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Informal leadership is a subject of limited study and review. Organizational theory acknowledges its 
existence, but from a negative connotation. Transformational leadership presents a shift in leadership 
theory that attempts to incorporate concepts shown by informal leaders that display humanism and 
concern for followers. This casual recognition of informal leadership identifies the positive aspects and 
influence informal leaders have on an organization. The real difference between formal and informal 
leaders is the levels of accountability and authority. Formal leaders should maintain a strong 
relationship with the informal leader to ensure the greatest social capital, which aids in meeting 
organizational objectives. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Informal leadership is a subject that has received little attention and is relegated to that of simple 

references in studies and articles involving leadership discussion (Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 
2004). Recognition of informal leaders exists in documents through the ages, but with little to no 
understanding of their influence and power within an organization (Pielstick, 2000). Investigating the 
theories of leadership through a literature review should identify the comparison of formal and informal 
leaders and allow for the discussion of how to harness the powers of the informal leader power in order to 
improve production and morale within an organization.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The extensive literature on leadership identify the phenomena of leadership as an important concept 

(Antonakis, et al., 2004), but fail to produce a definitive construct of its nature (Antonakis, et al., 2004; 
Bass & Bass, 2008). This limitation hampers the understanding of informal leadership to the point that 
little research exists on the dynamics of a recognized important factor in organizational behavior (Doloff, 
1990; Hall, 1986; Han, 1983; Pielstick, 2000; Robbins & Zirinshy, 1996; Senge, 1996; Sink, 1998; Weiss, 
1978; Wheelan & Johnston, 1996; Whitaker, 1995). Specifically, informal leadership recognition appears 
only to be connected to the concept of small groups (Bass & Bass, 2008; Pielstick, 2000). However, the 
connection recognizes the interpersonal relationship dynamic and influence generated by the informal 
leader (Bass & Bass, 2008; Hoy & Miskel, 2005). 
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THEORY 
 
Organizational theory defined the need for “fixing responsibility and authority, clearly defining duties 

and channels of communication, and providing order and discipline” (Wren, 2005, p. 249), but failed to 
grasp the concept of informal groups or the informal channels of communication, otherwise known as the 
grapevine (Crampton, Hodge, & Mishra, 1998; Newstrom, Monczka, & Reif, 1974). The theory does not 
recognize the positive power of these informal groups or channels; instead, it concludes that the informal 
groups and channels are disruptive and damaging (Crampton, et al., 1998; Newstrom, et al., 1974). De 
Mare (1989) identified that the informal communication channel composes 70% of the organizational 
communication and is up to 90% accurate. At this level of activity and accuracy, dismissing the potential 
influence is foolish. Communication within an organization is vital to share the vision, values, and beliefs 
as a method of establishing purpose for everyone involved (Pielstick, 2000; Wheelan & Johnston, 1996). 
In the absence of perceived formal leadership, followers seek individuals to fill the void (Doloff, 1990; 
Hongseok, Labianca, & Chung, 2006). Therefore, the absence of formal leadership and channels creates 
an environment where informal leaders and channels thrive.  

Transformational leadership represented a shift in leadership theory (Bass & Bass, 2008) in that it 
attempted to resolve the lack of humanism and concern for followers from formal leaders, which is 
typically displayed by informal leaders (Bass & Bass, 2008; Hongseok, et al., 2006). The concept is to 
create alliances and cultivate inter-dependencies that lead to an elevation of follower’s self-interest for the 
good of the organization (Bass & Bass, 2008). This provides casual recognition of the good informal 
leaders provide to an organization through the emotional support rendered to followers for moral 
improvement.  

Through the study of group social capital, Hongseok, et al., (2006) identified key aspects of the 
informal leader that could aid formal leaders in generating change and improving productivity. The first is 
recognition that subgroups, or informal groups, exist within an organization (Hongseok, et al., 2006). 
Second, they affect social capital and operations and the informal structure may vary greatly from the 
formal organization structure (Morey & Luthans, 1991). Third, informal leaders have access to power and 
can facilitate or impede change (Hongseok, et al., 2006). Fourth, informal leaders already earned the 
credibility and respect of followers (Pescosolido, 2001; Peters & O'Connor, 2001), which may affect the 
level of trust with formal leaders due to specific attitudes influenced by the informal leader (Butler Jr, 
1991).  

 
THE INFORMAL LEADER 

 
The informal leader wields a level of control that formal leaders underestimate or ignore (Crampton, 

et al., 1998), but shares many of the qualities recognized in formal leaders (Pielstick, 2000). These 
include “intelligence, self-confidence, commitment, professional expertise, and perseverance” (Pielstick, 
2000, p. 12). The difference is that informal leaders display higher levels of humility, fairness, and 
altruistic behavior, which leads to a higher inclination of team building and diversity (Pielstick, 2000). 
Further, the informal leader understands and relates to the needs of the followers at a level that the formal 
leader cannot compete with or may not comprehend (Hongseok, et al., 2006), which may identify one of 
the short-comings of transformational leadership theory. However, informal leaders can easily be defined 
as transformational leaders, but at a higher level (Pielstick, 2000).  

The reason for the differences between formal and informal leader attitudes towards followers may lie 
in the level of authority and accountability. Informal leaders generally have little to no authority and 
limited accountability (Pielstick, 2000). However, informal leaders influence morale and opinions in that 
they “reach into every conversation, every meeting, and every decision made in an organization” (Peters 
& O'Connor, 2001, p. 37). This emphasizes the need to recognize, acknowledge, and work with informal 
leaders. 

Informal leaders generally develop as individuals become central to organizational activities 
(Freeman, Roeder, & Mulholland, 1980). The development and intensity increases during times of 
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setbacks or unexpected tragedies as the developing informal leaders generate emotional support (Ibarra, 
1993; Wellman, 1992). Hongseok, et al., (2006) states that there is a possibility that the formal leader and 
the informal leader are one and the same and as such tend to be leaders that are more effective. An 
argument exists that a formal leader cannot be an informal leader if the individual manages the same 
group due to the formal title and authority (Wren, 2005). This possibility can only occur when a leader 
has formal title over one group and is an informal leader of another within the organization. There is a 
probability that another informal leader will emerge from the group as the dynamics develop. 

Having recognized and acknowledged the existence of informal leaders, organizations need to 
embrace these individuals to maximize their competitive advantage (Peters & O'Connor, 2001). As stated 
previously, informal leaders can facilitate change (Hongseok, et al., 2006) due to their existing credibility 
and respect (Peters & O'Connor, 2001). Further, they can help to remove the ambiguity in formal 
organizational messages, by revealing employees’ disbelief and misconceptions (McMurry, 1955). It is 
unlikely that a formal leader will maintain relationships with every member of a group, but must maintain 
a strong relationship with the informal leader of each group (Hongseok, et al., 2006). Additionally, by 
recognizing and engaging the informal leader, the dyadic relationship between the informal and formal 
leaders generates the greatest social capital and improve group performance (Hongseok, et al., 2006).  
 
CONCLUSION 

 
Informal leadership is a subject of limited study and review. Organizational theory calls for clearly 

defining structure and defining responsibility and authority, but fails to acknowledge the importance and 
the potential positive impact informal leaders and informal communication have on an organization. 
Transformational leadership provided a shift in leadership theory in that it attempted to instill a level of 
humanism and concern for followers. This provided a casual recognition of informal leaders and the part 
they play in an organization. 

Through the study of group capital, informal leaders may improve productivity by recognition of key 
aspects. First is recognition that informal leaders exist. Second is that the formal and informal 
organizational structures may differ. Third is that the informal leader can either facilitate or impede 
change. Fourth is that the informal leader already earned credibility and respect, which could affect 
organizational attitudes and trust levels. Acknowledging these four points minimizes the potential of 
underestimating the control and power informal leaders have over followers.  

Differences between formal and informal leaders may be due to the levels of authority and 
accountability. This allows informal leaders more latitude with showing levels of compassion and 
altruism to followers. Nonetheless, informal leaders must be recognized as leaders and as such, the formal 
leader should maintain a strong relationship to maintain the greatest social capital. This should greatly 
enhance productivity and aid the organization in meeting its objectives.  
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