidence and trust in collective leadership settings. Such dynamics create an unequal starting point for leaders within the collective, impacting their ability to contribute fully and reinforcing barriers to inclusivity within leadership teams.
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Self-interview 2 (Table 4) reveals the CEO’s encounter with a hostile chairperson and an unwelcoming Board of Directors. The hostility and rejection are demonstrated by the experience of being given an offer that the chairperson knew was below the previous salary with no discussion on its acceptability and the experience of ill-treatment from some Directors. This experience underscores the importance of relational acceptance in collective leadership. A lack of support or visible hostility diminishes the leader’s ability to integrate effectively into the collective framework. This finding suggests that collective leadership requires not only professional alignment but also relational inclusivity to foster collaboration and cohesion. Data from the reflexive journals (Reflexive Journal Entry, SOE2) drew attention to the anger of an acting leader who felt bypassed for a permanent appointment, given that she had acted on the post for at least a year and a half. As the Board of Directors gave no reasons for not shortlisting her, the fact that she had acted on the role for such a long time suggests that their conduct was unfair to her. Her anger, which was also directed at the new CEO, illustrates how unresolved professional rivalries and perceptions of unfairness can create relational fractures within a leadership team. These dynamics can undermine trust in the collective and disrupt organisational focus, as demonstrated by her seeking recourse from external stakeholders (lawyers).

Considering these findings, transparency and fairness in processes and decision-making, coupled with shared accountability, are essential for fostering trust and engagement in collective leadership. These elements prepare individuals for open dialogue and collaboration within the collective. Furthermore, perceptions of bias, whether based on race, gender, unfair treatment or other factors, must be addressed to ensure that all members of the leadership team feel valued and respected. Collective leadership would benefit greatly from transparent and fair recruitment processes where reasons for decisions taken are explained and justified to all affected to foster a culture of unity. Had the Board of Directors explained in a transparent manner their reasons for not shortlisting the individual who felt bypassed, she would probably have understood, which could have prevented the legal battles and hostilities between the affected parties. Inclusive practices are critical to dismantling barriers that hinder the equitable participation of leaders. Hostility or relational exclusion undermines the effectiveness of collective leadership. Leaders must actively work to create a culture of mutual respect, fairness, acceptance and inclusivity, where differences are addressed constructively to avoid exacerbating divides. Professional rivalries and dissatisfaction with leadership appointments can create lasting tensions that disrupt collective functioning. Clear and fair processes for role assignments, combined with proactive conflict resolution mechanisms, are essential for maintaining unity within leadership collectives.

Theme 3: Shared responsibility and accountability

Shared responsibility and accountability refer to the collective ownership of decisions, actions and outcomes by the leadership team. It emphasises mutual accountability, where successes and failures are collectively addressed, fostering collaboration while requiring mechanisms to ensure individual contributions and accountability are transparent and equitable. The findings reflect key aspects of how socially collective leadership is constructed, especially concerning responsibility, accountability, collaboration, role separation and conflict management.

Participant 11 (Table 5) highlighted a potential drawback of collective leadership through diffused accountability. When responsibility is shared, failures can be masked, as everyone shoulders the burden equally. This creates a challenge in identifying root causes of underperformance and may allow poor practices to persist. This emphasises that while collective leadership can foster shared responsibility, it requires mechanisms for identifying individual contributions to ensure accountability and continuous improvement. Similarly, data from Self-interview 1 affirm the concept of shared accountability, with the idea that collective leadership involves individuals taking joint responsibility for decisions and leadership functions. While this approach distributes leadership roles, it also necessitates clear structures to avoid confusion or the dilution of accountability. In this regard, collective leadership should benefit from the effective application of accountability, where mechanisms such as individual performance contracts and team targets are developed to clearly determine where responsibilities lie both at an individual and a team level.
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For Participant 9 (Interview Data), despite disagreements within the leadership team, a shared commitment to maintaining organisational stability emerged as a unifying force. This demonstrates the importance of having a common purpose in collective leadership, which can transcend individual differences and foster collaboration. This suggests that collective leadership thrives when the group is guided by shared goals, even in the face of interpersonal or ideological conflicts. From Self-interview 3, strong interpersonal relationships among leadership members are emphasised as critical for effective collaboration in collective leadership. Good relationships with the board, executive management and political stakeholders (e.g. Ministers) facilitated smoother operations and decision-making processes.

However, the highlighted friction with an acting Group CEO points to the challenges posed by interpersonal dynamics and potential power struggles in a collective setting. Such conflicts can disrupt cohesion and effectiveness unless proactively managed. Similarly, data from the Reflexive Journal Entries (RP4-SOE1) underscore the importance of collaborative efforts during crises. The leader’s ability to rally the executive team and gain their support to address audit challenges reflects the necessity of fostering teamwork and mutual trust in collective leadership. The hands-on approach, pleading for support and working extensive hours alongside the team, demonstrates how leadership in a collective framework requires personal commitment and relationship-building to mobilise and align efforts effectively in times of crisis, when organisational turnaround strategies become necessary. Self-interview 2 reveals that collective leadership includes oversight responsibilities, as illustrated by the quarterly monitoring of budgets and the execution of approved strategies. This suggests that while leadership responsibilities are shared, there is still a need for defined roles and mechanisms to ensure that management and oversight functions are effectively carried out.

Considering the data, it can be said that the emphasis in collective leadership on shared responsibility can obscure accountability, creating a risk of underperformance. Effective leadership requires systems to clearly delineate roles, identify contributions and address failures without undermining the collective ethos. Furthermore, a shared vision or organisational goal is essential for overcoming disagreements and fostering unity among leadership members. This shared purpose acts as an anchor for collective decision-making and action. Similarly, leadership in collective settings is tested during crises. The ability to galvanise the team, build consensus and lead by example becomes critical in navigating challenges and ensuring organisational resilience and success. While collective leadership involves shared responsibilities, oversight and role clarity remain essential to ensure that accountability is not diluted and that strategic goals are met.

Journal entries (RP4-SOE2) as well as RP1-Participant 2 highlight the challenge of overreach that undermines the segregation of roles as advocated for by the principles of good governance. In this reflexive journal entry and Participant 2’s experience, it is highlighted that Ministers interfered with the appointment process of a CEO, which the Board of Directors should independently execute to make recommendations to the Minister based on a fair and objective process. Reflections from journal entries (RP4-SOE2) further indicate an interference by the Minister on operational matters when he decided how many representatives of the entity should travel with the team to represent the country at an international conference. Matters of travel are operational and are in the domain of the management team. This instruction demonstrates the challenges in collective leadership practice, where members of the leadership constellation disregard governance through undermining the segregation of duties. Journal entries from RP4-SOE2 further demonstrate this challenge of overreach across roles, where a GM who reported to the CFO was invited to Exco meetings by the CEO without engaging the CFO, who was the head of the finance portfolio. The GM should be engaged in portfolio matters while the CFO is present in the Exco meetings.

Discussion

The discussion focuses on the dynamics of affiliation-driven appointments and their implications for team dynamics, shared responsibility and accountability. Social constructionism emphasises the role of social relations in the selection of individuals for roles, the cultivation of trust and the fostering of genuine collaboration. This perspective underscores the importance of people-centric processes in building team cohesion and shared purpose. By weaving these insights together, the analysis offers a rich understanding of how affiliation-driven appointments affect not just organisational performance but also the lived experiences, motivations and collective dynamics of those involved in collective leadership practice. Furthermore, weaving these insights highlights the profound influence of human connections and shared leadership practices in the construction of collective leadership in plural organisations.

Theme 1: Affiliation-driven appointments

The findings illustrate critical aspects of collective leadership in South African SOEs, particularly around leadership appointments and the influence of political and social factors. Applying the social construction lens, these insights are unpacked to analyse collective leadership and identify consistencies and contradictions in the existing literature. In relation to the process of appointing leaders and its implications for social interaction dynamics, the study’s findings align with the focus of social constructionism on the importance of building relationships and fostering trust to ensure effective leadership (Bolden et al., 2023, p. 16). The quality of leadership teams impacts organisational effectiveness, as strong relational dynamics lead to cohesive and capable leadership teams (De Bode et al., 2024, p. 184). The emphasis on relational competence and trust-building as crucial to leadership is supported by the literature on social constructionism.

In terms of relational trust, the study found that positive collaboration and alignment between boards of directors and executives and alignment around shared goals foster effective leadership (Schlappa et al., 2021, p. 471). Social constructionism emphasises the importance of alignment and mutual trust in leadership teams, consistent with this observation.

However, there are some contradictions with social constructionism, as evidenced in the findings relating to relational conflict and trust erosion. For example, the study found instances where relational trust was undermined by political interference and affiliation in appointment processes, pre-conceived perceptions where new members entering the collective leadership constellation were not trusted on the basis of their political affiliation. This highlights how political interference and affiliation-based decision-making processes and relational conflicts can erode trust, creating tensions within leadership teams. On the other hand, social constructionism assumes that relational processes can build trust, but in politically charged environments, relationships can also be a source of division rather than cohesion (Wilson & Cunliffe, 2022, p. 359). In this sense, the idealistic social constructionist view of relational trust does not fully account for the complexity of political dynamics that undermine relationships in collective leadership settings. The multiple datasets consistently highlighted instances of political interference on the functioning of SOEs through imposing individuals in leadership positions, thereby affecting organisational performance and relations within the collective leadership setting. Furthermore, Ministers give leaders instructions that are not necessarily in the best interests of the entities, which further strains relations within the leadership collective.

Theme 2: Appointment consequences on team dynamics

The findings from the data sources on the consequences of appointments on team dynamics provide significant insights into collective leadership. These findings reveal the interplay between relational dynamics and trust, offering opportunities to examine contradictions and consistencies with existing literature through the lenses of social constructionism.

Trust and social dynamics were aligned with the social constructionist literature. For instance, the study’s findings highlight that when there is political interference by Ministers on who should be appointed in leadership roles within SOEs, relational trust among the members of the leadership constellation can be undermined. The erosion of trust within the collective as a result of political interference highlights the critical role of trust in relational leadership. The lack of trust and perceived hostility reflects a relational breakdown, consistent with social constructivist literature emphasising the necessity of mutual respect and positive social dynamics for effective collective leadership (Jian, 2022, p. 933) and asserting that trust and mutual engagement are prerequisites for fostering collaborative environments (Schlappa et al., 2021, p. 471). The absence of these elements undermines cohesion and collective leadership practices.

Judgement and relational tensions also emerged as a point of interest. For instance, the study found that racial discrimination was sometimes used to pre-judge the capabilities of certain leaders. It was found that biases and preconceptions within leadership teams can erode relational trust and foster a toxic environment, inhibiting collaboration and relational development. Again, this is consistent with the social constructionist literature when it discusses how unresolved biases and relational inequalities disrupt team cohesion (Wilson & Cunliffe, 2022, p. 359).

The findings drew attention to transparency as a relational facilitator. It supports the social constructionist principle that transparent processes build trust and relational alignment, fostering acceptance of collective leadership practices (Bolden et al., 2023, p. 16). However, the relational tensions observed suggested that transparency alone is insufficient if biases, hostilities or power imbalances exist, complicating the straightforward application of social constructionist principles.

Theme 3: Shared responsibility and accountability

The findings on shared responsibility and accountability revealed important insights into the dynamics of collective leadership, particularly in SOEs. Shared responsibility and accountability that emerged in the findings can be analysed through the lens of social constructionism. The findings showed alignment with its emphasis on shared purpose and mutual engagement. Collective leadership, as described here, reflects the theory’s focus on relational processes, where shared accountability fosters a sense of unity and responsibility among leaders (Ospina et al., 2020, p. 441). Social constructionism emphasises the collaborative nature of leadership, where team members contribute to shared goals and responsibilities. This is consistent with the finding that collective leadership involves multiple individuals taking accountability for outcomes.

Relational trust and conflict resolution also emerged from the findings. It reflects how social relational trust and alignment around a common purpose can overcome conflicts, supporting the social constructionist emphasis on fostering positive relationships and alignment to achieve organisational goals. Social constructionist literature asserts that relational trust and a shared sense of purpose are key drivers of effective collaboration, even in the presence of disagreements.

However, some of the findings were in contradiction with the social constructionist literature. Failure attribution and relational accountability challenge the idealistic view of shared accountability in social constructionism, suggesting that collective leadership can obscure individual accountability, leading to a lack of ownership for poor performance. Social constructionism assumes that relational processes naturally lead to accountability and performance improvement, which is contradicted here by the observed tendency to diffuse responsibility in collective settings. The findings showed that social constructionism underestimates the need for formal oversight mechanisms in politically charged environments. Furthermore, the disregard of segregation of duties among different roles within the leadership constellation and non-adherence to governance principles also emerged as a serious challenge in the process of the social construction of collective leadership in plural organisations. This was demonstrated by the two Ministers’ interference in CEO appointment processes. The CEO’s bypassing of the CFO in favour of a junior staff highlights the critical factor of role definition, clarification and awareness of good governance principles by individuals involved in collective leadership settings. Literature acknowledges that the area of interface between collective leadership and good governance is understudied and is an area that future research should focus on (Ferkins et al., 2018, p. 221). The findings of this study offer some insights on the direction that can inform future research in this area.

Implications and recommendations

Strategies that emerged to mitigate these effects include strengthening merit-based appointment criteria, enhancing transparency and promoting leadership development to balance political and organisational priorities. Appointment-related consequences on team dynamics highlighted the need for structured onboarding, communication protocols and conflict resolution mechanisms to address biases, hostility and unresolved tensions, ultimately fostering inclusive and collaborative environments. Lastly, the complexities of shared responsibility underscored the importance of aligning leadership around a common purpose, defining clear roles and implementing robust oversight and monitoring systems to enhance accountability and collective success. Strengthening merit-based appointment processes, fostering inclusive team dynamics through structured onboarding and conflict resolution mechanisms and promoting transparency and oversight in leadership practices were also found to be crucial. Additionally, the emphasis on aligning leadership with shared organisational goals and enhancing accountability frameworks provides a roadmap for cultivating effective, collaborative leadership.

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to explore the dynamics of collective leadership in plural organisations, with a specific focus on SOEs in South Africa. The findings revealed the interplay between leadership appointments, team dynamics and shared accountability. Affiliation-driven appointments were identified as a key challenge, impacting leadership and team composition because of political and ideological influences. The findings on leadership appointments and their consequences revealed both consistencies and contradictions with social constructionist literature. The study provided a nuanced understanding of how social relational dynamics influence collective leadership. Applying a social constructionist lens, the study provided a more comprehensive framework for understanding collective leadership, balancing relational and structural dynamics in the context of SOEs in South Africa as plural organisations. The findings on shared responsibility and accountability highlighted both consistencies and contradictions with social constructionist literature. This article contributes towards understanding and improving the social construction of collective leadership in plural organisations as represented by South African SOEs. Moreover, this article makes a contribution towards equipping policymakers, governance bodies and organisational leaders with practical strategies to mitigate the negative impacts of political interference, improve team cohesion and enhance the overall performance and sustainability of collective leadership in SOEs.
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TABLE 4: Data extracts.

Data source

Extract

Interview data

Self-interviews
data

Reflexive journal
entries

A process like this and the kind of accountability and the kind of
transparency that comes with it... prepares you for a
conversation or conduct that would make it easier for you to buy
into the concept of collective leadership’ (RP1-Participant 2).

‘When | was appointed COO...it felt like | needed to justify why |
should be the COO... | felt like I'm being judged even before |
start... because I'm a black person, | will not be able to do it.
That’s exactly how | felt’ (RP1-Participant 5).

‘As soon as | had my first engagement with the chair of the board,
it became apparent that she was not excited to be receiving me
as her CEO ... she put an offer of a salary package which was
lower than my previous salary ... | read her body language to be
one of saying “take it or leave it” ... in my first meeting with the
full board, it also was apparent that some Directors harboured
hostilities towards me...” (RP2-Self-interview 2).

‘She had been in that acting role for a year and a half when the
role was eventually advertised... she applied for the position ...
and the board did not shortlist her .. she was very upset about
[it] to the extent that she was ... challenging the board decision
through her lawyers and ... the whole process that led to my
appointment” (RP4-[SOE2])

COO, Chief Operating Officer; CEO, Chief Executive Officer.
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*... sometimes it’s easy to hide failure behind collective leadership... i
something goes wrong you know we all bear equal responsibility for
it, we shoulder the burden of it... you almost make everyone take
responsibility for that failure... you may not have got to the bottom
of where that failure was occurring in the organisation and as a
result, you allow poor performance to thrive, right, because you're
not getting to the root of the problem ..." (RP1-Participant 11).

*..we had disagreements... in our engagements. But ultimately, the
one common purpose which was that of maintaining a stable
organisation always came out a winner ... (RP1-Participant 9).

‘So an example would be the CEO recruitment process. So, under
normal circumstances you know that would be a process that the
board runs ... But what happened during my tenure was that in the
Minister became more hands-on and involved. | could say
operationally involved in terms of specifically getting involved from
the point of short listing, you know .. she was more involved from
the time of the short listing with specific candidates and specific, you
know, requirements that she had at some point in time. She was also
calling board members about her preference’ (RP1-Participant 2).

‘I understand collective leadership to be about a leadership
practice which is practiced by more than one person, where all the
people involved take collective responsibility and accountability for
the leadership role of that particular entity or company or an
organisation, and in collective leadership, people share in the
varied responsibilities to lead an institution or a company’
(RP2-Self-interview 1).

“This included the quarterly monitoring of the spending of the
approved budgets by myself as the Chief Executive Officer and the
entire team of my executive management as well as the entire staff
complement of [SOE2]. So, theirs was more of an oversight role on
the work that we did as management once they've approved the
strategy of [SOE2]’ (RP2- Self-interview 2).

‘I would say that | had very good relationships with all of
my colleagues in the executive management team except for
the acting group chief executive largely when | arrived as
indicated earlier. In the beginning, I also had very good
relationships with the members of the board and I had a good
relationship with the Minister and the Deputy Minister, although
we only met them on two occasions formally during my time at
SOE2’ (RP2- Self-interview 3).

“The rest of the week turned out to be an abnormal week for
me where | was spending a minimum of 18 hours a day in the
office with the finance management team, attending to the
finalisation of the new set of the annual financial statements

and addressing the audit queries. Suffice to say that, by the end
of the week, we had found a path to save the audit which

was acceptable to the AGSA [Auditor-General South Africa). As a
result, the manager and his team recommitted to carrying out the
audit, although under extreme time pressures, with my assurance
that they would get the information they requested within the
agreed timelines. To make this commitment work, | had to go and
introduce myself to my fellow executives and plead with them for
support to save the audit’ (RP4-[SOEL]).

‘After submitting my application, | learned through some of the
returning board members that the new Minister gave a mandate to
the chairperson of the Board of Directors on a candidate that was
to be appointed as CEO to replace me who was said to be a political
deployee. Because of this deployment instruction given to the
Board of Directors which | was advised that the Board chairperson
had accepted on behalf of the board | decided that | was not going
to be part of a process which already had predetermined
outcomes’ (RP4-[SOE2]).

“The Minister issued a directives to all entities in the portfolio that
only two representatives per organisation should travel to the
conference to accompany the delegation representing South
Africa... (RP4-[SOE2]).

“What made matters worse for me was that even in meetings of
Exco, the GM would be invited to these meetings without my
knowledge despite him reporting to me and be requested to make
presentations on behalf of my portfolio while | am there. Even
when questions were being asked on finance matters, the acting
GCEO would ask him instead of me despite being present in the
meetings’ (RP4-[SOE3]).

CEO, Chief Executive Officer; SOE, state-owned enterprise; GM, General Manager; GCEO,
Group Chief Executive Officer.
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“Hmm, when | think about it, that’s actually interesting because |
had a discussion with a view to volunteer advising the then
Minister on aspects of the SOE3 business that needed to be
carried through and needed to be championed in order to
improve that set up ... Then before | know it, the Minister asked
for my profile for my CV, which | duly provided, and I suspect in
looking at it she got the sense that no man, instead of giving me
informal advice | could come bring this man into the Board of
SOE3 since there are vacancies because some board members,
for whatever reason had either resigned or left the SOE .. She
called me one morning on a very bad line and | couldn’t hear her
properly and said she was getting into a meeting and indicated
that she wanted to appoint me to the board of SOE3 but she
couldn’t because of something, | couldn’t hear properly. ....later
that day | learned about my appointment on the radio, | was
listening to SA FM and they were talking about the Cabinet
statement that had just been released in which my name was
listed as one of the individuals who had just been appointed to
the board of SOE3’ (RP1-Participant 6).

“When the administrator was appointed, he appointed a capable
team of executives, and when he left, the new board appointed
an immature CEO, and that impacted on the quality of the
leadership’ (RP1-Participant 5).

“It's a clear indication that the entity is being led properly by
both Board of Directors, and of course executives’ (RP1-
Participant 9).

“Decisions and positions that leaders will take ... were largely
informed by the political and ideological orientation of the
political formations that they came from... decision-making
processes were largely informed by the political standings or
policy positions of the political organisations which the Board of
Directors came from’ (RP2- Self-interview 1).

“The deputy chair of the board advised me that... she wrote to
the Minister advising her to overrule the board
recommendations... when the Minister... proceeded to appoint
me with the support of cabinet, she was very unhappy about it,
and she went around telling people that | am a political deployee
and that the Minister ignored her advice because me and her are
comrades ..." (RP4-[SOE3]).

“The members of the Board of Directors were appointed through
a parliamentary process led by an ad-hoc committee with
majority from one political party ... consequently, majority of
those appointed into the Board were current leaders of the ..
the dominant political party ... as a result of lack of senior
leadership and governance experience at such high-level by the
majority of the members of the Board of Directors, the entity
hopped from crisis to the next on issues of financial
mismanagement and alleged corruption which was widely
covered by the media’ (RP4-[SOEL]).

“The political deployee that was preferred did not have executive
management experience, the highest organisational roles he had
held where a member of the Board of Directors being yet the
Minister preferred him The Minister preferred him because they
came from the same political organisation and they had served
together in the leadership structures of that organisation’
(RP4-[SOE2]).

CV, curriculum vitae; SEO, state-owned entities.
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TABLE 1: Semi-structured interviews sample.

Pseudonym Gender Job role Number of Years of Highest educational Political
subordinates experience  qualification position affiliation

Rp1-Participant 1 Male Chief Financial Officer 33 5 Master’s Member Yes
Rp1-Participant 2 Female Board Member 28 3 Master’s N/A No
Rpl-Participant 3 Male Board Member 6233 5 Degree Member Yes
Rp1-Participant 4 Male Chief Financial Officer 123 7 Honours Member Yes
Rpl-Participant 5 Female Chief Operating Officer 354 5 Master’s N/A No
Rp1-Participant 6 Female Board Member 4200 7 Master’s Member Yes
Rpl-Participant 7 Male Board Chairperson 386 3 Diploma NEC Member Yes
Rp1-Participant 8 female Board Chairperson 218 5 Master’s N/A No
Rp1-Participant 9 Male Board Member 4200 4 Master’s Member Yes
Rp1-Participant 10 female Board Member 788 3 Master’s Member Yes
Rpl-Participant 11 Male Chief Executive Officer 386 9 Master’s Member Yes

N/A, not applicable.
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