
EMERGENT LEADERSHIP: THE FUNCTION OF PERSONALITY AND GROUP DEVELOPMENT IN 
DETERMINING EMERGENT LEADERSHIP AND TEAMWORK PERFORMANCE

 David Foster, Vic Savicki Elisa Rudd, Bjorn Bergstrom, Laurie Juraszek Michelle Truong
 Western Oregon University Pacifi c University 

Abstract
Research has increased recently regarding the role of emergent 
leadership and emergent leaders within groups (Hogan, Curphy, & 
Hogan, 1994; Taggar & Hackett, 1999; Judge et al., 2002; Pescosolido, 
2002). This is partly due to the rise in self-managing work teams 
in today’s standard business practices and the desire to increase 
the performance of these teams. Research regarding who typically 
emerges as a leader and what emergent leader characteristics are 
helpful in increasing team performance is key to understanding the 
ingredients required to assure team success. No research, however, 
has examined the effects of group developmental experiences on 
who emerges as and remains a leader in a group. Consequently, 
this study examined the effects of both personality characteristics 
and group development on leader emergence. We also examined 
how emergent leaders infl uenced both teamwork processes and 
outcomes. Data were collected from a total of 276 participants 
in 92, three-person groups engaged in two intellective, problem-
solving scenarios. Seventy percent of the participants were female 
and the mean age was 20.7 years. Procedurally, participants either 
engaged in the forming task or read a brief paper on stages of 
group development. Participants then completed two decision 
making tasks fi rst individually, then as groups. Groups in the 
feedback condition received information regarding individual 
performance after the fi rst task. All groups were videotaped during 
the problem solving tasks. Measures included the Big 5 Personality 
Questionnaire (short version), the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, 
and a measure of individual self-effi cacy about group performance. 
Emergent leadership was assessed by having coders rate the amount 
of leadership each group member displayed during the second task 
on a scale ranging from 1 “Showed no Leadership” to 10 “Showed 
a tremendous amount of leadership.” Individual and Group 
Performance were assessed by comparing the decision against a 
known standard. Group Added Value was the residual of group 
performance with individual member performance statistically 
removed. Analyses examined both antecedents and consequents of 
emergent leadership. Results and implications are discussed.

Introduction
Group performance is typically conceptualized using and input 
mediator output input (IMOI) below (Ilgen, Hollenbeck, Johnson, & 
Jundt, 2005). The current study follows the structure of this model in 
identifying research variables. 

The goal of this specific project is to determine how inputs of group member expertise 
and agreeableness of the minority opinion member interact to influence group decision 
quality.

Background

Group Decision Making 

Recent research on group performance has focused on the processes groups use to 
arrive at decisions. The quality of these decisions has been found to depend on the ability 
of individuals to share and merge information, ideally to achieve a better result. 
Businesses are using groups to make decisions to gain the synergy a group can add to the 
creative process. Many factors affect a group’s ability to make decisions. This study 
focuses on the impact of the minority opinion member and that person’s level of 
agreeableness on group decision quality. 

 Previous research has shown that distribution of expertise within a decision-
making group impacts the group’s decision quality. Groups were found to perform better 
when the member with the highest self-esteem also had highest task expertise. 
Another difference may be found with the distribution of expertise relative to the 
minority opinion member. 

Minority Opinion Member

The minority opinion member is defined as the person whose opinion differed 
most from the other two members of the 3-person groups used in this study. With this 
definition the minority opinion member will always be either the one with the most 
expertise or the one with the least expertise. 

 Prior research has found that minority opinion members have more influence if 
they are first conforming (agreeable) rather than always expressing the minority opinion 

Research has increased recently regarding the role of emergent 
leadership and emergent leaders within groups (Hogan, Curphy, & 
Hogan, 1994; Taggar & Hackett, 1999; Judge et al., 2002; Pescosolido, 
2002). The goal of this specifi c project is to determine how inputs of 
emergent leader conscientiousness, group-level conscientiousness, 
and group development interact to infl uence group decision quality. 

Background

Emergent Leadership

Research suggests that the following characteristics are predictive of emergent 
leadership behaviors (Kickul & Neuman 2000):

Extroversion
Openness to experience
High self-esteem 

Group Decision-Making

Successful decision making is related to 5 key functions (Orlitzky & Hirokawa, 2001).
Problem Defi nition, 
Criteria Selection, 
Generation of Alternatives (Expression of Expertise), 
Positive Evaluation of Alternatives, 
Negative Evaluation of Alternatives 

Groups’ ability to engage in the critical functions may be determined in part by both 
the conscientiousness of the group as well as the conscientiousness of the emergent 
leader of the group.

Conscientiousness – Group Level
Conscientiousness: characterized as deliberation, cautiousness, thoroughness, 
organization and a desire for achievement (Barrick, Mount & Strauss; 1993, Hough. 
1992).
Conscientiousness is one of the broadest predictors of positive work performance (J. 
F. Salgado February 1997).
Conscientiousness is a non-task-specifi c predictor of positive work task performance 
(Mount, Barrick & Stewart, 1998).

Conscientiousness – Individual Level

Individuals high in conscientiousness are characterized as orderly, dependable, 
illustrating attention to detail, self-disciplined, coupled with preferences for structure 
(Barrick, Mount & Strauss 1993, Hough 1992).
Very little research has examined the impact of emergent leader conscientiousness on 
group performance.

Group Development

Tuckman’s four stage model 
Forming
Storming
Norming
Performing

Forming – this fi rst stage is an orientation period during which team members get to 
know each other and fi nd out what behaviors are acceptable to the group
Forming increases relational development, quality of decisions and speed of group 
productivity. Forming may establish a norm of sharing, enhance trust, cohesion, and 
collaboration. (Tan, Wei, Huang, & Ng 2000).

Research suggests: Groups with higher levels of development are more effective than 
groups with lower levels of development
Group development increases the likelihood of groups engaging in key decision making 
functions: sharing divergent information; evaluating consequences of various courses of 
action

No research on:

Effects of group developmental experiences on who emerges as and remains a 
leader in a group. Whether developmental experiences moderate effects of emergent 
leadership 
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Hypotheses
Hypothesis I: Groups with high conscientious leaders will perform better than 
groups with low conscientious leaders.

Hypothesis II: Groups that engage in an initial Forming activity will show better 
objective performance than groups that do not - regardless of who emerged as the 
leader

Hypothesis III: Forming will moderate the effect of emergent leader 
conscientiousness on group decision quality.

Hypothesis IV: Groups where leader conscientiousness is congruent with group 
conscientiousness and experience forming will have higher levels of group added 
value compared to groups where leader conscientiousness is incongruent with 
group conscientiousness.

Method

Participants

Participants were undergraduate psychology students. As incentive for their 
involvement, participants were eligible to receive extra credit in the psychology 
courses and a monetary award ($20 for the individual and $20 for each member of 
the group who were the most accurate in the task). Data were collected from a total 
of 276 participants in 92, three-person groups. Seventy percent of the participants 
were female. Additionally, the mean age was 20.7 years. 

Design

Two experimental manipulations were undertaken: Forming and Feedback. For 
the Forming experimental manipulation, participants were randomly assigned to 
one of two conditions: Forming or No Forming. In the Forming condition, prior to 
the fi rst task participants became acquainted with other group members through 
a team building exercise. Each member of the group answered prepared questions 
randomly drawn from different stacks of cards. Examples of questions include: 
“What is your major and why?” and “If you could go anywhere in the world where 
would you go and why?” Participants in the control, No Forming, condition read a 
brief paper on the stages of group development. Each activity lasted approximately 
fi ve minutes. For the Feedback manipulation, participants were randomly assigned 
to one of two conditions: Feedback or No Feedback. In the Feedback condition 
after the completion of the fi rst group task, and before initiation of the second task, 
groups were given feedback about the performance of individual members on the 
fi rst task. The feedback took the following form “According to the experts, person 
A, you are the most in agreement with the experts. Person B, you are second most 
in agreement, and person C you are the least in agreement with the experts.”  After 
receiving this feedback, participants began work on the second task. Those in the No 
Feedback condition began the second task immediately following completion of the 
fi rst task. For the current study, no signifi cant effects were found for the Feedback 
manipulation, thus the two conditions were collapsed for subsequent analyses.

Task

Participants completed two different decision making tasks: a desert survival task 
and a moon survival task. In both scenarios, the groups were stranded and left with 
a number of items that may aid in their survival. The groups’ tasks were to rank 
order these items in terms of their importance to the groups’ survival with lower 
numbers indicating greater importance (e.g., an item ranked number one would be 
considered to be most important to survival). The desert survival task required the 
groups to rank order ten items as compared to the moon survival task that required 
the groups to rank order fi fteen items. Participants completed each exercise both 
individually and as a group. The order in which the exercises were completed was 
counterbalanced across experimental conditions.

Measures

Individual task expertise. Individual task expertise was assessed by 
evaluating the quality of the decisions made by the individual on the 
second decision making task. Individual decision quality was determined 
by comparing individuals’ ranking of each item to the item’s true rank as 
determined by experts and calculating the absolute value of the difference 
between the two rankings. Difference scores were calculated for each item 
and then summed to determine a decision quality score. These scores 
were then reversed and then standardized (z-scores) so that higher scores 
refl ected greater agreement with the experts or higher quality decisions.

Conscientiousness. We assessed individual level conscientiousness using 
7 items from the NEO Five Factor Inventory. Samples items include: “I 
am attentive to details and meet my deadlines” and “I am a sensible, 
competent person who makes informed decisions.” All items were measure 
on a 5-point Likert type response scale ranging from 1 “Does not describe 
me at all” to 5 “Describes me very well.” The measure had adequate 
internal consistency reliability (alpha = .76).

Group Conscientiousness. Group conscientiousness was assessed by 
taking the mean conscientiousness score across all three group members. 
Groups were classifi ed as either being high or low in conscientiousness 
using a binary split. Groups who score below 4.05 were classifi ed as low 
conscientiousness and groups who score above 4.05 were classifi ed as high 
conscientiousness.

Emergent Leadership. Emergent Leadership was measured using the 
fi ve-item General Leadership Impression scale (GLI; Lord et al., 1984). 
Independent Observers viewed videotaped groups and provided both 
percentage ratings and 6-point ratings on perceived emergent leaders. 
Previous research has shown the GLI scale to have high internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .88).

Group added value. Output is measured not by the absolute accuracy of the 
decision, but by the value added to the decision by group processes. Group 
added value is the effect of the group’s process on decision quality over 
and above the contributions of individual member expertise. This outcome 
focuses on group dynamics.

Group added value. Output is measured not by the absolute accuracy of the decision, but 
by the value added to the decision by group processes. Group added value is the effect of 
the group’s process on decision quality over and above the contributions of individual 
member expertise. This outcome focuses on group dynamics.

Procedure

After giving informed consent, participants completed questionnaires assessing self-
esteem. Next, depending on the experimental condition, participants either engaged in the 
forming task or read a brief paper on the stages of group development. Afterwards 
participants completed the first decision making task; first individually, and then as a 
group. Participants were limited to five minutes when completing the task individually. 
There was no time limit for completing the task as a group. After completing the first task, 
participants completed the same process for the second, counterbalanced task. Each 

Procedure

After giving informed consent, participants completed questionnaires 
assessing self-esteem. Next, depending on the experimental condition, 
participants either engaged in the forming task or read a brief paper on the 
stages of group development. Afterwards participants completed the fi rst 
decision making task; fi rst individually, and then as a group. Participants 
were limited to fi ve minutes when completing the task individually. There 
was no time limit for completing the task as a group. After completing 
the fi rst task, participants completed the same process for the second, 
counterbalanced task. Each group was videotaped while performing 
both decision making tasks. Only performance on the second task will be 
analyzed.

Results
Hypothesis I: Univariate analysis of variance showed no main effects for leader 
conscientiousness. 
Hypothesis II: Univariate analysis of variance showed no main effect for 
Forming.
Hypothesis III: Univariate analysis of variance showed no signifi cant interaction 
effect between forming and emergent leader conscientiousness.
Hypothesis IV: Univariate analysis of variance showed a signifi cant three-way 
interaction effect among forming, emergent leader conscientiousness and group-
level conscientiousness.
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Discussion

� For groups that experience the forming activity: 
o Groups where leader conscientiousness is congruent with group 

conscientiousness have higher levels of group added value compared to 
groups where leader conscientiousness is incongruent with group 
conscientiousness.

� For groups that do not experience the forming activity: 
o Groups characterized as low in conscientiousness with a high 

conscientiousness leader have higher levels of group added value 
compared to the other groups. 

Discussion
For groups that experience the forming activity:

Groups where leader conscientiousness is congruent with group conscientiousness 
have higher levels of group added value compared to groups where leader 
conscientiousness is incongruent with group conscientiousness.

For groups that do not experience the forming activity:
Groups characterized as low in conscientiousness with a high conscientiousness 
leader have higher levels of group added value compared to the other groups.

These results indicate that the effects of emergent leadership are moderated by 
the context in which leaders operate.
It appears that the effects of leader conscientiousness on group added value 
appear to depend on the context in which the leader operates (e.g., when forming 
occurs and the group is high in conscientiousness or when forming does not 
occur and the group is low in conscientiousness).
What are some reasons why this may be the case?
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