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Kimberly Rice 

A STUDY OF LEADERSHIP STRATEGY FOR CREATIVE COLLABORATION  

WITHIN A DIGITAL AGENCY 

This study seeks to understand the leadership strategies that are necessary to implement 

and maintain collaborative, cross-disciplinary efforts within an integrated marketing 

communications (IMC) agency. The focus of the research is on leadership behavior that impacts 

organizational interaction, motivation, and communication with diverse, interdisciplinary teams 

to achieve collaborative outcomes within a full-service, digital marketing agency. This 

qualitative case study aims to advance literature in the area of leadership best practice concepts 

with the implementation of IMC. The methods used in the study included one-on-one interviews, 

field observations, and a collaborative leadership self-assessment questionnaire. The research 

indicates that collaborative effort is greatly impacted by leadership interaction, communication, 

and motivation and it is related to the type of work culture and environment that leaders work to 

create within the organization. Ideally achieving a creative collaborative effort on each project 

seems optimal, but in reality is seldom the norm or even the most effective manner in which to 

complete client requests. Rather than thinking of creative collaboration in terms of a formal 

process, the results suggest that collaboration should be an overall theme that resonates within 

the culture of the agency. Leadership should work to develop a work environment, 

communication system, policies, procedures, and activities that foster collaborative thinking and 

behavior naturally.  

Keywords:  collaboration, leadership, leadership strategy, leader behavior, Integrated 

Marketing Communications, digital marketing agency, interaction, motivation, communication 
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Introduction 

Digital technology continues to disrupt how brands reach and interact with consumers 

through mobile and digital advertising which is expected to outpace traditional advertising at an 

accelerated rate over the next few years. For the first time in 2017, advertisers spent more on 

digital advertising ($209 billion globally) than on traditional television advertising ($178 billion 

worldwide) according to Magna, the research division of the media buying firm IPG 

Mediabrands (Kafka & Molla, 2017). Magna also predicts that by 2020 digital advertisements 

will account for 50 percent ($291 billion) of all advertising spending worldwide (Handley, 

2017). According to a recent Pew Research Center survey conducted in January 2018, 77% of 

Americans spend time online daily, and the Flurry Analytics firm indicates the amount of time 

spent on mobile on average is over five hours per day (Perrin & Jiang, 2018; Khalaf & Kesiraju, 

2017). 

These figures, along with other changes in the marketing industry, are catalysts for 

organizational changes in many traditional and digital agencies. As consumer behavior 

increasingly shifts to digital and mobile platforms, clients are demanding consistent branding 

services to meet their needs and expectations in both traditional and digital marketing solutions 

throughout consumer experiences (Bughin, Lund, & Remes, 2016). The responsibilities of 

corporate-level executives are becoming more integrated; therefore, they often seek marketing 

partners who can provide a broad range of customer interactions including brand strategy, 

marketing, communication and public relations, data analysis, management and delivery 

solutions (Bennin & Kapoor, 2017). To meet these evolving demands, many traditional and 

creative agencies invest in hiring media, client services, creative, and technological professionals 

to consolidate these services in-house to meet industry demands (Bruell, 2016). Agencies are 
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taking this holistic approach to marketing to ensure that client brand messaging is consistent 

online and offline (Lake, 2017).  

Integrated marketing agencies appeal to senior marketing executives because of their 

overwhelming requirement to consolidate vendors to reduce costs and to maximize marketing 

return on investment (Bennin & Kapoor, 2017). This integrated approach in theory seems ideal 

and has clear advantages in that it provides a fully integrated marketing experience with 

consistent brand messaging throughout the sales process (Bennin & Kapoor, 2017). Marc 

Pritchard, Chief Marketing Officer of Procter & Gamble, makes the point that the new integrated 

business model is leveling the playing field, yet “the challenge for agencies amid this leveled 

playing field is bringing something new to the client. Agencies’ traditional differentiator, their 

creative output, is now something that can be sourced from anywhere.” (Bruell, 2016).  

Agencies are under increased pressure to stand out among the competition through 

creative output in a more complex digitized industry (Iliffe, 2015). The pressure to deliver 

innovative ideas can no longer depend solely on the creative department; therefore, agencies 

increasingly are encouraging a collaborative effort among employees to deliver marketing 

solutions (Iliffe, 2015). Marketers, however, are most concerned that agencies have the ability to 

orchestrate campaigns consistently and collaboratively (Patel, 2010). In an integrated digital 

marketing agency, the team of collaborators often consists of copywriters, art directors, graphic 

designers, developers, and employees from other disciplines who are expected to work together 

to ensure that all client needs are addressed consistently (Iliffe, 2015).  

Digital workplaces are forcing organizations to reconsider how employees work together 

to achieve goals and objectives (“Employee collaboration,” n.d.). Digital tools in the workplace 

make working cooperatively less complicated and easier to accomplish, yet they also add their 
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own set of challenges (“Employee collaboration,” n.d.). The leadership strategies used to lead 

those teams or organizations may affect cohesion, interaction, and other outcomes of the 

members (Chin, 2015).  

This study is designed to address an important gap in the literature to understand the 

leadership strategies that are necessary to implement and maintain collaborative, cross-discipline 

efforts in an integrated marketing agency. The information gathered in this study offers insight 

into the ability of the agency to achieve an organizational culture that is both collaborative and 

creative and the role of leadership in shaping that environment. The information may also result 

in a better understanding of a collaborative leadership organizational structure in an integrated 

digital marketing agency.  

Additionally, this study is significant in several other ways. The information from this 

research can help inform leadership in integrated digital marketing agencies how to facilitate 

collaborative, cross-discipline employee communication and interaction. The study also 

contributes to a better understanding of how leadership may motivate employees from various 

disciplines to work collaboratively with the goal of achieving creative output that meets client 

requirements.  
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Literature Review 

The various articles referenced in the review of literature include those related to the 

definition and characteristics of creativity, collaboration, communication, motivation, 

interaction, the digital workplace, leadership and Integrated Marketing Communications. 

Creativity is an essential element for success in this highly competitive digital economy as 

businesses must differentiate themselves to remain competitive (Granot, 2011). With an 

increased demand to gain the attention of consumer audiences constantly exposed to a wealth of 

imagery and information, organizations recognize a need to gain an edge over the competition. 

Advancing in this competitive, global marketplace will only occur with creativity and 

innovation. High profile companies like Apple, Google, and Amazon recognize that developing 

innovative products and services means that innovation must be a core value of their business 

strategy. These and other organizations are increasingly embracing creativity by building work 

environments that foster innovation, support the exchange of ideas, and encourage team 

collaboration in an evolving digital workplace.  

Employers realize that a collaborative work environment is imperative to innovation and 

gaining a competitive advantage in the global digital marketplace. As a result, research on 

employee creativity is gaining momentum, particularly with creative role models and 

management practices that promote or inhibit creativity and the unique response of employees to 

these various work conditions (Zhou, 2003). It has been suggested that managers must develop 

an appreciation of creative people, understand the nature of the creative process, discover actions 

that managers can take to motivate their staff members, and provide work environments that are 

conducive to positive creative behavior (Yong, 1994). These strategies are arguably applicable 

more generally for all employees regardless of their role in the organization. Significant research 
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has provided insight into various aspects of creativity ranging from personal characteristics of 

creative individuals, organizational influences on creative results, creative processes, and more 

specific job-related topics (Granot, 2011).  

  Some research suggests that conventional management practices may not be adequate for 

effectively leading creative professionals, who are often the catalyst for this type of innovation in 

the organizations (Beir, 1995; Cook, 1999). However, minimal research exists to identify the 

conditions and factors that promote creative performance of individual employees in the 

workplace (Oldham & Cummings, 1996). The purpose of this research is to explore the 

relationship between leadership approach and creative collaboration within the context of the 

evolving digital work environment. The research targets digital agencies operating with 

integrated marketing communications (IMC) strategies and practices, whose primary function is 

to produce creative solutions as a business-to-business service. The goal of this study is to 

determine leadership patterns that may affect creative or perceived creative output 

collaboratively. The primary research question examines how leadership strategies in small to 

medium-sized integrated marketing communication organizations impact creative collaboration 

among employees from diverse disciplines. 

Organizations are trending toward collaborative, team-oriented work environments to 

combine complementary employee skills, knowledge, attitudes, and other characteristics that will 

maximize organizational output (Peeters, Van, Rutte & Reymen, 2006). Research shows that 

organizations inadvertently build environments that systematically suppress creativity because 

they lack knowledge of managerial practices that foster creative thought (Amabile, 1998). 

Creativity in the workplace is undermined more often than it is supported unintentionally despite 

the value that most organizations place on new, feasible ideas (Amabile, 1998). 
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Amabile (1998) also asserts that every individual possesses a level of creativity that is a 

function of three components: expertise, creative-thinking skills, and motivation, which can be 

influenced by organizational leaders and managers. Amabile (1998) explains that expertise 

encompasses three types of knowledge: technical, procedural, and intellectual; motivation as the 

inner passion to resolve issues that generate innovative solutions rather than the desire to gain 

external rewards; and creative-thinking skills that influences how openly and imaginatively 

people approach problem-solving. These components can be impacted positively or negatively 

by management practices and organizational conditions (Amabile, 1998). This theory also 

suggests that employees in all roles may benefit from these practices and conditions. Although 

not every role in a creative or digital agency is creative in nature, the need for collaboration, 

understanding, mutual respect for ideas, and effective communication within remains a key 

factor for organizational success. Therefore, a need and opportunity exists for leadership to foster 

understanding and appreciation for the contributions every employee contributes to a firm.  

Creativity 

The study of creativity itself has generated a variety of interpretations of the concept,  

with some researchers defining creativity as a personal characteristic and others as a process 

(Amabile, 1983). Some researchers make the point that creativity is widely accepted as a 

precursor of innovation because “all innovation begins with creative ideas” (Amabile, Conti, 

Coon, Lazenby & Herron, 1996, p. 1154). Using an organizational approach, creativity can be 

extremely useful in gaining a competitive advantage other organizations (Napier & Nilsson, 

2006). Creativity offers insights into problems or deficiencies that have the potential to become 

innovative solutions and products (Pitta, Wood, & Franzak, 2008). Innovation is often confused 

with creativity and used interchangeably, but actually focuses more on performing tasks 
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differently which is relatively common practice in business (Furnham, 2000). Companies like 

Disney, Polaroid, Sony, Microsoft, and Google have found success with innovative products 

whereas Virgin Group has found tremendous success by being innovative in building customer 

relationships (Furnham, 2000). “Creative ideas turn ordinary companies into market leaders” 

(Pitta et al., 2008, p.137). Some companies are visionary, but many fall short of achieving 

creativity or innovation because they fail to build work cultures that value creative thought and 

innovative ideas (Pitta, et al., 2008). Although creativity alone does not guarantee success, many 

agree that it can be one of the most important factors for maintaining a competitive edge, while a 

lack of creativity can lead to a loss of profit and missed opportunities (Pitta et al., 2008).  

 Most researchers agree that defining and measuring creativity is extremely difficult 

because it is subjective but many have taken various approaches to understand the concept. 

Research in the area of creativity has taken into consideration intelligence and personality as 

major factors. Phelan & Young (2003) explain that numerous researchers view creativity as 

either a staged process or a cognitive process resulting in emerging ideas or some acknowledged 

creativity in terms of an end-use product, while other researchers associate creativity with the 

person as a synthesis of cognitive abilities and personality traits. 

Creativity provides the potential to develop new methods, markets, and opportunities 

(Pitta, et al., 2008). Some literature refers to creativity as the ability to generate work or concepts 

that are both new and valuable (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Amabile, 1998; Sternberg, 1999; 

Dahlen, 2008). The concept of generating something new may be interpreted as a contribution 

that has not been introduced previously, original, ground-breaking, a point of view not yet 

shared, or a unique pattern of existence (Marten, 2011). To add value, the concept or product 
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must satisfy a need, solve a problem, serve a purpose, or offer a contribution to society (Martens, 

2011).  

Creativity is multidimensional and not limited to the generation of new products, ground-

breaking inventions, or new prototypes (Pita, et al., 2008). Creativity may involve the act of 

developing an inventive or original solution to a problem that may not have a simple or 

straightforward procedure to achieve a result (Yong, 1994). Creativity also encompasses “the 

constant revision and enhancement of every product, service, process, and activity imaginable” 

(Pita, et al., 2008, p.138). Additionally, it is sometimes based on outside inhibitors such as 

product criteria (patents awarded, number and type of publications), professional criteria, or 

social recognition- all very subjective and open to interpretation by others (Furnham, 2000).  

Creative development process. It is also imperative to understand the role of the 

creative development process as it relates to influencing new ideas and creative thought. It may 

be argued that the steps involved in the creative process are actually problem-solving skills those 

in roles considered creative and non-creative often implement to generate new ideas, streamline 

processes, resolve issues, improve productivity, or increase revenues. The creative process refers 

to the sequence of thoughts and actions implemented that result in new, adaptive results (Lubart, 

2001; Martens, 2011). Arguably, some suggest that the creative process also entails more 

ordinary, administrative tasks such as storing and retrieving information, placing and returning 

phone calls, and composing and responding to emails among many others (Martens, 2011). 

Studies of the creative process point to four principal characteristics that can be 

developed in all individuals: problem sensitivity, idea fluency, originality, and flexibility (Yong, 

1994). Other researchers contend the creative process summarizes a complex set of cognitive, 

motivational, and emotional processes that involve concepts including but not limited to 
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perceiving, imagining, thinking, planning, and deciding among others (Martens, 2011, p. 67). 

Various researchers identify models to describe the creative development process but few are 

more widely accepted than Wallas’ four-stage creative process. Wallas (1926) established a four-

stage creative process to discover new ideas, where the stages constantly overlap with one 

another as different issues or problems are investigated. The Preparation Stage involves 

investigating the problem by gathering information and data, and the Incubation Stage is 

characterized by an unconscious consideration of the problem with a cognitive process (Wallas, 

1926). The Illumination Stage is where obvious solutions become clear and the best solution is 

revealed in consciousness (Wallas, 1926). The fourth stage is Verification, where the validity of 

the idea is tested and adapted to ensure that the goals and values are met sufficiently (Wallas, 

1926). Amabile (1983) proposes that there are five stages in the creative process: presentation of 

the issue or problem, preparation, idea generation, response validation, and outcome assessment. 

Research also suggests that the creative process is a cognitive process requiring leaders to 

have the knowledge, skills, and tools to synchronize multidisciplinary teams’ thought processes 

to inspire cooperative group creative thinking (Basadur, 2004). Furthermore, leaders must 

coordinate creative thought from the beginning of the creative development process to the end, 

taking into account the expertise of others to solve complex issues simultaneously (Basadur, 

2004).  

Collaboration  

Schrage (1990) defines collaboration as, “the process of shared creation: two or more 

individuals with complementary skills interacting to create a shared understanding that none had 

previously possessed or could have come to on their own. Collaboration creates a shared 

meaning about a process, a product, or an event. In this sense, there is nothing routine about it. 
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Something is there that wasn’t there before” (p. 40). Shcottle, Haghsheno, and Gehbauer (2014) 

contend that “collaboration is an inter-organizational relationship with a common vision to create 

a common project organization with a commonly defined structure and a new and jointly 

developed project culture, based on trust and transparency; with the goal to jointly maximize the 

value for the customer by solving problems mutually through interactive processes, which are 

planned together, and by sharing responsibilities, risk, and rewards among the key participants” 

(p. 1275). Ideally, collaboration occurs in goal-centered situations among individuals who 

contribute diverse, distinctive, and unique value to creative thinking, problem solving, 

developing new understanding, and designing new products (Denise, 1999).  

 In an effort to gain understanding and outline a concise definition, research on 

collaboration in various disciplines examines the concept as a form of interaction (Bedwell, et 

al., 2012). Within those disciplines, however, collaboration is identified in multiple ways such as 

a structure in Organizational Behavior, Management, and Anthropology; a process in 

Environmental Science, Medicine, and Education; a compromise between a process and structure 

in Communication and Sociology (Bedwell, et al. 2012). Despite the various interpretations, it 

has become widely accepted in the workplace that both managers and employees rely on 

collaborative processes and outcomes across teams, departments, organizations, as well as 

industries to achieve organizational objectives (Bedwell, et al., 2012). Researchers in some 

disciplines define collaboration as an “evolving process whereby two or more social entities 

actively and reciprocally engage in joint activities aimed at achieving at least one shared goal” 

(Bedwell et al., 2012, p.130). These types of processes generally occur during interactions such 

as conflict resolution, visualization, motivation, persuasion, or problem-solving activities 

(Bedwell, et.al. 2012).  
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 Collaboration characteristics. Schrage (1995) identifies several factors that commonly 

influence collaboration. Those that are relevant to this study include: understood shared goals, 

mutual respect, tolerance, trust, creation and use of shared space, good communication flow, and 

the presence of both formal and informal environments. Schottle, Haghsheno, & Gehbauer 

(2014) make the point that there are certain characteristics present in those striving to achieve 

collaboration such as “trust, communication, commitment, knowledge sharing, and information 

exchange” (p. 1274). Participants in a collaborative effort perform with high transparency toward 

a shared goal to maximize the value for the customer by solving problems mutually through 

interactive processes accomplished by cooperative planning, and shared responsibilities, risks, 

and rewards” (Schottle, Haghsheno, & Gehbauer, 2014, p. 1274). 

Leadership  

 Clark (2008) explains that contemporary definitions of leadership are shifting from being 

primarily focused on the individual traits of the “leader” toward the collective participation or 

shared process of “leadership” and the engaging leadership behaviors that are mutually beneficial 

to individuals, the team or organization, and the larger community. Researchers contend that 

leadership is an influence relationship among leaders and followers who work cooperatively with 

a shared goal and purpose (Rost, 1991). Hogg (2001) added to Rost’s definition by contending 

that “leadership is a process of influence that enlists and mobilizes the movement in the 

attainment of collective goals” (p. 194). Yukl (1999) further adds that leadership at its best is 

shared and that the collective leadership by participating members is more important than any 

acts of individual leaders.  

Amabile (1998) explains that decades of research focuses primarily on the connection of 

environment and creativity, and identifies six general leadership practices that impact and 
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stimulate creativity:  challenge (matching the employee level of expertise with a level of stretch 

that will inspire creative thought); freedom (granting autonomy around the thought process); 

resources (appropriate time constraints and monetary allocations); work-group features (creating 

mutually supportive teams with diverse perspectives and backgrounds with shared goals); 

supervisory encouragement (generous recognition and acknowledgement of innovative efforts); 

and organizational support (implementing organizational procedures and systems that prioritize 

and rewards creativity). It is suggested that the most important strategy for managing creativity is 

adopting “pro” attitudes such as “equality, inclusion, trust, and focus” while avoiding “con” 

attitudes that are counter intuitive” (Beir, 1995, p. 501). Because deadlines are inevitable, 

managers should set deadlines that are both realistic and reasonable to meet (Kershaw, 2004). 

However, it is advised that leaders should adopt an attitude against the strict rules of traditional, 

hierarchical organizations if they want to see true growth and innovation (Beir, 1995). 

To inspire creative thought, leaders must clearly outline the parameters of their work at 

the beginning of a project without hindering creative potential, and identify special areas of the 

project that would benefit from certain creative efforts (Yong, 1994). Leaders should strive to 

come across as tactful and genuine in their communication and make a conscious effort to avoid 

being perceived as condescending or abrupt as they are often viewed (Yong, 1994). Beir (1995) 

makes the point that “a rigid approach to managing is instant creative death” (p.502). 

 Some of the most innovative companies have successfully implemented an exploratory 

approach to collaboration such as the award-winning Silicon Valley design firm IDEO, which 

has mastered the technique of creative brainstorming where ideas are shared usually in a team 

meeting environment and built on by others through dialogue (Sawyer, 2007). Leaders should 

encourage a work culture that nurtures employees without stifling creativity or productivity. 
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Leaders benefit from promoting diversity within teams, developing an in-depth knowledge of 

each individual team member, and learning the dynamics and interactions of the team. Yong 

(1994) finds that organizational climates which encourage a creative work climate generally 

exhibit seven characteristics: 

● Mutually respectful relationships between supervisors and subordinates that embraces 

diverse ideas and perspectives 

● Open and ongoing communication allowing a free flow and exchange of information 

● Continuous support and cooperation from leadership 

● Special awareness and consideration to highly creative individuals 

● Scheduled time for engagement in creative thought and creative work 

● Restraint from giving premature critiques and criticism 

● Management style that encourages a certain level of risk-taking 

Leadership involvement is a key component to establishing an organizational 

collaborative effort (McGuire, 2006). Chrislip and Larson (1994) explain that the, “collaborative 

process leadership activities include “keeping stakeholders at the table through periods of 

frustration and skepticism, acknowledging small successes along the way, helping stakeholders 

negotiate difficult points, and enforcing group norms and ground rules” (p. 130).  

 Case studies reveal that fostering successful collaboration may be difficult for managers 

to accomplish (Thomson & Perry, 2006). In order for collaboration to be successful, it must be 

facilitated in a disciplined manner through leadership that properly assesses when collaboration 

is appropriate, and then amplifies individual results by instilling in them both the ability and 

willingness to collaborate when necessary (Hansen, 2009). Additionally, leadership that neglects 

to place an emphasis on teamwork or promote cooperative values can be significant barriers to 
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collaborative efforts (George, 2016). Other challenges that offset collaborative efforts include a 

lack of communication or miscommunication, and a lack of trust among potential collaborators 

(Sloper, 2004; Argyris, 2010). Wilson (2013) further contends that “collaborative leadership is 

fraught with challenges, organizational politics, governance, finance, and resource allocation” (p. 

336). George (2016) suggests that failure to establish a consensus on the key points of the 

collaboration creates significant obstacles. While diversity of viewpoints can be a facilitator of 

collaboration, participants with differing backgrounds, opinions, and agendas may initially find 

that the focus on their differences only exaggerates them, therefore hindering progress (George, 

2016).  

Extensive research and discussion exists on leadership theories, yet no comprehensive, 

definitive approach is more widely accepted than any other. In an effort to identify a general 

leadership theory, Goethals and Sorenson (2006) coordinated a group effort among researchers 

to establish some mutual understanding in the area of leadership theory among various academic 

disciplines. The purpose of that research is to identify one general leadership theory that could 

exist in all leadership frameworks, yet no dominant leadership theory emerged (Goethals & 

Sorenson, 2006). The evidence of significant existing research suggests the concept of leadership 

is highly complex and multifaceted with significant variables and approaches (George, 2016).  

Another difficulty in finding commonality with leadership theory is despite the breadth 

and depth of literature on leadership, a concise definition remains elusive (George, 2016). Early 

leadership research focuses primarily on the individual leader, whereas more recent work 

examines leadership from an organizational approach (George, 2016; Spillane, Halverson, & 

Diamond, 2004).  
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Leadership approach. Previous studies on leadership approaches, provide insight into 

leadership behavior and the interaction among leaders and followers by identifying the major 

components of leadership generally focusing on the characteristics of leaders, the characteristics 

of followers, and the characteristics of the situation. Yukl (2013) introduces five basic 

approaches to leadership literature: (a) the trait approach, (b) the behavior approach, (c) the 

power-influence approach, (d) the situation approach, and (e) the integrative approach.  

 One of the oldest approaches to leadership study is the trait approach which analyzes the 

leader’s attributes such as personality, motives, values, and skills. The limitation of the trait 

approach is that it does not take into consideration group performance or leader behavior (Yukl, 

2013). Research goes on to acknowledge a need for further examination of leader behavior on 

the job such as how they utilize time, manage responsibilities, and cope with demands, 

constraints, and conflicts. Studies of this approach include questionnaires, laboratory and field 

experiments, as well as case studies (Yukl, 2013). The power-influence approach also uses 

survey questionnaires to examine leadership effectiveness based on the type of power the leader 

holds, tactics used to exercise that authority, and influence on subordinates, peers, superiors, 

clients, vendors, among others. Researchers later recognize the importance of taking into account 

key aspects of situations that affect leadership attributes and effectiveness (Yukl, 2013). Lastly, 

the integrative approach encompasses studying multiple leadership variables within the same 

study although there are few theories that include all of these factors (Yukl, 2013). An 

integrative approach to study leadership may include traits, behaviors, influence processes, 

situational variable, and outcomes (Yukl, 2013). This study takes an integrative approach as it 

seeks to examine leadership behavior and influence processes in an integrated marketing 

communication agency.  
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Integrated Marketing Communications Agencies 

There has been an enormous shift in recent years in the media marketing industry from 

traditional print and broadcast to a digital format. Television revolutionized advertising by 

providing a platform for powerful messaging and creative content however, the digitization of 

media, referred to as the digital revolution, represents a new phase in the history of 

communications (Mulhern, 2009). Traditional advertising primarily developed creative 

messaging and distributed them through media channels to mass targeted audiences (Mulhern, 

2009). Although creative messaging remains at the core of communication in both traditional and 

digital media channels, the most significant impact of the emerging digital communication 

industry is that it is often more data-driven, focusing on metrics, quantitative models, and digital 

technology (Mulhern, 2009). In traditional marketing, media information is disseminated on 

physical devices whereas media has become the human interface in a digital culture (Mulhern, 

2009). The future of advertising and marketing communications will combine a diverse 

collection of digital solutions with traditional media and communications, referred to as 

Integrated Marketing Communications (Keller, 2016).  

Keller (2016) referred to the concept of fusing the unique strengths of traditional 

advertising and modern marketing strategies to generate profit and build brands in new ways as 

Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC). When IMC was first introduced in the text 

Integrated Marketing Communication: Pulling It Together and Making It Work (Schultz, 

Tannenbaum, and Lauterborn, 1993) marketing communication was viewed merely as a 

managerial task that focused on advertising, sales promotion, direct marketing, and public 

relations. The disciplines included in IMCs are “advertising, sales promotion, public relations, 

customer-loyalty programs, and direct marketing” (Stuhlfaut & Davis, 2010, p. 267). The 
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practice of IMC has been defined in various ways by researchers without a clear consensus on a 

universal definition because it continually evolves. Stuhlfaut and Davis (2010) identify IMC as 

an umbrella term that encompasses a full range of strategically coordinated promotional 

activities that focus on “analytical, planning, control, creative, and decision-making activities 

across multiple communication disciplines” (p. 267). Creative organizations such as creative 

digital marketing agencies can use strategic measures to analyze and strengthen their creative 

capabilities (Napier & Nilsson, 2006). 

Full-service digital marketing agencies typically offer a full range of marketing and 

advertising services to manage all aspects of a company’s online presence. These services 

include creative services, ad production, client management, media buying and planning in 

online and mobile platforms. Currently, there are an estimated 13,000 firms in the United States 

producing over $70 billion per year from internet advertising alone, and those numbers 

continuing to rise steadily according to Pricewaterhouse Coopers (PwC), and the Interactive 

Advertising Bureau (IAB) (“Digital Advertising,” 2016). Due to the shift to mobile devices, 

mobile advertising revenues account for over half of that spending at a rate of about 54% 

(“Internet Advertising,” 2017). Revenue in this industry is driven primarily by businesses that 

sells consumer products, entertainment, financial services, technology, and telecommunications 

(“Digital Advertising,” 2016). Profitability in these firms rely on employee’s technical and 

creative skills, and the ability to develop and maintain client relationships while requiring a 

collaborative effort among professionals in various roles. The digital transformation means that 

media and entertainment firms can no longer rely solely on the revenue generated from 

distributing content and securing audiences for advertising (Mulhern, 2009). 
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According to PwC, and the IAB, sources of digital revenue include mobile banner ads 

and non-mobile banner ads generated by the fees that advertisers pay to internet providers to list 

their company’s website or link the site to a specific keyword search or phrase (“Digital 

Advertising,” 2016). Digital display-related offerings use online platforms to display 

advertisements in the form of “banner ads, rich media (interactive media applications that 

incorporate text, graphics, audio, and video formats), digital video, and sponsorship” (“Digital 

Advertising,” 2016). Most of the additional revenue generated in the digital marketing industry 

derives from “classifieds, lead generation, and email advertising” (“Digital Advertising,” 2016). 

Many digital marketing agency clients have needs that rely on digital services provided by 

companies such as “Google, Facebook, Baidu, Alibaba, and Microsoft, the world’s leading 

digital ad sellers (“Digital Advertising,” 2015).  

This shift into an emerging “advertising-as-service model” allows advertisers to expose 

consumers to brand messaging while allowing an interactive relationship to develop among them 

(Mulhern, 2009). The planning and execution process becomes more complex and dynamic to 

establish interaction patterns with consumers rather than simply selecting media options to 

communicate one-way information to audiences (Mulhern, 2009). Digital advertising 

continuously evolves to monitor consumers, their social media use, and to interact with 

consumers across various access points (Mulhern, 2009). The primary resource of these 

organizations is the talent and expertise of their employees, particularly those with advanced 

skills in creative output, research, and strategy (“Digital Advertising,” 2015). However, digital 

agencies remain at a disadvantage because the talent pool, with strength in qualitative research 

and creative messaging, may not be adequately equipped for the “data-driven, computational 

world emerging in digital media” (Mulhern, 2009, p. 92). A 2014 Creative Media Workforce 
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Survey by Skillset also found that 47% of creative media firms report deficiencies in employee 

skills for multiplatform content using new digital technologies (Bartosova, 2011). The skills gap 

supports the need for additional research to determine ways that leadership can impact creative 

output by those in creative and non-creative roles by integrating and developing diverse, 

complementary skillsets within digital agencies. 

The IMC concept has played an important role in the marketing landscape for quite some 

time and has been the subject of productive research as a result (Keller, 2016). Research has 

focused in the area of design and delivery, particularly to help marketers determine the level of 

integration in IMC programs and how to evaluate the programs from different angles (Keller, 

2016). Most of the research has focused on the outcomes of IMC practices and more recent 

research examines stakeholders, content, consumers and results (Reinold & Tropp, 2012; 

Schultz, 2005). It has been suggested that further research to improve the design and 

implementation of IMC programs should focus on a set of comprehensive criteria to guide 

internal efforts within the firm (Keller, 2016). One suggestion in particular is research that 

focuses on the organizational structures and processes that could improve the rate of success for 

IMC programs (Keller, 2016). 

Swain (2004) suggests there is a need for further research to assess leadership acceptance 

and best practice concepts in the implementation of IMC. However, there is a lack of research 

focused on the leadership of employees within these emerging IMC firms particularly to 

determine effective leadership strategy and techniques. The aim of this research is to establish 

optimal leadership styles and techniques for organizational leaders of small to medium-sized 

enterprises (SME) to improve collaborative work within the IMC program design and 

implementation. SME’s typically are independently owned and operated, where the owner-
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manager makes the key decisions to perform functions in the company (Einwiller & Boenigk, 

2012). Additionally, he or she typically determines the mission and goals of the company and 

allocates resources to support those functions (Einwiller & Boenigk, 2012). 

A major issue in terms of workforce development for the digital economy is the key role 

leaders and managers play in creating new business models and exploiting the opportunities 

provided by digital platforms (Skillset, 2010, p.39). Rapidly changing digital environments force 

leadership to encourage employees at all levels to engage in creative collaboration in search of 

creative ideas and contributions (Napier & Nilsson, 2006). It is suggested that gaining a better 

understanding of the different dimensions of creativity may require redirecting attention from the 

preoccupation with finished products or the individual “creative” and concentrating efforts on the 

organizational processes and relationships within designated creative firms (Pratt, 1997; Banks, 

Calvey, Owen, & Russell, 2002). In the past, marketing communication manager role was 

primarily to align and coordinate messages and incentives across these marketing channels to 

present them in a clear, cohesive manner for consumers throughout the entire buying cycle 

(Schultz & Patti, 2009). Essentially, the role entailed verifying that corporate communication 

was consistent with colors, correct logo placement, and other elements used properly (Schultz & 

Patti, 2009). As the nature of marketing shifts toward an integrated marketing approach, the role 

of manager will shift in an effort to combine various marketing team elements.  

As the media industry fundamentally transforms the way their businesses function, 

current practices among managers and employees will likely be affected (Bartosova, 2011). A 

key difference with IMC compared to traditional marketing is the inclusion of multiple 

stakeholders in the communication planning process (Mulhern, 2009). Courtney Hunt, founder 

and principal of The Denovati Group states, “In the digital era, the fundamental nature of 
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leadership has not changed, but the rapid development and deployment of social and digital 

technologies means that the expectations for leaders are evolving” (Hunt, 2015, p. 48). Bartosova 

(2011) believes that, “managers in the convergent media ecosystem should possess ‘convergent’ 

skills-content production, multi-platform and technology skills, people skills working with the 

creatives and business acumen” (p. 196). Redmond (2006) makes the point that media managers 

“must orchestrate traditional structural-functional aspects of the organization while dealing with 

[the] psychology of organizational members to help them be as creative [and] as productive as 

possible” (p.115). It is suggested that managers should be able to create bridges between 

employees from various disciplines. The ability to successfully manage these various roles 

requires an understanding of different mindsets that are essential to successfully facilitate this 

new emergent style of collaboration (Bartosova, 2011).  

Various journal authors have argued that control of IMC is or should be a top 

management function (Swain, 2004). Swain (2004) reports that findings in an IMC study of the 

American Productivity and Quality Center (1998) written by Don E. Schultz and others, showed 

that “integration cannot be accomplished by formal policies and procedures alone because it 

requires a “high degree of interpersonal and cross-functional communication within the 

organization, across business units, and with outside suppliers” (p. 8). IMC and advertising 

practices entail the use of various media-related strategies and tactics for companies to initiate 

and coordinate communications with customers, prospects, and other parties (Stuhlfaut & Davis, 

2010). Managers accomplishes these objectives effectively planning, developing, and 

implementing integrated marketing communication campaigns along with advertising managers 

and account managers who develop and present creative ideas through a full spectrum of 

communication channels to meet business objectives and goals (Stuhlfaut & Davis, 2010). 
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Notably absent from the research on the subject of IMC functionality and strategy is research on 

internal leadership strategy that encourages a collaborative work culture comprised of these 

diverse roles. 

Despite its importance to the overall success in advertising management, the subject of 

advertising management specifically has been notably absent from the curriculum in the IMC 

discipline (Stuhlfaut & Davis, 2010). Instead, many academic programs focus on teaching the 

creative, research, media, and planning aspects of developing advertising campaigns (Barnes & 

Lloyd, 1997). Robbs and Lloyd (2016) make the claim that management skills should be 

included in curricula to prepare students for the role of management as advertising account 

managers. Results of the research conducted by Stuhlfaut & Davis (2010) indicates that 

academic programs for advertising management emphasized teaching IMC, strategies, branding, 

positioning, consumer behavior, planning, creative input, and media strategies. Some academics 

suggest that those employed in the digital media industry, especially freelancers and managers in 

larger organizations should consider strengthening their entrepreneurial skills (“Creative 

Skillset,” 2014). 

Leadership in Integrated Marketing Communications. A major deficiency in IMC 

leadership with new communication technology particularly with social media channels is that it 

requires more than posting creative content. It also entails social listening or monitoring to 

identify consumer concerns and requires communication skills in public relations issues and 

crisis management (Neill & Schauster, 2015). Many of these internal and external 

communication and leadership skills are clearly absent from the curriculum for developing 

effective management skills in the IMC movement. 
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Hunt (2015) suggests that there are five new leadership dimensions that are reflective of the 

abilities and capacities required of the role as a result of advancing technologies in organizations, 

industries, economies, and societies: 

1. Digital literacy- Leaders must be digitally literate and knowledgeable of relevant digital 

era concepts, tools, systems, and social technology platforms. In addition, leaders must 

have the skill set and discernment to use these digital and social technologies effectively 

and appropriately and the ability to monitor the productivity of their team. 

2. Applications of social and digital technologies- Leaders must have the capacity to 

consider the best use of these technologies and revenue potential that they offer. Leaders 

must also take into consideration the potential for risks and damaging effects these 

emerging technologies may have on traditional businesses and industries such as 

journalism, retail, book publishing, and the music industries. Leaders should be 

visionaries and capable of recognizing the opportunities that new technologies can create 

for extending traditional business strategies into new areas. They must also realize and 

accept that talent management and human capital will continue to be impacted and 

altered by social and digital technologies. 

3. Implications of social and digital technologies- Leaders must acknowledge that social and 

digital technologies are transforming the nature of work, and they must make provisions 

to their workforce management approach. Emerging technologies will continue to create 

new digitally-oriented jobs and careers while influencing significant declines in other 

industries and changing traditional roles such as human resource management and 

leadership roles. Leaders must help their organizations identify and manage potential 

digital era risks, including but not limited to cyber security, “protecting the organization’s 



 
 

  
 

 24 

brand, reputation, intellectual property, and trade secrets,” as well as “protecting 

employees against discrimination, harassment, and retaliation” (p.51).  

4. Digital transformation- Leaders play a crucial role in outlining the foundation and 

facilitation of digital transformation. The increasing use of social and digital applications 

means that nearly every organization will inevitably become a digital organization. 

Leaders must be knowledgeable about the process of becoming digital that generally 

requires a “holistic, integrated, and mindful approach to achieve desired results” (p.51). 

Some examples are: 

●  Establish a premise for digital transformation by developing a strategy, producing   

 a roadmap, and implementing a plan of action. 

●  Identify and encourage organizational values that can lead to overall success 

●  Act as change agents. 

● Create and maintain internal regulatory structures to establish order while giving 

employees the flexibility to collaborate and innovate. 

● Ensure that employees are aware of and committed to the changes and possess the 

digital aptitude that they need in order to succeed. 

5. Digitally savvy leadership style- Leaders must make adjustments in their leadership style 

to satisfy new digitally oriented demands and expectations, and they must embrace  

change in the balance of power. They must remain flexible, adaptable, open-minded and 

tolerant in this transitional period. Leaders must be willing and open to communicating 

differently with new channels and tools, with greater emphasis on collaboration and 

engaging dialogue, and less focus on control and delegating tasks (Hunt, 2015).  
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Research Questions 

Leadership and interaction. Swain (2004) suggests there is a need for further research 

to assess practitioner acceptance and best practice concepts of IMC, including the question of 

leadership in the implementation of IMC. The intention of this study is to address this gap in the 

literature to advance research in the area of leadership best practice concepts with the 

implementation of IMC. The focus of this research is on leadership behavior to influence the 

outcomes of organizational interaction, motivation, and communication.  

Some research on leadership behavior examines team interaction with a focus on team 

communication and collaboration to explore the impact of leadership style on organizational 

performance (Li-ren et al., 2012). Researcher Robert N. Lussier (2003) defines team 

communication as the process of distributing information to other team members. Other 

researchers indicate that certain leadership styles may be positively related to team 

communication suggesting that project managers who adopt those leadership styles may improve 

team communication and collaboration (Li-ren et al,. 2012). Although research has focused on 

the benefits associated with leadership behavior, significantly less research addresses the impact 

of leadership style on communication and collaboration particularly as it relates to specific 

industries (Li-ren et al, 2012).  

Yang (2009) identifies two interaction behaviors as they relate to job satisfaction; 

maintenance behavior helps employees to maintain interpersonal relationships, and achievement 

behavior helps them to focus on goal achievement. Maintenance behaviors includes participation 

and support to promote cohesiveness within the group, improve interaction relationships, and 

satisfies the individual needs for acceptance and respect (Yang, 2009). Achievement behaviors 

include the exchange of information and understanding common goals to foster discussion and 
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problem-solving activity (Yang, 2009). Ultimately, it can be stated that leaders set the tone and 

expectations of suitable workplace behavior and interaction (Farrell, 2016). 

RQ1: How do organizational leaders in small to medium-sized Integrated Marketing 

Communication (IMC) firms interact with diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact 

collaboration?  

Communication. Effective communication refers to the perceived quality of the 

interactions between leaders and their followers (Neufeld, Zeying, & Yulin, 2008). James Humes 

(1991) states in his book The Sir Winston Method, “The difference between mere management 

and leadership is communication. And that art of communication is the language of leadership” 

(p. 14). Effective communication within teams or in group settings is a critical factor for 

achieving both individual performance and overall organizational success (Farrell, 2016).  

Research suggests that leaders can create cooperative relationships among colleagues by 

creating an environment that values creativity, individuality, open dialogue and idea sharing 

(Farrell, 2016). It is also suggested that leaders set the tone of communications and impact the 

morale, confidence, and trust of followers with the quality and nature of communication flow 

(Ford, 2006). Leaders can use communication to enhance and build a supportive work 

environment that nurtures employee creative activity (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017). Additionally, 

leadership communication has the potential to build employee confidence and reduce 

apprehension allowing them to undertake creative tasks and challenges that they may otherwise 

lack the confidence to attempt (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017). Communication style literature 

indicates that a relationship may exist with communication, employee satisfaction, and 

knowledge sharing behavior (deVries et al., 2010).  
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RQ2: How do organizational leaders of small to medium-sized Integrated Marketing 

Communications (IMC) firms communicate with diverse, interdisciplinary teams to 

impact collaboration? 

Motivation. Several theories on motivation have emerged as a result of early research. 

The Hawthorne Studies suggest that employees are motivated not only by financial satisfaction 

but also by their attitudes (Dickson, 1973). According to Maslow’s theory, employee motivation 

is a result of not only financial satisfaction but also by a positive environment that provides some 

self-fulfillment (Chen, 2010).  

The overall success of most organizations is directly correlated to the type of 

organizational environment that leaders create for employees to function optimally (Fiaz, et. al., 

2017). Motivation, therefore, is a key component of leadership because it includes leader’s 

ability to inspire rewards but also motivates others to contribute to the success of others within 

the organization (Fiaz et al., 2017). Employee motivation is reflective of the extent to which 

employees are emotionally or psychologically committed to the organization (Anitha, 2014). 

According to Chen, employee motivation is key to sustaining organizations because of rapidly 

changing workplaces and because employees who are motivated within the context of their role 

are typically more productive (2010). Motivational factors vary for individuals and change 

frequently making it a challenge for managers to motivate employees consistently (Bowen & 

Radhakrishna, 1991). Chen advises it is vital that organizations create a good working 

environment to motivate employees and conducted research to examine which organizational 

factors -including management practices, organizational motivation, and leadership impact -

employee motivation (2010). 
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RQ3: How do organizational leaders of small to medium-sized Integrated Marketing 

Communications (IMC) firms motivate diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact 

collaboration? 
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Methodology 

This field research employs an integrative and qualitative approach to examine the 

manner in which creative digital agency executives and leader behavior influences collaborative 

outcomes among professionals within the work environment. A qualitative approach is most 

suitable for exploratory research because it helps build theory through deeper analysis of the 

research questions (Bailey, 2007). The study combines semi-structured and issue-oriented 

interviews, field observations, and a behavioral self-assessment questionnaire of creative digital 

agency senior-level executives and department leaders. This research will execute a qualitative 

approach in the form of a case study to discover and record native interpretations and 

descriptions of creative processes, best practices, and interactions among colleagues (Reid, King, 

DeLorme, 1998). Case studies are bound by both time and activity where researchers conduct in-

depth analysis into a program, event, activity, process, or individuals (Stake, 1995). A similar 

qualitative study by Hackley and Kover (2007) conducted in-depth interviews to gain insight on 

senior-level advertising executives’ management of personal and professional identities within 

the advertising agency workplace. The goal of this study is to explore this specific organizational 

setting to gain deeper insight of values, behaviors, and structures.  

Some authors emphasize the role of leadership in supporting the overall communication 

objectives to ensure that they are aligned with the corporate strategy and mission (Einwiller & 

Boenigk, 2012). In SME’s, businesses tend to operate independently and are owner-managed, 

where the owner-manager makes the key decisions to fill many of the functions performed 

within the company (Einwiller & Boenigk, 2012). Additionally, he or she typically determines 

the mission and goals of the company and allocates resources to support those functions 

(Einwiller & Boenigk, 2012). The aim of this research is to assess supervisory support and 
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impact on employees from various disciplines to determine the leadership impact on creative 

collaboration (Oldham & Cummings, 1996).  

Because there is minimal theory-based research in this area and challenges exist with 

identifying an adequate number of subjects from a population of creative digital agency 

executives, the sample is limited. As a result, a creative agency was selected that fit the 

parameters of the study in organizational type, size, and accessibility. An individual email 

invitation was sent to the agency owner and Chief Executive Officer to request agency 

participation in the study. The entire agency was informed verbally in the morning meeting about 

the nature of the study and provided with a consent form that outlined the purpose of the 

research, the type of interview questions that would be asked, a project scope to explain the 

intent of the study, and a full explanation that participation is voluntary. 

Measures 

Once permission was granted, research began in the integrated creative agency that 

specializes in brand building, combining traditional, digital, social and mobile marketing to 

ensure that brands provide a more meaningful consumer experience. The agency offers a full 

range of in-house services from photography and video production to 3D animation and printing, 

market research, and media placement.  

Semi-structured interview questions were adapted from existing assessments that seemed 

useful in these efforts such as the Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment (CLSA), Leader 

Behavior Description Questionnaire (LBDQ), and The Situational Outlook Questionnaire. The 

CLSA, an assessment originally designed and administered at the University of Washington 

School of Public Health and Community Medicine with funding from the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, helps leaders determine how well they provide collaborative leadership to their 
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respective teams. Research on leadership at Ohio State University in the 1950 (LBDQ) study 

measured two important dimensions of leadership-consideration and initiating structure, and 

established two widely accepted critical factors that are closely related people-orientation and 

task-orientation (Halpin, 1957). The Situational Outlook Questionnaire is an adaptation of the 

Creative Climate questionnaire that measures the climate for creativity and change (Isaksen, et 

al., 1999).  

Participants in the study, who consented to the initial interview and a follow-up 

interview, were administered a follow-up questionnaire adapted from the Collaborative 

Leadership Self-Assessment (CLSA) exercise in an envelope with instructions to complete and 

return to office in sealed envelope provided to them without their name. Participants were asked 

to complete the questionnaire anonymously as an incentive for them to assess their performance 

honestly and constructively. Codes were assigned to each participant’s responses to provide 

anonymity during the analysis with the eight participants referred to as P1-P8 in the discussions. 

Although the interviewees I1-I8 and questionnaire participants P1-P8 include the same sample of 

eight respondents, the interview and questionnaire responses are unrelated because the data from 

respondents P1-P8 were submitted anonymously.  

Research Setting 

 Interviews were conducted in a prominent meeting room often used for team and client 

meetings that consists of stained glass walls, comfortable furniture, a large round meeting table, 

audio and visual equipment for client presentations, and brand-themed decor. Field observations 

took place in the company meeting room, which is an open, centrally located company meeting 

room with a large square table centered in the room surrounded by smaller round cocktail tables 

in the corners and couches off to the side. The room is filled with fun memorabilia from clients, 
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board games on coffee tables, and comfortable furniture to create a fun and relaxed atmosphere. 

Employees also have access to snacks and drinks at any time with chances to win gifts and 

prizes. Other incentives are distributed on various occasions including on employee’s birthdays. 

The five pillars of the company- accountability, collaboration, celebration, great work, and 

shared values-are also prominently displayed in the agency to serve as a reminder to employees 

of the agency’s values. 

Sample 

Fourteen employees signed consent forms to allow participation in the study through 

interviews and/or observations, and eight agency leaders confirmed an actual time for one-on-

one interviews. The sample examines eight leaders in a small to medium-sized, full-service 

creative digital agency from participants ranging in age, experience, level of responsibility, and 

diverse skill set. The main issue to arranging interviews with potential participants was work 

schedule conflicts, and as a result, scheduled interviews had to be rescheduled several times. 

Observations began in mid-October 2017 and interviews began in late October with the final 

interview and surveys completed in early December 2017. Interviews were limited to thirty 

minutes to accommodate participant schedules. The estimated time for the entire interview and 

observation process was approximately one month, but the process required closer to two months 

to complete. Consequently, other than increasing the time required for data collection during 

interviews and observations, no apparent impact was observed on the sample group or data 

collection from outside conditions. 

Demographics 

Four (50%) of the participants who accepted the invitation to be interviewed were female 

and four (50%) were male. One interview participant has been with the company for thirty-three 
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years as a founding member of the agency, several have over 20 years of service with the 

agency, with everyone having a minimum of two years of service. Overall, six participants 

(75%) have more than 10 years, and two (25%) have 2-3 years of experience with the agency. 

The mean years of service for participants were slightly greater than seventeen years with the 

agency. Ages of participants range from mid-twenties to mid-sixties and represent diverse 

professional backgrounds ranging from financial planning, creative services, social and digital 

media, operations management, production management, and account services.  

Procedures 

Permission was granted to perform field observations with all employees in the agency at 

several of their daily communication meetings, one monthly company-wide meeting, a client 

pitch meeting and one client meeting, that was filmed for observation. Permission was also 

granted to review internal communication documents and to observe the internal project 

management communication system developed by the company.  

Participants in the one-on-one interviews were again presented with a consent form and 

given a verbal explanation of the voluntary nature of the study as well as the assurance that their 

responses would remain confidential or would not be shared with other participants. 

Additionally, participants were asked for permission to record with audio/video and given the 

assurance that interview recordings and accompanying data would be stored in a password 

protected device and destroyed after completion of the study at the end of the required time for 

locked storage.  

Data Collection 

The interview portion of the study asked agency leaders a series of 14-17 open-ended 

questions to determine their level of participation in facilitating and encouraging collaborative 
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work. Nine of the questions were based on the research question pertaining to leadership 

interaction, four questions focused on the research question about leadership communication, 

and four questions were concerned with leadership motivational strategies. The final interview 

question involved providing participants with a list of leadership style descriptions and asking 

them to discuss the style that most closely matched their primary leadership style or styles as 

confirmed by their experiences. Predetermined, questions were crafted for the interview in an 

effort to keep the conversations on topic and follow-up questions were also asked for clarity as 

needed during the conversation (Appendix A). To protect the anonymity of interviewees and 

their responses, in the analysis of the interviews each is assigned, in no particular order, a code of 

I1-I8. Obviously, the identities of the interviewees are known but not identified in the study; 

however, these responses are not at all related to the responses of the sub-sequential behavioral 

questionnaire that was administered anonymously. 

Data was also collected either in-person or from video-recorded observations during a 

variety of meetings: daily communication meetings, client pitch meetings, brainstorming 

meetings, and new client meetings. One of the most important collaborative efforts in the 

organization is the daily morning meeting, where essentially each team member shares his or her 

plans and schedule for the day, current or upcoming projects, and requests for assistance or 

collaboration on projects. Important data was collected in the monthly company meeting, where 

all members of the agency review the various projects that have been completed in the last 

month. Attending a client pitch meeting provided a great deal of insight into the process of 

planning creative brand strategy while gaining a real sense of budget and time constraints. Client 

pitch meetings are essentially planning meetings to allow key team members to collaborate on a 

creative strategy, budget, timeframes, and technological and digital support strategies to present 
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to the client in an effort to secure the client’s business. Brainstorming meetings are where 

leadership gathers those in what are considered creative roles to give them certain parameters 

and criteria for a new client and/or project and challenges them to contemplate possible solutions 

to bring back to the group for discussion. New client meetings initiate a brainstorming discussion 

of ideas and concepts from interdisciplinary perspectives, allowing team members to suggest 

ideas for projects once a new client has been secured by the agency. Additionally, reviewing 

video footage of a client-facing meeting provided the opportunity to witness interactions with a 

client. 

As a follow-up to the initial interviews, leaders were also asked to complete an 

anonymous behavioral self-assessment questionnaire to assess their perceived level of 

participation in collaborative leadership. The survey, was adapted from the CLSA for three 

categories; developing people, sharing power and influence, and self-reflection, with the 

intention to examine collaborative leadership behavior. The purpose was to determine whether 

leader’s assessments of their behaviors were in line with the overall sentiment of organizational 

leadership behaviors based on the interviews. Additionally, the goal of administering the 

questionnaire was to inspire leadership to develop a personal development plan for improvement 

based on their scores. It also was administered to encourage leaders to think critically about their 

individual leadership strategies as they pertain to collaborative leadership behavior to 

supplement discussions in the personal interviews.  

The CLSA asked leaders to rate their behaviors by circling one rating under the 

“Behavior Frequency” column and calculating their final scores. Scores between 70-61 receive 

an “Excellent Score” rating, 60-41 is considered a “Stronger Score,” 40-21 indicates 

“Opportunities for Growth,” and 20-1 receives an “Important to Change Behavior” rating. 
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Lastly, participants were asked to provide written comments indicating what they see as their 

strengths in self-reflection as a collaborative leader and their most important areas for 

improvement under each category (Appendix C). Participants were provided with an envelope 

and directed not to put their names on the assessment but to complete it, seal it in an envelope, 

and leave it at their company for return. Anonymity was important to encourage participants to 

complete the behavioral self-assessment honestly without fear of judgment or retribution and to 

discourage them from answering questions based on expectations of the nature of the study.  

In the analysis of the questionnaires, respondents are assigned the letter P with numbers 

one through eight to represent questionnaire respondents. Although the interview and 

questionnaire participants reference the same group of people as the interviewees, Interviewees 

I1-I8 and Participants P1-P8 are unrelated because the individual identities of the questionnaire 

Participants P1-P8 are unknown.  
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Results 

As a follow-up to the interviews and field observations, a collaborative leadership self-

assessment was administered anonymously to each interviewee to complete and returned for 

evaluation. The questionnaire consisted of three sections to assess collaborative leadership 

behavior in the areas of developing people, sharing power and influence, and self-reflection. The 

self-reflection assessment was one of the more critical measurement tools of the study and was 

included to motivate leaders to assess their own collaborative leadership strengths and areas for 

development. Participants were asked to score their behavior frequency from the following 

responses and then add all of the totals to get one cumulative final score: 1-seldom, 2, 3-

sometimes, 4, 5-often, 6, and 7-almost always. There are four cumulative score categories that 

reflects the leader’s collaborative behavior: 70-61= excellent score, 60-41= stronger score, and 

40-21= opportunities for growth, and 20-1= important to change behavior. In general, the 

majority of the responses on all three of the assessments fell into the stronger score (60-41) or 

excellent score (70-61) categories.  

Questionnaire 

In the first section of the Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment Exercise 

“Developing People” participant scores ranged from 37 (“opportunities for growth”) to 77 

(“excellent score”). The question with the lowest average score in this section states “I create a 

mutually agreed-upon coaching plan, including criteria for success.” This question encompasses 

all of the key leadership research components of communication, interaction, and motivation. By 

developing a coaching plan for success, leaders can motivate and create opportunities for 

employees to function optimally in the organization (Fiaz, M. et. al., 2017). Therefore, this score 

identifies a significant need to improve effectiveness in leading others in the organization. The 
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two questions receiving the highest overall average score from all participant responses were the 

following: “I am committed to developing people from diverse segments of the population,” and 

“I help people to take advantage of opportunities for new experiences.” These responses indicate 

that leadership is committed to developing employees with diverse backgrounds and skillsets and 

encourages them to take advantage of new experiences that interest them. Leadership behavior 

that builds a supportive work environment also nurtures creative activity and collaboration 

among employees (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017).  

Responses in the written portion of the Developing People section provide additional 

insight on the scores, particularly those who ranked themselves in the “opportunities for growth” 

and “stronger score” categories. Participants described their individual strengths as a 

collaborative leader in the following ways: “the ability to allow teams to problem solve and 

inject into processes only when necessary, diversity and willingness to work with people who 

want to learn, assisting others in finding their areas of interest and excellence, treating people 

like people-not assets, caring about what others want to achieve and helping them to do so, 

helping them to create a game plan, looking for development opportunities.” They described 

important areas for improvement in developing people as: “listening better and showing 

empathy, being more proactive in coaching to develop others, be more effective in 

communicating expectations, formal plan creation, creating more learning opportunities, and 

making time.”  Hertzberg’s two-factor theory implies that there are intrinsic motivation factors 

that motivate employees and improve job satisfaction based on the employee’s need for personal 

and professional growth (Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman, 1959; Chen, 2010). Intrinsic 

motivators in the workplace include opportunities for advancement, recognition, challenging 

work, and a sense of accomplishment (Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman, 1959; Chen, 2010). 
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The level of organizational commitment to collaborative behaviors such as motivation is 

determined by their top management’s level of commitment and willingness to invest time, 

effort, and resources to achieving collaboration (Sass, 1999).  

In the CLSA “Sharing Power and Influence” portion of the self-assessment, overall 

scores were higher ranging from 44 (Stronger Score) to 77 (Excellent Score). Participants rated 

themselves higher overall with an average score of 62 compared to the other two assessments, 

Developing People and Self Reflection. Question one received the highest overall average score 

number among participants and reads “I use my personal power responsibly.” The two questions 

that received the same lowest average score were the following: “When exercising leadership, I 

rely significantly on peer problem-solving,” and “I create processes that ensure stakeholders an 

equal say in decision making.” These responses indicate that leadership values responsible use of 

their power but also suggests that clear boundaries may exist with leadership and stakeholders in 

the decision-making process within the organizational structure. These responses also suggest 

that leaders may rely on an approach other than one that shares power, like the 

participative/democratic leadership style, when making critical organizational decisions (Yukl, 

2013; Fiaz et al., 2017). 

The higher scores in this area suggests that leaders are motivated to create an 

environment that distributes power among the team to share ideas, make decisions, and change 

circumstances. The written comments on this assessment show that leaders feel strongly that 

their strengths are “giving teams control, allowing them to problem solve among themselves, 

promoting self-confidence, encouraging others to be better and try new things, communicating 

and collaborating effectively, allowing others to present options and make decisions, and 

prioritizing the overall good of the agency above any personal or hidden agendas.” Research 
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suggests that leadership willingness to share power with followers positively impacts job 

performance through psychological empowerment (Chen, Zhang, & Wang, 2014). These 

behaviors are all very collaborative in nature yet on the other hand written areas of improvement 

indicate that working collaboratively may present challenges to leaders at times. One challenge 

with sharing power is establishing clear and consistent communication about the level of power 

that will be shared and the level that will be retained by the leader (Bolmeijer, 2007). Participants 

stated that areas for improvement include “allocating time to train others for additional 

responsibilities, listening first and then speaking, taking on too much, being open to accepting 

help from others, and developing confidence as a leader.” 

In the final section of the CLSA exercise, “self-reflection,” the overall cumulative scores 

fell into the range of the 47 (stronger score) to 73 (excellent score) categories. The question with 

the overall lowest average score from all participants, number 10 states “I use self-assessment 

tools such as personality inventories to inform my self-reflections.” The questions with the 

highest overall average score are as follows: “I recognize the effect of my emotions on 

relationships,” and “I can describe my strengths realistically.” The responses indicate that 

leadership recognizes the impact of their behavior and emotions on the emotional state of 

employees in the organization (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017). Certain leadership behaviors are 

pivotal in fostering emotional bonds and ties in the workplace that help reduce apprehension in 

undertaking creative challenges or in sharing creative ideas (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017). 

Leaders with the insight to acknowledge their strengths realistically will likely acknowledge 

areas for improvement in their leadership performance. By acknowledging these shortfalls and 

adapting their leadership approach, leaders have the ability to set a positive tone within the 

organization, impact morale, and build trust with their followers (Ford, 2006). 
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Written comments in the Self Reflection section of the assessment were also revealing 

about the leader’s opinion of their own strengths and areas for improvement. Participants listed 

some of the following behaviors as their strengths: “constant reflection on decisions to enhance 

outcomes, recognizing that my words impact and influence others, reading people well, and self-

awareness.” Some areas for development were listed as follows: “learning more about leadership 

and group dynamics, getting feedback from others, and listening without a predetermined bias.” 

Leaders must be intentional and purposeful in developing skills as a collaborative leader or risk 

becoming a hindrance to collaboration (Singer, 1998). Hopefully, leaders will consider taking the 

necessary steps to improve skills in areas that they have identified as areas for self-improvement.  

The CLSA was enlightening because it presented an opportunity to expand on the 

collection of behavioral data not gathered in the one-on-one interviews. The interview questions 

in the study were devised to inquire about leadership impact on collaboration within an 

integrated creative digital agency in three primary functions: interaction, communication, and 

motivation. Participants were assured that responses would not be shared and that conversations 

would remain confidential in an effort to gain full disclosure.  

Interviews 

Interview questions number one through nine were presented to examine research 

question number one, which focuses on strategies that leaders use to interact with diverse, 

interdisciplinary teams to impact collaboration. Responses from interviewees indicate that 

structured meetings led by the executive leadership team play a significant role in achieving a 

collaborative effort to obtain goals. The executive leadership team often sets the parameters of 

the end goal and encourages department leaders and team members with diverse skills to work 

cooperatively to meet those objectives. I3 contended that the daily morning meeting is very 
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important for the entire agency, not only for collaboration, but also because it allows leadership 

to assess how everyone seems to be feeling personally or professionally, what their needs or 

challenges may be and because it makes everyone accountable. I3 felt that the best collaboration 

actually occurs with new business or new project opportunities where clients or potential clients 

inquire with the agency about new business ideas, suggestions, or budget recommendations.  

Several interviewees mentioned that due to the timing, scope, budget, and the high cost of 

time spent away from current client projects, many times only the executive leadership team and 

key team members attend client pitch meetings aimed at discussing and developing a plan of 

action for new or potential clients particularly when they have specific requests. Several leaders 

explained that this type of collaboration is limited to stakeholders because it is not cost effective 

or a good use of manpower to bring the entire agency into these meeting when other project 

deadlines must be met. Additional team members are actually brought into discussions later as 

needed to gain additional ideas, suggestions, and feedback. I7 believed the best collaboration 

occurs in true new client meetings to brainstorm and initiate potential ideas or concepts. New 

client meetings occur when all employees from diverse skillsets within the agency are brought 

together to discuss ideas. I7 described another collaborative brainstorming meeting where 

“creatives come together ideally and what's needed is laid out on the table and everyone goes 

their own way, they think about it, they come back together and present their ideas and then the 

best idea wins.”  

 Collaborative meetings are a major function in this integrated marketing agency and 

leadership seemingly plays a key role in setting parameters for those meetings depending on the 

end goal. The level of influence that leadership exerts into the structure of the meetings varies 

depending on the scope of the project, the stage of the project, whether it is an established, new 
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or potential client, or other factors. I2 suggested that although creative collaboration is important, 

there must be budget and time constraints imposed. These ceilings are necessary in terms of time 

and budget in order to meet the needs of the client, who ultimately has the final say. I5 

admittedly gives team members a lot of leeway to make decisions and think critically through 

issues but expects them to also present possible solutions when they ask for assistance. I3 added 

that leadership sometimes allows multiple people to pitch their ideas to the client, if they feel 

strongly that they have found the best solution because it gives them first-hand experience with 

client-facing interaction and eliminates room for doubt in the strength of the pitch.  

The responses to the questions designed to measure leadership impact on interaction 

helped to establish that leaders rely heavily on various types of meetings to impact collaboration 

with the integrated digital agency. The meetings vary in nature and in those who are expected to 

participate, however they are leader led with the goal of gaining input from diverse perspectives. 

These meetings are significant because leadership uses them to encourage both communication 

and interaction among employees with diverse skills and multidisciplinary objectives to work 

toward common goals.  

Another important element in the agency that lends itself to collaborative interaction is 

the physical design of the space, which leadership planned for that purpose. Leadership 

purposely designed a space that allows for individuality but that also promotes interaction and 

cooperative work. I3 contended that the physical office space is very conducive to a creative, 

collaborative culture and positive interaction and stated, “We have higher ceilings and ample 

open space rather than being constricted into cubicle areas with gathering spaces to collaborate 

or play. I think that the space lends itself to a creative environment. A lot of people say that our 
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agency has a different vibe to it, a nice pace, and people don’t seem stressed out, they seem 

happy.” 

Leadership takes into consideration not only the work culture but the physical work 

environment and the impact it has on their employees. By intentionally designing the office 

space with the hope that interaction and verbal conversations would take place, leaders are 

fostering an inclusive environment that encourages and fosters collaboration and cooperative 

work.  

The next set of questions examined the methods, tools, and processes used to 

communicate with diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact collaboration. In addition to the 

emphasis on verbal communication within the agency, these interview responses 

overwhelmingly indicated that digital technology also plays a significant role in the ability of the 

agency to communicate collaboratively. I4 explained that the agency relies heavily on a web-

based communication tracking system that was developed in-house to share information, task 

assignments, updates on project status, and more. The communication system was so effective 

that the agency patented the system and has successfully sold it to various other digital agencies 

nationally and globally. I7 added that the web-based system truly is the communication hub for 

the agency and is collaborative in nature because it allows everyone involved in a project and 

stakeholders to stay informed about the progress of the project and to contribute throughout the 

process. All levels of leadership and subordinates use this communication tool, but there is only 

one leader designated as the traffic manager who is solely responsible for coordinating the 

information that should be added to the system and facilitating collaboration with stakeholders as 

needed for each project within the system.  
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I1 identified email as another significant digital communication tool used effectively in 

the agency and felt that communication overall in the organization is very good but admitted that 

sometimes information or needs progress so rapidly that it can be a bit challenging with so many 

people performing different tasks. I6 added that the system is great but details and issues 

sometimes arise so quickly and require immediate attention that not all conversations and tasks 

can wait to be allocated in the tracking system. This leads one to assume that despite the 

advancement of collaborative digital tools in the workplace, there are times when the best form 

of communication may still be verbal communication and interaction among team members. 

I3 explained that the executive leadership team and department leaders all have an open- 

door policy and encourage different groups to communicate as needed, which is very different 

from the hierarchical chain in most traditional, siloed agencies. I8 explained that leadership 

makes it a point to remove presumptions and prejudices against certain ideas, which is important 

because it conveys that there are no bad ideas. Despite difficulty overcoming employee 

perceptions of barriers between them and management, implementing an open-door policy can 

help organizations improve communication with employees, build trust, and improve motivation 

(Shenhar, 1993). I2 stated, “...at the end of the day everybody here should think of themselves as 

salespeople, whether they are writing copy, designing, or whatever the function of an advertising 

agency is, to help the client sell more of whatever it is they are trying to sell.” The leaders said 

this to indicate that every employee, despite their multidisciplinary background or skillset, shares 

a common goal, which essentially levels the hierarchical structure of the organization.  

As previously discussed, the physical design of the agency intentionally includes very 

open office and meeting spaces, and leadership designated shared office space to promote 

collaborative communication among employees. I5 explained that the layout of the space and 
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open-door policy both lend themselves to communication and interaction among team members, 

allowing them to “bounce ideas off of one another and to provide helpful feedback or 

suggestions.” I5 added that leadership’s decision to locate folks with diverse skill sets in close 

proximity to avoid silos where conversations could take place has been very helpful for 

promoting collaboration and the exchange of ideas. I6 believed that giving employees the ability 

to communicate freely among departments has truly allowed and encouraged collaboration. I5 

further explained that this layout allowed employees in different roles to discuss client 

preferences, provide insight into correct logo design and usage, and this adds a level of quality 

control and collaboration. Leadership contended that even the physical design and office space 

assignments were planned to encourage working cooperatively toward a common goal to make 

sure everything is done correctly. 

It is evident that leadership feels strongly that meetings are extremely helpful in 

promoting communication in the agency, but equally important is the notion of removing both 

physical and perceived barriers to communication. The daily and monthly meetings are 

facilitated by the executive leadership team with the expectation of input from all team members. 

Leadership uses the monthly meetings to update all of the different departments about various 

projects in the agency that have been completed for their assigned clients that month so that 

everyone is knowledgeable about the services and products the agency is producing as a whole, 

and all employees are encouraged to discuss them when asked. Seemingly, leadership has 

worked to create both a physical and cultural environment that is conducive to conversation, 

interaction, cooperation, and the exchange of ideas.  

Lastly, a set of interview questions were asked to gain an understanding of methods 

leaders use to motivate diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact collaboration. Leadership has 
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worked to create a fun working environment that builds cohesiveness into the culture by 

providing a work atmosphere that is relaxed, pet-friendly, and enjoyable because it fosters 

collaboration and creativity. Leaders have also invested in developing a culture that is inclusive, 

supportive, and team oriented. I3 explained that a corporate culture business was consulted at 

one point to help devise a plan to boost team morale and to encourage a more collaborative 

culture after the agency experienced a major layoff several years ago that negatively impacted 

employees. I8 added that these series of negative events forced agency leaders to rethink the 

building blocks of the company and to establish the pillars that everyone pledged to adhere to in 

an effort to bring everyone into a single mindset moving forward. I1 added that this initiative 

also resulted in people being paired with a buddy to meet weekly and build relationships, to 

share ideas, and to hold one another accountable. I3 advised that leadership also created a special 

event team for the sole purpose of planning fun events for everyone to enjoy, to bond, and to feel 

appreciated. To encourage team bonding, reward hard work, and boost morale, the entire agency 

often works shorter days on Fridays and frequently goes on fun team-building excursions.  

Although research shows that financial incentives alone are not enough to fully motivate 

employees, it is important to note that the agency provides their employees with a stock 

ownership plan in the company (Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman, 1959; Chen, 2010). After 

one year of service, the company will purchase shares on the employee’s behalf, which not only 

boosts morale but also increases employee engagement. Additionally, leadership implemented an 

outstanding team member recognition program to “inspire creative thought and that creative 

spirit.” The person receiving this recognition is awarded a financial incentive to purchase 

something on behalf of the entire team to benefit from and enjoy.  
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Leadership pointed out another technique used to motivate diverse, interdisciplinary 

teams to collaborate. The “most important goal (MIG)” initiative promotes collaboration through 

a shared common goal. Everyone in the agency is encouraged to participate in the MIG initiative 

by collectively deciding what the goal will be and how each person can contribute to achieving 

it. Employees are assigned to team projects that interest them and are encouraged to step outside 

of their normal role to explore a new skill set or interest during this team-building process. 

Ronen and Mikulincer (2009) suggest that leaders can take actions to directly impact perceptions 

of organizational fairness and team cohesion. I5 identified that a personal leadership goal is to 

empower team members in their careers by encouraging them to take ownership of their career 

paths by working in other areas in the agency when the opportunity is presented or by 

performing other services in their assigned client projects when it makes sense to do so. I7 

mentioned that leadership also motivates employees by encouraging associates to attend 

webinars, seminars, classes or other professional development opportunities. 

Behind generous wages and appreciation for their work, employees consistently rate professional 

development as a top employee motivator when surveyed (Wiley, 1997). Leaders who 

consistently boost employee personal and professional confidence through development and 

promotion also build their reputation as an organization that values its employees (Dawson & 

Dawson, 1990).  

Responses to questions about leadership impact on employee motivation suggest that 

leadership is and has been proactive in creating a culture that inspires and motivates its 

employees. They have invested time, money, and effort to provide opportunities for professional 

development, team building, and employee appreciation. Providing employees with ownership in 

the company boosts morale and improves productivity. Additionally, the leadership team creates 
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a culture that is supportive, inclusive, and fosters creativity by developing an environment that 

welcomes and values idea-sharing among associates.  

Leadership Style-Self Evaluation 

At the end of each interview, each participant was presented with a list of 12 leadership 

styles or strategies (Appendix B) and asked to identify the style or styles that they feel best 

represents their style or to rank their leadership styles from 1 to 3 if they believe their style 

changes depending on the situation. These leadership styles were introduced into the 

conversation with the intention of initiating a more detailed discussion about leadership. Within 

the organizational structure there is a departmental leadership team and an executive leadership 

team. The executive leadership team makes many, if not all, of the major business decisions that 

may impact the agency overall and guides the direction of the organization, whereas 

departmental leaders are charged more with leading their teams in the day-to-day functions in the 

organization. Collectively, both leadership levels are instrumental in the overall success of the 

organization and implement a different leadership style based on numerous contributing factors.  

Research has identified many leadership styles but only a few are briefly identified and 

discussed in the interviews, but there are only a few that leaders in the organization identify as 

dominant leadership styles: transformational, team leadership (supportive), democratic 

(participative), and non-directive (laissez-faire). Transformational leadership is a proactive 

leadership style that focuses on the values of organization and empowering followers 

individually by challenging them to think creatively in problem-solving (Ravazadeh & 

Ravazadeh, 2013). The team leadership style relies on skills of leaders to inspire diverse groups 

to work cooperatively by processing different perspectives and ideas to achieve specific 

outcomes (Raza, 2015). The democratic leadership style uses communication flow to encourage 
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employees to participate in the decision-making and problem-solving processes, although leaders 

make final decisions (Raza, 2015). Laissez-faire leadership empowers employees to take 

ownership of their own responsibilities without significant interference from leaders (Raza, 

2015). Strategic leadership involves thinking about the overall performance and direction of the 

organization, and visionary leadership style allows leaders to acknowledge that methods, steps, 

and processes of leadership are only obtained with and through interactions with other people 

(Raza, 2015). 

I1 explained that because leadership tends to lead with different styles depending on the 

nature of the role and the situation, it is difficult to identify solely with one predominant 

leadership style. However, I1 admitted that the three styles that seemed most prominent are 

autocratic/directive, democratic/participative, and team leadership/supportive. I2 confessed that 

“in a perfect world [it would be] democratic/participative but strategic or visionary is one that I 

would certainly strive to, at times transformational. Honestly at times I can be laissez-faire.” I3 

acknowledged that team leadership/supportive and transformational leadership are most closely 

aligned with their leadership style while I4 strives for a Team Leadership-style leader and 

visionary from a Strategic Leadership standpoint, but admits to also being Non-directive/Laissez 

Faire. “It sounds kind of negative, but I want people to make things their own without having to 

be told. The things that I like least in leadership are leaders holding all authority and 

responsibility and wanting to tell [others] to do this or do that. I want you to do that on your 

own.” 15 identified with a transformational leadership style and aims to coach and empower 

team members to build on their strengths. I6 also recognized transformational leadership as their 

primary leadership style and the dominant style within the agency but also felt at times some 

autocratic/directive, team leadership/supportive and transactional/situational leadership styles 



 
 

  
 

 51 

were all prevalent within the agency. I7 felt that the primary leadership style is 

Democratic/Participative because everyone has a voice and the assigned leader on the client 

account with the most insight on client preference ultimately has the authority to make the final 

decision. I8 identified with Democratic/Participative, Team Lead/Supportive, and Laissez-

Faire/Non-Directive leadership styles as the more dominant leadership styles but admits that 

depending on the situation, other styles are often implemented as well. 
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Discussion 

 

In this attempt to advance research in the area of best practices in leadership behavior in 

an integrated marketing communication agency, several key concepts emerged. The research 

took an integrated approach to study multiple leadership variables such as leadership behavior as 

it impacts the outcomes of collaborative interaction, communication, and motivation. 

The first research question examines methods that organizational leaders in small- to 

medium-sized IMC firms use to interact with diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact 

collaboration. Despite changes that the digital workplace and culture have had in many 

organizations, leadership in this integrated digital agency acknowledges the unmatched power of 

the face-to-face meeting as a communication tool. The overall most effective method used by 

leaders to ensure both communication and interaction with diverse, interdisciplinary teams for 

collaboration is the daily morning meeting that sets the tone for the rest of the day. Full 

attendance and participation is expected in the meetings, and the outcomes of these meetings 

include the following: effective communication, increased productivity, boosted morale, and 

improved accountability among colleagues. Agencies could implement these types of brief daily 

meetings to achieve similar results and outcomes because it also acts as a catalyst for further 

discussions or interactions among colleagues. Each team member is expected to provide an 

update about the projects they are completing, discuss their plans for the day or week, identify 

needs or requests for assistance, share schedules and recent successes, and hold their colleagues 

accountable if they are not meeting their goals and deadline. This is a leadership best practice 

because of the positive impact interactions have on cooperative work and creating a supportive 

environment. Other face-to-face interactions implemented by leadership are also highly effective, 

such as monthly company meetings, brainstorming meetings, client pitch meetings and new 
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client meetings, but clearly the morning meeting is the most important daily collaborative effort 

for achieving shared goals in an integrated marketing agency.  

Another leadership best practice emerged with the research of leadership behavior to 

impact collaborative communication with diverse, interdisciplinary teams. As mentioned 

previously, meetings are key to initiating communication that impacts collaboration, but digital 

tools are increasingly used to ensure effective communication among diverse teams. Leaders in 

the agency still encourage using email to communicate, but both leaders and subordinates rely 

most heavily on a project management software system to manage advertising traffic workflow. 

The system was developed in-house to integrate agency activities by allowing the appropriate 

leaders and/or team members to communicate and collaborate on projects from concept through 

completion in a shared space. This traffic management software is employee specific so each 

employee can manage and monitor their own project schedules and tasks, verify personal and 

overall progress of projects, view project-related documents, track budgets, and communicate 

with colleagues. Access may also be granted to clients on the client interface to facilitate 

communication, share artwork and streamline approval processes. It acts as the communication 

hub of the entire agency, and it allows leadership and key account managers to access necessary 

information in a shared space to ensure deadlines are met, projects are progressing as needed, 

and ultimately that the client receives the desired outcome. This software system has been so 

successful that it was trademarked, licensed, and marketed to other small advertising agencies 

nationally and globally under a different company name. Leadership of IMC agencies would 

benefit from implementing a project management software system to ensure that collaborative 

communication is a function of the organization and to fully and successfully meet client 

expectations.  
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The final research question examines the manner in which organizational leaders of small 

to medium-sized IMC firms motivate diverse, interdisciplinary teams to impact collaboration. 

Several leadership behavior best practices were used to motivate employees for creative 

collaboration but to also motivate employees in general. Leaders planned a physical work 

environment and work culture conducive to creativity, open communication, and collaboration. 

The physical layout of the agency has allowed employees to have open spaces for collaboration 

but also space to work and create independently. The agency has themed-decor throughout that 

serves as a reminder of shared agency goals. Leadership boasts about having an open-door policy 

for employees to feel comfortable communicating with leaders but also has devised policies to 

create a fun, enjoyable work culture that inspires, celebrates, unifies the team, and makes 

employees feel appreciated so they are motivated to focus their best efforts on producing great 

work for the clients. Some of these policies that leadership has implemented and other leaders 

may consider adopting include: free snacks, short work days on Fridays, pet-friendly workplaces, 

birthday and holiday celebrations, remote work options, and employee ownership programs.  

Barriers to Collaboration 

Clearly, leadership understands the importance of creating a culture that is focused on 

creative collaboration, and works to make it a priority in the agency. However, barriers to 

collaboration exist based on the nature of the business and the varying requirements of each 

client. Each client has specific needs they require of the agency and often they only require 

solutions that impact one area or service within the agency such as digital media, social media, or 

creative services. Rarely do agency clients require a full branding strategy that incorporates 

creative contributions from all areas in the agency. Most clients are assigned to certain 

departments and someone on that team acts as the liaison and account executive for that 
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particular client. As a result, some areas have clients that other departments in the agency never 

interact with or collaborate with on projects. Although leadership embraces the importance of 

creative collaboration, budget limitations, time constraints, workflow, and logistics prevent both 

collaboration and full integration of services from occurring on most projects. Ultimately the 

needs of the client and project itself is often the most significant barrier to creative collaboration 

and takes precedence over the collaborative process.  

Other barriers to collaboration are described by leaders in the self-assessment 

questionnaire in the follow up to their initial interview. Overall leaders feel strongly that their 

strengths are empowering their teams to make decisions, motivating them to develop and present 

their ideas, and problem-solve among themselves, promoting self-confidence and professional 

growth, encouraging communication and collaboration, and prioritizing the overall good of the 

agency above any personal or hidden agendas. Some leaders admittedly feel that they need to be 

more effective and intentional in their efforts to communicate expectations, create more coaching 

and development opportunities, and re-evaluate policies, procedures, and expectations as the 

advertising industry and workforce population continuously shifts and changes.  

Limitations  

 A limitation of the study is the exploratory nature of the research resulting in descriptions 

and interpretations of the leadership strategies involved in collaboration. The small data set in 

this case study is limited to and reflective of the experiences in one, small organization; 

therefore, the research findings may not be applicable to all collaborative efforts. Researchers 

and practitioners should consider examining additional organizations to pursue and apply more 

generalized results. Applicability refers to the extent to which the findings can be applied to 

other contexts, situations, environments, or with other groups; “it is the ability to generalize from 
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the findings to larger populations” (Krefting, 1991, p. 216). Interviews, questionnaires, and field 

observations produced detailed descriptions of the collaborative leadership efforts within diverse, 

interdisciplinary teams. The research results support the leadership and collaboration literature 

reviewed, and this suggests that an opportunity may exist for other researchers to apply this data 

to other collaborative efforts.  

Future Implications 

 As organizations increasingly employ multigenerational workforces, there is also an 

increasing need for leaders to evaluate the needs, values, motivation, and characteristics of those 

generational groups. There are significant differences in those generations thought processes, 

viewpoints, how they interact and communicate most effectively, and in what motivates them to 

perform most productively. Operating in the status quo may not be the most efficient strategy for 

promoting creativity and innovation in an industry that is heavily dependent on these factors for 

growth and success. Capitalizing on the various perspectives that an intergenerational workforce 

brings will be an asset to any organization. Future research of leadership strategies should 

possibly focus on how to lead a multigenerational workforce collaboratively. Environments that 

encourage creative collaborative behavior such as training, coaching, partnering, and mentoring 

in flexible work environments will most likely also experience good morale among employees, 

lower stress levels, higher productivity and successful relationships with clients as a result.  

Recommendations 

 Based on the responses in the interviews and on the self-assessment questionnaire, 

participants believe that leadership behavior is fundamental to the success of the organization 

and to successful collaborative efforts internally and with external partners. Participants, 

however, admitted that they need to be more effective and intentional in their effort to 
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communicate clear expectations to their teams, create more coaching and development 

opportunities, and re-evaluate policies, procedures, and expectations to adapt quickly to the 

evolving advertising industry and workforce. The absence of these leadership behaviors can act 

as a barrier to collaboration, yet when they are implemented effectively can motivate and inspire 

employees to contribute to the overall success of the organization (Sloper, 2004; Argyris, 2010; 

George, 2016; Fiaz, M. et al., 2017). Future research should examine the generational differences 

in the desired work motivators among IMC agency employees to advance the literature on 

collaborative leadership best practices in the rapidly changing workforce that demands 

cooperative work to meet client demands.  

Conclusions 

Collaboration is certainly key to achieving success in any organization because it relates 

to the exchange of ideas, effective communication, cooperative work, and shared goals. 

Collaborative effort is greatly impacted by leadership interaction, communication, and 

motivation. However, it is also clear that collaboration is also greatly related to the type of work 

culture and environment that leaders work to create in the organization. Ideally, achieving a 

creative collaborative effort on each project seems optimal, but in reality is seldom the norm or 

even the most effective manner in which to complete client requests. Rather than thinking of 

creative collaboration in terms of a formal process, it is an overall theme that resonates within 

the culture of the agency. Leadership actively works to develop a work environment, 

communication system, policies, procedures, and activities that foster this way of thinking and 

behaving naturally.  
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Appendix A 

 

Interview Questions 

 

Interaction 

1. Tell me about your background and your role within the agency? 

2. How does your department work inter-professionally or collaboratively within agency? 

3. How are group decisions and problem-solving facilitated within collaborative process? 

4. Are roles clearly defined within the team or is there some overlapping of roles? 

5. What challenges exist with the collaborative process and how are those challenges  

 resolved?  

6. How is workflow structured? Is it a linear process with disciplines “handing-off” the  

 project to the next department when tasks are completed? 

7. Are possible sources of conflict within process identified and strategies developed to  

 mitigate them? 

8. Are there ground rules for interactions within the collaborative process? 

9. What are key elements to achieving successful creative collaborative within the  

 department? 

Motivation 

10. Are there ever obstacles with buy-in from other disciplines involved with collaborative 

efforts? 

11. Do you implement inclusive or consensus-building behavior within your department or  

 teams to build respect and trust? If so, how is that done? 

12. How do you inspire and lead a team of creatives in a data and research driven industry 

 most effectively while dealing with project constraints such as deadlines and budgets? 

13. Are there company policies and procedures in place to foster a creative collaborative  

 culture? How are those efforts received? 

14. What strategy is used to promote a creative and collaborative effort/atmosphere within 

the 

 Agency 

Communication 

15. What methods are used to communication and gain a collaborative commitment to goals  

 and vision? 

16. What marketing tools and processes are necessary to implement the collaborative efforts? 

17. Have you ever had to deal with or work through team members who attempted to  

 undermine the collaborative process by withholding data or critical insights that should be  

 shared? If so, how did you deal with that issue? 

 Notes: Follow up questions were asked for clarity as needed 
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Appendix B 

 

Leadership Strategies  

 

Please select the leadership style(s) that you feel most closely matches your own style. 

Let’s discuss your selections and why you made them.  

Autocratic or Directive Leadership: leadership holds all authority and responsibility/ 

leaders make decisions without consulting subordinates. 

Democratic or Participative Leadership: subordinates are involved in making decisions/ 

leader has final responsibility but decisions, goals, and outcomes are shared with the group. 

Strategic Leadership: leadership style involving both formulating and sharing a clear vision 

for future organizational success and persuading employees to buy into that vision. 

Transformational Leadership: leader initiates change within organization and among its 

members/leaders motivate others to do more that they originally intended by empowering 

group. 

Team Leadership: leader views group as interconnected/ leader inspires, provides strong 

sense of purpose and direction, creates team environment, and treats subordinates as equals. 

Cross-Cultural Leadership: leader must have the skill of adapting to changing and cross-

cultural environments/normally present in societies with various cultures. 

Laissez-faire Leadership: leader keeps current processes going without 

intervening/encourages independent activity and allows creativity within the group/non-

directive. 

Transactional Leadership: leadership style that involves an exchange of reward or 

punishment based on performance and tasks/maintains status quo.  

Coaching Leadership: involves teaching and supervising followers to help improve their 

skills/motivates, inspires, and encourages followers. 

Charismatic Leadership: leader aims to inspire employees through their personality, 

philosophies, and ideas/followers aim to reach the level the leader holds/ transforms 

followers’ values and beliefs. 

Visionary Leadership: leader recognizes that leadership success in achieving vision is 

determined by creating and sustaining relationships with employees and other stakeholders. 

Facilitative Leadership: leader monitors group dynamics, offering suggestions and 

directives as needed/ relies on measurements and outcomes 

 

Resources:  

http://wisetoast.com/12-different-types-of-leadership-styles/ 

https://listontap.com/different-types-leadership-styles/ 

https://www.striveleadership.org/blog/12-different-types-of-leadership-styles 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://wisetoast.com/12-different-types-of-leadership-styles/
https://listontap.com/different-types-leadership-styles/
https://www.striveleadership.org/blog/12-different-types-of-leadership-styles


 
 

  
 

 72 

Appendix C 

Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment Exercises 

Developing People 

 

For each item, circle one rating under the “Behavior Frequency” column indicating your ranking of how 

frequently you exhibit that specific behavior. Please add written comments below. Your responses are 

confidential and intended to help you to consider a personal development plan. 

 

 Behaviors P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 

   

1 I take seriously my responsibility for coaching and 

mentoring others 

5 3 7 4 5 7 5 6 

2 I invest adequate amounts of time doing people 

development 

3 3 5 6 6 7 4 5 

3 I define my role when serving as coach 4 3 6 5 6 7 5 6 

4 I am committed to developing people from diverse 

segments of the population 

3 4 6 7 6 7 5 7 

5 I create opportunities for people to assess their 

leadership skills 

2 4 4 4 3 7 4 4 

6 I help people take advantage of opportunities for 

new experience 

6 4 6 5 4 7 5 5 

7 I look for ways to help others become more 

successful at their jobs 

6 3 6 5 5 7 6 4 

8 I help people to take advantage of opportunities for 

new experience 

6 4 6 5 5 7 7 5 

9 I establish my expectations for the people I mentor 5 4 5 3 6 7 6 5 

10 I ask the people I mentor to define their 

expectations 

4 3 4 2 4 7 5 4 

11 I create a mutually agreed-upon coaching plan, 

including criteria for success 

1 2 4 1 3 7 4 3 

   Overall Participant Score  45 37 59 47 53 77 56 54 

 What do you think are your strengths in developing people as a collaborative leader? 

 What do you think are your most important areas for improvement in developing people? 

 

 Excellent Score= 70-61      Stronger Score= 60-41 

 Opportunities for Growth= 40-21    Important to Change Behavior= 20-1  
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Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment Exercises  

Sharing Power and Influence 

 

 

   

1 I use my personal power responsibly 6 5 7 6 6 7 7 7 

2 I share power as a means for increasing power 6 4 7 5 2 7 7 5 

3 I share power with others whenever possible 6 4 7 5 5 7 7 5 

4 I offer people an active role in decision making 

about matters that affect them 

6 5 6 5 6 7 7 5 

5 When exercising leadership, I rely significantly 

on peer problem-solving 

6 3 6 4 5 7 7 3 

6 I promote self-confidence in others 5 4 6 5 5 7 7 6 

7 I create processes that ensure stakeholders an 

equal say in decision making 

4 4 4 5 5 7 7 6 

8 I encourage others to act together to change 

circumstances that affect them 

6 4 5 6 5 6 7 7 

9 I express confidence in the capabilities of others 6 4 5 6 6 6 7 7 

10 I use influence to produce results whenever 

possible 

6 3 6 5 5 6 7 5 

11 I am open to being influenced by others 6 4 7 5 6 6 7 5 

   Overall Participant Score 63 44 66 57 55 72 77 62 

 
What do you think are your strengths in sharing power and influence as a collaborative leader? 

What do you think are your most important areas for improvement in sharing power and influence? 

 

Excellent Score 70-61      Stronger Score 60-41 

Opportunities for Growth 40-21     Important to Change Behavior 20-1  

 

For each item, circle one rating under the “Behavior Frequency” column indicating your ranking of how 

frequently you exhibit that specific behavior. Please add written comments below. Your responses are 

confidential and intended to help you to consider a personal development plan.  

Behaviors P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 
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Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment Exercises 

Self-Reflection 

 

For each item, circle one rating under the “Behavior Frequency” column indicating your ranking of how 

frequently you exhibit that specific behavior. Please add written comments below. Your responses are 

confidential and intended to help you to consider a personal development plan 

 Behaviors P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 

1 I recognize the effect of my emotions on work 

performance 

6 4 - 5 7 5 7 4 

2 I recognize the effect of my emotions on 

relationships 

6 5 - 5 7 5 7 6 

3 I recognize my personal impact on group dynamics 5 4 - 5 4 6 7 5 

4 I can describe my strengths realistically 6 5 - 5 6 5 7 7 

5 I can describe my weaknesses realistically 6 5 - 5 5 4 7 6 

6 I work to understand others’ perspectives 6 6 - 5 6 5 7 4 

7 I read the dynamics of groups 4 4 - 6 6 5 7 6 

8 I listen to others actively, checking to ensure my 

understanding 

6 5 - 3 6 6 7 4 

9 I read non-verbal communications accurately 4 6 - 3 6 5 7 7 

10 I use self-assessment tools such as personality 

inventories to inform my self-reflections 

1 3 - 3 4 5 3 6 

11 I seek feedback from all relevant constituencies 

about my behavioral impact. 

5 3 - 2 4 5 7 4 

  Overall Participant Total 55 50 0 47 61 56 73 59 

 

 

What do you think are your strengths in self-reflection as a collaborative leader? 

What do you think are your most important areas for improvement in self-reflection? 

 

Excellent Score 70-61      Stronger Score 60-41 

Opportunities for Growth 40-21     Important to Change Behavior 20-1 
  

 

Questionnaire was adapted from the Collaborative Leadership Self-Assessment (CLSA) developed by the 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation in Princeton, New Jersey. 
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