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WHO ARE THEY AND ARE THEY REALLY NEEDED FOR SUCCESSFUL 
COLLABORATION? 
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University of Belgrade, Faculty of Philosophy 

During collaborative problem-solving (CPS), team members take on different roles in the group 
(Mercier et al., 2014). Among these roles, the leader role has been by far the most empirically 
investigated. Previous research focused on examining leader characteristics, leader-member 
relationships, and leader assignments during collaboration to identify leader-related factors that 
facilitate productive CPS. The present study examined the common understanding of the leader 
role among highschoolers, based on their previous involvement in CPS during school tasks and 
projects. Data were collected using a semi-structured interview on a sample of 31 students (17 
f
evoked using open questions focusing on their previous experiences with leadership during 
CPS, understanding of the leader role, and perceived (dis)advantages of leadership emergence 
during teamwork. Following the coding of interview transcripts, 60 coded segments were 
analyzed using thematic analysis. Almost all interviewed students (N = 28; 98%) reported an 
experience of having a team leader, which either spontaneously emerged during group-work 
or was teacher-appointed prior to group-work. Among 29 students answering questions about 
leadership, 17 (59%) asserted that teams should have a leader, stating the following reasons: 
coordination and monitoring (f = 10), authority over team functioning (f = 4), assuming 
responsibility for potential task failure (f = 2), conflict prevention (f = 1). Nine students (31%) 
uttered against leader establishment during CPS, because of their: negative experiences with 
authoritarian leaders (f = 4), high commitment to team member equality (f = 3), and conviction 
that it can weaken communication (f = 1) or deteriorate friendships (f = 1). The final three 
interviewees (10%) thought that having a leader can be beneficial (with similar reasons as the 
pro-leader group), but only if the leader is not too controlling. While describing their usual 
group leaders, students referred to peers who are perceived as the most: a. experienced in group 
work, b. knowledgeable about the topic, c. skilful in communication and negotiation, and d. 
hard-working. Our current findings largely correspond to extant findings on the difference 
between efficient and authoritarian leadership, while also providing important insights into the 
dynamics of collaborative peer interactions within the Serbian educational context. 
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