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Abstract
This study will propose a new theory of leadership phenomenon by comparing natural mechanisms in human 

society with those existing in the animal world. Animals’ social systems have similar structure, dominance, influence, 
manipulations (Machiavelli’s), yet have no stereotypes and are not as complex as human society. Observation of 
animal social systems and extrapolation on human society leads to a fresh perspective on the phenomenon of 
leadership: the role-based theory of leadership. This theory can guide subsequent studies, which may test such 
conclusions as the advantage of natural competitive selection of leaders over artificial breeding in real organizations. 
The role-based leadership theory proposes to shift the focus of attention of researchers from trying to understand 
who became a leader and why, to understanding leadership as a continued struggle of rivals.
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Introduction 
An ongoing interest in leadership throughout the recent 50-plus 

years attests to the importance of this subject, which is likely connected 
to the hope and intention to improve group efficacy by selecting and 
assigning the right leader. But, the prevalence of the topic is driven by 
a core human motive – need for power [1-3]. An interest in the subject 
of leadership is caused by desire to gain knowledge and skills which will 
help us to assume power. The purpose of leadership research is to find 
the core of the leadership phenomenon. What is intrinsic leadership 
power, who should take on this leader role and how? This research 
focuses on leadership as a social function, instead of related aspects, 
such as: how to obtain leadership (power), who is that “Great man” 
to be assigned as a leader, and what traits characterize the best leader 
(dominant). Findings of this research could add to the knowledge base 
and change the perception of leadership from a result (who deserves the 
role) to a process (how the role is deserved).

Leadership Theories
After much investigation and research performed on the topic 

we still have no common definition of what leadership is. From the 
scientific point of view, leadership has no stable paradigm; it is not a 
scientific term with a formal, standardized definition [4]. Every author 
who wrote on the topic evaluated one or a few facets of the leadership. 
Contingency theory confirms that there is no optimal way to lead a 
company; it is strongly dependent on internal and external factors. 
A contingent leader should apply his or her own style to the right 
situation [5-7]. Situational leadership theory and Path-goal theory 
educate managers on how to adapt their leadership style to influence 
subordinates better [8-11]. 

Transactional leadership theory focuses more on routines and 
procedures to reach maturity and enhance the performance of 
organizations by improving organizational structures and rules [12]. 
Transformational leadership theory concerns the reciprocal efforts 
of leaders and subordinates to increase organizational efficacy by 
improving morality and motivation [12,13]. A great deal of research has 
been performed in search of the right personality, aiming to identify 
necessary traits of an effective leader [14-17], but results are case-, 

sample-, and culture-dependent and could not be generalized across 
the whole leadership topic [18,19]. Even a self-leadership topic has been 
investigated [20]. 

Charismatic leadership theory is the only one that distinguishes 
itself from others. Theorists agree that a Charismatic leader has an 
exceptional influence on the followers and his authority depends on 
his perceived legitimacy [21], or, as Weber [22] defined: “resting on 
devotion to the exceptional sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of 
an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order revealed 
or ordained by him”.

From this variety of leadership researches, only two common 
characteristics emerge: 1) a leader has followers, and 2) a leader could 
influence his followers [4].

Having defined what is meant by leadership (followers and 
influence), it follows that leadership is an organizational role. One of the 
thorough writers on organizations has been Richard Scott, whose work 
we will draw on heavily from time to time. Scott defined organizations 
as such: “Organizations are conceived as social structures created by 
individuals to support the collaborative pursuit of specified goals” [7]. 
So, the main aim of a leader is to persuade his followers to move in 
the direction of achieving organizational goals. Thus, the leadership 
phenomenon should be defined as an organizational role which leads 
the collaborative pursuit of specified goals. The importance of the 
role of and possibility to have plural leaders in an organization will be 
discussed later in this paper.

This complexity of the leadership phenomenon comes from 
involvement of interrelated aspects such as: personal motives, employee 
motivation, influence and persuasiveness, stereotypes, and need for 
power [2,3]. In order to develop a generalized theory of leadership, 
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it has been looking for a society which is minimally affected by 
stereotypes, has no pay-work relations or formal organizations. By 
eliminating these factors to the greatest extent possible, it is aimed to 
reduce subjective attitudes, of both leaders and followers towards each 
other, and the impact of culture-wide opinions and stereotypes.  It has 
been found these pure societies free of stereotypes and complexity in 
animal behavior, in the sciences of ethology and ecology. Learning 
what is known about leadership in the animal world helped to develop 
generalized the role-based leadership theory, which is applicable for 
human leadership on an abstract level, and which provides the basis for 
a comprehensive understanding of the leadership phenomenon.  

Numerous ethology studies have attempted to explain animals’ 
dominance and rank phenomena, and they have found that animal 
societies could have politics [23,24], that animals could exploit and 
manipulate each other [23,25,26], and that animals have ranks and 
hierarchical structures [27,28]. According to Darwin’s theory of 
evolution [29], this kind of collective behavior with roles is a result of 
Natural Selection, and the competition for food and ability to breed. 
Understanding of animal behavior could serve as the basis for the 
extrapolation and development of a generalized theory of human 
leadership.

Animal Social Behavior
In animal society, sustainable behavioral strategies can be observed. 

Following a particular strategy (role), the individual can behave in 
its community as a meek conformist (“dove”) or as an irreconcilable 
aggressor (“hawk”) [30]. Because the population exists in the 
multidimensional space, favorable access to resources – including 
“internal” or reproductive resources – can be gained by representatives 
of different strategies at the same time [31]. The balance between 
alternative strategies can be very tense. While one individual might 
adopt a clearly-defined role and act it out throughout its whole life while 
another may always transition between different roles depending on the 
situation, acting, for example, as a “hawk” on his or her own territory, 
while adopting the role of the “dove” in a situation with a stranger [32]. 

Maynard and Smith [33], applying the mathematical game 
theory to the description of the animal behavioral stereotypes [34], 
developed the theory of evolutionarily stable strategies, explaining that 
stable conditions maintain a constant numerical value of population 
carriers of alternative strategies, supporting some level of competition. 
According to John Maynard Smith, evolutionarily stable strategy is a 
set of sustainable patterns of behavior that are used by individuals in 
social competition in conditions where resources are limited. The main 
characteristic of the evolutionary stable strategy is the selectivity of 
behavioral strategies demonstrated towards others, forming during the 
natural selection.

The Dominance between Animals
In the early 20s, the Norwegian environmentalist, exploring the 

structure of relationships in groups of hens and ducks, discovered 
a strict order of dominant ranks. Each individual either dominates 
its partner or subordinates to it. These relationships were named the 
famous “peck-order”. During the sorting out of hierarchy between the 
birds, gradually the one that dominates all others. Below it stands a bird 
of the second rank, which dominates over all, except the main one, and 
so on, down to the very bottom of the hierarchy, where the bird that is 
under all other group members stands. The hierarchy is formed by the 
conflict of birds in the struggle for limited resources (a place on a roost, 
food), and on the early stages of this establishment there are frequent 
fights. Once the hierarchy is established, it becomes equally one of 

dominance and subordination. Usually, when the more dominant bird 
approaches, the subordinate individuals yield to it without resistance 
[27].

On further investigation of hierarchy and domination in animal 
life, biologists began to consider that the dominant animal that eats 
more or longer controls access to the feeding-trough. More generally, 
dominance is the ability to access resources ignoring the interests 
of others. It turned out that when comparing different measures of 
dominance (for food, water, territory, access to a sexual partner, the 
opportunity to go to the nest, and so forth) the correlation between 
these indicators may be weak or totally absent. In other words, a single 
syndrome of dominance wasn’t found; it was not possible to detect 
some absolute “the Great Man” [35]. It turns out that domination is the 
motive that makes animals compete for social status, which will provide 
the preferential access to the required resources.

Manipulation between Animals
For the description of the phenomenon of «political» struggle 

between animals, De Waal has proposed the term “Machiavellian 
intelligence” in his book [23]. Chimpanzee politics in the narrow sense 
of the term is understood as the ability to manipulate the behavior of 
the other, to use them as “living tools.” In his experiments, De Waal 
has repeatedly observed examples of monkeys using the labor of 
others to achieve their goals. For example, in one experiment, in order 
to get a box of food, the monkeys had to pull two ropes jointly and 
simultaneously. The monkeys soon learned and mastered the necessary 
cooperation to obtain their food. Interestingly, when one monkey was 
hungry, while the other was fed up and did not want to pull the rope, 
the hungry monkey forced its partner to work, giving it a pair of cuffs.

A very interesting experiment was conducted on rats [26]. 
Researchers took six rats and put them in a cage, but the food was 
moved to another room, which was united with the current cell through 
an obstacle course, which here consisted of one-meter-long baths. Rats 
were required to pass one meter of water in order to reach the feed. 
Irrespective of the specific individuals composing the group, the social 
organization was rebuilt in the same way. Two rats took the role of 
exploiters; they sat in their cage and forced other rats to swim for food. 
Two rats were swimmers and moved food from the manger to the cage, 
at which point it was seized by the exploiters. One rat was depressed 
and was satisfied with the crumbs, and one was independent, sailing 
for food and sharing with no one. A most notable finding is that when 
the researchers collected six rats that in other conditions fulfilled the 
role of the exploiters and placed them in one cage, after some fight, the 
roles were distributed as in the original experiment. In fact, the same 
role distribution happened with any other rats which had previously 
assumed the same role.

A low rank individual can achieve the desired goal with clever 
workarounds. So, if the one wants to reach the highest rank of the 
hierarchy, it must be able to plan its actions and to manipulate the 
actions of subordinated individuals, many of which may be stronger 
than it is.

Leadership between Animals
In the community of pigtail-monkeys, the social role of a 

dominating individual is very concise, clear and sufficiently stable [28]. 
An individual occupying a leading role can punish and encourage, 
expel from the group, select meals, and choose females. But, most 
importantly, the dominant male determines where the group will get 
food, in which territory. In case of disputes and conflicts with other 
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individuals or groups, the dominant male, by its personal example of 
strength and courage, begins the struggle and directs its supporters to 
follow suit, or retreats and takes its group along. This example is clearly 
shown in the movie Monkey Thieves broadcasted on the National 
Geographic channel [36].

At the same time, this leadership may be very situational, as in 
the “role hierarchy” in packs of stray dogs, as described by Poyarkov 
[37]. In such communities there are some “experts,” as demonstrated 
by several examples. When meeting with a foreign troop, the powerful 
dog goes ahead; the schedule of visiting the garbage can, depending on 
when and what is brought there, “makes” a dog that has a good memory 
and intelligence; when meeting with a stranger, some funny puppy is 
on the front line, but if the person is met in twilight and has something 
that dogs can steal, another member of the troop becomes a leader. 
Accordingly, the flock obeys different leaders in different situations. 
Similar relationships can be seen in the analysis of interaction in 
communities of other animals.

Thus, we can note that the distribution of roles is peculiar not only 
to human organizations, but to many species of animals, for whom it is 
nothing other than a result of evolution and struggle for survival and 
procreation. This role can be functional (profession) and hierarchical 
(dominance, obedience), and these roles can be as stable «for the whole 
life», and situational. The internal motive of domination, like human 
«need for power» [2,3], is that driver that starts this social mechanism 
of competition, the result of which we can see as a permanent ability 
to adapt to the changing world, and ultimately, evolution. If for the 
animal world, the competition for social roles is nothing more than 
one of the elements of evolution, then an analogy to human social 
organization may lead to the following conclusion: leadership is the 
process of competition for social roles, driven by motives of power 
and recognition, and results in the capacity to adapt to changing 
environmental conditions.

Conceptualization of Role-Based Leadership Theory
Dominance in its basic meaning, which came to us from ethology, 

is just a competition for priority access to resources. Neither in animal 
nor human social structures is there a point in searching for the ideal 
traits of a leader, the best leadership qualities, etc., as this process is 
very dynamic and highly dependent on the current circumstances. The 
very meaning of this struggle is that the individual most adapted to 
the changing environmental conditions has priority access to resources. 

Leadership is a desirable social role, for the assumption of which 
social competition occurs. In connection with the idea that the 
phenomenon of leadership is essentially a process, not the result, 
it becomes clear why such a long study of this phenomenon has not 
resulted in any comprehensive picture. Already many theories of 
leadership exist, separate magazines published, various trainings 
conducted; there is still no common understanding or established 
paradigm.

In the animal kingdom, the role of dominant individual is a result 
of competition. A current leader might be not as strong as its young 
competitor but still able to hold the role. From the evolutionary point 
of view, the personal characteristics of an individual who holds the 
role of leader make no sense. The replacement of a leader is not an 
instant process; it is not a mere question about the power of two or 
more individuals, but rather the dynamic process as related to social 
connections and relationship in the group. Usually replacement 
happens when a group is in a crisis (lack of food, attacked by other 
groups), or when a leader is old and ineffectual, among other reasons. 

Lessons from nature show us that the role of leader could be situational, 
as in the example with dogs [37], or not visible at all. Animals follow 
a leader in order to meet basic needs: to get food or to breed. When 
it is complicated to satisfy these needs alone, evolution teaches them 
to survive in social communities. The basic motive of need for power 
drives this distribution of individuals among different social roles. 
The similarity of domination and leadership in animal social systems 
and human societies provides relevant insight on the phenomenon. 
Extrapolating this knowledge of animal behavior to organizational 
settings gives better understanding of core, natural leadership.  Humans, 
according to Maslow, have an extended pyramid of desires [38]. These 
extended needs differentiate human leadership from that of animals, 
and provide extra complexity to the topic.

In summary, proposed the following hypotheses derived from the 
theory: 

a)Humans follow leaders when it is not possible or more complex 
to satisfy a particular need alone, and there may be different leaders for 
different needs and situations. 

b)The importance of leadership roles is overestimated because of a 
core human need for power. Not in all settings is the role of a leader as 
critical as appears to be. 

c)Continued rivalry as a procedure of filling a leader role is much 
more important than the particular personality who holds this role as 
it is the natural law of continued adaptation to changing environment. 

d)Establishing the right competitive culture in organizational 
settings should be the first priority. Sales managers should compete by 
number of sales – not only individual sales, but collective ones – and 
one of these best sales managers should get a sales director role, not 
a salesman who knows the company internal politics and budgeting 
rituals better than others, and not a lucky manager who passed synthetic 
scoring and was evaluated highly on an interview. 

Discussion
The role-based leadership theory provides a generalized overview 

on the leadership topic and makes the leadership phenomenon closer 
to a formal scientific term. Most recent theories focus on influence, 
persuasiveness, motivation and other behavior factors in order to 
train or select the best leader. Research and theories on these facets 
of leadership are not criticized by the role-based leadership theory 
as they explain how to compete for the role and who should win. 
Nevertheless, the theory advises scientists and business practitioners to 
pay more attention to the leader selection and assigning procedure and 
allow the laissez-faire policy to guide the process of leader selection. 
Companies will benefit more when the tools a candidate uses in the 
leader competition correspond with the company values and goals.

The attempts at an artificial selection of leaders, based on 
criteria which were decisive in a previous situation, only impair the 
organization’s capacity to adapt. All too often, those who make their 
way to the organization’s leadership are not those who are able to 
improve the company’s competitiveness, but randomly selected people 
whose value has been overestimated in an attempt at artificial selection.

Garcia and Tor [39] found in their study that exceeding a level of 
competitors decreased motivation to compete, as increased number 
of players decreased chances of an individual to win. In corporate 
settings, if all men compete for the role of general manager, it might 
have negative consequences. To avoid this, corporate culture should 
promote plural leadership in the organization. Leadership roles might 
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be separated by functionality of work, such as a technical leader, a sales 
leader, a production leader, who does not necessarily hold a managerial 
role. Leadership and managerial roles could be distinguished [40-43].

Conclusion
From role-leadership theory point of view a “devotion” power 

of a charismatic leader could be explained as a voluntary reciprocal 
acceptance of roles. Followers believe in the leader and accept his power, 
their obedience an intention to get their needs satisfied. The power of 
the leader depends mostly on criticalness of the situation, and on the 
intensity of the needs and desires of the followers. Because of inertness 
of our beliefs [42], the charismatic leader accepted by a team can move 
the group far away from its initial desires. 

The theory is generalized now and has to be discussed and 
conceptualized further. The presented hypotheses of completive leader 
selection and of the importance of the role itself have to be studied 
empirically in organizational settings.
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