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Abstract   

Leadership in projects can shift between the project manager (a.k.a. vertical leadership) and 

one or more team members (a.k.a. horizontal leadership). Our study examines the processes, 

dimensions, and conditions for empowerment of project team members to temporarily 

assume leadership of project processes. Twenty interviews were conducted in 10 

organizations in China. Results show that empowerment for horizontal leadership is a 3-stage 

process, wherein the project manager takes justification perception and demand factors as 

essential conditions for his/her empowerment orientation, which in turn frames the 

announcement, acceptance, control, autonomy and future of horizontal leaders. Four 

categories of horizontal leaders were revealed, namely Deputies, Future Stars, Bench Players 

and Oysters. Managerial and theoretical implications are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Bill Gates famous quote "As we look ahead into the next century, leaders will be those who 

empower others” (cited in (Kruse, 2013)) anticipated the developments that the community  

of project management is facing now. That is, the growing awareness that leadership in 
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projects is a dynamic interaction between project managers and those being empowered by 

project managers to temporarily lead the project.  

 

Historically, research on leadership in projects either investigated vertical leadership in form 

of formally appointed leaders (such as project managers) and their personality (e.g. Turner 

and Müller, 2003), or horizontal leadership, as a collective activity of people, emerging from 

people’s interaction within processes and practices (Crevani et al., 2010). Both streams build 

on a long heritage of research in management and organizational behavior, such as leadership 

styles for vertical leadership (e.g. Northouse, 2007) or shared/distributed leadership for 

horizontal leadership (e.g. Pearce and Conger, 2003). Recently these two streams converged 

into a new stream, which aims to understand leadership in projects as being carried out by 

the project manager (as vertical leader) and members of the project team (as horizontal 

leaders) in a dynamic alteration over the course of the project life-cycle (Hsu et al., 2017; 

Müller et al., 2017). This new approach leverages the capabilities of all team members, 

including the project manager, by assigning leadership authority to the best suitable person 

at any given situation in a project. Examples include the leadership by an expert in the team 

to solve a particular technical issue. Granting this leadership requires empowerment in the 

sense of Bill Gates’ quotation above, which can be paraphrased into: as good leaders, project 

managers need to empower those who have the most suitable leadership capability at any 

situation, to solve issues at hand in order to efficiently accomplish the project objectives. For 

that to happen, empowerment is used by the vertical leader to enable the horizontal leader 

to share power and decision making authority with the vertical leader (Leach et al., 2003), and 

take on extended responsibilities (Conger and Kanungo, 1988). Hence, horizontal leadership 

is enabled and controlled by the vertical leader through empowerment (Cox et al., 2003).  

 

Literature on horizontal leaders and their empowerment in projects is sparse. Most of the 

literature addresses the empowerment of the project manager, which is not the topic of this 

article. Packendorff (1995) was among the first to mention the need for different degrees of 

empowerment for different types of projects. Nauman et al. (2010) highlighted the 

importance of an empowerment culture for effective virtual project management. However, 

no study addressed the empowerment of team members into leader roles in projects. The 

general management literature typically distinguishes between structural empowerment, 



4 
 

which describes the situational indicators for empowerment in terms of organizational 

structures (cf. Kanter, 1977) and psychological empowerment, which addresses the 

perspective of the empowered employees, i.e. their perception about their situation (cf. 

Kirkman et al., 2006). Moreover, general management literature has placed emphasis on the 

conditions enabling and disabling empowerment in organizations (see for example Maynard 

et al., 2012, Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). We take the notion of empowerment in to the realm 

of projects, assuming that projects are temporary organizations (in the sense of Turner and 

Müller, 2003), which differ from permanent organizations in their requirements for leadership 

(Turner et al., 2009)  and therefore we ask: 

RQ1: How are team members empowered into horizontal leader roles in projects? 

RQ2: What are the characteristics of the situation and the processes that condition the 

empowerment of horizontal leaders in projects?  

 

The Unit of Analysis is the interaction between project managers as vertical leaders and 

project team members as empowered horizontal leaders. The study takes the ontological 

stance of Critical Realism, which combines objectivity at the level of mechanisms underlying 

the phenomenon with the subjectivity of situational experiences by the actors. Through that 

we aim for a relatively robust, but not necessarily the only explanation of the phenomenon of 

empowerment of horizontal leaders (Bhaskar, 2016). Data were collected through 20 

interviews in ten organizations in China, and analyzed using an abductive approach, following 

Miles et al. (2014) in order to develop a model for empowerment of horizontal leaders that 

addresses both research questions 

 

Practitioners will benefit from this study through the insights in the situational specifics, and 

interaction processes that lead to empowering of project team members. Further benefits are 

in better insights into the role-understanding of individuals in the context of empowerment, 

which allows for better preparation of individuals for and their improved consciousness in 

horizontal leadership.    

 

Academics benefit from the study’s results through the contribution to theory development, 

especially the contribution of further levels of detail on the particular process and conditions 

of empowerment for the theory on balanced leadership, which is elaborated later in this paper. 
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The next section will briefly review relevant literature on leadership and empowerment in 

projects. This is followed by the methodology, analysis, and discussion sections. The last 

section answers the research questions and concludes on the study results.  

 

2. Literature review and conceptual framework 

Based on observations of projects being driven forward through combinations of vertical and 

horizontal leadership processes, the concept of balanced leadership (Müller et al., 2015; 

2018a) emerged, which describes this shifting of leadership authority between project 

managers and team members. Empowerment is key to this shift (Müller et al., 2015; 2018a), 

as horizontal leadership requires, at the outset, a level of empowerment that must be 

supported by the vertical leader, that is, the project manager (Cox et al., 2003).  As indicated 

in the introduction, we have not been able to locate research on the nature of the 

empowerment process in projects. This section first looks into the concept of balanced 

leadership as this is the context for the empowerment process, then explores the concept of 

empowerment as well as the role empowerment plays in leveraging horizontal leadership.  

 

2.1.  Balanced leadership in projects  

A recent development that overcomes the dichotomy of vertical and horizontal leadership, 

described in the introduction, is the concept of balanced leadership. It is defined as the 

leadership stemming from the dynamics of temporary back and forth transitions of leadership 

authority between vertical and horizontal leaders for the accomplishment of desired states 

in projects (Müller et al., 2018a). Balance is reached by having the best possible leader 

appointed at any point in time in the project. Balanced leadership builds on the notion that 

vertical leadership can be supplemented by horizontal leadership, which is “is executed by a 

team member upon nomination by the project manager (vertical leader), and governed by the 

vertical leader for the time of the nomination (Pretorius et al., 2017, p.96; Müller et al., 2015; 

2018a). This distinguishes it from existing team-based concepts such as shared or distributed 

leadership, which emphasize the emergence of leadership from and within the team, and not 

through the vertical leader, as in horizontal leadership (Cox et al., 2003; Lindgren and 

Packendorff, 2009).  
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Projects often rely on a mix of vertical and horizontal leadership (O’Toole et al., 2003). 

However, the horizontal leadership does not emerge automatically, it must be enabled by 

vertical leadership (O’Toole et al., 2003; Cox et al., 2003; Burke et al., 2003). Horizontal 

leadership (as well as other team-centered concepts of leadership) implies problem solving 

and decision-making by team member(s).  

 

The phenomenon of balancing leadership has been the focal interest in a global research 

program that, based on 166 interviews, developed a theoretical framework that describes 

how balanced leadership develops through the interaction of vertical leaders (i.e. project 

managers) and team members (i.e. potential horizontal leaders). It consists of a cycle of five 

events. An event is hereby defined in the sense of Whitehead (2010, p73) as “a nexus of 

actual occasions, interrelated in some determinate fashions” in the actual world. These 

events are (for more details see Müller et al., 2018a). 

 

1. Nomination of project team members to the project. They are the potential candidates 

for enacting horizontal leadership.   

2. Identification of possible candidates for horizontal leadership through a two way process 

aiming for a fit between the characteristics of the situation and the empowered person.   

3. Empowerment of the identified horizontal leader to actually enact leadership.  

4. Execution of horizontal leadership and its governance by the vertical leader.   

5. Transition of leadership from the team member(s) to the vertical leader or other team 

member(s).  

 

The coordination of these events across the vertical and horizontal leaders and the team  are 

described trough the concept of the socio-cognitive space, which is the common mental 

space between teams and project managers to identify situations for and synchronization of 

the transfer between vertical and horizontal leadership (Müller et al., 2015). The concept was 

empirically tested and validated through case studies in Australia and China (Müller et al., 

2018a, 2018b), showing that in an enabling context, the empowerment by the vertical leader 

fosters the self-management of the empowered and, in parallel, updates the shared mental 

models of the other team members about the new role and authority of the empowered 
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horizontal leader.  

 

In summary, research has indicated that leadership in projects can shift between vertical and 

horizontal leadership and that the shifts materialize through a process including 5 events, 

whereby the empowerment process is a key event, which has not been sufficiently researched 

yet.   

 

2.2. Empowerment 

The concept of empowerment has been a part of organizational science for more than 50 

years and has gained massive attention, as it has been suggested to provide benefits at 

individual and organizational level, enhancing the performance of individuals, teams (Carmeli 

et al., 2011) and organizations (Stewart et al., 2012). Empowerment was also found to have a 

number of positive effects for employees, for example enhancing their well-being and positive 

attitudes of various kinds related both to themselves, their work situation and the 

organization they work with (e.g. Harris et al., 2014).   

 

Empowerment is often equated with delegation of decision power from leaders to 

subordinates. It can be defined as “a practice, or set of practices involving the delegation of 

responsibility down the hierarchy so as to give employees increased decision-making 

authority in respect to the execution of their primary work tasks” (Leach et al., 2003, p. 28). 

As this focuses on conditions and structures in the organization that help sharing of power, 

decision making, and control over resources, it is often labeled structural empowerment. 

These conditions can also serve as indicators of empowerment (Kanter, 1977; Kirkman and 

Rosen, 1999; Spreitzer, 2007).  

 
Another form of empowerment relates to the enabling of subordinates to take on 

responsibility. Enabling implies motivating through enhancing personal efficacy (Conger and 

Kanungo, 1988). This is a form of psychological empowerment. It refers to employee 

perception of themselves as having competence, autonomy, and impact, as well as their 

experience of meaningfulness in their work (cf. Z. Chen et al., 2007; Maynard et al., 2012; G. 

Chen et al., 2007).  
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Structural and psychological empowerment are highly related, and the first form is seen as a 

necessary, but not sufficient, condition for psychological empowerment (Mathieu and Taylor 

2006; Seibert et al., 2011). Seibert et al. (2011) reports a significant positive relationship 

between managers’ structural empowerment of subordinates and subordinates’ perceptions 

of being empowered, especially when they communicate well (Seigall and Gardner, 2000) and 

supervisory support is provided (Logan and Ganster, 2007; Dysvik et al., 2016). 

 2.2.1  Structural empowerment  

For project members to be empowered and take on leadership authority, the project manager 

must transfer this authority to employees (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). A number of studies 

have looked at the organizational conditions enabling this transfer, such as job design, 

procedures and policies, and also organizational arrangements (Lawler, 1986; Hackman and 

Oldham, 1976, 1980). The job characteristics of autonomy has been found particularly 

important for enabling of employees assuming responsibility for the outcomes of their work 

(Hackman and Oldham, 1980). Autonomy in doing the job refers to having considerable 

freedom and independence in determining the procedures to be used in carrying it out as well 

as scheduling the work. High autonomy makes tasks more meaningful to the ones performing 

them, because they feel greater personal responsibility for their own actions on the job 

(Hackman and Oldham, 1980).  

 

One central way to install autonomy is through delegation (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). 

Delegation is a complex process of assigning new tasks to subordinates, giving them 

responsibilities for decision making that is formally a responsibility of the manager, and 

increasing the authority of the subordinate to act without asking the manager for approval. 

(Yukl, 1989; Yukl and Fu, 1999). Management can also enable structural empowerment 

through techniques that induce delegation, such as management by objectives and the goal 

setting by subordinates (Conger and Kanungo, 1988). Delegation can be contrasted to 

consultation which means asking for advices, getting ideas and concerns from subordinates 

before making decisions (Leana, 1986; Chen et al., 2011). For the latter, the manager remains 

the decision authority. While consultation is not as empowering as delegation, it is an 
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empowering mechanism often taking the form of joint problem solving and negotiation 

involving both managers and subordinates (Yukl and Fu, 1999).  

 

Managers state a number of reasons for delegation (Yukl and Fu, 1999); most importantly to 

develop subordinates, to motivate them and enhance commitment, to move the decision 

closer to the actions, as well as to reduce their own work load and manage time better. 

Research has also indicated a number of factors determining who the managers will delegate 

responsibility and authority to. Where, by far, the two most important are employees’  

dependability and self-reliance, and their competence/expertise. Another reason for 

delegation, is if the matter is related to the person’s other responsibilities. In addition, the 

manager’s reason that an employee needs to develop certain skills is a reason for delegation, 

and that they have time to take on the delegated matter. Furthermore, whether the employee 

wants to do it, that he/she shares the managers’ task objectives, or that he/she deserves it – 

as a reward (Yukl and Fu, 1999). Delegation tends to be higher for persons holding some form 

of managerial roles, for persons that the managers have spent more time with (longer 

relationship), and for persons that are in reciprocal trust relationship with the manager (Yukl 

and Fu, 1999).  

 

In our study, the structural empowerment comes about as delegated authority and 

responsibility, the situations where the project manager actually hands over the token to a 

project team member, and as involvement in decision processes and goal setting.  

 

2.2.2  Psychological empowerment  

Psychological empowerment is about employees feeling capable to take on extended 

responsibility (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). It is a motivational construct to perform well, 

because empowered individuals and teams believe they can impact their organization through 

the way they perform their work. This form of empowerment is closely linked to the concept 

of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1982), and often spoken of as “the process of enhancing self-

efficacy among organizational members” (Conger and Kanuongo 1988, p. 474). Psychological 

empowerment is often treated as a four dimensional concept, as proposed by Spreitzer (1995, 
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1996). The first dimension is finding meaning or caring about the task, and it is based on the 

degree of fit between the task goals and the person’s beliefs and values. The second 

dimension is feeling competent in terms of performing activities in an adequate and skillful 

way. The third dimension is self-determination or autonomy, in terms of sensing 

control/autonomy over the work processes one is engaged in. The last dimension refers to a 

feeling of impact in terms of perceiving that one can influence work processes and outcomes. 

These dimensions describe a dynamic state that creates the highest empowerment when all 

dimensions are high (Spreitzer, 1995).     

 

What are the contingency factors for leaders trying to enhance the psychological 

empowerment of employees? Individual differences of leaders, such as their cultural values 

or low power distance is positively related with efforts to enhance employee empowerment 

(Sharma and Kirkman, 2015), and risk avoidance orientation is negatively associated with 

empowerment (Offerman and Hellmann, 1997). Organizational context, in terms of 

experienced level of job stressors (i.e. the circumstances that seem beyond one’s control) and 

feelings of role overload can affect the effort to engage in psychological development (Sharma 

and Kirkman, 2015). It may leads to less empowering behavior; or in the case of feeling 

overloaded, it may leads to increased empowering behavior by the leader in order to diminish 

the felt overload.  

 

The level of effort to psychologically empower is also determined by the relationship between 

the project manager and the employees who are empowered. It is likely that project managers 

who experience higher quality relationships with one or more subordinate will empower 

these more (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). For example, the leaders’ perception of 

subordinates as capable and trustworthy predicts the tendency to delegate (Leana, 1986, 

1987) as well as to make efforts to psychologically empower (Maynard et al., 2012). Also, the 

subordinates’ proactive behavior to influence on the self or environment (Parker et al., 2006), 

like showing personal initiative, speaking up, using influence tactics, seeking feedback taking 

charge, (Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Van Dyne and LePine, 1998) enable empowerment to 

happen (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). However, if the proactive subordinate shows dominant 

and controlling behavior, the likelihood of being empowered by the leader is reduced.  
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In our study the psychological empowerment comes about as the project member’s accounts 

of their own perceptions of having impact on the direction the project is taking, their 

enactment of leadership and relative autonomy to choose how to execute their tasks, as well 

as feeling that they are capable of executing leadership. It is also indicated by the project 

manager’s accounts of their activities to psychologically empower project team members. The 

review above shows that very little is known about the empowerment of team members into 

the role of horizontal leaders. Hence, an empirical investigation is needed to answer the 

research questions. 

 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Research design 

The exploratory nature of the study calls for a qualitative approach to identify the key 

dimensions of the characteristics of empowerment of horizontal leaders. The study design 

followed Saunders et al. (2007), who suggest a sequence of decisions, starting with underlying 

philosophy, followed by research approach, strategy, methodological choices, time horizons, 

and ending with techniques and procedures.  

 

The philosophical stance of Critical Realism was chosen. This stance combines the perspective 

of an objective and measurable reality with the assumption that people’s interpretation of 

this reality is situation dependent and subjective. Hence, similar experiences are interpreted 

differently by different actors (Archer et al., 1998) and studying phenomena aims for 

identification of a possible, but not necessarily the only explanation of phenomena (Bhaskar, 

2016). This philosophical stance also underlies the theoretical framework to which this study 

contributes (Müller et al., 2018a), which provides for consistency in perspectives and 

reduction of philosophical clashes. Abduction was chosen as research approach, which 

combines the credibility of deductive reasoning rooted in existing publications on 

empowerment, with the creativity of inductive reasoning from new empirical insights and the 

researchers’ own experience (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009) in order to derive at new 

knowledge. Interviews were chosen for qualitative data collection in a cross-sectional time 

setting.  Data analyses followed Miles et al. (2014).  

 

3.2 Sampling 
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Maximum variation sampling was chosen in order to identify the key characteristics of the 

phenomenon (Teddlie and Yu, 2007). For that, we conducted 20 interviews in ten 

organizations.  Selection criteria included a) that organizations were both project-oriented and 

project-based in the sense of  Miterev et al. (2017), which means they use projects as a way 

to conduct their business both from a strategic, as well as an operations perspective, and b) 

variety in the sense of the criteria listed in the demographics. The industries ranged from 

engineering of various types (environmental, industrial etc.) to consulting, business process 

outsourcing, shipbuilding, and Information Technology. Organizational size ranged from 40 to 

8,000 employees (mean=2,457), and the scope of business from national to global. A summary 

of the organizations and the related interviews is shown in Appendix 1.  Sampling continued 

until theoretical saturation was reached. 

 

3.3 Interviews 

Fourteen of the 20 interviews were with project managers and six with project team members. 

The age of the interviewees ranged from 25 to 50 (mean=35.5) years, with a tenure from 2 to 

12 (mean=6.5) years in their current position, and project team sizes from 4 to 50 (mean=19) 

team members.  

 

The interviews were carried out by a team of 2 to 4 researchers, whereby one was leading the 

discussion, while others took notes. The interviews lasted between 30 and 90 minutes and 

were tape recorded, after approval by the interviewee, for later reference during analysis. 

Interviewees’ informed consent was aimed for by carefully explaining the nature, scope and 

aims of the study, as well as the ethical implications for the interviewee (anonymity, can stop 

at any time, free to skip questions, no right or wrong answers).  

 

All interviews followed the same set of questions, which was developed upfront and piloted 

in four interviews.  Three blocks of questions were asked: a) general information about the 

organization, its projects, interviewee role and tenure, b) questions on structural 

empowerment (ways of granting empowerment, vertical leader’s leadership style when 

empowering, impact on relationships, ways of controlling, horizontal leader’s leadership style, 

process of transition of horizontal leader at end of assignment), and c) psychological 
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empowerment (expectations of parties, building of self-confidence, perceived influence on 

the project, freedom to exercise influence, termination of influence). 

 

Validity and reliability approaches followed Yin (2009) and Miles et al. (2014). Validity was 

pursued by deriving the interview questions from existing and published constructs for 

empowerment (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015), by identifying the best informants for the 

questions, and continuation of data collection until clear patterns emerged.  Reliability was 

ensured by cross-validating the interview statements, and later the final results, across the 

entire set of interviews, as well as by using constant-comparison approaches during data 

analysis. 

Ethics approval was obtained beforehand from the Norwegian Social Science Data Services. 

 

3.4 Analysis approach 

We followed Miles et al. ’s (2014) process of data collection, data display, data reduction and 

conclusion finding. Initial coding provided for identification of relevant information, by 

interpretation of the interviewee responses in light of existing concepts, like structural and 

psychological empowerment. Codes related to the process of empowering horizontal leaders 

and situational characteristics of empowerment emerged through constant comparison of 

newly gathered data with previously collected data and their coding. Categories were 

developed and refined after checking the relevance of previously coded text and newly 

created codes. Emergent codes and connections among categories led to the identification of 

variables, and their interpretation in the context of the interviewee data led to the 

identification of reoccurring patterns of empowerment processes and dimensions. 

Consistency of patterns was validated by comparing emergent insights and searching for 

negative cases or falsifying evidence constantly (Bowen, 2008). Interpretation of the patterns 

in the context of the situations described by the interviewees allowed for theory building, 

including the context dependency of some patterns and the situations that led to them.  

 

Coding started deductively by looking for support of existing theories on empowerment, and 

then gradually expanded into inductive interpretation in light of the additional information 

given through the interview data and the display of the findings. For example, the presence 

of the elements of structural empowerment were deductively looked for in the interview data, 
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giving raise to generalization towards a theory of their existence in balanced leadership. 

Building on this, the situational conditions and organizational/personal actions were identified 

for these structural elements in order to identify their situational contingencies and actions, 

such as shown in Figure 1. The process of iterating between theory, data and existing literature 

refines our findings about empowering horizontal leaders in project context. Until no new 

ideas and insights related to emerging theory can be gained from additional data and further 

analysis, the sampling and coding process are ended and theoretical saturation is achieved 

(Bowen, 2008). Following Miles et al.’s (2014) suggestions the final model was assessed 

against each interview and thereby successfully validated and tested. 

 

4. Data Analysis  

The Analysis of the interview data demonstrated the characteristics of empowerment of 

horizontal leadership, namely the process of empowerment, the key dimensions of 

empowerment, and the conditions that frame the empowerment orientation. We first 

describe the findings and then provide the underlying empirical evidence. 

 

4.1 The process of empowerment 

Our data indicate that HL empowerment is a process of authority transition from vertical 

leader to horizontal leader. Our analysis followed the process described above, for example, 

the interviewee’s description of thinking about whether the HL candidate is a desirable person 

for the job in terms of team member’s positive attitude towards him is coded as evaluating 

the HL’s acceptance. The interviewee’s description of to a great extent he made the 

announcement of HL official is coded as HL’s decision announcement. Similar steps were taken 

to generate the other codes for HL empowerment. By comparing the differences between 

identified codes the categories, such as Empowerment Orientation, Decision Announcement 

were formed. By putting these codes back into the context of the interviews, we could order 

these six categories into three stages. These stages can be interpreted as involving decision-

making before empowerment, implementation of empowerment and power-retrieving after 

the empowerment, and they constitute the chronological order of the empowerment process.  

Then, all cases were cross-analyzed to compare the differences in amount or sequence of 

these categories and stages. Data were then purified and confirmed, for example, some 

mentioned empowerment decision up-reporting is falsified and not considered as part of the 



15 
 

process models, for it is not widely confirmed by the data. Therefore, the process of 

empowerment can be summarized in three stages: pre-empowerment stage, empowerment 

stage, and post-empowerment stage (Figure 1). Those stages can be divided into 6 steps. 

Interactions between the horizontal leader and project team members happen along the 

entire process. The process aims to provide structured and psychological support for 

horizontal leaders to perform in the new relationship with other project team members. 

Meanwhile, the process also helps project managers to clarify the appropriate empowerment 

behaviors, which are needed for facilitating the horizontal leadership. 

 

Em pow erm ent 
O rientation

Pre-empowerment stage

D ecision 
M aking

D ecision 
Announcem ent

Empowerment stage

Execution 
and C ontrol

Em pow erm ent 
Term ination

Evaluation

Post-empowerment stage

PM

HL

PTM

Feedback

Feedback

Perform ance

R eaction

 

 

Fig. 1 The process of HL empowerment. HL= horizontal leader, PM=project manager, PTM=project 
team member 

 

The project managers described three stages that are executed during the whole 

empowerment process: 

 

1. Pre-empowerment stage: during this stage, the project manager prepares 

cognitively and structurally before empowering the horizontal leader. Two steps 

constitute the stage of empowerment orientation and decision-making. 

Empowerment orientation is the process by which the project manager analyzes the 

conditions by interacting with the horizontal leader and team members before 

finalizing the decision, which in turn frames how the empowerment process is carried 

out. The process aligns the pre-identified horizontal leadership candidate with the 
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specific leadership situation. Decision-making refers to the optional process of 

formalizing the decision, either by the project manager or his/her superior, before 

carrying out the empowerment process. 

 

2. Empowerment stage: during this stage, the project manager implements the 

empowerment procedures sequentially. The process consists of three distinctive steps: 

decision announcement, execution and control, and empowerment termination. 

Decision announcement refers to an official or unofficial claim of horizontal leadership 

towards the rest of project team. Execution and control refers to how the horizontal 

leader is controlled or regulated by the project manager, during the horizontal ‘s 

execution of power. Empowerment termination refers to ending the temporary 

horizontal leadership role, and the retrieving of leadership authority by the project 

manager. 

 

3. Post-empowerment stage: during this stage, the project manager evaluates the 

horizontal leader’s overall performance in order to obtain feedback for future direction. 

It consists of only one step which is evaluation. For this step, the project manager 

gathers information from stakeholders, such as project team members, suppliers, 

judges on the achievement of expectations and other performance criteria, to judge 

on the role fulfillment of the horizontal leader. 

 

Empirical support for this is given, for example, by the project manager from the 

communications construction company, who said: I always think highly of him, I know he could 

do the job, he just needs a chance to let others know what he is capable of. He is even more 

experienced than me […] It [the decision of choosing the horizontal leader] is done 

democratically, but finally it’s up to me. Before it’s settled I will discuss the details with him 

and get feedback from other team members. Then, he describes a series of actions he 

conducted for empowerment of the horizontal leader: the announcement was made internally, 

through official files. Involved members could get the message […] The control is done by 

outcome control, by which I make sure he could get desired rewards once he achieves the goal 

we set. […] The roles end after the assignment is done. Then, the project manager describes 

his evaluation of horizontal leader: I cared about his performance after his task. He did a good 
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job, most of the stakeholders were taken care of. The reason behind it, is that, he has a high 

EQ and he distinguishes himself through largeness and scope of his view. A key characteristic 

for the potential to get important things done. 

 

4.2 Dimensions of empowerment 

Our data indicate five main dimensions for the implementation of empowerment. They 

derived from constant comparison of codes, interpreting and connecting the categories. 

Hence, by following similar steps elaborated above for the process of empowerment. For 

example, for HL Announcement, we obtained patterns of official and unofficial announcement 

when comparing different cases. These differences gradually emerged as subcategories of HL 

Announcement: no or simple announcement, official announcement, and official 

announcement with assistance and explanation. These different categories are inherently the 

same in terms of announcement, but differ by degree. The five dimensions of empowerment 

that emerged were HL (horizontal leader) announcement, HL acceptance, HL autonomy, 

control of HL, future of HL. 

 

HL Announcement refers to the project manager’s methods or manners of making an 

announcement to the team members. The types of announcements vary according to 

descriptions of project managers and horizontal leaders. Three major announcement types 

were identified: no announcement or simple announcement, official announcement, and 

official announcement with explanation or assistance. The difference in announcement stem 

from situational differences in legitimating or supporting the horizontal leader accepted 

without difficulty. If no announcement or only a simple announcement is made, it is likely that 

the role is just assigned to a shorter or minor task: A project manager from a design company 

indicated that: I do not really have to tell other team members about his/her (horizontal 

leader’s) role, they will follow whoever contacts them about the task. That’s just part of a 

regular task, no need to make a big deal of it. Official announcement is the practice by which 

management needs to indicate a certain degree of authorization or legitimation and involves 

the direct sending of specific information. A manager from the environmental engineering 

company said, I called a meeting of project members and stakeholders to announce it, it’s an 

oral but serious announcement. Official announcement with explanation is not only about 

legitimation but also helps to clarify roles and responsibilities, and build psychologically 
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empowered state for horizontal leaders and those involved. A manager from the heavy 

industry company summarized that: The announcement was made to all team members, 

during an official project meeting. Moreover, I will let all team members know what they need 

to do and what the horizontal leader can do. I will make sure everyone knows their roles and 

who they should be committed to (i.e. the horizontal leader). The official announcement done 

with assistance, is an official declaration and unofficial backing up to support the legitimacy 

of the role. As the project team member from the Petroleum Engineering company states: My 

project manager would ask others to not take it personally, even if they deem those tasks as 

annoying. She told them to follow my lead and behave cooperatively.  

 

HL acceptance refers to the extent to which project team members accept the horizontal 

leader and his/her decisions. Three sub-types of acceptance are identified from the data: easy 

acceptance, gradual acceptance, and indifference. Differences in acceptance are indicators 

and feedbacks for the project manager and his/her empowerment process and varies 

according to the cognitive and behavioral acceptance of the specific horizontal leader. Easy 

acceptance means project team members are showing behavioral and oral acceptance of the 

horizontal leader without intentionally being uncooperative. A project manager from the 

environmental engineering company stated: Everyone took it quite well, they followed him 

and reported to him in a timely and cooperative manner. Gradual acceptance refers to an 

initial difficulty team members face in understanding the decision, but gradually become 

comfortable with it over time. A project manager from the heavy industry mentioned: Some 

might not take the decisions quite well. However, little by little, everyone would eventually 

accept the decision. Indifference means team members are not taking the decision seriously 

enough to cause any noticeable incompatible behaviors. A project manager from the heavy 

industry company summarized that: Actually, most of them would consider it as a temporary 

thing, which will not affect them much. Therefore, the decision did not really matter to them. 

Here, project team members’ perception of HL being capability is mainly our research focus, 

rather than HL’s own attitude towards HL empowerment, since project manager and project 

team members together influence the HL and contribute to HL empowerment. HL’s 

perception of being empowered has already been addressed in another study (Müller et al., 

2017). Therefore, HL acceptance by project team members was prioritized as our main 

research focus. 
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HL autonomy refers to the horizontal leader’s psychological perception and structural 

permission provided by the project manager of his/her power range and scope. It addresses 

autonomy related to work or decisions, limitations in autonomy, and limited autonomy with 

voice behavior (VB) encouragement. Here autonomy related to work refers to the horizontal 

leader not feeling comfortable with his or herself in the HL role. As long as the horizontal 

leader is aligned with the values of the task, the leader is open to act and speak as he/she 

sees fit. The project manager of the design company said that: There is no strict rule attached, 

but he has to figure it out by himself. As long as he would not affect the project plan. Autonomy 

related to decisions refers to limitations in types of decisions the HL is authorized to make. 

The project manager from the environmental engineering company mentioned that: He can 

make the decisions on technical issues by himself, but not those that involve changes required 

by stakeholders. Limited autonomy means that there is little to no opportunity for the 

horizontal leader to make personal choices. The project manager from the heavy industry 

company mentioned that: She can only make decision by herself for minor things. More often 

than not she does not really need to make any decisions, the tasks are fixed ones. Limited 

autonomy with VB encouragement refers to a horizontal leader who is limited to act with his 

own preference, however, expressing feedback and/or ideas are encouraged. The project 

team member from a petroleum engineering company said: my project manager constantly 

encouraged me to talk to her in person, although the freedom I have was quite limited, I have 

ways to express my ideas. 

 

Control of HL refers to the control a project manager holds over the HL. It can be sub-

categorized into three different kinds: outcome control, outcome control with checking 

proactively or mentoring, and outcome and process control. Outcome control means that the 

project manager controls horizontal leaders by setting goals and measuring outcomes. The 

project manager from the design company mentioned it as: We [HL and project manager] 

talked about what we have achieved as planned. Outcome control with checking proactively 

refers to the project manager controlling the HL by setting goals and constantly checking the 

HL’s progress to ensure their achievement. The project manager from the environmental 

engineering company mentioned: We [HL and project manager] discuss the work every day in 

the formal meeting, and he will also report to me by email, or I will check with him when the 
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milestones come. Outcome control with mentoring means that project manager sets goals for 

the HL, during which the project manager offers instructions for HL to act more effectively. 

The project manager from the harbor engineering company summarized that: I control him by 

using outcome control. I made sure he could get reasonable even desirable awards if he 

achieves the goals. […] We talked on a daily basis and I gave him instructions for leading the 

task. Outcome and process control refers to adopting both control by regulating process and 

setting goals. The project manager from the heavy industry company mentioned that: On the 

one hand, I keep track of her performance through the weekly reporting system and by making 

sure she follows the procedures. On the other hand, we had a deal on what she has to achieve 

for the task. 

 

Future of HL refers to the position of the HL at a later point in time. The position typically be 

one of three types: back to the previous position, move to a leader position, or move to higher 

position. Back to the previous position means that the HL returns to the previous position or 

team role after the HL assignment is finished. The project manager from the engine 

manufacturing company mentioned: He [the HL] went back to his previous role after 

completing his task. Move to a leader position refers to a HL taking on a leadership role in 

subsequent projects:  actually, he moved with me after the project, and later we took on a 

new project, in which he plays a similar leader role. Move to a higher position refers to the HL 

being promoted and moving into a manager position. The project manager from the 

environmental engineering said that: He became the department associate later, which means 

that he got promoted by the high management team. 

 

4.3 The conditions for empowerment orientation 

The distinctive characteristics of the dimensions of empowerment reveal different 

empowerment orientations behind each decision made, which leads to a set of diverse 

conditions which frame the empowerment scenario for HLs (Appendix 2). Examination and 

grouping of empowerment dimensions revealed clear empirical patterns about the ways 

project managers fit different empowerment opportunities with appropriate HLs. From the 

interview data we found that empowerments for HLs are driven by two sets of conditions, 

namely justification perception and demand factors. These two dimensions are summarized 

from coding of conditions of empowerment and comparing divergent and convergent 
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patterns, which follows similar steps elaborated in the process of empowerment. There were 

other factors mentioned by some interviewees, such as availability of the person, but those 

only appeared for a few times and were not prioritized. By comparing different attitudes of 

interviewees, we form these sub-categories of each conditions, to clarify the degree of 

variance. Then cases are divided into groups according to the justification perceptions and 

demand factors, whether they are either high or low in these conditions. Therefore, they end 

up in four different groups of justification perception and demand factors being (group1: 

Current Need, more Justifiable; group2: Current Need, less Justifiable; group3: Future 

Development, more Justifiable; group4: Future Development, less Justifiable, see Appendix 2). 

 

Justification perception refers to project team members’ (and potentially others) perception 

about the legitimacy of the empowered person, with less justifiable and more justifiable as 

the two ends of the same continuum. The former indicating a HL is perceived as less qualified 

than expected, which calls for the project manager to set up a supportive environment or 

removing undesirable hindrances for the HL. The project manager from the harbor 

engineering company mentioned: “I told him [the HL] to take over field management first, and 

asked him to work harder and perform better, then he could show that his capability is higher 

than they expected, therefore I might have confidence and reasons in having others to believe 

in you.” More justifiable perceived by project team members means more qualified from their 

views, and then few legitimate tactics are required to facilitate horizontal leader’s 

performance. The project manager from business outsourcing company described that: With 

it [the achievement of a particular Key Performance Indicator (KPI)] the project team can 

clearly see that he is better than others. In our team if you would like to lead someone, you 

should have some prestige among others, otherwise it would be a problem. Our KPI indicators 

are quite mature, it says almost everything about you. 

 

Demand factors refers to the original reason of picking a HL, with current need and future 

need as two major factors. Current need means that the appointment of a HL is to stand in for 

the project manager, or to fill a temporary job vacancy. The project manager from the design 

company mentioned that: This task emerges during the project implementation. We need to 

find the right guy among project team members. The candidate should match the task 

perfectly for this role. Future need means that the appointment of a HL is to develop a 
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potential leader for the future. A project team member from the petroleum engineering 

company said that: the project manager said to me, ‘As a young member of the team, there is 

no harm in learning more things and doing more jobs. On the contrary, it would be quite 

helpful for you to grow up faster and better.’ 

 

5. Discussion 

The study revealed the empowerment process through which project managers share power 

and decision-making authority with the HLs, and the situational characteristics for 

empowerment of HLs in projects. 

 

5.1 The empowerment process of HL 

A process was identified that allows for interaction among project managers, HLs and other 

team members during empowerment. Project managers start by ensuring empowerment 

orientation and decision-making based on the appraisal feedback from the project team, then 

implement empowerment, and provide support to HLs in leading the project. In the end, 

project managers evaluate the performance of the HL and give the feedback to him/her, which 

effects the next empowerment decision. 

 

As a team-centered leadership (Crevani et al., 2010), horizontal leadership enables a 

substantial authority for the HL to move the project forward and influence the project 

manager and the rest of the team (Müller et al., 2018b). Thus, compared to the empowerment 

processes described in the general management literature, empowering HLs in projects starts 

not only from a task-orientation and situational need for management, but from a leader 

development need. The empowerment of HLs involve interaction among project manager, HL 

and other team members. In this scenario, the role of the project manager changes from 

supervisor to facilitator in order to build a supportive climate and help the HLs to learn and 

apply leadership, skills, enhance self-efficacy and play a leader role in projects. According to 

the concepts of structural empowerment and psychological empowerment, the 

empowerment of HLs in projects should emphasize especially psychological empowerment to 

make HLs feeling capable to take on extended responsibility (Sharma and Kirkman, 2015). As 

Menon (2001) stated, structural and psychological approaches are not antithetical, structuring 

acts sometimes as antecedent leading to employees’ psychological states. Thus, the 
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empowerment process of HLs is a process that utilizes conditions and structures to grant 

power and delegate authority (Burke, 1986), at the same time enhancing self-efficacy and 

experience of meaningfulness (Neilsen, 1986; Maynard et al., 2012) of HLs to lead the project. 

 

Back to the empowerment process of HLs, project managers delegate decision authority to 

HLs by assigning temporary leadership authority for tasks. At the same time, project managers 

actions to guarantee the final empowerment decision - such as talks with HL candidates and 

dispel their misgivings, inquiring the team members’ feedback to develop an adequate 

empowerment strategy - are all supervisory support which enhances HLs’ perception of 

meaning, competence, self-determination and impact (Spreitzer, 1995). During 

empowerment execution, the efforts of project managers in creating favorable conditions 

(Neilsen, 1986), removing conditions that foster HL powerlessness (Conger and Kanungo, 1988) 

and providing supervisory support (Logan and Ganster, 2007) all aim to enable psychological 

empowerment of HLs to play a more confident role. With the importance of performance 

feedback in the empowerment literature (e.g. Spreitzer, 1995, p. 1447; Lawler, 1992), the 

performance evaluation and feedback of HLs reinforce a sense of competence and support 

their future empowerment. 

 

Moreover, the HL may be empowered several times in one project or across projects. In this 

situation, the evaluation of the last case will affect the next empowerment decision and 

process, which indicates imperceptible changes of each empowerment process of HLs. 

 

5.2 Four types of HL in empowerment 

Based on the demand factors and the justification perception of the team (both described 

above) four HL types and their situational characteristics emerge. We refer to them as 

Deputies, Future Stars, Oysters, and Bench Players (see Figure2). 

 

The first type, Deputies, refers to HLs who are empowered for currently existing substitute 

requirements for the project manager and are deemed justifiable by other team members. 

Empowering deputies is a task-oriented delegation, which usually happens when the project 

manager is overloaded and unavailable for task execution. In this case, the project manager 
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prefers to choose a competent and reliable team member (Yukl and Fu, 1999), such as a 

specialist who is admitted by team members to accomplish the task sound and quick. Because 

of high leader legitimacy (Mintzberg, 1993), deputies are generally positively perceived for 

their competence and self-efficacy around the task in question, which becomes the basis of 

their psychological empowerment. Thus, the project manager will have a brief talk with the 

deputy to transfer authority and assign leadership of the task. The empowerment decision of 

the deputy only needs a simple announcement or even no announcement and is typically 

easily accepted by team members.  Due to the task orientation of the situation, the autonomy 

of deputies is usually related to work, such as skill discretion and means discretion (Copper, 

1973). The control of empowered deputies focuses more on outcome control, which is aligned 

with the viewpoint of "pulled" by the task rather than "pushed" by management (Berlew, 

1986). Typically, deputies have less needed for social support from project managers during 

the empowerment process, and will be back to their previous position when empowerment 

terminates. Thus, the empowerment of deputies is a task-oriented empowerment, which can 

be realized with structured approaches and needs less efforts on psychological empowerment. 

 

D em and Factor

Justification Perception

Current need Future need

More 
justifiable

Less 
justifiable

Deputies

No/simple announcement

Easy acceptance

Autonomy related to work

Outcome control

Back to previous position 

Future stars

Official announcement

Easy acceptance

Autonomy related to decision

Outcome control plus checking procatively

Move to leader position 

Bench players

Official announcement plus explanation

Indifferent

Limited Autonomy

Outcome and process control

Back to previous position 

Oysters

Official announcement plus assistance

Gradual acceptance

Limited Autonomy plus VB encouragement

Outcome control plus mentoring

Move to higher position 

 
 Figure 2 The HL empowerment matrix   
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Future Stars, refers to HLs who are empowered for further development and are deemed 

justifiable by other team members. Compared with deputies, stars are members who already 

showed leader talents, proactive behaviors or intentions to become project managers, and 

are regarded as  future leader candidates. Thus, empowering stars is a leader training-oriented 

empowerment which intends to cultivate future leaders through practices of leading 

collective tasks (Drath et al., 2008). In this case, even though stars are perceived as justifiable 

by project team members, project managers will still have a long conversation with them to 

show attention, expectation and support, and make an official announcement to the rest of 

the team. These leadership behaviors and reciprocal trust relationships will impact HLs’ 

experience of psychological empowerment and make stars more confident to assume a 

leadership role (Konczak et al., 2000; Maynard et al., 2012). As a result, team members will 

accept this empowerment more easily due to the justifiable perception of stars and strong 

support from the project manager. Different to empowering deputies, stars will be given more 

autonomy and opportunity for decision-making by the project manager, which enhances their 

feelings of self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Besides control by outcome, project 

managers will also keep attention to stars to maintain a supportive and trusting relationship 

with them (Spreitzer, 2008) and avoid potential negative effects such as work overload, like 

Sharam and Kirkman (2015) speculates. After leaving the role of HL, stars with outstanding 

performance will move to a leader position within/out of the project. 

 

Oysters, refers to HLs who are empowered for further development and are deemed less 

justifiable by other team members. The empowerment of oysters and stars are all leader 

training-oriented and long-term interests driven, differences between them are the distinct 

justification perception by team members. Oysters show leader potential to the project 

manager but not to all of the team members, which makes project managers offering them a 

chance to be delegated (Leana, 1986) and manifest their capabilities. Thus, compared with 

deputies and stars, oysters tend to lead highly specialized/skilled people while facing more 

challenges of leader legitimacy (Mintzberg, 1993), which requires more efforts to evade 

powerlessness. In this case, a long talk between project manager and oysters (Seigall and 

Gardner, 2000), and an official announcement with assistance (Dysvik et al., 2016) are 

necessary to motivate them and initiate psychological empowerment. This kind of social and 

environmental support leads to feelings of high competence (Gist and Mitchell, 1992) and 
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impact (Robbis et al., 2002) of HLs. Because of the low perception of justification, the 

empowerment of oysters is usually hard to accept by team members in the beginning, but can 

change gradually with the powerful supervisory support from the project manager. Oysters 

are typically granted limited autonomy to make critical decisions due to their ability and 

experience, but are encouraged to behave proactively (Parker et al., 2006), like expressing 

themselves and making decisions about methods, pace and effort, which enables 

psychological empowerment to happen (Sharam and Kirkman, 2015). Project managers act 

hereby as mentors and supporters, and utilize not only outcome control but also social control 

to avoid disempowering (Spreitzer et al., 1999). When the HL task is finished, dutiful oysters 

often have gained an opportunity to move to a higher positon or become a HL again further 

on in the project. 

 

Bench players, refers to HLs who are empowered for current work needs and are deemed less 

justifiable by other team members. Similar to deputies, empowering bench players is also a 

task-oriented empowerment, but tasks in this case are more urgent, specific and 

uncomplicated. Thus, the empowerment of bench players often happens when no suitable 

candidate is available and a collective task needs to be led as soon as possible. Even though 

bench players are not the best candidates and perceived less justifiable by team members, 

project managers still empower them as temporary HLs to drive the task accomplishment as 

required.  Nevertheless, an official announcement and an elaboration will be made to ensure 

fairness and create a supportive climate. Different from the reactions to oysters, project team 

members will understand the empowerment of bench players as merely required for the 

temporary task and pay less attention to it. Because of insufficient leader experience of bench 

players, project managers will grant limited autonomy in operational issues to them. Due to 

the measurability and programmability of the task (Eisenhardt, 1985), process and outcome 

control were conducted simultaneously (Ouchi and Maguire, 1975).  Bench players are 

typically back to their previous positon immediately after they accomplished their task.  

 

In the present study, the project manager as a vertical leader offers the HL job latitude, 

influence in decision making, and social support to enhance the extent of psychological 

empowerment and improve the HL’s performance. Stemming from the intention of leader 

development, oysters and stars need more efforts from project managers than deputies and 
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bench players in terms of psychological empowerment to fulfill the intrinsic needs of 

autonomy and growth (Hackman and Oldham, 1980). Furthermore, the four types of HLs in 

projects indicate that the development of HLs happens along two different career paths (see 

Figure2). Starting as bench players, leader candidates can be trained into specialists, as 

deputies, and then evolve into stars eventually within or across projects. Alternatively, they 

can be perceived at the bench player stage as possessing leadership potential and be 

empowered to become an oyster by leading and managing the team as HL, before they 

become stars in succession. Thus, the two transition paths among the four types of HLs diverge 

as specialized role or managerial role, which provides a direction for horizontal leader 

development practices. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study investigated the process and contextual factors in the empowering of HLs by their 

project managers. A qualitative approach was chosen, using data collected through 20 

interviews in ten organizations of different sizes and industries in China. Applying abductive 

reasoning allowed for the identification of the empowerment process and the dimensions 

executed during this process. Interpretation of the findings in their particular contexts 

identified four types of empowerment. By modeling these four types of empowerment, two 

possible career paths for horizontal leaders were identified. This allows us to answer the 

research questions. 

 

RQ1 asked how team members are empowered into horizontal leader roles in projects. A three 

step process of pre-empowerment, empowerment, and post-empowerment was identified 

(Figure 1). Here, the first step includes the project manager’s alignment of the particular 

situation that calls for a HL with the identified team member, followed by the decision on how 

to announce the empowerment. The second step (empowerment) refers to the act of officially 

announcing the HL candidate and the subsequent control of the HL throughout the time of 

empowerment, followed by the termination of the empowerment. The last step refers to the 

feedback and evaluation of the HL – task fit, including performance and lessons learned. 

Throughout this process, five dimensions of empowerment are enacted, which are HL 

announcement, HL acceptance, HL autonomy, control of HL, future of the HL. The first 

dimension refers to the particular and situation-specific way of announcing a HL. HL 
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acceptance is the extent the HL accepts the empowerment, including possible personal 

reservations or support requirements the HL demands from the project manager. HL 

autonomy refers to level of decision-making authority that is granted to the HL during the 

empowerment. HL control refers to modes of control and governance the project manager 

employs during the HL’s time of empowerment. HL future refers to the career impact of the 

HL assignment, hence the future developments after the empowerment finishes. The details 

of this process and the dimensions underlying the process, are described in detail in the 

beginning of the analysis section of this article.  

 

RQ2 asked for the situational characteristics for empowerment of HLs in projects. Four 

categories of situations were identified (Figure 2), depending on the team’s perceived level of 

justification for a person being empowered, and the timely urgency of the demand for a HL. 

Each of these categories is characterized by the type of announcement, level of acceptance, 

autonomy given to the HL, type of control of the HL, and post-empowerment role of the HL.  

Four situational contingent types of HL empowerment were identified. 

 

Deputies – HLs whose empowerment is perceived as highly justified by the team and intended 

to fill a current/existing need in leadership. These HLs require little announcement and are 

easily accepted by the team. They are granted broad autonomy in terms of how they control 

the team in doing their work. They typically fall back to their earlier position when the 

empowerment period ends. 

 

Future Stars – HLs whose empowerment is perceived equally highly justified as for deputies, 

but they are empowered as part of a future leader development activity. These HLs are 

officially announced, easily accepted by the team, and granted decision-making authority for 

the task at hand. They are typically closely controlled by both their work outcomes and the 

process they follow to get there. They often move into other leadership positions after the 

present HL role. 

 

Oysters – HLs whose empowerment is less justified, but serves the development of the 

individual as potential leader in the future. Hence, a first stage in becoming a future star. These 

HLs are officially announced and subsequently supported by the project manager to establish 
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themselves in their role, which is paralleled by a gradual acceptance by the team. The level of 

autonomy granted to these HLs is limited and controlled by the project manager 

psychologically through mentoring and physically by controlling work outcomes and results. 

The HLs are occasionally identified by upper management for higher positions, or they 

become future stars. 

 

Bench players – HLs whose empowerment is less justified in the eyes of the team, but needed 

to fill an immediate gap in leadership. Their empowerment is officially announced and 

supported by arguments. The teams often react indifferent to the announcement, and the 

candidate is given little autonomy in the HL task. Accordingly, they are strictly controlled for 

delivering expected outcomes and using related work processes. They typically go back to 

their prior role after the assignment. 

 

The relationship between the four types of empowerment indicates a career path for bench 

players. Those with high technical skills can become deputies and then move into future stars, 

while bench players who show strengths in leadership can develop into oysters and then move 

on to become future stars. The details for the answer to RQ2 can be found in the discussion 

section. 

 

The findings have several implications for practicing managers. The combination of process 

and situational empowerment as outlined in the above paragraph can be used for the 

deliberate and agreed upon development of future leaders. Examples for this include the 

outline, agreement and implementation of a career development path, agreed between 

line/project manager and the high potential candidates in leadership. The pre-empowerment 

stage will be used to actively search for situations suitable for the development of the 

candidate from his/her current position into a more qualified leadership position. Depending 

on the candidate’s current skills and experience (technical or leadership) and prior experience, 

the starting position can be either one of the bench player, deputy, or oyster, which then 

would be used to develop the candidate into a future star, so that he/she becomes a project 

or line manager in the future. This requires an agreed upon plan, as well as coordination with 

related training programs in leadership, (project) management, and/or technical skills. 

Moreover, the results are of interest for Human Resource departments in designing 
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trainee/internship programs for newly hired junior professionals, who can be developed in 

line with the mid-term needs of the organization (technical versus leadership) into qualified 

leaders with a solid understanding of the organization’s technology and management in the 

long turn. 

 

Other implications are the deliberate use of Figure 2 to explain team members the long-term 

reasons for empowering a currently less justified individual into a HL role. Thereby reducing 

situations of slow or indifferent acceptance of candidates. In a similar vein can the process 

shown in Figure 1 be used by project manager and HL candidate to agree on a way forward, 

by providing a) transparency in the process and its duration, b) defining accountability through 

agreement on each party’s definite role during the life-cycle of the empowerment, c) agreeing 

on the specific responsibilities and work methods during the assignment, and d) ensuring 

fairness in the process across the project and its team. Thus, providing for fulfillment of the 

four governance principles defined by the OECD (2004). 

 

Theoretical implications include foremost the empirical validation of the empowerment event 

in the theoretical framework for balanced leadership. In combination with the empirical 

studies on the other events of this framework, the results provide a contribution to a larger 

theory on leadership in project management, the theory of balance leadership. This theory 

proposes that the dynamic transfer of leadership authority substitutes for hindrances in 

leadership efficiency that are described in exiting theories, such as the frequent change of 

team members, which is described as causing a loss in team maturity (Hersey and Blanchard, 

1988) and team development (Hackman, 1987). Instead of seeing this as a hindrance, 

balanced leadership proposes that project managers use this change in team members to 

ensure that, at any given time in the project, the best possible person is  empowered to lead. 

The process and steps for this empowerment are outlined above. They link seamlessly to the 

identification event of balanced leadership, which precedes the empowerment event and 

connects to it by selecting the candidate for empowerment, prepares and gets him/her ready 

for the role of being empowered. During the identification event, the candidates are selected 

based on their personality, acting with professionalism and attitude, following a process of 

evaluation, development and assessment for the task in question (Müller et al., 2018b). The 

empowerment event continues this process through the pre-empowerment stage, which lays 
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the cognitive and psychological foundation for the subsequent empowerment of an individual. 

Similarly connects the subsequent Horizontal Leadership event, where the leadership style of 

the empowered leader unfolds and agreements are made on the nature and types of decisions 

that are made by the vertical and horizontal leaders (Drouin, Sankaran and Müller, submitted) 

This provides for highest efficiency in project execution and contributes to the 

competitiveness of the organization in their market.  

 

Empowerment, as an event in balanced leadership theory, enacts horizontal leadership. 

Without it, horizontal leadership cannot happen. Its manifestation is situation dependent, 

hence idiosyncratic for the time, situation and people in the project. Some of the related 

enablers have been described in earlier publications, such as the project manager’s attitude 

towards balanced leadership. If a project manager does not like horizontal leadership, then it 

cannot happen in a project. Another enabler is the nature of the task. Team members will only 

be empowered for leadership in their particular area of expertise. Some project tasks are 

typically outside the scope of the team and merely in the sphere of the project manager, such 

as business decisions and general decisions of the accomplishment of time, cost, 

quality/scope and/or safety goals. Leadership in these areas will remain mainly by the project 

manager as a vertical leader (ibid). 

 

The study uncovers a number of future research opportunities. These include the quantitative 

and global validation and possible expansion of the present findings, in order to generalize 

the results and develop a more robust and credible theory on empowerment in projects. 

Furthermore, it indicates the need for deeper studies on each of the identified process 

elements and empowerment dimensions, to better understand how they work and how they 

mutually impact each other. This will provide for micro-theories on the activities at the 

detailed level for deliberate use in improving efficiency and effectiveness in project leadership. 

Other indicated studies are in the broader context of empowerment in balanced leadership, 

addressing the timely and situational contingency of empowerment versus non-

empowerment by investigating the corporate/industry/national cultural influences on the 

phenomenon, as well as the influences stemming from the default leadership styles of the 

vertical and horizontal leaders. Yet another series of studies may take a HL perspective and 

investigate the psychological implication of being empowered to a HL. Of particular interest 
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are hereby studies on HL stress during the period of empowerment, the long-term impact on 

self-perception, self-management etc. stemming from successful or unsuccessful 

empowerments to HL roles. Similar opportunities exist for studies taking an economics or 

strategy perspective. 

 

The strengths of the present study include the deliberate attempt to look for the most generic 

patterns of the phenomenon of empowerment in projects by using a maximum variety 

sampling approach. This allowed to identify generic patterns, which can now be refined for 

specific industries, project types, cultures etc. A further strength lies in the abductive 

approach, which made use of existing concepts, but allowed to extend and refine them using 

the data collected. The use of theoretical saturation as a criterion to stop further sampling can 

be seen as strength as well as a weakness. In terms of strength it provided for clear and robust 

patterns to emerge, which seamlessly fall into the models shown above, and allowed for 

generalization toward a theory. However, it can also be seen as a weakness as it does not 

provide for generalization toward a wider population (for differences see e.g. Yin (2009)). 

Another seemingly weakness is the geographical limitation to China. However, the sample 

included some large organizations headquartered in North America. The corporate culture of 

the Chinese subsidiaries showed clearly the dominance of the headquarters’ culture, using 

the same corporate language, processes, value system that were found when doing interviews 

with the same organizations in North America in earlier studies. To that end relatively little 

difference was found between predominantly western and predominately eastern 

organizations, giving support to the notion of globalization/internationalization and gradual 

alignment of business practices through global business models, use of maturity models and 

certifications like those by ISO or professional organizations like PMI© or IPMA. 

 

In summary, the study’s contribution to knowledge is in the more detailed understanding of 

empowerment of HL’s and the process, dimensions, and context-related categories that stem 

from it. The study has provided another bit in the mosaic for building a theory on balanced 

leadership.  
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Appendix 1: Organizations and interviewees 

Organization 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Industry Engineering 

and 
construction 
in the oil & 
gas industry 

International 
economic and 
technical 
consulting 
group 

Harbor 
engineering 

Business 
process out 
sourcing 
provider for 
accounting 
and other 
processes 

Construction 
and urban 
design 
consulting 

Heavy 
Industry & 
Manufacturing 

Engine 
Manufacturing 

Shipbuidling 
Industry 

Environmental 
Engineering 

Design and 
research for 
coking, 
refractory 
and 
municipal 
projects 

Size 
(employees) 

383 2000 6000 1350 400 400 2000 8000 40 4000 

Scope of 
business 

International Global 
 

Global National International Global International National International 

Description Oil & Gas 
engineering, 
manufacturing 
organization.  

State-owned 
corporation, 
for foreign 
economic and 
technical 
cooperation.  
Covers, 
among others,  
construction, 
real estate 
development, 
and sea 
transportation.  

Design and 
construction of 
transportation 
infrastructure, 
and heavy 
machine 
manufacturing. 

Local branch 
of a US- 
Headquartered 
global IT 
corporation, 
specialized in 
business 
process 
outsourcing.  

Stated-
owned 
company 
offering 
design 
services for 
construction, 
engineering, 
interior and 
exterior 
housing 
across 
China. 

A private joint-
equity group 
of enterprises. 
Business 
scope covers 
mining, 
electricity, 
ports, 
environmental 
protection, 
municipal 
construction, 
investment 
and trading of 
mineral 
resources etc 

Chinese 
branch of a 
large global 
automobile 
manufacturer, 
specialized in 
engine 
manufacturing  

Shipbuilding 
company, 
specialized in 
offshore 
engineering, 
construction, 
repair and 
conversion. Its 
main business 
covers 
drilling/production 
platforms, drilling 
ships, wind 
turbines  
installation and 
vessels. 

Professional 
research 
institute of a 
large Chinese 
University. 
Focuses on 
environmental 
science and 
engineering 
technology. ,  

State-owned 
international 
engineering 
company. 
Specialized 
in coke-
making and 
refractory-
making 
plants. 
 

Interviewees 
(total 20) 

1 1 1 1 4 4 2 3 2 1 

Project 
managers (14) 

0 1 1 1 3 3 2 2 1 0 

Project team 
members (6) 

1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 1 
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Appendix 2 Case Grouping by Conditions and Dimensions of Empowerment 

 Case Group 1 Case Group 2 Case Group 3 Case Group 4 
Interview No. 4;5;6;7;8;11;13;17 10;15;16 14;18;19 1;2;3;9;12;20 

Demand Factor     

 -Current Need 
 -Future Development 

√  
 

√  
√ 

 
√ 

Justification Perception     

 -More Justifiable 
 -Less Justifiable 

√  
√ 

√  
√ 

Type of HL Announcement     

 -No/simple announcement 
 -Official announcement 
 -Official announcement plus 

√  
 
√ explanation 

 
√ 
 

 
 
√ assistance 

HL acceptance     

 -easy acceptance 
 -gradual acceptance 
 -indifference 

√  
 
√ 

√  
√ 

HL autonomy     
 -Autonomy related to 
 -Limited autonomy 
 -Limited autonomy plus 

√ work  
√ 

√ decision 
 

 
 
√ VB encouragement 

Control of HL     
 -Outcome control 
 -Outcome and process control 
 -Outcome control plus 

√ 
 
 

 
√ 
 

 
 
√ checking proactively 

 
 
√ mentoring 

Future of HL     

 -Back to previous position 
 -Move to leader position 
 -Move to higher position 

√ 
 
 

√ 
 
 

 
√ 
 

 
 
√ 

 


	1. Introduction
	2. Literature review and conceptual framework
	2.1.  Balanced leadership in projects
	2.2. Empowerment
	2.2.1  Structural empowerment
	2.2.2  Psychological empowerment


	3. Methodology
	3.1 Research design
	3.2 Sampling
	3.3 Interviews
	3.4 Analysis approach

	4. Data Analysis
	4.1 The process of empowerment
	4.2 Dimensions of empowerment
	4.3 The conditions for empowerment orientation

	5. Discussion
	5.1 The empowerment process of HL
	5.2 Four types of HL in empowerment

	6. Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References

