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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the leadership challenges experienced by managers during the transition from
hierarchical management systems to network-based management systems in organizations in Tehran. This
qualitative study was conducted using an exploratory phenomenological design. Participants included 24 managers,
senior specialists, project leaders, and organizational development professionals working in private and semi-private
organizations in Tehran that had recently attempted to move from centralized hierarchical structures toward more
collaborative, network-based management arrangements. Participants were selected through purposive sampling,
and recruitment continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews lasting between 45 and 75 minutes. Interviews focused on participants’ lived experiences of structural
transition, leadership role changes, decision-making practices, resistance, communication patterns, accountability,
and coordination challenges. All interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed
using thematic analysis. NVivo software was used to organize transcripts, code data, compare categories, and develop
final themes. Analysis of the interviews resulted in four main categories: role ambiguity and identity disruption
among leaders, resistance to decentralization and loss of control, coordination difficulties in distributed decision-
making, and trust-building challenges in cross-functional networks. Participants described the transition as a
complex process in which formal authority weakened before collaborative norms became strong enough to replace
it. Leaders struggled to redefine their roles from command-and-control decision-makers to facilitators of connection,
sensemaking, and shared accountability. Resistance was particularly visible among middle managers who perceived
network-based systems as a threat to status, authority, and performance visibility. Participants also reported that
horizontal collaboration increased flexibility but created uncertainty regarding responsibility, conflict resolution, and
decision ownership. The transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems is not merely a
structural redesign but a deep leadership transformation. Successful transition requires leaders to develop relational,
facilitative, and adaptive capabilities while simultaneously redesigning governance mechanisms, communication
routines, and accountability systems. Organizations should avoid assuming that decentralization automatically
produces collaboration; instead, they must actively support leaders in managing ambiguity, building trust, and

balancing autonomy with coordination.
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1. Introduction

rganizations across the world are increasingly shifting away from rigid

hierarchical management systems toward more flexible, network-based forms of

organizing. This transition reflects profound changes in the nature of work,
competition, knowledge production, digital collaboration, and organizational adaptation.
Traditional hierarchical systems are usually built on vertical authority, formal reporting lines,
centralized decision-making, and clearly defined managerial roles. Such systems can provide
stability, control, accountability, and efficiency, particularly in predictable environments
where tasks are standardized and coordination can be achieved through rules and
supervision. However, as organizational environments become more uncertain, knowledge-
intensive, and interdependent, hierarchical structures often become insufficient for rapid
learning, innovation, and cross-functional problem solving. In contrast, network-based
management systems emphasize lateral relationships, distributed expertise, collaborative
decision-making, flexible team boundaries, and interdependence among units, individuals,
and external stakeholders.

The theoretical foundation of network-based organizing can be traced to Powell’s
influential argument that network forms are neither markets nor hierarchies but distinct
forms of coordination based on reciprocal communication, relational embeddedness, mutual
adjustment, and trust (Powell, 1990). In this view, networks are not simply informal additions
to formal structures; they represent alternative mechanisms for coordinating economic and
organizational action. Podolny and Page (1998) similarly argued that network forms of
organization can support learning, legitimacy, access to resources, and employee autonomy.
These characteristics are particularly relevant for contemporary organizations that depend
on knowledge sharing, innovation, and rapid adaptation. Rather than relying only on
command chains, network-based organizations attempt to mobilize distributed intelligence
across multiple nodes of expertise.

The movement from hierarchy to network is also connected to the broader rise of
collaborative, agile, and knowledge-based organizational forms. Miles and Snow (1986)
described new organizational forms that rely on flexibility, lateral coordination, and strategic
partnerships rather than only on vertical integration. Later research in organizational
networks further demonstrated that informal relations often shape how work is actually
completed, even when formal charts suggest a different structure. Cross, Borgatti, and Parker
(2002) argued that many strategically important activities occur through invisible networks
of collaboration, advice, information exchange, and problem solving. This insight is crucial
because organizations may formally declare a transition to network-based management while
still failing to understand the informal relational patterns that determine whether

collaboration actually occurs.
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Leadership becomes a central issue in this transition because network-based management
changes the meaning of managerial authority. In hierarchical systems, leadership is often
associated with formal position, decision rights, supervision, planning, monitoring, and
control. In network-based systems, leadership becomes more relational, distributed, and
facilitative. Leaders are expected to connect actors, enable collaboration, support
sensemaking, remove barriers, manage tensions, and create conditions for collective action.
Pearce and Conger (2003) conceptualized shared leadership as a dynamic and interactive
influence process among individuals who lead one another toward collective goals. Denis,
Langley, and Sergi (2012) similarly emphasized plural forms of leadership in which influence
is distributed across multiple actors rather than concentrated in a single formal leader. These
perspectives challenge leader-centric models and suggest that network-based management
requires a more collective understanding of leadership.

Complexity leadership theory provides another useful lens for understanding this
transition. Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey (2007) argued that leadership in knowledge-era
organizations should not be limited to bureaucratic control but should enable adaptive,
creative, and learning processes within complex adaptive systems. Their framework
distinguishes between administrative leadership, adaptive leadership, and enabling
leadership. This distinction is especially relevant for organizations transitioning from
hierarchy to network because leaders must simultaneously maintain enough formal structure
to ensure coordination while creating enough relational space for emergent collaboration. The
central leadership challenge is therefore not the simple replacement of hierarchy with
networks, but the dynamic balancing of control and emergence, authority and autonomy,
stability and adaptation.

Despite the theoretical appeal of network-based management, transition processes are
often difficult and contested. Hierarchies create predictable identities, responsibilities, career
paths, and control systems. When organizations move toward network-based structures,
these established arrangements may become unstable. Managers who previously derived
authority from formal position may experience uncertainty about their role, legitimacy, and
influence. Employees may be encouraged to participate in decision-making but remain unsure
whether such participation is truly valued. Middle managers may be asked to empower teams
while still being held accountable for performance outcomes through traditional metrics.
These contradictions can create tension, resistance, and confusion.

Network governance research shows that networks require deliberate governance
arrangements rather than purely spontaneous collaboration. Provan and Kenis (2008)
identified different modes of network governance, including participant-governed networks,
lead-organization governance, and network administrative organization models. Their work
indicates that network effectiveness depends on structural conditions, trust, size, goal
consensus, and governance mechanisms. This is highly relevant to leadership transition

because organizations frequently promote network-based management without clarifying
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how decisions will be made, how conflicts will be resolved, and how accountability will be
distributed. When governance remains ambiguous, employees may experience network-based
management as disorder rather than empowerment.

Another major challenge concerns the persistence of informal hierarchy. Even when formal
structures are flattened, hierarchical assumptions may remain embedded in organizational
culture. Diefenbach and Sillince (2011) argued that hierarchy is not only a formal structure
but also a social and cultural phenomenon reproduced through status, communication,
authority, and everyday practices. Therefore, a transition to network-based management
cannot be achieved solely by changing organizational charts, creating cross-functional teams,
or introducing digital collaboration platforms. Leaders must also address deeper beliefs about
power, expertise, obedience, trust, and control. If these assumptions remain unchanged,
network-based systems may become symbolic reforms that coexist with hidden vertical
control.

The leadership literature also suggests that network-based management requires new
relational capabilities. Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) emphasized the importance of relationship-
based leadership, particularly the quality of leader-member exchanges. In networked systems,
relational quality extends beyond dyadic leader-subordinate relationships to include multiple
lateral and diagonal relationships across organizational boundaries. Leaders must cultivate
trust, psychological safety, shared understanding, and mutual accountability across groups
that may not share the same department, professional background, or performance
incentives. Raelin (2016) argued for leadership-as-practice, in which leadership emerges
through collaborative agency rather than being possessed only by individuals in formal roles.
This perspective is useful for analyzing transitions where the main problem is not whether
leaders have authority, but whether organizational members can collectively enact leadership
in practice.

The transition from hierarchy to network is especially significant in contexts where
organizational cultures have historically emphasized centralized authority, formal rank, and
managerial control. In such settings, network-based reforms may be perceived as ambiguous,
risky, or even threatening. Managers may intellectually support collaboration while
emotionally remaining attached to the security of vertical authority. Employees may hesitate
to use autonomy because previous experiences have taught them to wait for approval. Cross-
functional collaboration may be promoted in official discourse, but departmental boundaries
and status hierarchies may continue to shape behavior. Therefore, the success of network-
based management depends not only on structural redesign but also on the transformation
of leadership mindsets, communication norms, decision routines, and accountability
practices.

In Tehran-based organizations, these challenges may be particularly visible because many
private and semi-private organizations operate in environments characterized by economic

uncertainty, rapid technological change, regulatory pressure, and intense competition for
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skilled human resources. Organizations increasingly need flexibility, innovation, and
knowledge sharing, yet many continue to rely on centralized decision-making traditions. This
creates an important empirical context for studying how leaders experience the transition
from hierarchical to network-based management systems. Although international research
has examined network governance, distributed leadership, and organizational collaboration,
there remains a need for qualitative research that captures the lived experiences of managers
who must enact these changes in specific organizational contexts.

A qualitative approach is appropriate because the transition from hierarchy to network
involves meanings, perceptions, tensions, and lived experiences that cannot be fully captured
through quantitative indicators alone. Semi-structured interviews allow participants to
describe how they interpret leadership role changes, how they experience resistance, how they
manage ambiguity, and how they make sense of new expectations. Thematic analysis is
particularly suitable for identifying patterns across participant narratives while preserving
the richness of individual accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). By focusing on managers and
organizational professionals in Tehran, the present study seeks to contribute contextually
grounded insight into the leadership challenges associated with network-based
transformation.

The aim of this study was to explore the leadership challenges experienced by managers
during the transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems in
organizations in Tehran.

2. Methods and Materials

Study Design and Participants

This study used a qualitative exploratory design to investigate leadership challenges during
the transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems. A qualitative design
was selected because the purpose of the study was to understand participants’ lived
experiences, interpretations, and meaning-making processes rather than to test
predetermined hypotheses. The research focused on organizations in Tehran that had
recently implemented, or were in the process of implementing, network-based management
practices such as cross-functional teams, project-based coordination, decentralized decision-
making, agile management routines, matrix collaboration, knowledge-sharing platforms, or
reduced vertical reporting layers.

Participants included 24 individuals working in managerial or professional roles in private
and semi-private organizations in Tehran. The sample consisted of senior managers, middle
managers, project managers, human resource managers, organizational development
specialists, and team leaders who had direct experience with structural or managerial
transition. Participants were selected through purposive sampling because the study required
information-rich cases with relevant experience. Inclusion criteria were at least five years of
organizational work experience, at least two years of managerial or leadership responsibility,

direct involvement in a transition from hierarchical to more network-based management
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practices, and willingness to participate in an audio-recorded interview. Participants who did
not have direct experience with organizational transition or who were unable to provide
detailed reflective accounts were excluded.

Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Saturation was
considered achieved when additional interviews no longer generated substantially new
categories, meanings, or conceptual insights. In this study, saturation was reached after 21
interviews, and three additional interviews were conducted to confirm the stability and
adequacy of the emerging categories. The final sample included 24 participants. Of these, 15
participants were male and 9 were female. Participants ranged in age from 31 to 55 years.
Regarding organizational position, 6 participants were senior managers, 8 were middle
managers, 5 were project or team leaders, 3 were human resource managers, and 2 were
organizational development specialists. In terms of work experience, 5 participants had 5-9
years of experience, 11 had 10-15 years of experience, and 8 had more than 15 years of
experience. Participants represented organizations active in information technology, finance,
consulting, manufacturing, retail services, and knowledge-based business services.

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews were
chosen because they allowed the researcher to guide the conversation around key research
topics while also giving participants sufficient freedom to describe unexpected experiences,
interpretations, and examples. The interview guide was developed based on the research aim
and relevant literature on organizational networks, distributed leadership, complexity
leadership, and organizational change. The main interview questions explored participants’
experiences of moving from hierarchical to network-based management, perceived changes
in leadership roles, difficulties in decentralized decision-making, resistance from managers
or employees, communication and coordination challenges, accountability issues, and
strategies used to build trust and collaboration.

Examples of interview questions included: “How did leadership roles change during the
transition from a hierarchical to a network-based management system?” “What were the most
important challenges managers experienced during this transition?” “How did employees
respond to increased autonomy and cross-functional collaboration?” “What problems
emerged in decision-making and accountability?” “How did leaders try to create trust in the
new system?” and “What leadership capabilities were most important for managing the
transition?” Probing questions such as “Can you explain this with an example?” “How did this
affect your role?” and “What happened after that?” were used to deepen participant
responses.

Interviews were conducted in a private and confidential setting either in person or through
secure online meeting platforms, depending on participant availability. Each interview lasted
between 45 and 75 minutes. Before each interview, the purpose of the study was explained to

the participant, and informed consent was obtained. Participants were assured that their
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identities, organizations, and statements would remain confidential. With participant
permission, interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Each participant
was assigned a code from P1 to P24 to protect anonymity. Field notes were also written after
interviews to capture contextual observations, preliminary analytic impressions, and reflexive
comments.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on the general procedures proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis was appropriate because it allowed the researcher
to identify, analyze, and report repeated patterns of meaning across the interview data. The
analysis followed a systematic and iterative process. First, the researcher read the transcripts
several times to become familiar with the data and to gain an overall understanding of
participants’ experiences. Second, initial codes were generated line by line, focusing on
meaningful units related to leadership challenges, role changes, resistance, decision-making,
coordination, trust, and accountability. Third, codes with conceptual similarity were grouped
into preliminary subcategories. Fourth, subcategories were compared and organized into
broader categories. Fifth, the categories were reviewed against the original transcripts to
ensure that they accurately represented participant narratives. Finally, the categories were
named, defined, and written as findings.

NVivo software was used to support data organization and analysis. Interview transcripts
were imported into NVivo, and codes were developed through repeated coding cycles. The
software was used to manage the coding structure, retrieve coded segments, compare
participants’ responses, and refine categories. However, analytic interpretation remained the
responsibility of the researcher. Coding was conducted inductively, meaning that categories
were derived from participant narratives rather than imposed in advance. At the same time,
the interpretation was informed by sensitizing concepts from leadership and organizational
network literature.

To enhance trustworthiness, several strategies were used. Credibility was supported
through prolonged engagement with the data, repeated reading of transcripts, member
checking with selected participants, and comparison of emerging categories with participant
statements. Dependability was strengthened by maintaining an audit trail that documented
interview procedures, coding decisions, category development, and analytic revisions.
Confirmability was supported through reflexive memo writing to identify and manage
researcher assumptions. Transferability was enhanced by providing detailed descriptions of
the participants, organizational context, data collection process, and findings. These
procedures were consistent with established criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

3. Findings
The demographic characteristics of the participants showed that the study included a

diverse group of managers and organizational professionals with direct experience of
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transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems. Among the 24
participants, 15 were male and 9 were female. In terms of age, 6 participants were between
31 and 35 years old, 8 were between 36 and 40 years old, 7 were between 41 and 50 years old,
and 3 were older than 50 years. Regarding organizational position, 6 participants were senior
managers, 8 were middle managers, 5 were project or team leaders, 3 were human resource
managers, and 2 were organizational development specialists. In relation to work experience,
5 participants had 5-9 years of experience, 11 had 10-15 years of experience, and 8 had more
than 15 years of experience. Participants were employed in organizations from different
sectors, including information technology, finance, consulting, manufacturing, retail services,
and knowledge-based business services. This diversity helped generate a broad understanding
of leadership challenges across different organizational settings in Tehran.

Role Ambiguity and Leadership Identity Disruption

The first main category was role ambiguity and leadership identity disruption. Participants
explained that the transition to network-based management created uncertainty about what
it meant to be a leader. In hierarchical systems, leadership had been associated with authority,
supervision, approval, and control. However, in the new network-based system, leaders were
expected to facilitate collaboration, connect people, guide conversations, and support
autonomous teams. Many participants stated that this change was conceptually attractive but
practically confusing. Some managers felt that their formal authority was weakened without
a clear replacement model for influence. Others believed that employees expected
empowerment but still looked to managers for final decisions when uncertainty increased.
One participant stated, “Before this change, everyone knew who had the final word. After the
new structure, I was told to empower the team, but whenever something went wrong, they
still came back to me and asked why I had not controlled it” (P7). Another participant
explained, “The hardest part was not the new chart; it was losing the old image of myself as
a manager. I had to become more like a coordinator, but nobody had trained us for that
identity” (P12). This category showed that leadership transition was experienced not only as
a technical change but also as a psychological and professional redefinition of managerial
identity.

Resistance to Decentralization and Loss of Control

The second main category was resistance to decentralization and loss of control.
Participants reported that resistance came from both managers and employees, although for
different reasons. Many middle managers perceived network-based management as a threat
to their authority, visibility, and career status. They feared that if teams became more
autonomous, their managerial role would become less important. Some managers continued
to use old approval routines, requested unnecessary reports, or informally blocked cross-
functional decisions. Employees, on the other hand, sometimes resisted because they were
uncertain whether autonomy was genuine. Several participants mentioned that employees had

become accustomed to asking for permission and were reluctant to take initiative because
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they feared blame if decisions failed. One participant said, “Managers said they wanted
decentralization, but when people made decisions, the same managers questioned every
detail. So employees learned that autonomy was only a slogan” (P3). Another participant
noted, “Some middle managers felt invisible in the network model. They used to control
information, and suddenly information was moving around them. That created anxiety and
resistance” (P18). This category indicated that decentralization requires more than structural
permission; it requires changes in power relations, trust, performance evaluation, and
tolerance for distributed decision-making.

Coordination Difficulties in Distributed Decision-Making

The third main category was coordination difficulties in distributed decision-making.
Participants emphasized that network-based management increased collaboration but also
created confusion about decision ownership, responsibility, and conflict resolution. In
hierarchical systems, decisions were slower but clearer because formal authority determined
who approved what. In network-based systems, multiple actors were involved, and decisions
often crossed departmental boundaries. Participants described situations in which teams held
many meetings but failed to reach final decisions, or where decisions were made
collaboratively but no one accepted responsibility for implementation. One participant stated,
“The network structure made communication faster, but decisions sometimes became slower
because everyone had an opinion and nobody wanted to be the final owner” (P5). Another
participant explained, “We created cross-functional teams, but we did not define who could
decide, who should be consulted, and who was accountable. After a few months, people were
tired of endless coordination” (P21). Participants also reported that digital communication
tools sometimes increased message volume without improving clarity. As one participant
said, “We had more channels, more groups, and more conversations, but not necessarily more
alignment” (P14). This category showed that network-based management requires explicit
coordination mechanisms, shared decision protocols, and clear accountability arrangements.

Trust-Building Challenges in Cross-Functional Networks

The fourth main category was trust-building challenges in cross-functional networks.
Participants repeatedly described trust as the foundation of network-based management.
However, they also emphasized that trust was difficult to build when departments had
different goals, performance indicators, professional languages, and histories of competition.
In hierarchical systems, coordination could be imposed through authority, but in network-
based systems, collaboration depended more heavily on mutual confidence and relational
credibility. Participants stated that mistrust led to information hiding, defensive
communication, and reluctance to share responsibility. One participant explained, “When we
moved to a network model, people were supposed to share information openly. But
departments still protected their own interests. Without trust, the network became only a
formal label” (P9). Another participant said, “The best leaders were those who could sit

between departments and translate concerns. They did not command people; they created
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confidence that cooperation would not be used against them” (P16). Participants also
explained that trust-building required consistency between managerial discourse and
behavior. When leaders encouraged collaboration but rewarded individual departmental
performance, employees interpreted the network model as contradictory. This category
showed that trust is not a soft or secondary issue but a core managerial condition for network-
based systems.

Balancing Autonomy and Accountability

The fifth main category was balancing autonomy and accountability. Participants noted
that the most successful transitions occurred when organizations avoided both excessive
control and unmanaged freedom. In some organizations, leaders reduced hierarchy too
quickly and created uncertainty about standards, priorities, and accountability. In others,
leaders claimed to support networks but maintained strict hierarchical controls, which
prevented meaningful autonomy. Participants described the need for a balanced leadership
approach in which teams had freedom to act but also understood strategic goals, decision
boundaries, and performance expectations. One participant stated, “People need autonomy,
but they also need a frame. If everything is open, they become confused. If everything is
controlled, the network has no meaning” (P2). Another participant explained, “The leader’s
new job is to design the boundaries of freedom. We had to clarify what teams could decide
alone, what needed consultation, and what required senior approval” (P20). Participants
believed that effective leaders in network-based systems were those who could create
alignment without returning to command-and-control habits. This category demonstrated
that the transition from hierarchy to network is best understood as a shift from direct control
to enabling governance.
4. Discussion

The present study explored the leadership challenges experienced by managers during the
transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems in Tehran-based
organizations. The findings revealed five main categories: role ambiguity and leadership
identity disruption, resistance to decentralization and loss of control, coordination
difficulties in distributed decision-making, trust-building challenges in cross-functional
networks, and balancing autonomy with accountability. Together, these findings show that
the transition from hierarchy to network is not simply a structural change but a complex
leadership transformation that affects authority, identity, communication, power, trust, and
accountability. The findings support the argument that network-based organizing requires
new leadership capabilities, new governance mechanisms, and new cultural assumptions.

The first finding showed that leaders experienced role ambiguity and identity disruption
during the transition. Participants described uncertainty about whether they should act as
decision-makers, facilitators, coordinators, coaches, or boundary spanners. This finding
aligns with the literature on shared and plural leadership, which argues that leadership in

contemporary organizations is increasingly distributed among multiple actors rather than
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concentrated in formal managerial positions (Denis et al., 2012; Pearce & Conger, 2003).
However, the findings also show that distributed leadership can create anxiety when
managers are not supported in redefining their roles. In hierarchical systems, managerial
identity is often reinforced through authority, control, and decision rights. When these
foundations are weakened, managers may experience uncertainty about their legitimacy. This
finding also supports complexity leadership theory, which suggests that leaders in
knowledge-based organizations must shift from controlling adaptive processes to enabling
them (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). The participants’ narratives indicate that this shift requires not
only new skills but also a deep reconstruction of leadership identity.

The second finding concerned resistance to decentralization and loss of control
Participants reported that middle managers were especially likely to resist the transition
because network-based systems threatened traditional sources of authority and status. This
finding is consistent with Diefenbach and Sillince’s (2011) argument that hierarchy is
reproduced not only through formal structures but also through informal practices, status
relations, and cultural expectations. Even when organizations introduce network-based
structures, hierarchical habits may persist through approval routines, information control,
and managerial defensiveness. The finding also aligns with Powell’s (1990) distinction
between network and hierarchical forms of coordination. Network forms depend on
reciprocity and relational exchange, while hierarchies depend on authority and command.
Moving from one logic to another can create resistance because it redistributes power.
Participants’ accounts show that decentralization may be interpreted by managers as loss
rather than transformation unless organizations clarify how managerial contribution will be
recognized in the new system.

The third finding showed that distributed decision-making created coordination
difficulties. Participants explained that network-based management increased
communication but also created uncertainty about decision ownership and responsibility.
This finding supports Provan and Kenis’s (2008) work on network governance, which
emphasizes that networks require appropriate governance mechanisms to be effective.
Network-based systems do not eliminate the need for structure; rather, they require different
forms of structure. Without clear rules for decision-making, consultation, accountability, and
conflict resolution, collaboration can become slow, fragmented, and exhausting. This finding
also corresponds with Cross et al. (2002), who argued that important work often occurs
through informal networks that must be made visible and managed strategically. The
participants’ experiences suggest that organizations may mistakenly assume that creating
cross-functional teams or digital communication channels is enough to produce effective
network-based management. In reality, networks require deliberate coordination routines that
clarify who decides, who contributes, who is accountable, and how disagreements are

resolved.
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The fourth finding concerned trust-building challenges in cross-functional networks.
Participants emphasized that trust was essential because network-based management relies
less on command and more on voluntary cooperation, information sharing, and mutual
adjustment. This finding aligns with Podolny and Page’s (1998) argument that network forms
can support learning and cooperation but depend heavily on relational conditions. Trust
becomes especially important when organizational members must collaborate across
departmental boundaries without relying on direct authority. The finding also reflects
relationship-based leadership theory, which emphasizes the importance of high-quality
relationships for effective leadership processes (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). In network-based
systems, however, relational quality must extend beyond the leader-subordinate dyad to
include multiple lateral and cross-functional relationships. Participants’ accounts show that
leaders must act as trust builders, translators, and boundary spanners who reduce defensive
behavior and help actors understand one another’s constraints.

The fifth finding showed that leaders struggled to balance autonomy and accountability.
Participants believed that too much control undermined the network model, while too much
freedom created confusion. This finding is strongly aligned with complexity leadership
theory, which emphasizes the need to balance administrative structure with adaptive
emergence (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Network-based management does not require the complete
disappearance of hierarchy; rather, it requires a more flexible relationship between formal
structure and emergent collaboration. This finding is also consistent with Provan and Kenis
(2008), who showed that network effectiveness depends on governance arrangements that fit
network size, trust, goal consensus, and coordination needs. Participants’ accounts suggest
that the most effective leaders were not those who abandoned structure but those who
redesigned structure as an enabling frame. They clarified decision boundaries, created shared
priorities, and established accountability without returning to micromanagement.

Overall, the findings indicate that the transition from hierarchical to network-based
management systems involves a shift in the dominant logic of leadership. In hierarchical
systems, leadership is commonly enacted through vertical authority, role clarity, formal
supervision, and centralized decision-making. In network-based systems, leadership is
enacted through connection, facilitation, sensemaking, trust-building, and distributed
accountability. This supports leadership-as-practice perspectives, which view leadership as
something produced through collective activity rather than merely possessed by formal
leaders (Raelin, 2016). The participants’ experiences also show that network-based leadership
is not leaderless. Instead, it requires more sophisticated forms of leadership because
influence must be exercised without relying exclusively on formal authority. Leaders must
work through relationships, shared meaning, negotiated priorities, and enabling systems.

The findings also have implications for understanding why network-based transformations
often produce disappointment. Many organizations adopt the language of agility,

collaboration, empowerment, and networks but retain hierarchical performance systems,
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approval procedures, and cultural assumptions. This contradiction was visible in participants’
descriptions of “autonomy as a slogan” and “collaboration without accountability.” Such
contradictions can undermine trust and create cynicism. The study therefore suggests that
successful transition requires alignment among structure, culture, leadership behavior, and
performance systems. If employees are asked to collaborate but rewarded only for
departmental results, the network model will remain fragile. If managers are asked to
empower teams but evaluated through traditional control metrics, they may reproduce
hierarchy informally. If digital platforms increase communication without clarifying decision
rights, networks may generate noise rather than coordination.

The study further suggests that middle managers are central actors in the transition. They
can either enable or obstruct network-based management. Middle managers often sit between
senior strategy and operational practice, making them crucial interpreters of change.
However, they may experience network transition as a threat if their role is not redefined.
Organizations should therefore avoid treating middle managers as obstacles and instead
involve them as architects of new coordination practices. Their experience can help translate
abstract network principles into workable routines. This finding is important because many
network-based reforms focus on teams and senior leadership but neglect the emotional and
political experience of middle managers.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings contribute to the literature by showing how
network-based management transition is experienced at the leadership level in a Tehran
organizational context. The study integrates insights from network organization theory,
network governance, complexity leadership, and plural leadership. It shows that leadership
challenges emerge at the intersection of structure and meaning. Structural decentralization
changes reporting lines and decision processes, but it also changes how managers understand
authority, responsibility, identity, and trust. Therefore, future theories of network-based
transformation should pay greater attention to the subjective and relational experiences of
leaders, not only to formal structures or network outcomes.

From a practical perspective, the findings indicate that organizations should prepare
leaders before implementing network-based structures. Training should not focus only on
technical tools or agile routines; it should also address role identity, facilitation skills, conflict
management, trust-building, boundary spanning, and decision governance. Leaders need help
understanding that their value in a network-based system comes less from controlling
information and more from enabling collective intelligence. Organizations should also create
explicit decision protocols. For example, teams should know which decisions are autonomous,
which require consultation, and which remain strategic decisions for senior leadership.
Without such clarity, decentralization can produce confusion and blame avoidance.

This study had several limitations. First, the study was limited to 24 participants from
organizations in Tehran, which may restrict transferability to other cities, countries, public-

sector organizations, or industries with different cultural and structural conditions. Second,
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the study relied on self-reported interview data, and participants’ accounts may have been
influenced by memory, personal interpretation, organizational politics, or social desirability.
Third, although the sample included participants from different sectors, it did not compare
sectors systematically. Fourth, the study examined transition experiences at one point in time
rather than following organizations longitudinally throughout the change process. Finally, the
quotations included in this manuscript are sample illustrative quotations and should be
replaced with exact verbatim quotations from the final interview transcripts before journal
submission.

Future research should examine the transition from hierarchical to network-based
management systems in larger and more diverse organizational samples. Comparative studies
across industries, cities, and national contexts could show how cultural, institutional, and
technological conditions shape leadership challenges. Longitudinal qualitative studies would
be especially valuable because network-based transformation unfolds over time and may
involve different challenges at early, middle, and mature stages. Future studies could also
compare the experiences of senior managers, middle managers, and employees to identify
differences in how each group interprets decentralization, autonomy, and accountability.
Mixed-methods research could combine interviews with social network analysis to examine
whether perceived collaboration corresponds with actual patterns of advice, communication,
and decision-making. Additional research is also needed on how digital collaboration
platforms influence leadership practices in network-based management systems.

Organizations planning to move from hierarchical to network-based management systems
should treat the transition as a leadership development process rather than only as a
structural redesign. Before reducing hierarchy, organizations should clarify why the transition
is necessary, what leadership roles will change, and how accountability will be maintained.
Managers should be trained in facilitation, boundary spanning, conflict resolution, coaching,
and collaborative decision-making. Middle managers should be actively involved in designing
the new system so that they do not experience the transition only as a loss of authority.
Organizations should establish clear decision rights, shared performance indicators, and
communication routines to prevent confusion. Trust-building should be treated as a strategic
priority, not an informal by-product. Leaders should consistently align their behavior, reward
systems, and performance expectations with the collaborative logic of the network-based
model.

5. Conclusion

This study explored leadership challenges in the transition from hierarchical to network-
based management systems among managers and organizational professionals in Tehran.
The findings showed that the transition created challenges related to leadership identity,
decentralization, coordination, trust, and accountability. Participants experienced the shift as
a complex process in which formal authority became less central, but new collaborative norms

and governance mechanisms were not always sufficiently developed. The study demonstrated

Multidisciplinary Engineering Science Open

9SUAIIT (0'F IN-AL D) [RUONIRUINU] ()'f [RPISWO)UON-UONINGLNY SUOUIIO))

9ATIBDI) JO SUOMIPUOD pUR SULR) Y} Jopun paysiqng ‘sioyine ay) £q Sz0z @ AysSuAdo)

OO @


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Crosshark

Volume 2, Year 2025

that network-based management does not eliminate the need for leadership; rather, it
requires a different form of leadership based on facilitation, relational influence, distributed
accountability, and adaptive coordination.

The findings suggest that organizations should avoid simplistic assumptions about
flattening hierarchy or promoting collaboration. Network-based systems require deliberate
design, cultural preparation, leadership development, and governance clarity. Leaders must
learn to create enabling conditions for collaboration while maintaining strategic coherence
and accountability. Middle managers need particular support because they often experience
the transition as a threat to their role and authority. Trust, transparency, and consistent
managerial behavior are essential for successful network-based transformation.

In conclusion, the transition from hierarchical to network-based management systems is
best understood as a multidimensional leadership challenge. It requires changes in structure,
but also in mindset, identity, power relations, communication practices, and accountability
systems. Organizations that recognize these challenges and prepare leaders accordingly are
more likely to benefit from the flexibility, learning, and innovation potential of network-based

management systems.
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