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Editorial 

Beyond the leader: Context, employees, and the boundaries of leadership 

We are pleased to present the first issue of EWOP in Practice’s twentieth volume with a theme 

that feels both timely and necessary. Leadership research has long been organised around the 

leader: their traits, their styles, their behaviours. Yet the contributions in this issue suggest, 

each in their own way, that this focus can only take us so far. A leader who reads a room expertly 

in one culture may struggle in another. A leadership style that fosters creativity in one team 

may fall flat in another if the structural conditions are not right. And when leadership turns 

harmful, it is rarely the leader alone who determines how long the damage continues: it is the 

organization, the colleagues, the resources available or absent around the targeted employee. 

The four contributions (two empirical papers and two practitioner interviews) in this issue 

share a common thread: to understand leadership, we need to look beyond the leader, toward 

the followers and the organizational conditions that shape what leadership can and cannot do. 

It is with this lens that we introduce this issue, which we have titled “Beyond the leader: 

Context, employees, and the boundaries of leadership”. 

We open with an interview with Sakshi Bansal, Senior Management Consultant at Arup, UK, 

conducted by Dr. Angela Carter. Sakshi’s career, spanning youth activism in Delhi, G20 

negotiations in South Africa and large-scale infrastructure projects in the UK, offers a vivid 

illustration of leadership as an inherently relational and contextual practice. A recurring theme 

in her reflections is the primacy of the follower: understanding who is being led, what they 

need, and how they make sense of the leader’s behaviour, is, in her view, the central task of 

leadership. She draws on social identity theory to articulate why shared identity between leader 

and follower matters more than charisma or authority. She is candid about the loneliness of 

leading at the intersection of disciplines and cultures and about the kind of support that those 

leaders need. Her account is a rich and grounded complement to the more formal contributions 

that follow. 

The second contribution, an empirical paper by Kimberley Breevaart, Barbara Wisse and Birgit 

Schyns, shifts attention to what happens when the leader-follower relationship breaks down 

entirely. Drawing on two samples of former victims of abusive supervision, the authors 

examine how long abusive supervisory relationships typically last, how they come to an end 

and what resources employees had, or critically, did not have, to cope with the abuse. Their 

findings are sobering: these relationships lasted on average two and a half years, and in most 

cases ended not because the organization intervened or the supervisor changed, but because 

the employee left. The resources that helped victims cope (e.g., emotional support from 

colleagues and family, personal resilience, meaningful work) were often the very resources the 

abusive dynamic had systematically eroded. The paper makes a strong case that organizations 

consistently miss the window to intervene, and that without structural mechanisms to detect 
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and address abuse early, employee turnover becomes the de facto solution to a problem that 

remains unresolved at its source. 

The third contribution turns to the conditions under which leadership can foster creativity and 

innovation. In their empirical paper, Patrik Fröhlich and colleagues investigate how 

paradoxical leadership (i.e., a style that embraces seemingly contradictory demands 

simultaneously, balancing control with autonomy and stability with change) interacts with role 

clarity to predict team creative process engagement in small and medium-sized enterprises. 

Their key finding is that paradoxical leadership only translates into creative engagement when 

employees have sufficient role clarity. Without a clear understanding of their responsibilities 

and working methods, employees cannot make productive use of a leader’s paradoxical 

behaviours; the cognitive resources that would otherwise fuel creative engagement are 

consumed by basic task uncertainty instead. This is a practically important result: it suggests 

that investing in leadership development without attending to the structural conditions in 

which that leadership operates may yield little return. 

We close the issue with an interview conducted at the EAWOP WorkLab in Athens, where Colin 

Roth speaks with Alba Estevez Rodicio, Head of People and Culture at Innatera, a Dutch tech 

startup. Alba’s perspective is distinctive: trained as a work and organizational psychologist, she 

now occupies the practitioner role of designing the very conditions (e.g., onboarding processes, 

hybrid work structures, performance frameworks, leadership support) that the research in this 

issue identifies as important for organizational functioning. Her reflections on what the 

WorkLab offers practitioners, and on the gap between psychological ideals and organizational 

realities, bring the issue full circle. Leadership, she suggests, cannot be separated from the 

systems built around it, and building those systems is itself a form of leadership. 

Taken together, these four contributions invite us to ask not only what leaders do, but what 

makes it possible, or impossible, for leadership to work. We hope this issue offers both 

researchers and practitioners useful material for that conversation. 

Upcoming WorkLab “AI in assessment” 

The developments in AI and large language models are having a substantial impact in many 

areas of life. Their use is now widespread in Assessment. In recruitment AI is being used to 

shortlist resumes and manage and score interviews. Companies offering assessment products 

using machine learning and AI are proliferating along with applications which score and report 

results from a variety of assessment and other data. This year our workshop will provide an 

introduction to the use of AI in Assessment in the workplace, what it can and cannot do and 

what are the issues in the implementation of AI based solution in terms of both effectiveness 

and governance. The workshop will provide delegates with an understanding of the broad 

range of applications of AI in assessment, what is currently happening in the field, what is 

being developed and what we know from the research literature as well as tips on how to use 

AI in assessment effectively and ethically. 
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The next EAWOP WorkLab is scheduled for 5-7 November 2026. Attending will provide 

delegates with: 

• An understanding of critical concepts in the use of AI 

• An introduction to the range of AI applications currently available and in development 

• Insights into the measurement issues in AI assessments 

• A clear view of what is required to effectively select and implement AI assessments 

• An appreciation of the ethical issues in using AI 

Our speakers are experts in the area of AI with between them an understanding of a range of 

different applications and uses as well as familiarity with the research base supporting the use 

of AI. The speakers are Lara Montefiori, Mitja Ružojčić and Kate Young. 

Call for submissions 

We close, as always, with an invitation. EWOP in Practice welcomes contributions that connect 

the science and practice of work and organizational psychology. We are particularly interested 

in empirical studies, practitioner interviews, descriptions of the tools that you use, case studies 

and career reflections. If you have an idea for a contribution, please reach out to us at 

InPractice@eawop.org with a brief outline. We would be glad to hear from you. 
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