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The use of multi-level theories and methodologies in leadership has gained momentum in re-
cent years. However, the leadership field still suffers from a fragmented and unclear evolution
and practice of multi-level approaches. The questions of how and to what extent multi-level
research has evolved in both leadership phenomena and leadership outcomes, and which in-
formal research networks drove this evolution, remain vastly unexplored. In this study, the ex-
tent of literature published between 1980 and 2013 is analyzed using a document co-citation
analysis and invisible colleges' framework. This allows us to map the evolution of the multi-
level intellectual structure of the leadership field. Specifically, we identify a number of distinct
colleges – their conceptualization of leadership and outcomes – and trace their evolution paths
over thirty years. We find a considerable fragmentation of the field, with the usage of multi-
level leadership conceptualization mostly embraced by more peripheral clusters. Finally we dis-
cuss implications for further research with regard to a set of distinct trajectories for the future
evolution of multi-level approaches in the leadership domain.

© 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction
“Understand the whole and keep an eye on the parts.”
[(Kozlowski & Klein, 2000, p. 53).]
In the last two decades, multi-level management studies (Eggers & Kaplan, 2013) have surged in numbers and the multi-level
paradigm has permeated virtually every sub-discipline of management (Mathieu & Chen, 2011). Leadership researchers have also
increasingly adopted a multi-level approach, focusing on multi-level theory and multi-level data analytical techniques (Hsiung,
2012; Markham, 2010; Olsson, Hemlin, & Pousette, 2012; Yammarino & Dansereau, 2011). With this scholars aim for an under-
standing of how leadership and its outcomes unfold within and across different levels of organizations (Kozlowski & Klein,
j.cerne@ef.uni-lj.si (M. Černe), bernd.vogel@henley.ac.uk (B. Vogel).

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.leaqua.2016.10.007&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2016.10.007
mailto:s.batistic@uvt.nl
mailto:matej.cerne@ef.uni-lj.si
mailto:bernd.vogel@henley.ac.uk
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2016.10.007
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/10489843
www.elsevier.com/locate/leaqua


87S. Batistič et al. / The Leadership Quarterly 28 (2017) 86–103
2000). This research focus likewise represents practical leadership challenges in organizations, such as goal-setting, alignment, ad-
aptation, efficiency or effectiveness, which typically involves simultaneously various analytical levels in organizations (e.g. individ-
uals, groups or units) and includes bottom-up emergence or top-down cascading (Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese, 2004). Therefore,
multi-level studies about leadership as a phenomenon and the outcomes of leadership can offer greater theoretical progress, pre-
dictive power and real-world relevance (Bamberger, 2008).

Nevertheless, the leadership field shows fragmented theorizing and application of multi-level thinking and therefore exhibits
an inconsistent evolution of multi-level approaches (Yammarino, Dionne, Uk Chun, & Dansereau, 2005). The majority of leader-
ship research shows only scant theorizing and operationalizing of multi-level frameworks (Liden, Wayne, Zhao, & Henderson,
2008; Schriesheim, Wu, & Scandura, 2009; Taggar & Ellis, 2007). In recent years, substantial attempts have been made to surface
the foundations underpinning multi-level studies in leadership with a focus on the quality and quantity of multi-level studies over
time (e.g. Dionne et al., 2014; Tseng, Tung, & Duan, 2010). When looking at these studies' findings, limitations emerge as they
focus only on specific themes, (e.g. transformational leadership (Dionne et al., 2012)), concentrate on a set of high impact main-
stream journals (DeChurch, Hiller, Murase, Doty, & Salas, 2010) or one focal journal, The Leadership Quarterly (Dionne et al., 2014;
Markham, 2010) where the predominance of leadership research was published. Questions of how and to what extent multi-level
research into the leadership phenomenon and leadership outcomes started to appear, yet how this has evolved over time and
which informal research networks or streams, invisible colleges (Vogel, 2012), drove this evolution, remain vastly unexplored de-
spite leadership being, by definition, multi-level in nature.

Therefore, leadership research still lacks some conceptual and methodological clarity regarding the application of the multi-
level paradigm. More importantly it further neglects a comprehensive and consistent understanding of the developmental pat-
terns for the multi-level approach to leadership based on an all-encompassing body of leadership literature. This can limit the
evaluation of progress in the domain and may hinder the identification of possible areas of future research in multi-level leader-
ship studies. Instead review studies need to include a wide range of publications, such as books, book chapters or less-established
journals with a broader thematic range in order to explore the intellectual structure and evolution of the multi-level nature of
leadership, and to identify future avenues for research.

The present study aims to cast a dynamic perspective on the underlying structure and invisible colleges of multi-level ap-
proaches to leadership research with the main goal of uncovering specific paths and areas of future development that can advance
the multi-level aspect in the leadership field, both overall and in distinct sub-domains. As invisible colleges can be defined as com-
munications among scholars (in dyads or groups) who share interest in a particular area (de Solla Price, 1965), exploring such
scholarly communication allow us to map the evolution of the intellectual structure of the leadership field over the last
30+ years. It also allows us to examine longitudinal trajectories of leadership field evolution, not only for the levels involved
in conceptualizing the leadership phenomenon (e.g. leadership styles, types, approaches etc.), but also, recognizing the extensive
interest in the utility of leadership, i.e., at what level leadership outcomes (i.e. results, consequences) were most frequently stud-
ied. We base our study on a document co-citation analysis, a bibliometric technique that constructs measures of similarity be-
tween documents and is defined as the frequency with which two units are cited together (Small, 1973). Using this technique
enables us to identify the most influential topics, the levels of analysis that they focus on predominantly, the extent to which spe-
cific colleges embrace a multi-level approach, and how they are connected with each other in communication networks. In this
way, we can uncover a college's level of sophistication in theorizing and testing multi-level phenomena, on the nature of leader-
ship and its outcomes, which also serves as a basis for offering prospects for the further development of the field.

In taking this approach, this study aims to contribute to the leadership literature in two ways. First, using a document co-ci-
tation approach adds to understanding the underlying structure and evolution of multi-level phenomena in the leadership field by
offering a more comprehensive, inclusive and objective review study (Nerur, Rasheed, & Natarajan, 2008; Vogel & Güttel, 2013;
Zupic & Čater, 2015). Document co-citation analysis complements and expands other qualitative and meta-analytical reviews, ef-
fectively capturing the whole leadership field and building on a much bigger sample size of documents and thus allows us to also
explore more marginal topics discovered within the leadership literature. Second, by drawing on college theory (Vogel, 2012) and
building on network analysis rooted in a document co-citation approach, this study aims to expand the theorizing about the evo-
lution of multi-level phenomena in leadership (Liden et al., 2008; Schriesheim et al., 2009; Taggar & Ellis, 2007) and to subse-
quently propose developmental areas for the future evolution of the field. These are informed speculations (Vogel, 2012) about
how multi-level approaches could possibly advance the leadership field in the existing dominant domains, in the emerging do-
mains, as well as in the field in general. This has the potential to change our conversation within the field towards improving the-
orizing and empirical research in the colleges that have not yet fully embraced the multi-level approach, as well as to provide
specific directions for potential additional connections with clusters that have.

Leadership and levels approach: towards multi-level research in leadership

Leadership is by nature a phenomenon that involves multiple conceptual levels because it can occur, for instance, between an
individual leader and individual followers, groups of followers and/or entire organizations (Dionne et al., 2012) and can also cause
organizationally relevant consequences at various levels. Multi-level approaches and challenges that address defining constructs,
operationalizing of measures, and empirical tests of theoretical relationships are not new in the leadership field (Yammarino et al.,
2005) and still remain current (Dionne et al., 2012). However, addressing an appropriate level of analysis and focusing on sepa-
rate analytical levels may not be the only way to account for leadership phenomena and their outcomes at different levels. A
multi-level approach that accounts for multiple levels of leadership occurrences and its outcomes simultaneously, and examines
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the cross-level interplay of the examined constructs (be it bottom-up/emergent or top-down), represents a step further (Dinh et
al., 2014). With the start of the new millennium leadership research has collectively realized the need for combining multi-level
theory and data analytical techniques, and the application of multi-level methods, techniques and analyses has improved
(Markham, 2010).

To establish the underlying structure and assess the quality of multi-level thinking in leadership, reviews and overview studies
often consider entire leadership theories in a holistic manner and include their relation to multi-level lenses of theorizing or mea-
surement (Yammarino & Dansereau, 2011). This is understandable because leadership theories also develop their utility with their
breadth and gestalt and leadership processes may initially or over time include recursive relationships between leadership occur-
rence and leadership outcomes (Gupta, Huang, & Niranjan, 2010; Hunter, Bedell-Avers, & Mumford, 2007).

However, to uncover the implicit structure and evolution of the multi-level approach in the leadership domain and to pre-
vent monolithic categorization of leadership theories, the present study distinguishes between two areas. First, the occurrence
of leadership addresses the level at which authors suggest that the leadership phenomenon occurs. Within a leadership theory,
addressing the occurrence of leadership is concerned with the question of where the leadership phenomenon stems from
(Hernandez, Eberly, Avolio, & Johnson, 2011). A second perspective is to consider the outcomes of leadership separately.
From a multi-level perspective this lens is concerned with the classification of the levels at which the impact of leadership ma-
terializes at. We might find consistency regarding the uptake of multi-level approaches across leadership occurrence and lead-
ership outcomes. However, there might also be differentiation between the two lenses since, for instance, in cross-level studies
one typical emerging theoretical and empirical conceptualization primarily considers a multi-level approach for leadership out-
comes only.

Furthermore, multi-level research in leadership remains fragmented and scattered across specific domains, which may be cen-
tral to the predominant literature of leadership or relatively unconnected to each other (Yammarino et al., 2005). A review study
of Dionne et al. (2014) revealed that both conceptual and empirical articles only explicitly state the focal level of analysis in ap-
proximately one-third of the articles, and that multi-level data analysis techniques are used in less than one-fifth of all articles
published in The Leadership Quarterly in the last 25 years. We also witness numerous studies discussing the same topic at different
levels, but with little recognition towards accounting for multi-level relationships or implications. Thus, multi-level theorizing and
research in leadership remains disjointed (Hunt & Dodge, 2000; Zaccaro, Rittman, & Marks, 2002) with a risk that only specific
domains embrace a multi-level approach.

This disconnect and fragmentation can be a result of the communications among scholars who share an interest in a particular
area of leadership research – referred to as invisible colleges (de Solla Price, 1965). These colleges can be explored both in terms
of “who” communicates and “how” they communicate. As noted by Crane (1972) usage of certain methods and theories in a field
is driven by a small cluster of prominent scholars (the “who”). However, referring only to a few highly involved scholars is prob-
lematic, and a thorough examination of the field needs to include peripheral members who are indirectly linked to each other
through their teachers and leaders – building a mirror image of the field. Given the importance of formal publications (the
“how”) for the evaluation and distribution of scientific knowledge and the allocation of professional recognition (Hagstrom,
1965), it may be possible to track the phenomena of invisible colleges in the publication system (Vogel, 2012). Yet, little research
has been done to understand the intellectual roots of the multi-level conceptualization of leadership and its outcomes (Dionne et
al., 2014). Understanding the field's evolution – how leadership conceptualization and related outcomes differ in time – can pro-
vide important information and might help spark important conversations between various leadership invisible colleges, and
might ultimately result in important future research agendas for the leadership field.

Field advancements are often driven by research in small invisible colleges of scholars who drive the field's “intellectual devel-
opment, by setting research agendas and conferring reputation” (Vogel, 2012, p. 1016). Such theoretical and methodological ad-
vancements, and consequent field revolutions, mainly happen when multiple levels of analysis are considered (e.g. Gould, 2002;
Yammarino & Dansereau, 2011). Examples of such revolutions are especially common in the natural sciences. For example, a well-
known example is when researchers in physics acknowledged that matter in the form of atoms and molecules, consisting of pro-
tons, neutrons, electrons and various more basic particles and molecules, often disrupt each other's bond. The changes at the sub-
molecular level changed the way we see and address matter (Gomes-Casseres, 1996). However, “revolutions” only represent a
rather static snapshot of a field. They do not explain how these small invisible colleges evolved over time and how evolution
might in time lead to drastically theoretical or methodological revolutions in the discipline (Vogel, 2012), like the conceptualiza-
tion of leadership on different levels as a result of scientific communication, and the switch to different outcomes depending on
what the leadership field was interested in.

To address time concerns, Vogel (2012) proposes an evolutionary framework of invisible colleges. He proposes seven patterns
of how invisible colleges can evolve: college appearance is the emergence of a new college without predecessor in the same field,
even though its foundations may be long-standing (e.g., LMX in late 1970s); college transformation is a gradual or sudden change
of an existing college that may result in the formation of a new college (e.g., trust in 1990s into organizational justice in 2000s);
college drift refers to a process by which parts of a college become incorporated into another, pre-existing college (e.g., elements of
group effectiveness in 1980s into transformational/transactional leadership research in 1990s); college differentiation describes a
process by which a broadly defined college splits up into several new colleges with a higher degree of specialization (e.g., trans-
formational/transactional leadership in 1990s into transformational, authentic, ethical, shared leadership in 2000s); college fusion
happens when two or more previously indented colleges merge into a single college (e.g., colleges on governance, market orien-
tation and firm capabilities in the 1990s merged into complexity/contextual research on leadership in 2000s); college implosion is
when a college disappears without successor (e.g., self-management in 1980s or 1990s); and college revival describes a pattern
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when a college has temporarily disappeared and then reappears later on (e.g., procedural and interactional justice in 1980s into
organizational justice research in 2000s).

The incorporation of levels-of-analysis considerations into theory building and empirical testing is a critical requisite for high
quality research in the leadership field (Dionne et al., 2012). Given these peculiarities, a dynamic evolution perspective on the
multi-level phenomena of the leadership field, especially for leadership occurrences and outcomes through invisible colleges
and scientific communication, can provide important insight to move the field further. The next section outlines the methods
we used to detect these invisible colleges and their pattern of evolution.

Methods

The methods used in this review stem from the bibliometric field – i.e. the statistical analysis of scholarly communication
through publications (de Solla Price, 1965). Bibliometric analysis includes two categories, according to whether the focus is the
activity indicator or the relationship indicator. The first category, citation analysis, provides data regarding the impact of the re-
search effect. Co-citation analysis, the focus here, instead traces relationships and interactions between different researchers
and can spawn outside a field of research, thus revealing the intellectual traditions within a field, and can trace field evolution
over the course of time.

Document co-citation

Co-citation analysis has been widely used in the past in various fields and contexts (see Fernandez-Alles & Ramos-Rodriguez,
2009 for a brief overview). From the different options available to use for conducting the co-citation analysis (see Baker, 1990;
Eom, 2008 for a review of these methods) we focus on one specific method – document co-citation analysis. A co-citation is de-
fined as the frequency with which two documents are cited together in the literature (Small, 1973). In this sense you basically
look at the dyad between two cited documents (see Fig. 1) and how many times this dyad appears. Co-citation can be seen as
intertextual relationships between scientific publications that are established by the referencing behavior of authors (Vogel &
Güttel, 2013). The basic assumption behind such behavior is that these relationships between the co-cited authors reflect some
contextual similarities. A fundamental assumption of a co-citation analysis is that the more two items are cited together, the
more likely it is that their content is related. To better understand this, think about the relationship between two friends: they
stick together because they share some sort of similarities, maybe the both like basketball. As such it is very similar to a traditional
“dyadic” approach often used in social network analysis and leadership research, where you assess relationships between any and
all pairs in the sample. Documents are co-cited if they appear in the same document reference list, thus co-citation shows a sim-
ilarity relationship between two cited publications (secondary document) that appear in the same citing document (primary doc-
ument) (Fig. 1).

Co-citation analysis carries three key aspects. First, co-citation analysis is a dynamic approach in that co-citation frequencies
can increase over time, reshaping and remodeling the intellectual field. Second, because of the dynamics concept and accumula-
tion of citations over time, the co-citation analysis can trace the intellectual roots of an academic discipline through the identifi-
cation of its core works (Vogel & Güttel, 2013). The older the document is, the longer it has been exposed to accumulate citations.
Third, co-citation analysis provides a reliable indication of the impact of publications because citation counts reflect the resonance
of a paper in the scholarly community (Verbeek, Debackere, Luwel, & Zimmermann, 2002).

Data

Following standard procedures of co-citation analysis (for technical overviews see McCain, 1990, 1991; Zupic & Čater, 2015),
we started with the determination of our sample of primary papers. To identify papers that could potentially be used in our anal-
ysis we asked 17 well-published scholars in the field of leadership in a Delphi-type process to identify ten keywords that describe
leadership outcomes and performance at one or more levels of analysis. All of them have published in LQ, while over half of them
are or were members of the editorial board of LQ, and five of them serve or have served as senior editors or associate board mem-
bers of LQ. We used this approach instead of others (using milestone key articles or already establish leadership approaches) as
scholars deemed to be the most appropriate to capture the field as comprehensive as it can be (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Further, the
panel selected provided us with greater validity of search terms (Chabowski, Samiee, & Hult, 2013), which cannot be obtained
using other methods.
A

a b

Citing document  
(primary paper) 

Cited document  
(secondary paper) Co-citation

Fig. 1. A document co-citation example.
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We then classified the keywords into broader groups in order to better capture the breadth of the field. For example, “moti-
vation” and “follower motivation” were grouped under the “motivation” umbrella. We selected 12 groups that were composed of
the highest number of components (Performance, Motivation, OCB (Organizational citizenship behavior), Citizenship behavior, Learn-
ing and Development, Satisfaction, Innovation and Creativity, Commitment, Trust, Affect, Turnover) and used a Boolean “AND” to
merge them with the root searching criteria – the keyword “leadership”. This gave us 12 combinations for the search (for exam-
ple, “Performance AND leadership”). We used these combinations in the ISI Web of Knowledge bibliographic database, identified to
be the most reliable source of data (Bar-Ilan, 2008; Jacso, 2005, 2008).

We received 6507 primary documents, which provided 178,854 unique secondary documents. A cutoff point, or a citation
threshold, was applied to the reference list due to the high number of secondary documents (Fernandez-Alles & Ramos-
Rodriguez, 2009; Zupic & Čater, 2015). The authors provide two explanations for why to choose a cutoff point. First, to limit
the analyzed set to a manageable size to allow the software to compute a database that can be analyzed. Second, to ensure
only cited publications that contain enough citation data for analysis are retained. If secondary documents are cited only rarely,
their impact on the results will be trivial at the expense of more computational power.

Our cutoff point was decided after a series of iterations. We started from a threshold of 3, which provided 24,013 secondary
articles. Such database in the later steps was too big to be successfully analyzed. We ran a series of trial-and-error attempts to find
the best balance between clear comprehensive representation of the leadership field results and computational power used to fur-
ther analyze the data. In the end we limited our analysis to 4920 secondary documents cited ten or more times by primary
articles.

Analysis

Bibexcel (Persson, Danell, & Schneider, 2009) provides us with an intermediate result of the co-citation analysis – an aggregat-
ed matrix which displays the co-occurrences of the references in their bibliographies. In the next step, instead of using this raw
matrix for classical bibliometrical analysis using it for a principal component analysis and multidimensional scaling (McCain, 1990,
1991), we exported it into network software Pajek (Batagelj & Mrvar, 1998). We used network analysis as it is more effective in
dealing with big data sets, such as the one our bibliometric analysis built upon (Leydesdorff, 2001; White, 2003).

In Pajek, we conducted the final analysis with the island algorithm in order to analyze dense clustered networks and split
them into more understandable and easily explainable key groups. An island (research also refers to it as a cluster or college)
is defined as a maximal subnetwork of vertices connected directly or indirectly by lines with a value higher than the lines outside
(De Nooy, Mrvar, & Batagelj, 2011). In our case, islands represent clusters of connected secondary papers that have been cited
together at least a certain amount of times. More specifically, the link between the nodes (or papers) depicts the number of
co-occurrences in which these two papers appeared together. A more abstract way to describe the same phenomena would be
to consider this number as the height of the island above sea level. The higher the number, the higher will the island emerge
from its surroundings – the water surface. This algorithm has been successfully applied in document co-citation analysis
(Batistič & Kaše, 2015), thus suggesting its suitable applicability for such analyses.

To visualize our data, we combined the island algorithm results with two-mode networks, which integrate different levels of
analysis. Network diagrams can represent college maps that have been drawn by field experts over time (Vogel, 2012). Such maps
give the research greater flexibility and more explanatory power (Polites & Watson, 2009) compared to methods used in the past,
like multidimensional scaling (e.g. White & McCain, 1998). This visualization allowed us to examine the pivotal role of leadership
and the outcomes level of conceptualization for each college. The creation of networks that consist of two sets of nodes, and thus
offers the possibility to simultaneously explore two levels of analysis and their relationship to each other, constitutes a method-
ological innovation in the bibliometrics field and has rarely been used (see Vogel, 2012 for an exception). In the present study in
Figs. 2 and 3, the set of boxes (nodes) comprises clusters (colleges) of secondary co-cited works identified through the island
algorithm.

The set of circles comprises the level of analysis adopted from these clusters of secondary co-cited works. For this study, a level
of analysis is seen as tied to a cluster of co-cited documents if the respective cluster has been identified to carry a document with
such level of analysis. This was achieved by coding all levels of analysis of the documents present in the cluster to five categories –
individual, dyadic, group, organizational, and multilevel – a method similar to that proposed by Yammarino et al. (2005). For the
purpose of this study we define a category as multi-level if leadership was conceptualized or analyzed (i.e., in theory or in mea-
surement) at two or more levels, and the same is applied for the outcomes of the study. The three authors of this study coded
each document. The consensus rate achieved between the authors was between 0.68 and 0.93. Disagreements were solved
through discussion among the coders.

Results

We present the results split into three decades: 1980s, 1990s and 2000s up to 2013. Defining the timeframes is not yet a wide-
ly agreed step of the co-citation methodology (Zupic & Čater, 2015). We based our decision to use 1980s as the first decade on
two arguments: First, theoretically we identified from a multi-level review (Dionne et al., 2014) that around the start of 1980s
researchers increasingly expressed an unease about the conceptual and methodological approach to multi-level issues in leader-
ship. Around the same time, Dansereau, Alutto and Yammarino (1984) developed a first comprehensive framework to address
these issues. Therefore, we believe 1980 can form a quasi-baseline from which to explore the evolution of the multi-level



Fig. 2. College map for leadership conceptualization at different levels, 2000–2009. Circle size indicates the importance of the leadership level conceptualization.
Line width with numbers indicates the frequency of appearance of article from a college at a given level.
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approach in leadership. Second, as an emerging pattern, most bibliometric studies in other fields used similar timeframes, e.g., for
management and organizational studies (Vogel, 2012), organizational socialization (Batistič & Kaše, 2015), strategic management
(Nerur et al., 2008). We chose 2013 as the last included year based on suggestions that documents need to be exposed to the field
for a certain period of time in order to accumulate citations and impact the literature in the subject area (Fernandez-Alles &
Ramos-Rodriguez, 2009; Vogel & Güttel, 2013).

The identified networks suggest that the field is not strictly segmented into well-defined and long-lasting research schools, but
involves an interconnected, nested and lively socio-cognitive structure that consists of dynamic informal colleges. Since the aim is
to detect colleges and their connections to the multi-level phenomena over time rather than to elaborate on them, the outline of
the core groups merely serves to provide an interpretation of the extracted factors. Each factor is, of course, far more complex and
has a richer tradition than its brief description suggests.

The 1980s

Table 1 shows the college map of the 1980s. The most prominent island, composed of 18 colleges, is Transformational and
transactional leadership. Outstanding writings in this cluster mainly emerged from the work of Bass (1985) that launched the con-
cept of transformational leadership, and from Conger and Kanungo (1987), dealing with a model linking organizational context
and charismatic leadership. Publications assigned to this college are primarily concerned with seminal conceptualization of lead-
ership theories in general, dealing specifically with two of its facets – transformational and transactional, and the emergence of
charismatic leadership (Bennis & Nanus, 1985). The second most important cluster is that of Agency and governance. This cluster
mostly focuses on the organizational context and explores issues like boards of directors, separation of ownership and control,
from a more economic perspective (Fama & Jensen, 1983; Zahra & Pearce, 1989). The label Competitive advantage was chosen
for the next college because it strongly refers to work on competitive advantages of the firm from Porter (Porter, 1980). The col-
lege is committed to the assumption that firms use three generic strategies to create a defensible position and outperform com-
petitors in a given industry; this assumption is refined and empirically tested by other members of this cluster (Dess & Davis,
1984). A short description of other research themes can be found in Table 1.

Next, we explore how the colleges are connected to the conceptualization of leadership at different levels. We found that none
of them conceptualized leadership as a multi-level phenomenon. The results show that the predominant conceptualization of
leadership can be found at the individual and organizational level in this decade, with 13 and 9 papers respectively. In the first
case, the individual level is strongly connected with the Transformational and transactional leadership island, whereas the organi-
zational conceptualization of leadership can be seen mostly in the Agency and governance and Competitive advantage clusters. The



Fig. 3. College map for leadership level outcomes at different levels, 2000–2009. Circle size indicates the importance of the leadership level conceptualization. Line
width with numbers indicates the frequency of appearance of article from a college at a given level.
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group and dyadic conceptualizations of leadership appear to be less prominent, representing smaller colleges. For instance, group
conceptualization is connected with Group effectiveness, Social identity and categorization, and Transformational and transactional
leadership. Whereas the dyadic conceptualization informs the research in the LMX (leader–member exchange process), Agency
and governance, and Processual and interactional justice clusters. Table 1 shows detailed results.

When looking at the leadership outcomes (i.e. consequences of leadership phenomena) level of the colleges, we can see from
Table 1 that most research has been done with individual or multi-level outcomes. Transformational and transactional leadership as
the dominant college looked most at the individual level, followed by multi-level and organizational. Yet again we can see that
multi-level outcomes are mostly connected with small clusters like Group effectiveness, Social identity and categorization and
Processual and interactional justice. Organizational outcomes were also explored by the more “macro” clusters: Agency and gover-
nance and Competitive advantage. Dyadic outcomes were identified mostly within the LMX cluster, whereas the only college
looking at the group level outcome was, not surprisingly, Group effectiveness.
The 1990s

In the 1990s the leadership field seems to become more compact based on the number of colleges identified; more papers ap-
pear in a relatively smaller number of colleges. Overall eight colleagues can be identified, yet the number of document co-citations
present rose to 54. Still, the most central and important cluster remains Transformational and transactional leadership, covering an
extensive body of research dealing with transformational and transactional leadership. First meta-analyses emerged dealing with
general effectiveness of such facets (Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996) and researchers are still interested in the role of
charisma in the transformational facet (Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). The second core college is
Firm capabilities and knowledge. Although it is the largest cluster in the field, it is not the most central as it probably deals with
issues less directly related to the notion of leadership. It explores competitive advantage issues of firms and includes, but is not
limited to, seminal work about the resource-based view (Barney, 1991) and the role of knowledge as one of the key building
mechanisms to gain competitive advantage (Grant, 1996). Similar issues are explored in the next cluster, named Creativity. It is
concern with which factors can lead to greater creativity. Some of them are related to supportive or controlling supervision
(Oldham & Cummings, 1996), while others also take into account dyads and personal characteristics (Tierney, Farmer, & Graen,
1999). As in the first decade, a short description of the research themes of other colleges can be found in Table 2.

In the 1990s, conceptually, for the first time the conceptualization of leadership seems to be defined as multi-level, i.e. being
conceptualized theoretically and/or operationalized empirically at multiple levels simultaneously. Interestingly, such



Table 1
Results of the bibliometric analysis for the leadership field in the 1980s.

Cluster Brief description Key
authors

No.
of
docs.

Leadership level Outcome level Evolution of the
college in '90s

Predominant
level

Other levels Predominant
level

Other levels

1 Transformational
and transactional
leadership

Explore conceptualization
of transformational and
transactional leadership

(Bass,
1985;
Conger &
Kanungo,
1987)

18 Individual (9) Organizational
(2)
Group (1)

Individual
(10)

Multilevel (6)
Organizational
(2)

Transformational
and
transactional
leadership
(College
transformation)

2 Agency and
governance

Interested in the
connection between
organizational context and
board of director issues

(Fama &
Jensen,
1983;
Zahra &
Pearce,
1989)

5 Organizational
(4)

Dyadic (1) Organizational
(3)

Multilevel (2) Board
composition and
performance
(College
transformation)

3 Competitive
advantage

Looks at how can generic
strategies create a
defensible position in a
given industry

(Porter,
1980)

3 Organizational
(3)

– Organizational
(3)

– Market
orientation
Firm capabilities
and knowledge
(College
differentiation)

4 Processual and
interactional
justice

Concerns of how
individuals treat one
another not only when
resources are distributed
but in everyday
interactions, as well

(Bies &
Moag,
1986)

2 Dyadic (1)
Individual (1)

– Multilevel (1)
Dyadic (1)

– –
(College
implosion)

5 Self-management A self-leadership view is
developed that looks for
self-imposed strategies for
managing and
self-influence that
capitalizes on the “natural”
intrinsic motivational
value

(Manz,
1986)

2 Individual (2) – Individual (2) – –
(College
implosion)

6 Group
effectiveness

Explore how task for a link
between individuals and
organizations and look
how team's interactions
across their boundary
could impact group
effectiveness. Among
factors influencing this
link is leadership as well

(Gladstein,
1984)

2 Group (2) – Group (1)
Multilevel (1)

– Transformational
and
transactional
leadership
(College drift)

7 Social identity
and
categorization

Seminal work on social
identity theory that looks
at the concept of a social
identity as a way in which
to explain intergroup
behavior based on group
status differences

(Tajfel &
Turner,
1986)

2 Group (2) – Multilevel (2) – –
(College
implosion)

8 Rater agreement Methodological cluster
looking at validity of
self-evaluation of validity

(Mabe &
West,
1982)

2 Individual (2) – Individual (2) – Rater agreement
(College
transformation)

9 Leader-member
exchange

Looks at the
leader-member exchange
model of leadership and
methodological, and
theoretical problems, of
such process

(Dienesch
& Liden,
1986)

2 Dyadic (2) – Dyadic (2) – Trust
(College
transformation)

In the columns “Leadership level” and “Outcome level”, the numbers in brackets show how many papers are connected with this level of conceptualization.
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conceptualization comes mostly from small clusters like Rater agreement and Creativity. Results show that the two most important
colleges take only a partially multi-level conceptualization of leadership; in the Transformational and transactional leadership clus-
ter only 2, and in the Firm capabilities and knowledge only three documents see leadership spawn over various levels. Beside the
multi-level conceptualization with 12 documents, the most important conceptualization seems to be the organizational one, with
15 documents. Almost the majority (six of them) are coming from the Firm capabilities and knowledge cluster, followed by the
Board composition and performance, with four. Individual level of conceptualization is like the multi-level, having 12 documents,



94 S. Batistič et al. / The Leadership Quarterly 28 (2017) 86–103
mostly coming from the Transformational and transactional leadership, Creativity and Emotional intelligence clusters. Dyadic and
group conceptualizations seem to lose momentum as such conceptualization is used less in the 1990s, compared to the 1980s.

For the outcomes of the leadership field, the most studied consequences are at the individual level, with 17 documents, most
of which come from the Transformational and transactional leadership, Creativity and Emotional intelligence clusters. Multi-level out-
comes have been the focus mostly of the main colleges of Transformational and transactional leadership, Creativity and the small
cluster of Trust. Group and dyadic outcomes are very rare and only researched by the main cluster and Trust. Interestingly, orga-
nizational outcomes, with 16 documents linked to them, seem to be a separate network, only linked by three “macro” themed
colleges, among which Firm capabilities and knowledge provides nine, Market orientation provides three, and Board composition
and performance provides four.
Table 2
Results of the bibliometric analysis for the leadership field in the 1990s.

Cluster Brief description Key authors No.
of
docs.

Leadership level Outcome level Evolution of the
college in '90s

Predominant
level

Other levels Predominant
level

Other
levels

1 Transformational
and
transactional
leadership

The most prominent college is
still exploring and trying to
get a better grasp of various
differences between
transformational and
transactional leadership

(Conger &
Kanungo,
1998; Lowe
et al., 1996)

8 Individual (4) Group (2)
Organizational
(2)
Multilevel (2)

Multilevel (6) Individual
(4)
Group (1)

Transformational
leadership
(College
transformation)

2 Firm capabilities
and knowledge

Looking at different
mechanisms, especially how
knowledge can influence firm
competitive advantage

(Barney,
1991;
Grant,
1996)

9 Organizational
(6)

Multilevel (3) Organizational
(9)

– Complexity,
context and
leadership
(College fusion)

3 Creativity Driven by the importance of
creativity towards firm
success, this college explores
various mechanisms that can
enhance creativity; one of
them is also leadership

(Oldham &
Cummings,
1996)

6 Individual (4) Multilevel (2) Individual (4) Multilevel
(2)

–
(College
implosion)

4 Rater agreement This college is exploring issues
about leadership traits
agreement between the self
(leader) and other team
members

(Atwater &
Yammarino,
1992)

3 Multilevel (3) – Individual (3) – –
(College
implosion)

5 Board
composition and
performance

Looks at the role CEO and
board of direction impact on
firm performance, for instance
if the dual role of the CEO and
chairman of board has
opposing objectives and how
this reflects on board
effectiveness.

(Finkelstein
& D'Aveni,
1994)

4 Organizational
(4)

– Organizational
(4)

– Complexity,
context and
leadership
(College fusion)

6 Market
orientation

College is interested in the
conceptualization of firm's
market orientation; as such
this can be influenced by
various mechanisms like top
managers, interdepartmental
conflicts and centralization

(Jaworski &
Kohli,
1993)

3 Organizational
(2)

Multilevel (1) Organizational
(3)

– Complexity,
context and
leadership
(College fusion)

7 Emotional
intelligence

Looks at the conceptualization
of emotional intelligence,
compare it with other sources
of intelligence and considers
how this can be effectively
used in working environments

(Mayer &
Salovey,
1997)

4 Individual (3) – Individual (4) – Emotional
intelligence
(College
transformation)

8 Trust Driven by seminal work
looking at trust in
organizations, this cluster
explores issues related to
affective and cognitive-based
trust for interpersonal
cooperation

(McAllister,
1995)

5 Multilevel (1)
Dyadic (1)
Organizational
(1)
Individual (1)

– Individual (2)
Multilevel (2)

Dyadic
(1)

Organizational
justice
(College
transformation)

In the columns “Leadership level” and “Outcome level”, the numbers in brackets show how many papers are connected with this level of conceptualization.
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The 2000s

In the most recent of the three decades covered in this study, the leadership topography appears to have undergone consid-
erable changes compared to the 1990s, as only seven colleges of quite different topic domains appear. The field's main college
from 1980s seems to have been polarized to the Transformational leadership factually becoming the most important cluster in
the 1990s. The most prominent role of the college is taken by meta-analysis still looking at transformational and transactional
facets (Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003), and innovative designs, dealing with time issues and experiments to explore the effect
of predominantly transformational leadership on followers (Bono & Judge, 2003; Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & Shamir, 2002). A growing
trend appears to influence research in emotions and emotional intelligence as the Emotions and emotional intelligence cluster is the
second most important. Research about emotions in leadership undertake exploration of feelings (moods and emotions) and how
they can influence the leadership process. It is proposed that emotional intelligence, the ability to understand and also manage
moods and emotions can enhance leadership in organizations (George, 2000), and that emotion contagion can have a prominent
role in such relationships (Sy, Côté, & Saavedra, 2005). The third largest research area represents Authentic leadership. This cluster
explores and tries to differentiate authentic leadership from other facets. It provides definition (being true to oneself) and empir-
ical testing of this newly conceptualized facet of the leadership process and its effects on effectiveness (Avolio & Gardner, 2005;
Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008). Other clusters are explained more in detail in Table 3.

When looking at the conceptualization of leadership field in the 2000s we see that multi-level is the most important level for
the first time. Yet again most of the multi-level conceptualization comes from smaller clusters, like Emotions and emotional intel-
ligence and Shared leadership (respectively with five and four documents) and Complexity, context and leadership. Surprisingly, two
out of the three most important colleges conceptualized leadership in mostly different ways. Transformational leadership seems to
conceptualize leadership predominantly as individual and group phenomena, whereas Authentic leadership investigates mostly at
the individual level. Shared leadership also sees leadership as a group process, besides the multi-level one, with three documents
connected to it. Organizational and dyadic conceptualizations are becoming less important. See Fig. 2 for full results.

Finally, for the outcomes of leadership colleges, most consequences are studied at the individual level. These outcomes are the
most important for the Emotions and emotional intelligence, Authentic leadership, and Transformational leadership. Multi-level out-
comes are driven by research in the Emotions and emotional intelligence and Complexity, context and leadership clusters. Dyadic
Table 3
Results of the bibliometric analysis for the leadership field in the 2000s.

Cluster Brief description Key authors No.
of
docs.

Leadership level Outcome level

Predominant
level

Other levels Predominant
level

Other levels

1 Transformational
leadership

The most prominent cluster looks at the
influence of transformational leadership on
effectiveness. To achieve this, research uses
state of the art research design, like
experiments and accounting for time

(Bass et al.,
2003; Bono &
Judge, 2003)

7 Group (4) Individual (3) Individual
(4)

Multilevel (2)
Group (1)

2 Emotions and
emotional
intelligence

Explores the rationale that leaders' mood can
be transmitted to the mood of individual
group members, based on the mood contagion
process

(George,
2000; Sy et al.,
2005)

10 Multilevel
(5)

Individual (3)
Group (1)
Dyadic (1)

Multilevel
(4)
Individual
(4)

Dyadic (1)
Group (1)

3 Authentic
leadership

Leaders can build their legitimacy through
honing relationships with followers which
value their input and are built on an ethical
foundation. Generally, authentic leaders are
positive people with truthful self-concepts and
who promote openness

(Avolio &
Gardner,
2005;
Walumbwa et
al., 2008)

6 Individual
(4)

Multilevel (2) Individual
(5)

Multilevel (1)

4 Shared
leadership

Driven by research into horizontal compared
to vertical leadership, this college explores the
possibility that shared leadership might also
influence effectiveness

(Pearce &
Sims, 2002)

7 Multilevel
(4)

Group (3) Multilevel
(4)

Group (2)
Organizational
(1)

5 Ethical
leadership

This college explores the notion that leaders
should be a key source of ethical guidance for
employees. This renewed guide research to
explore theoretical and to provide empirical
evidence of ethical leadership

(Brown,
Treviño, &
Harrison,
2005)

4 Multilevel
(2)
Individual
(2)

– Individual
(2)

Group (1)
Multilevel (1)

6 Organizational
justice

This research investigated whether procedural
and interactional justice affects work-related
outcomes through different social exchange
relationships

(Colquitt,
Conlon,
Wesson,
Porter, & Ng,
2001)

4 Multilevel
(2)
Individual
(2)

– Individual
(3)

Multilevel (1)

7 Complexity,
context and
leadership

The focus of this cluster is to look beyond
micro and meso conceptualization of
leadership and to include the broader context

(Osborn,
Hunt, & Jauch,
2002)

4 Multilevel
(3)

Organizational
(1)

Multilevel
(4)

–

In the columns “Leadership level” and “Outcome level”, the numbers in brackets show how many papers are connected with this level of conceptualization.
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outcomes are losing momentum with only one research coming from Emotions and emotional intelligence, whereas group level
outcomes were studied five times, predominantly from the Shared leadership perspective. Organizational outcomes were explored
only once, again from the Shared leadership college. Overall results can be seen in Fig. 3.
Patterns of the evolution of leadership colleges' multi-level conceptualization

The results of the network analysis presented in the previous section surfaced the nested, complex and multi-layered structure
of multi-level conceptualization within the leadership field. In sum, 24 different colleges were identified and related to the level of
analysis for leadership conceptualization and leadership outcomes. Comparing the networks across the decades confirms that col-
leges in fragmented clusters are not static but dynamic entities that evolve over time. In this section we present the evolutionary
patterns of change across the entire time span in the leadership fields related to different conceptualizations of the leadership pro-
cess. We use an evolutionary framework proposed by Vogel (2012) and used in other fields like organizational socialization
(Batistič & Kaše, 2015). The main evolution path in the 1980s and 1990s showed a move from the centrality of the Transforma-
tional and transactional leadership to a more Transformational leadership research in the 2000s. To a large extent, this line of re-
search remains at the individual level, thus not embracing a multi-level logic to its full extent. Results are presented in Fig. 4.
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Fig. 4. Development patterns of organizational leadership research.
College appearance is a materialization of a new college without predecessor, even though its foundations may be long-stand-
ing. The emergence of new colleges is a frequent process in the leadership field. For example, in the 1990s two new colleges ap-
peared: Creativity and Emotional intelligence. This diversification might be enhanced by growing popularity of research specifically
focused on leadership and increased journal publishing of leadership research (e.g. launch of new journals like The Leadership
Quarterly). These appearances can be tracked to other fields that acknowledge the importance of a “leader” for a process studied
by the college, for instance for Creativity. The connection of the leadership field with Emotional intelligence seems to be more in-
direct as its roots can be tracked to a more psychological perspective. Outstanding publications in such clusters contributed and
promoted further exploration of such phenomena in regards to leadership process (Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Oldham & Cummings,
1996). With regard to the occurrence and outcomes of leadership, both colleges seem to focus on individuals concerning the level
of analysis, and this individual, non-multi-level focus seems to represent the typical pattern for college appearance in the leader-
ship field.

College transformation is a slow or sudden change of an existing college, which in many cases can result in the formation of a
new college. As noted by Vogel (2012), to some extent this evolutionary pattern applies to all colleges as they, to a certain degree,
always change over time. For example, the main evolutionary path of the leadership field can be seen as a college transformation;
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it started in the 1980s and 1990s with Transformational and transactional leadership. Even if the college name representing the
main research theme is the same, it should be noted that the respective cluster underwent thematic changes which culminated
in the 2000s in a transformation to Transformational leadership. This showed a decreasing interest in transactional leadership and
greater emphasis on the transformational facet (Bono & Judge, 2003). Another example of an evolutionary path is the change of
theme and leadership conceptualization in the leader–member exchange process (LMX). In the 1990s, the predominant leadership
conceptualization of LMX from the 1980s changed focus and started to explore trust (Trust). In the 2000s we see a movement
from trust-based research to organizational justice (Organizational justice). This movement shows a conceptualization of leader-
ship with two different foci – individual and multi-level. Furthermore, our results show that most college transformations
changed the conceptualization of leadership towards a more multi-level approach. This might suggest that college transformation
is closely related with novel conceptualization of core phenomena in order to move research forward.

College drift refers to a process by which parts of a college become incorporated into another, pre-existing college (Vogel,
2012). While there is a degree of constant mobility within the fragmented leadership colleges, sometimes a whole cluster of sig-
nificant documents changes its home college. One example of such drift can be seen in the Group effectiveness college in the 1980s
as it becomes incorporated into the main Transformational and transactional leadership college. Most of the scholarly texts in the
Transformational and transactional leadership college are in some way or other exploring how these two facets of leadership are
influencing and impacting team performance (e.g. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). A consequence of this shift
was that group or team effectiveness, and performance in a broader sense, became one important sub-topic of the transformation-
al and transactional leadership debate (Lowe et al., 1996). Our results further show that if college drift is happening between a
strong and prominent college and a peripheral one, in most cases the level of analyses that will emerge will be driven by the
stronger college, such as transformational leadership.

College differentiation describes a process by which an overarching, defined college splits up into several new colleges, each
with a more specialized focus. It indicates a pattern of divergent evolution. One of the most obvious examples is, in the 2000s,
the differentiation of the Transformational and transactional leadership cluster compared with the 1990s. Sharing similar theoretical
foundations deriving from transformational, transactional and charismatic leadership in the 2000s we see three new colleges
which address the inner meaning of positive self (Authentic leadership), explain vertical and horizontal leadership processes
(Shared leadership) and deal with ethical issues of the leadership process (Ethical leadership). This example suggests that the dif-
ferentiation of a college is often related to its migration to and refinement through a consolidation of specialized publication out-
lets (here, The Leadership Quarterly) and accompanied by growth in the number of publications. Regarding the level of analysis,
the Transformational leadership college remained an individual-level cluster similar to the new college of Authentic leadership.
Shared leadership instead showed a focus on multi-level and Ethical leadership approached individual and multi-level analysis.

College fusion happens when two or more previously independent colleges merge into a single college. An example of this
pattern of convergent evolution in the leadership field can be seen in the integration of Board composition and performance, Market
orientation, and Firm capabilities and knowledge from the 1990s into a new college – Complexity, context and leadership, in the
2000s. As the later college explores various multi-level theoretical/conceptual issues of leadership, the aggregation of these
three clusters into a new one dealing with context is not surprising. This context is composed of topics ranging from the board
of directors and their goals to firm competitive advantages in various forms (like knowledge) (Osborn et al., 2002). This suggests
that fusion is likely to happen if the merging colleges are, to a certain extent, related and predisposed towards each other's the-
ories (and methods). Our results further suggest that such college fusion can also change the focus of the level conceptualization
of the foci phenomena. Thus leadership in the new college of Complexity, context, and leadership is a multi-level phenomenon. Per-
haps this can be explained by the fact that previous clusters already tackle leadership at different organizational levels (boards,
business functions etc.), and in order to merge into a new college it is apparent that such a different conceptualization has
been taken into account, thus making this new college truly multi-level.

College implosion is when a college disappears without successor. The disappearance of present colleges is a common phe-
nomenon in the evolution of a field (Batistič & Kaše, 2015; Vogel, 2012). It was suggested that this mortality is particularly
high among more peripheral colleges and in some cases, even core colleges are not immune. In our case, the 1990s showed dis-
appearances of Self-management and Processual and interactional justice, among the others. In the 2000s Creativity, one of the main
cluster of the 1990s, did not emerge. Yet it needs to be noted that colleges are unlikely to dissipate completely within a short
time. Residual parts of creativity can be still traced in the Shared leadership cluster in the 2000s (e.g. Pearce, 2004). Thus, although
in the 2000s Creativity no longer manifests as an independent college, it was not completely absent from the field either. In gen-
eral, it seems that the majority of college implosions are happening with colleges that adopt a single-level leadership conceptu-
alization, in particular, those who conceptualize leadership on the individual level.
Discussion

The results of our three decades' bibliometric study have indicated that the multi-level aspect in leadership research is still
fragmented. The identified sub-disciplines in leadership follow different evolutionary paths with respect to the multi-level ap-
proach. Our study explored the development of the multi-level nature of leadership conceptualization and leadership outcomes
over three decades using Vogel's (2012) evolutionary framework. The results show firstly that the multi-level approach was most-
ly already introduced for the lens of leadership outcome in the 1980s. For example, in the main cluster of Transformational and
transactional leadership in 1980s, 6 out of 18 papers already looked at multi-level outcomes. The theoretical conceptualizations
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of the leadership occurrence as a multi-level phenomenon appeared to gain ground later in the 2000s when 5 out of 7 clusters
conceptualized leadership as multi-level phenomena.

Further, our document co-citation analysis surfaced invisible colleges and their dynamics across time – the informal groups
structuring along the momentum in the field of leadership that use (or do not use) a multi-level approach. The evolutionary por-
trayal in Fig. 4 summarizes the overall development. While we have shown that some colleges have imploded (e.g. Self-manage-
ment and Social identity and categorization), our analysis shows that only particular, non-focal or even peripheral topics within the
field, such as Shared leadership, Trust, Complexity, context and leadership and Emotions and emotional intelligence, embraced a multi-
level approach for both of the studied perspectives of leadership conceptualizations, as well as the outcomes associated with lead-
ership. This seems a promising way to carry the field forward. The multi-level thinking still seems to be a young and underdevel-
oped perspective in leadership, since most domains appear to be gaining momentum in the 2000's: collective/shared leadership,
organizational justice and the complexity/contextual approach. Interestingly the emotional leadership/emotional intelligence
stream of research appears to be more important for the leadership field than is usually predicted in the leadership review studies
(DeChurch et al., 2010; Dionne et al., 2012; Dionne et al., 2014; Markham, 2010).

Other areas of leadership primarily focused either only on multi-level leadership conceptualizations (for example Emotions and
emotional intelligence) or on a multi-level approach to leadership outcomes (for example, Shared leadership). Finally, some leader-
ship colleges or sub-domains, which actually represent dominant colleges in the development of the field, seem to lag behind or
largely neglect the application of a multi-level approach. In the most influential colleges of Transformational leadership research
(none of the papers in the cluster conceptualize leadership as multi-level) or Authentic leadership (only 2 out of 6 papers concep-
tualize leadership as a multi-level phenomenon) multi-level studies are close to non-existing in the most significant studies in
those subfields.

Our results are based on a bibliometric technique of document co-citation that tries to unfold relationships between different
invisible colleges in a field based on citation patterns over time. The network diagrams, as outcomes of such analysis, represent a
map that has been unconsciously “drawn” by leadership scholars. Comparing network diagrams can reveal various evolutionary
patterns between different invisible colleges. To better explore such dynamics over time we used a typology proposed by Vogel
(2012), who proposed seven different evolutionary paths between invisible colleges.

Based on this typology, we can infer that the multi-level approach in the leadership field, both in terms of conceptualizing the
leadership phenomena that articles discuss and in terms of the outcomes of this phenomena, has emerged from the periphery
mainly via college appearance and college differentiation. Overall, for the lens of the multi-level approach in leadership it
seems those theories have immediately adopted a multi-level perspective at a high level of complexity and proficiency (for exam-
ple, shared leadership).

Contributions to leadership research and future directions

The aims of the study were twofold: first, to expand our understanding about the underlying structure and evolution of multi-
level phenomena in the leadership field by offering a comprehensive, inclusive and objective review study. Second, we aimed to
build on this to theorize about the future evolution and research directions for multi-level research in leadership. The study's first
contribution, building on bibliometrical analyses with co-citation techniques (Small, 1973), lies in presenting a more aerial view –
an objective and non-pre-determined examination (Garfield, 1979; Zupic & Čater, 2015) of the evolution of the multi-level lens in
the leadership field – as one of the most promising avenues of leadership research. Co-citation techniques are more data-ground-
ed and thus less biased as they allow us to include thousands of textual resources rather than those pre-selected by researchers
with a focus on one specific theme or high-impact journal (or set of journals), while neglecting other topics and outlets from the
outset.

We applied the co-citation analysis to all potentially relevant sources (accounting for an as-wide-as-possible range of sources
and topics in the leadership field) and made decisions about inclusion or exclusion of key studies on objective criteria related to
each document's influence (co-citations). This is why the findings of our study are likely to be less biased from the outset by the
institutionalized sense-making of journals or specific clusters of authors. Our methodology allowed for even more appropriate the-
orizing because it let the structure and evolution emerge objectively from all sources contributing to the entire field of leadership.
Nevertheless, our conclusions, using a bibliographic technique, generally support or align with those of Yammarino et al. (2005)
and Dionne et al. (2014) who used essentially a qualitative/content coding technique. In that sense, there seems to be some con-
vergent validity—different methods being applied in review studies—lead to similar conclusions. Studies–although conducted dif-
ferently–tend to find a similar pattern and show some overlaps in the findings that the state of multi-level leadership research
seems fragmented. More than 10 years after the study of Yammarino et al. (2005), it is still in its “infancy”, primarily based at
the individual level; it should not be so after all this time, theoretical and methodological advancements. Relatedly, authors
tend to avoid multi-level work because it's “too difficult”—another invalid excuse if one wants to enhance the science of a field
like leadership.

As for existing bibliometric studies, our research expands Tseng et al.'s (2010) work, since their bibliometric analysis focused
on leadership in general, but purposefully considered only two journals. The broad base of sources also allowed us to identify true
peripheral colleges (such as Ethical leadership and Board composition and performance) and dominant colleges (such as Transforma-
tional leadership) in the development of multi-level theory in leadership. This is in contrast to most reviews that pursue a strategy
around pre-determining the initial base of studies, which often focus on mainstream leadership outlets or leadership sub-disci-
plines, therefore not catching developments at the periphery of the domain.
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The second contribution of this study is the expansion of the limited theorizing about the past and future evolution of multi-
level development in leadership (Liden et al., 2008; Schriesheim et al., 2009; Taggar & Ellis, 2007). In theory, the study of leader-
ship, like several other research fields, faces challenges of innovation in central areas of knowledge because established norms and
implicit rules may create processes of rigidity or inertia (Alexy, George, & Salter, 2013; Blaikie, 2007). Those identified evolution-
ary patterns allowed us to make three sets of informed speculations (Vogel, 2012) about how the multi-level approach might fur-
ther advance in the leadership field overall and about the future evolution of specific leadership sub-disciplines and sub-colleges –
i.e. dominant (e.g. Transformational leadership), peripheral (e.g. Organizational justice) or emerging colleges (e.g. Emotional intelli-
gence). Regarding the three sets of speculation about the future direction of the leadership field, we envisage: a) a move towards
an overcoming of the apparent stagnation of the dominant domain; b) future trajectories for multi-level approaches in emerging
leadership domains; and c) an evolution from two-level research to three or more-level, that is, truly multi-level studies.

Future trajectories addressing the apparent stagnation of the dominant domain

From an evolutionary and patterning perspective, our dynamic analysis sheds light on differences in multi-level uptake be-
tween core domains such as transformational leadership that show multi-level stagnation and peripheral fields with multi-level
adoption, such as shared leadership. In line with previous reviews (e.g., Gardner, Lowe, Moss, Mahoney, & Cogliser, 2010; Lowe
& Gardner, 2000), we found that the colleges of transactional and transformational leadership and later transformational leader-
ship theories have been among the most popular approaches. However, this most dominant domain as well as two of the colleges
(Authentic leadership and to an extent Ethical leadership) that have differentiated from this domain, seem to be slower or to
completely neglect to embrace a multi-level approach. All three colleges continue to conduct research as mono-level studies at
an individual level of analysis. This discovery corroborates Dionne et al.'s (2012) review that focused solely on transformation-
al/charismatic leadership and found a majority of articles located at the individual level of analysis. And while some studies inves-
tigate the transformational leadership phenomenon at a higher level of analysis – e.g. transformational leadership climate
(Menges, Walter, Vogel, & Bruch, 2011), or leadership outcomes for teams and followers collectively (DeChurch et al., 2010) –
these still manifest as predominantly mono-level approaches.

We draw on the emerging perspective that recognizes transformational leadership as a dual-level phenomenon involving a si-
multaneous focus on both the group as a whole and the individuals who comprise the group (Wang & Howell, 2010; Wu, Tsui, &
Kinicki, 2010). To expand the extent of multi-level approaches to the dominant domain of transformational leadership, we pro-
pose three possible future pathways.

A first pathway could be based on college differentiation by which a college splits up into several new colleges with a higher
degree of specialization. A new peripheral college can use its independence to detach from the mono-level research paradigm and
innovate in multi-level research. Our findings show an example with the differentiation of the sub-discipline of Shared leadership
from the dominant Transformational leadership. From the start, the domain of Shared leadership had more emphasis on a multi-
level approach (e.g. Pearce, 2004; Pearce & Sims, 2002), and while it acts as a component of the main domain, it is specialized
upon leadership that emanates from members of teams, and not simply from the appointed leader. It included a multi-level par-
adigm from the start, since this enables more accurate assessment of individual- and group-level variance attributed to shared
leadership. Further, colleges that emerged from our analysis as candidates for a potential break-away from the mainstream of
transformational leadership research, consist of a methodological component. For example, Dvir et al. (2002) already used a
field experiment study to explore how transformational leadership can have a more positive impact on direct followers' develop-
ment and on indirect followers' performance. Such studies provide valuable practical value and real-life conditions and expanding
research in this regard can advance the field evolution even more by further specializing upon some of the critical issues and by
incorporating more robust research designs.

Two further pathways, via college drift or college fusion, might overcome the stagnation towards multi-level approaches in the
dominant leadership discipline. For the pathway of college drifting, we propose, for instance, the college of Emotions and emotional
intelligence as a potential informative peripheral domain. Parts of the functioning and explanatory mechanisms of transformational
leadership build on emotion research (e.g. Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; Bass, 1985; McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002). Including
emotion research with a higher emphasis on multi-level theory and analysis (e.g. Ashkanasy, 2003) in the investigation of the
transformational leadership phenomenon and its outcomes (see for an example To, Herman, & Ashkanasy, 2015) can thus help
to create a knowledge spillover and as such inform multi-level research in the dominant domain.

A third potential pathway builds on college fusion by which two or more previously independent colleges merge into a single
college. Our findings showed this to be a beneficial developmental pattern that led to the merged, multi-level college of Complex-
ity, context and leadership. Following this example, some conceptual sections of the dominant domain of transformational leader-
ship could connect with topics from the periphery, such as Complexity, context and leadership, and jointly develop common
colleges. This could be done by considering studies of complex multi-level contexts of leadership, for instance of the interaction
between team- or even organizational-level climate and transformational leadership (Charbonnier-Voirin, El Akremi, &
Vandenberghe, 2010; Eisenbeiss, van Knippenberg, & Boerner, 2008) into a college exploring climates such as supportive climates
enhancing transformational leadership effects. Another opportunity would be to embrace a contingency view of transformational
leadership that would examine when this leadership type leads to beneficial outcomes depending on a complex set of multi-level
joint influences, such as personality (Judge & Bono, 2000), HR systems (Zhu, Chew, & Spangler, 2005) or organizational culture
(Jaskyte, 2004). Examining these boundary conditions for leadership emergence can create a new merged cluster with a multi-
level approach emphasis at the outset.
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Future trajectories for multi-level approaches in emerging leadership domains

Our study may also allow for informed speculation about multi-level considerations for emerging leadership domains that rep-
resent hidden colleges (Vogel, 2012). Some fields, such as spiritual leadership, followership or complexity leadership (Bryman,
Collison, Grint, Jackson, & Uhl-Bien, 2011; Gardner et al., 2010), do not even surface in our co-citation analysis, probably because
their publications are predominantly from recent years, but these fields have gained some momentum and structure via substan-
tial reviews in the leadership literature. Our dynamic developmental analysis precludes three probable developmental trajectories
for emerging domains which we illustrate with followership theory (Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014) as an exemplary
case, assuming followership advances towards college appearance in future co-citation analyses.

1) Adopting established paths of dominant domains. Followership theory could evolve along a similar path as the transformational
leadership field, i.e. mainly focusing on group and individual levels of analysis. A recent review corroborates this positon in
that its five organizing categories for followership theory fall into individual or dyadic level of analysis (Uhl-Bien et al.,
2014), thus not harnessing the full range of possible multi-level theorizing.

2) Evolution as college fusion with existing colleges that share conceptual proximity. Followership could merge with current, concep-
tually related colleges, such as Shared leadership. The followership domain may experience spillover effects from those clusters
regarding approaches to multi-level research and, within a merged college, fully adopt a multi-level paradigm for theoretical
progress.

3) College appearance as one of the main colleges with embedded multi-level theory. With this trajectory, followership appears as a
completely new ‘big island’ (college) indicating intense application of multi-level approaches, which is similar to the appear-
ance of the emotions field in the present analysis. In this case, scholars proactively embrace a multi-level lens and acknowl-
edge that followership processes and followership outcomes, akin to leadership, are complex phenomena that are co-
created or co-constructed in nature, and are nested in teams, networks and/or organizations (Lord, Brown, Harvey, & Hall,
2001; Yammarino & Dansereau, 2011) and as such simultaneously play out at various levels of analysis.

Embracing a true ‘multi’ perspective in multi-level leadership research

A final trajectory in multi-level leadership research refers to both emerging and dominant domains. Future research may prog-
ress towards a full multi-level character of leadership studies from the current state in the field of prevailing dual-level ap-
proaches that typically incorporate two levels of analysis, which we dubbed as micro multi-level and organizational multi-level
lenses. Going into more depth into the content of particular islands or colleges that have adopted a multi-level approach in the
present study, we can witness a division around the pattern of which multiple levels are considered. The majority of the studies
that apply a multi-level approach (e.g. Černe, Jaklič, & Škerlavaj, 2013; Hsiung, 2012; Olsson et al., 2012) combine individual- and
team-level analyses (micro multi-level lens), yet tend to neglect incorporating higher levels, such as unit or organization. Our
study also surfaces that multi-level leadership research, which incorporates organizational level phenomena, tends to include
only the group level or similar (organizational multi-level lens). While several notable exceptions include studies such as Ruiz,
Ruiz, and Martínez (2011), Liu, Liao, and Loi (2012) and Schaubroeck et al. (2012), this lacuna in the literature calls for further,
more complex, ‘true’ multi-level studies (meso; Klein & Kozlowski, 2000) that would combine several (at least three) levels of
analyses, such as individual, group and organizational, and account for their theorizing simultaneously. The leadership phenome-
non is, for instance, not only about dyadic interactions, but rather describes how teams function in the presence and interaction
with the leader(s), and are further embedded in networks of additional interactions with colleagues and leaders of other (or hi-
erarchically superior) leaders (DeRue, 2011; Dionne et al., 2014). Similarly, considering outcomes of leadership processes may
typically impact the people involved (e.g. individual commitment), the proximate environment they operate in (e.g., team cohe-
sion) and over time, in the case of senior/higher-up leadership relations, the norms, implicit rules or performance of an organiza-
tion or division. Addressing these co-occurrences in more depth could be an ambition for all three – the existing dominant
domain in leadership and the identified peripheral domains – where some of the abovementioned three-level exceptions have
taken up and also hidden colleges of emerging leadership domains. They could, for instance, be further enriched by linking
multi-level theory and empirical approach to that of social and organizational network studies (Carter, DeChurch, Braun, &
Contractor, 2015).

Limitations and conclusions

Bibliometric approaches to the study of invisible colleges have certain limitations, which further suggests that such studies
need to be complemented with other review methods, such as meta-analyses and qualitative reviews. First, while the division
in our study in to three decades allowed us to see significant changes, other choices (e.g., different staring keywords, derived
from a different method) might have led to the detection of colleges that have remained invisible to this study, provided that
the accumulated citations are worth being processed with bibliometric methods. Second, the quantitative approaches used in
bibliometrics do not capture in what context and with what intention authors refer to other works (Zupic & Čater, 2015). Citing
behavior can be a result of various motivational mechanisms, such as self-legitimization strategies, micro-politics and criticisms.
However, such intentional behavior turn out to be less important than reviewing earlier works (Bornmann & Daniel, 2008).
Third, the resolution of the applied bibliometric method depends on thresholds defined in the course of data reduction (Zupic
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& Čater, 2015). Such technical decisions made by researchers could potentially alter smaller colleges, rather and the main clusters.
In the case of our study, we broadly varied different thresholds without observing drastic changes in the network and composi-
tion structure of various colleges.

To conclude, our network-island review study of the uptake of the multi-level approach in leadership (phenomena and out-
comes) rooted in bibliometric co-citation analysis and the theoretical framework of invisible colleges, identified three avenues
that can drive the field forward. These are: 1) overcoming the stagnation in dominant domains by college differentiation, drifting
or fusion; 2) developmental trajectories for emerging domains and; 3) embracing a ‘true’ multi-level approach by bridging the
micro–macro divide and accounting for three or more levels of analysis simultaneously. This may result in broader theoretical
progress and a practical impact for the leadership field in the future.
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