
THE EFFECTIVENESS OF PROXY LEADERSHIP IN MAINTAINING PROCESS COMPLIANCE DURING HIGH-VOLUME DEMAND AT AMAZON FULFILMENT CENTRE





Table of Contents
Chapter 1: Introduction	3
1.1	Background of Study	3
1.2 Research Problem	4
1.3	Rationale for the Study	6
1.4	Scope of the Study	7
1.5	Structure of the Dissertation	8
1.6	Chapter Summary	8
Chapter 2: Literature review	10
2.1	Introduction	10
2.2 Proxy Leadership in High-Pressure, High-Volume Environments	10
2.2	Responsibilities & Decision-Making Scope of Proxy Leaders	11
2.4 Training, Feedback, and Recognition for Proxy Leaders	13
2.5 Perceptions of Associates and Managers Regarding Proxy Leadership	15
2.6 Theoretical Framework	17
3.6.1 Situational / Adaptive Leadership Theory	17
2.6.2 Transactional Leadership Theory	17
2.6.3 Distributed / Informal Leadership Theory	18
2.7 Research Gap	18
Chapter 3: Methodology	20
3.1 Introduction	20
3.2 Research philosophy	20
3.3 Research approach	21
3.4 Research design	22
3.5 Research strategy	23
3.6 Sampling size and technique	23
3.7 Data collection	24
3.8 Data analysis	25
3.9 Validity and reliability	26
3.10 Ethical considerations	26
3.11 Access and Practical Constraints	27
3.12 Summary	28
Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion	29
4.1 Introduction	29
4.2 Qualitative Findings	29
4.2.1 Theme 1: Responsibilities and Decision-Making Scope of Proxy Leaders During Peak Operations at Amazon Swansea	29
4.2.2 Theme 2: Influence of Proxy Leadership on Team Compliance with SOPs During High Volume Shifts	30
4.2.3 Theme 3: Perceptions of Associates and Managers Regarding Authority and Effectiveness of Proxy Leaders	31
4.2.4 Theme 4: Impact of training, feedback, and recognition on proxy leadership performance at Amazon Swansea.	32
4.3 Quantitative Findings	33
4.3.1 Demographic Information	33
4.4 Discussion	42
Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations	45
5.1 Introduction	45
5.2 Conclusions	45
5.3 Recommendations for Managerial Practice	47
5.4 Contributions to Theory	48
5.5 Limitations and Areas for Future Research	49
5.6 Final Conclusion	50
Chapter 6. References	51
Chapter 7. Appendices	60




[bookmark: _Toc229152951]Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc229152952]Background of Study

The rapid growth of e-commerce has changed the way fulfilment centers operate, particularly in organizations where customer expectations are closely connected to speed, accuracy and reliability. Amazon’s own report shows that faster delivery continues to be a central part of its business model, with regionalized fulfilment networks and same-day fulfilment centers being used to shorten the distance between inventory and customers (Amazon.com, Inc., 2025). This commercial pressure is important because fulfilment center operations are not only about moving parcels quickly, but also about maintaining safe, accurate and standardized work while demand is increasing. In a site such as Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre, this means that associates, Process Guides, Step-Up Leads and managers must keep the operation moving while also following the correct process.
During peak periods, such as Christmas, Black Friday and Prime-related events, the operational pressure becomes more visible. From my own understanding of fulfilment center work, peak shifts can feel different from normal shifts because the volume of work increases, the time available for correction becomes shorter, and small errors can quickly affect the wider flow. This makes compliance especially important. SOPs are designed to create consistency in routine work, but recent research shows that compliance can be affected by workload, fatigue, experience and the level of management reinforcement provided to workers (Eskandarzadeh, Fahimnia and Hoberg, 2023). This is relevant to Amazon because scanning accuracy, safe lifting, correct stowing, picking and packing standards all depend on associates following the process even when the pressure to move quickly is high.
Warehouse operations also rely heavily on human judgement, despite increasing automation and digital systems. Adeodu et al. (2023) show that warehouse process efficiency can be improved by reducing non-value adding activities and strengthening process control. However, the human element remains central because associates still make day-to-day decisions about how carefully tasks are performed. In this context, leadership on the floor becomes important because employees do not only need written rules; they also need visible guidance, reminders and support during the shift. Safety leadership research also supports this point by showing that leadership is strongly linked to how safety expectations are communicated and understood within organizations (Adra et al., 2024).
Amazon has publicly emphasized workplace safety and reported that injuries requiring more than basic first aid reduced by 34% over a five-year period (Rhoads, 2025). Although this demonstrates organizational attention to safety, maintaining safety and process compliance in daily operations still depends on how expectations are reinforced at the frontline. This is where proxy leadership becomes important. Proxy leaders are not formal managers, but they temporarily take on leadership responsibilities during operational pressure. In Amazon Fulfilment Centers, these roles are often seen through Step-Up Leads and Process Guides who support workflow, guide associates, reinforce SOPs and help managers manage immediate operational issues.
Proxy leadership can be understood as a practical response to a stretched leadership structure. Managers cannot be physically present in every area at once, especially during high-volume periods. Therefore, experienced associates may be asked to guide a section, support new workers, identify bottlenecks and communicate instructions. This reflects distributed leadership, where leadership is not limited to one formal role but is shared across people depending on expertise, situation and organizational need (Harris, Jones and Ismail, 2022). In my view, this is one of the most realistic ways to understand proxy leadership because the person leading the work is often someone who understands the process directly and works close to the associates.
However, proxy leadership also creates tension. A Step-Up Lead or Process Guide may be expected to behave like a leader, but associates may still see them as colleagues rather than authority figures. This can create uncertainty regarding who should be followed, which instructions are compulsory, and what decisions the proxy leader is allowed to make. Recent work on distributed leadership argues that organizations need to take informal and shared leadership seriously rather than treating it as accidental or secondary (Lagunes Cordoba et al., 2022). This is highly relevant to fulfilment centers, because informal leadership only becomes effective when it is recognized, supported and clearly understood by the team.
The present study therefore focuses on the effectiveness of proxy leadership in maintaining process compliance during high-volume demand at Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre. The study examines how proxy leaders operate, how their authority is perceived, and how their training, feedback and recognition influence their ability to support process compliance. The chapter introduces the research problem, aim, objectives, research questions, rationale, significance and structure of the dissertation.
[bookmark: _Toc229152953]1.2 Research Problem

The research problem is based on the challenge of maintaining process compliance when operational demand is high and formal managers are unable to supervise every area directly. In fulfilment center operations, speed and compliance must work together. If associates focus only on speed, they may be tempted to take shortcuts, miss scanning steps, ignore safety reminders or complete tasks without following the correct sequence. If the operation focuses only on compliance without managing flow, productivity may be reduced and customer demand may not be met. The main problem is therefore how compliance can be maintained without slowing the operation during peak demand.
SOP compliance is not always automatic. Eskandarzadeh, Fahimnia and Hoberg (2023) found that operator workload, fatigue and management reinforcement can affect adherence to SOPs. This suggests that employees may know the correct process but still fail to follow it consistently when pressure increases. In a fulfilment center, this has direct implications for accuracy, safety and productivity. When associates are tired or under pressure, they may need stronger leadership reminders and clearer support from the floor. Proxy leaders may provide this support, but their effectiveness depends on whether associates accept their authority.
Another part of the problem is that proxy leaders often operate in an unclear position between associate and manager. They may be asked to guide people, move labor, reinforce safe behavior and escalate problems, but they may not have formal authority over discipline, performance management or staffing decisions. This can create role ambiguity. Liu et al. (2022) show that ambiguity in safety-related leadership can reduce safety compliance because employees become less clear about expectations and responsibility. In the context of proxy leadership, this means that unclear authority may weaken the influence of Step-Up Leads and Process Guides when they are trying to enforce SOPs.
The issue is also connected to digital and algorithmic control in warehouse settings. The Fairwork Amazon Report 2024 argues that Amazon warehouse work is increasingly shaped by data-driven systems, AI and monitoring technologies (Fairwork, 2024). While such systems may support visibility and efficiency, they do not remove the need for human leadership. Associates still need someone nearby who can interpret expectations, respond to issues and help balance productivity pressure with safe and standardized work. This creates a strong reason to examine proxy leadership as a real operational practice rather than only as an informal arrangement.
A further problem is training and support. Proxy leaders may be expected to perform leadership duties without receiving the same preparation as formal managers. Training is important because recent research shows that training satisfaction can improve organizational performance through employee engagement and job satisfaction (Nabi et al., 2025). If proxy leaders are not trained properly, they may lack confidence when giving instructions, correcting SOP breaches or dealing with resistance from associates. This can make their leadership inconsistent across different shifts.
Therefore, the research problem addressed in this dissertation is that proxy leadership appears operationally important during high-volume demand, but its effectiveness may be limited by unclear authority, inconsistent training, variable managerial support and uncertain associate acceptance. The study investigates this issue specifically at Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre.
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc229152954]Rationale for the Study

The rationale for the study comes from the practical reality that fulfilment centers need leadership support close to work. Modern warehouse operations depend on accuracy, speed, labor coordination and process discipline. Adeodu et al. (2023) demonstrate that warehouse improvement requires attention to process efficiency and waste reduction, but these improvements depend on people following the correct routines. In practice, this means that proxy leaders can be important because they are positioned close enough to observe problems, explain processes and intervene before small issues become larger operational disruptions.
This research is also important because the Amazon environment is highly performance driven. Amazon’s annual report explains the importance of faster delivery and fulfilment network innovation in supporting customer behavior (Amazon.com, Inc., 2025). However, the demand for speed can place pressure on employees during peak shifts. From a personal point of view as a researcher examining this environment, the most interesting issue is not only whether proxy leaders exist, but whether they are given the authority and support needed to perform the role properly. A proxy leader may know the process, but without visible managerial backing, associates may not respond to their instructions in the same way they would respond to a formal manager.
The study is also justified by the growing importance of informal leadership. Harris, Jones and Ismail (2022) explain that distributed leadership includes both formal and informal leaders, which makes the theory useful for understanding proxy leadership in fulfilment centers. Similarly, Lagunes Cordoba et al. (2022) argue that organizations can benefit from recognizing leadership contributions from people who are often overlooked in formal leadership structures. This supports the idea that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides should not be treated as minor operational helpers only, because they may be central to maintaining compliance and stability during high-volume demand.
The study also responds to concerns about safety and compliance. Adra et al. (2024) show that safety leadership remains an important but sometimes inconsistently defined concept, which indicates the need to study leadership in specific workplace contexts. In fulfilment centers, safety leadership may not only come from senior managers; it may also come from the person standing next to associates and reminding them to scan correctly, lift safely or avoid shortcuts. Liu et al. (2022) also show that lack of leadership response can increase role ambiguity and reduce safety compliance. This suggests that proxy leaders may help reduce ambiguity if their role is clearly communicated.
Furthermore, Amazon-specific workplace research highlights the need to understand the human consequences of technology and monitoring within warehouse operations. The Fairwork Amazon Report 2024 discusses how AI and digital systems are transforming warehouse work and affecting worker experiences (Fairwork, 2024). This makes proxy leadership even more relevant because human support is still required in an environment where employees may feel controlled by systems, targets and metrics. Proxy leaders may help translate operational targets into practical guidance, but they may also be seen as extensions of management if the role is not handled carefully.
For these reasons, this study is justified because it examines a practical leadership issue that affects compliance, associate behavior and operational flow during peak demand. It also contributes to the academic understanding of informal and distributed leadership in operational environments.
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc229152955]Scope of the Study

The scope of this study is limited to proxy leadership within Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre. The research focuses on Step-Up Leads and Process Guides as examples of proxy leaders who support operational teams during high-volume demand. The study does not examine all Amazon leadership roles, nor does it attempt to evaluate Amazon’s wider corporate strategy. Instead, it concentrates on the frontline leadership practices that influence SOP compliance during peak shifts.
The study focuses on process compliance, including the extent to which proxy leaders reinforce SOPs, communicate expectations, support associates and respond to operational issues. It also considers perceptions of authority because proxy leaders may not hold formal managerial positions. This means that the study pays attention to how associates and managers interpret the proxy leader role.
Although Amazon uses digital systems, performance metrics and monitoring tools, the study does not primarily investigate algorithmic management. However, the wider context of data-driven warehouse work is recognized because Amazon warehouse operations are increasingly shaped by digital systems and AI-supported processes (Fairwork, 2024). The study therefore focuses on the human leadership element within this wider operational environment.
The research is also limited to one fulfilment center, meaning that the findings may not be fully generalizable to all Amazon sites or all warehouse organizations. However, the value of the research lies in providing detailed insight into one specific operational context. This allows the study to examine proxy leadership in depth rather than producing broad but less detailed conclusions.
1.5 [bookmark: _Toc229152956]Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation is organized into five chapters.
Chapter One introduces the study. It presents the background, research problems, aim, objectives, research questions, rationale, significance and scope of the research. It establishes the importance of proxy leadership within Amazon fulfilment center operations and explains why the issue deserves academic and practical attention.
Chapter Two reviews existing literature relating to proxy leadership, high-pressure operational environments, decision-making scope, SOP compliance, training, feedback, recognition and perceptions of leadership authority. It also discusses relevant leadership theories, including situational, transactional and distributed leadership.
Chapter Three explains the methodology used in the research. It outlines the research philosophy, approach, design, strategy, sampling method, data collection, data analysis, validity, reliability, ethical considerations and access constraints.
Chapter Four presents and discusses the research findings. It analyses qualitative and quantitative evidence in relation to the research objectives. The chapter discusses how proxy leaders are perceived, how they influence compliance and how training and support affect their performance.
Chapter Five provides the conclusion and recommendations. It summarizes the main findings, evaluates the achievement of the research objectives, identifies limitations and presents recommendations for managerial practice and future research.
1.6 [bookmark: _Toc229152957]Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the study by explaining the importance of proxy leadership in maintaining process compliance during high-volume demand at Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre. The discussion showed that fulfilment centers operate in a demanding environment where speed, accuracy, safety and consistency must be maintained at the same time. Recent literature demonstrates that workload, fatigue, role ambiguity, management reinforcement and training can all influence compliance and performance (Eskandarzadeh, Fahimnia and Hoberg, 2023; Liu et al., 2022; Nabi et al., 2025).
The chapter also explained that proxy leadership is important because formal managers may not be able to provide direct supervision across all areas during peak periods. Step-Up Leads and Process Guides therefore provide practical frontline support by guiding associates, reinforcing SOPs and helping maintain workflow. However, their effectiveness depends on authority, recognition, training and managerial support. The following chapter reviews the existing literature in greater detail and positions the study within relevant academic debates on leadership, compliance and operational performance.





[bookmark: _Toc229152958]Chapter 2: Literature review
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc229152959]Introduction

This chapter critically reviews and synthesizes the existing literature on proxy leadership in high-pressure, high-volume operational environments. The purpose of the chapter is to establish the conceptual and empirical foundations that inform the present study and to position proxy leadership within broader leadership and organizational research. The chapter evaluates the coverage of the topic of leadership during times of operational pressure in literature with particular focus on the issue of proxy leaders, the extent of their decision-making, training and recognition, and the view of their colleagues and superiors. The chapter reveals gaps in the current knowledge and significant gaps within the literature due to a thematic organization pointing to some areas of knowledge existing. A theoretical framework is then formulated to give a conceptual lens through which proxy leadership practices may be analyzed and then a research gap is established to advance empirical research. Overall, the chapter demonstrates how existing research informs the study while also revealing limitations that the present research seeks to address.
[bookmark: _Toc229152960]2.2 Proxy Leadership in High-Pressure, High-Volume Environments

Environments characterized by high pressure and high volume impose severe workloads, deadlines, and the need to deliver high-quality, efficient performance consistently. The high demand levels require organizations to continue working with the increased risks of fatigue, procedural errors, and lack of coordination. Kotlarsky, van den Hooff, and Geerts (2019) indicate that the conditions put pressure on organizational control, particularly when leadership systems are developed on routine work rather than surges. Shufutinsky et al. (2020) posits that leadership plays a crucial role in stabilizing such environments, and yet the conventional structures tend to reach past the boundaries. When organizations are experiencing high pressure, adaptive and informal arrangements are usually adopted to reduce leadership strain. A typical solution is proxy leadership, in which people serve as temporary leaders without holding real managerial roles. Townsend et al. (2022) states that proxy leaders operate at the frontline, arrange the working process, solidify expectations, and address arising issues. This strategy gives stability in the operations where the traditional oversight is not enough, particularly in the busiest environments. 
As illustrated by Schakel and Wolbers (2019), peak periods present special conditions, which require the use of flexible coordination and on-the-spots leadership, especially when routine structures cannot be deployed to satisfy dynamic demands. These external realities, more workload in the head, shorter decision-making window, and reduced error tolerance compel organizations to depend on the people who are able to influence decisions. Proxemics, situational awareness, and responsiveness are more effective in such environments than official job responsibilities (Bandura, 2023). The proxy leaders therefore mediate between the formal managers and the frontline workers so that there are no strains in the flow of tasks. Nonetheless, their contribution to performance literature is not paid much attention. The idea of proxy leadership is a neglected but crucial aspect of operational resilience. Although leadership has been cited as critical in high-volume and high-stress settings, the current literature has given minimal focus on the expansion and reorganization of leadership capacity in the peak operational times. 
Getha-Taylor (2022) categorically assigns leadership roles within hierarchical forms, assuming that authority, accountability, and control are stable and well-defined. Such a limited scope ignores the fact that in high-demand periods, leadership is often exercised through informal, transitory means rather than through formal managerial roles. Arias et al. (2025) illustrates that the proxy leaders work within vaguely defined limits, and their legitimacy is based on situational need, knowledge of operations, and peer acceptance as opposed to legal requirements. This is a major disconnect between the prevailing theories of leadership and the realities of high-pressure work environments. Despite acknowledging that leadership is a necessary factor to ensure performance when under pressure, the research on the subject has been extremely limited, Faulks et al. (2021) have considered its application when formal structures become stretched to their capacity. This research gap is particularly strong in the context of fulfillment centers, including Amazon. Peak periods increase operational risks that can be quantified using concrete measures, such as error rates, safety incidents, rework volume, throughput fluctuations, and escalation frequency. Ahmad et al. (2025) states that the direct impact of proxy leaders on such results is through the coordination of workflows, the reinforcement of SOP, and the response to real-time disruptions. Nevertheless, the current literature offers a partial explanation of how operational control and compliance are maintained in peak demand by considering proxy leadership as an assumed or incidental meaning.
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc229152961]Responsibilities & Decision-Making Scope of Proxy Leaders

The proxy leaders are in complicated and, in most cases, undefined roles, particularly when formal leadership becomes overstretched at their high moments. They are normally assigned their responsibilities based on urgent tasks rather than on job descriptions. These kinds of roles usually emerge as practical gaps between the formal structures and day-to-day operations. As a result, Noll (2020) highlights that proxy leaders tend to be leaders with no limits, leading to a division between the duties they are assigned and the powers they possess. One of the major features of proxy leadership is its fluidity. Formal managers do not have full powers to make decisions. Unlike them, the work of proxy leaders is characterized by situational responsibility (Wilson, 2022). They need to make decisions quickly in order to keep working going on, solve urgent issues, or prevent delays in peak operations. However, Baker and Niederman (2023) entails that such decisions are constrained by rules and standard operating procedures of a company and an assumption that being a strategic or disciplinary decision maker is the prerogative of formal managers. This creates an overlaid decision-making space in which proxy leaders operate within narrow constraints but are still held accountable for the outcome of operations. Nielsen, Lueg, and Van Liempd (2020) further states that one of the biggest problems facing proxy leaders is setting clear decision limits. They need to take charge in times of crisis and at the same time not to overstep perceived limits of authority. 
Barros, Prasad, and Martyna Śliwa (2023) indicate friction between responsibility and control, particularly in positions that do not have formal recognition. This tension is even more pronounced in high-volume environments since even delays or indecisiveness can be immediately punished. The proxy leaders have to make continuous decisions on which decisions they should make, and which should be escalated, with no obvious guidance most of the time. This is a situational judgment that is a strain on their thoughts and feelings. Khawaldeh (2023) highlights that the role ambiguity exists when there is lack of correspondence between expectations, authority, and accountability leading to uncertainties regarding the right course of action. Mulki and Kamath (2024) states that the ambiguity is typical of small or temporary jobs when the expectations are mostly unwritten. Leebaw and Aspinall (2025) indicates that a proxy leader’s ambiguity might be caused through lack of clarity in communication with regard to the scope of responsibility, conflicting messages by managers, even peer rejection which puts the credibility of the position in question. This indecision is capable of causing poor leadership operations and group unity particularly when operations are at the peak and coordination and speed is paramount. Varty, Barclay, and Brady (2020) indicates that the leadership efficiency relies not just on the official power but also on the role’s expectations and perceived legality.
Role ambiguity is generally considered as a disadvantage to proxy leadership, but it can be advantageous to high-pressure operations. Sott and Bender (2025) procure that the aspect of flexible role boundaries enables the proxy leader to respond promptly to evolving circumstances and not wait before they are approved, a crucial factor during peak times. They might need to rebalance the lines in fulfilment centers when the workloads are unbalanced and may take temporary transfers of associates to clear the bottlenecks. These behaviors are founded on judgement in the situation rather than hierarchies, which enable fast decision making which would otherwise be procrastinated in formal structures. However, this type of functional ambiguity is perilous, as well. Karapetyan (2025) throws the fact that the absence of boundaries would mean that the proxy leaders will impose unequal standardization, cross borders on their authority, or fail to comprehend accountability. Even though ambiguity might be a flexible and quick approach, it must be properly addressed without jeopardizing the uniformity of the procedures and fairness.
Proxy leaders who are unclear about the extent of their decision-making authority can become hesitant, demoralized, or conflict with associates and managers. Similarly, Klijn, de Boer, and Eshuis (2020) demonstrate that the team members might question the need to obey the instructions issued by the proxy leaders, particularly those that are related to corrective measures or imposing procedures. The role of proxy leadership as a stabilizing factor in peak operations can be undermined by this uncertainty. Barnes et al. (2024) states that although these barriers may be there, proxy leaders are often relied upon to deal with the pressure of operations and to continue the work going. Their responsibilities are also frequently extended to the coordination of tasks, and they also involve informal coaching, mediation of conflicts, and real-time solutions. van der Hoek, Beerkens, and Groeneveld (2021) further implies that due to the ambiguity of decision-making boundaries, proxy leaders primarily depend on personal judgment and awareness of the context. This personalized understanding results in a difference in the practice of proxy leadership between teams and contexts and makes generalizing about the role more challenging.
[bookmark: _Toc229152962]2.4 Training, Feedback, and Recognition for Proxy Leaders

Best leadership development has been traditionally based on organized training, systematic feedback, and official recognition. However, it is the resources that are solely channeled to formally appointed leaders, and the proxy leaders who fill informal/interim positions when high-pressure times come are mostly ill-equipped. The proxy leaders tend to acquire the learning experience through experience, observation, or informal mentoring, rather than through the design of an organization. Fisher and Buglear (2010) discovered that development becomes most effective when it is explicitly related to the expectations of the role and constructed into the organized learning processes. The lack of that alignment results in proxy leaders having to make decisions without sufficient preparation, which enhances inconsistency, stress, and operational risks. This lack of connection is especially present in large-volume working conditions. Lee et al. (2021) claims that formal leaders are trained in the decision-making structure, people management, performance management, and the escalation procedures. On the other hand, Clark and Persily (2021) indicates that proxy leaders are supposed to step up in relative periods of peak without much guidance or institutional support. 
Barkhuizen et al. (2022) noted that leadership development has generally been linked to the formal career lines, which discriminate against people in temporary or informal positions. This leads to a structural vacuity, and proxy leaders are left in charge without the means, power, or understanding to perform with any degree of confidence. Vignoli et al. (2020) states that the use of proxy roles is often perceived to be temporary, situational, or transitional and therefore cannot be easily justified in long-term development budgets. The turnover in frontline environments also deters investment, as firms are not willing to invest in such individuals who cannot stay in the leadership tracks. Moreover, Igalla et al. (2020) highlights that the influence of proxy leadership is difficult to quantify using traditional performance systems that are meant to gauge positions of official responsibility. Such limitations give rise to a cost-benefit analysis that dictates that consistent managerial roles are better than loose leadership structures, despite the fact that companies use proxy leaders at times of high demand. Ong et al. (2025) confirms that the issue of unstructured training of proxy leaders is particularly problematic in the context of fulfillment centers. The proxy leaders will have to train associates on standard operating procedures, strengthen safety briefs, read an actual performance monitor, and organize labor with digital workforce management tools. They may be tasked with verifying their key performance indicators, such as pick rates, error rates, safety compliance, and throughput flow, but only a few skills regarding how to analyze and act on their indicators. Less formal training on SOP coaching means that the safety escalation process and electronic reporting, Steen -Tveit, Munkvold, and Rustenberg (2024) will lead to proxy leaders having to make their own decisions, and leadership will become more shift and team-dependent.
Another important element that should be evaluated when defining the effectiveness of proxy leaders is feedback. Meyers et al. (2024) suggest that they also need to advertise the anticipation, standard of performance, and growth coaching among the individuals who set other individuals under strain. However, when acting as a proxy, it is often informal, uneven, and even non-existent. Lack of such mechanisms will deprive proxy leaders of the chances of evaluating their performance, enhancing their approach, and align their efforts with organizational expectations, hence compromising quality in peak operations. Crans et al. (2022) entails that the legitimacy of the proxy leadership behaviors is not clear, too, since there are no formal feedback systems. Managers may make proxy leaders speculate through indirect comments or mixed messages or even remain silent on the approval they are giving their actions or disapproval of their actions. This type of ambiguity reduces trust and lowers the willingness to assume leadership in high-pressure situations in the future (Sumelius, Smale, and Yamao, 2019). In the long term, the lack of consistency in feedback prevents personal growth and organizational performance, as leaders' actions are neither debated nor perfected.
[bookmark: _Toc229152963]2.5 Perceptions of Associates and Managers Regarding Proxy Leadership

Perceptions are central to the development of proxy leadership effectiveness, particularly in high-pressure operational settings where formal authority might be constrained or unclear. In these instances, power does not arise solely from a hierarchical position, but rather from processes of socialization, publicity, and interpretation within teams. Clark and Persily (2021) states that the proxy leaders can be unofficially employed leaders; therefore, their performance is affected by the perception of associates and managers regarding their authority.  Associates make decisions to follow a proxy leader based on their ability to determine the obvious signs of legitimacy, competence, and organizational support (Bitektine et al., 2020). Regarding leaders exhibiting situational knowledge, consistency in decision making, and an equitable manner in the delegation of tasks, they tend to comply with such leaders in high-pressure situations, particularly where timely coordination is required. In case of uncertainty as regards who holds authority, associates will wait and see before managerial confirmation is done to avoid being held liable. Tomašev, Franklin, and Osindero (2026) states that the managers influence this dynamic by achieving the expression of support in observable forms, such as open delegation of authority, authorizing proxy decisions, and matching corrective action with the instructions of the proxy. This type of transparent signaling eliminates doubts and enhances the control of the proxy leader within peak operations.
The impressions of proxy leadership by associates are especially important since they are those who receive the most day-to-day directives at peak times. Associates in high-volume environments seek quick instructions, coordination, and resolution of issues. The absence of formal authority in the proxy leaders may lead to the associates doubting the legitimacy of the orders, especially those that entail corrective action or procedural enforcement. Compliance and cooperation are therefore dependent on perceived legitimacy (Varet et al., 2021). When the associates believe that the proxy leaders are good, just, and supported by the management, then the associates will readily follow the leaders. The opposite might also be true since a lack of knowledge regarding the proxy role can result in resistance, selective compliance, or resorting to the informal peer norm rather than leadership guidance. Perceptions by the managers vary significantly from those of associates. In management terms, proxy leaders are considered to be functional extensions of leadership ability (Kwan, 2020). Hairston (2026) further highlights that the managers are using proxy leaders to ensure continuity in the workflow, disseminate information, and keep track of performance. Nevertheless, this dependency is not necessarily followed by express support or explicit expression of the authority of the proxy leader. This indistinctness might be used to hurt the sense of legitimacy of the team since associates might not be convinced that the proxy is actually being used to serve a managerial purpose or is being done in an informal way. Arias, Clark, and Kaya (2025) states that the lack of apparent managerial assistance, consequently, undermines the power of proxy leaders despite managers relying on their position. 
The disparity in the associate and managerial perceptions may lead to friction in the proxy leadership effectiveness. Associates also consider the interpersonal behavior, accessibility, and fairness of the proxy leaders, whereas the managers consider the effectiveness as the output, compliance, and problem resolution. This creates a challenging situation in which proxy leaders can be expected to take actions that enhance legitimacy among associates that are not necessarily in line with managerial expectations, and the opposite is also true. Bibri (2022) highlights that the prevailing social reality in organizations is conditioned by a variety of perspectives that are based on different experiences and priorities. When applied to proxy leadership, this implies that effectiveness does not exist but is construed differently based on positional standpoint. These perception gaps are largely viewed through the lens of legitimacy. The legitimacy in proxy leadership is seldom formalized, and it is subject to negotiation in the course of daily interaction, organizational signals, and unspoken indications of endorsement (Van De Mieroop, Clifton, and Verhelst, 2019). The proxy leaders obtain their legitimacy as they are able to show competence, consistency, and adherence to the organizational norms; however, they might lose their legitimacy when their authority is questioned or when it is not supported consistently. 
Proxy leaders may also be subject to negative perceptions among associates, even though they are valuable in their operations. Considering them to be tightly coupled with management itself, they can be called management spies, particularly when they are tracking the level of compliance, reporting mistakes, or implementing productivity quotas (Kurzhals, Vlachy, and König, 2020). This opinion may lead to peer resentment, particularly when the proxy leader is a newcomer to the same group of associates. The issue of favoritism or unequal distribution of tasks may also undermine trust, and colleagues may raise the question of the legitimacy of the proxy authority. In high-pressure situations, these perceptions can lead to decreased cooperation and greater resistance as they highlight the unstable social status that proxy leaders hold between management demands and co-worker relationships. Stressful workplace conditions increase the effect of perception on leadership performance. In peak periods, teams allow little ambivalence and must be directed to keep their performance going (Jang and Kim, 2021). In situations where there is a positive perception of proxy leadership and legitimacy is achieved; the proxy leaders are able to promote coordination and stability. Negative or unclear perceptions, on the other hand, may lead to confusion, conflict, or decreased compliance (Fagan, Lea, and Parker, 2020). This diversity highlights the need to study the perceptions of proxy leadership on different organizational levels rather than expect that it is accepted/effective in all cases. To comprehend the nature of proxy leadership in high-stress conditions, the issue of the process of experiencing and interpreting the authority and effectiveness by organizational participants must be considered. 

[bookmark: _Toc229152964]2.6 Theoretical Framework

In this study, the multi-theoretical framework is adopted to explain proxy leadership in high-pressure and high-volume environments in which operations take place. The leadership that is temporary, informal, and situational is called proxy leadership, and it cannot be satisfactorily elucidated using a single theory of leadership. Situational leadership, transactional leadership, and distributed leadership are three leadership theories that are combined to summarize the behavioral, compliance-based, and informal aspects of proxy leadership.
[bookmark: _Toc229152965]2.6.1 Situational / Adaptive Leadership Theory

Situational leadership is an idea that was developed by Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard in the late 1960s and formalized in 1969 (Pierpont, 2022). According to the theory, successful leadership relies on changing behavior based on the needs of the context and the readiness of followers rather than an unchanging style. Leaders differ in their degree of direction and support, depending on complexity, urgency and capacity of the team. This theory can be applied very well to proxy leadership because proxy leaders have principally evolved during operation boom times when situations are highly volatile and unpredictable. A proxy leader in such environments must constantly adapt and rapidly alternate in the directive and supportive behaviors when stabilizing team performance or in a crisis environment (Sott and Bender, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc229152966]2.6.2 Transactional Leadership Theory

The concept of transactional leadership was initially developed by James MacGregor Burns in 1978 and subsequently by Bernard Bass in 1985 (Viviani, 2024). It stresses the leadership via organized interactions between the leader and the followers, which are compliance, task orientation, surveillance, and remedial. Leadership efficacy is attained by the establishment of clear expectations, reinforcement of rules, and prompt action on deviations. Transactional leadership applies especially in large volume environments where a lot of strict compliance with standard operating procedures cannot be ignored (Swan, 2022). The responsibility of enforcing rules, compliance, and discipline of workflow during peak shifts often falls under proxy leaders (Kose, 2025). They are dependent on transactional mechanisms, including instruction, correction, and escalation, even though they do not have formal authority to guarantee operational consistency. 
[bookmark: _Toc229152967]2.6.3 Distributed / Informal Leadership Theory

The distributed leadership theory is a theory created in the early 2000s, primarily by Peter Gronn, and dispels the belief that leadership lies in the formal managerial position (Aypay and Akyürek, 2021). The theory states that leadership is distributed among individuals in terms of experience, situational applicability, and social intercourse instead of status levels. This point of view is the point of central focus on proxy leadership since proxy leaders are the ones who have their way without having the designation of a formal manager. Their power is socially constructed through experience, peer acceptance, and organizational needs (Murrell, Beard, and Porter, 2021). Distributed leadership describes the process of getting legitimacy by the proxy leaders, how leadership functions are distributed during peak operations, and the difference in the perceptions of authority between associates and managers. 
[bookmark: _Toc229152968]2.7 Research Gap
The analyzed literature confirms that leadership plays a critical role in maintaining performance within a high-level of pressure and volume of operations. Researchers constantly focus on the values of coordination, fast decision making and adherence at peak demand (Shufutinsky et al., 2020; Schakel and Wolbers, 2019). Nevertheless, this literature largely presumes that leadership is hierarchically ordered, formally delegated, and underpins steady mechanisms of authority (Getha-Taylor, 2022). As a result, informally or ad hoc leadership is yet to be developed theoretically. Though various research admits that leadership capacity is strained in peak periods, proxy leadership is mostly viewed as a practice rather than an organizational phenomenon (Faulks et al., 2021; Arias et al., 2025). The empirical evidence available on investigating how proxy leaders define their roles, boundaries to decision-making, or deal with role ambiguity when under operational pressure is limited. On the same note, training, feedback, and recognition are well-known drivers of leadership effectiveness, but the existing literature is primarily concerned with structured leaders and career-tracked positions, and informal proxy leaders are structurally left out (Barkhuizen et al., 2022; Vignoli et al., 2020).
In addition, the literature does not pay much attention to the way associates and managers share perceptions of proxy leadership, yet it is proved that legitimacy, compliance, and authority are social and situation-dependent (Bitektine et al., 2020; Arias, Clark, and Kaya, 2025). The gap is especially pronounced in fulfilment center situations, where the proxy leaders have a direct role to play in the measurable operational results but have lower levels of scrutiny. The current research paper therefore fills this gap by empirically exploring the topic of proxy leadership as a unique practice in a high-pressure, high-volume setting. It combines views of responsibility, decision-making level, the processes of development, and the stakeholder perception to add to a more integrative and realistic insight into how proxy leadership enhances operational resilience in peak times.



[bookmark: _Toc224866503][bookmark: _Toc224866504][bookmark: _Toc229152969]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc229152970]3.1 Introduction

The chapter provides the research methodology used to explore the effectiveness of proxy leadership in ensuring compliance to processes under the conditions of high operational volumes in one of the Amazon fulfilment centres. The chapter defines and states the reason why the philosophical stance, research approach, research design, research strategy and sampling strategy were adopted in the study. Every methodological decision is justified with references to the research goals and the character of the research problem so that the theoretical background and the practical implementation of the research are consistent. The study aims at learning about the nature of leadership behaviours, perceptions and the dynamics of operations in a high pressure setting where the authority is unstructured and contingent. Thus, methodological choices are focused on the level of understanding, the topicality of the situation, and the combination of various data. The chapter also defines the academic rigour of the study by associating every methodological choice with available research literature, which also makes the research design both theoretically sound and justified.
[bookmark: _Toc224866505][bookmark: _Toc229152971]3.2 Research philosophy

Research philosophy is described as the belief system about what exists in the world and what is known that determines the method of the research process (Bergmann, 2023). There are two paradigms in social science research: positivism and interpretivism. The assumption of positivism is that the world has an objective reality, which can be quantified based on observable facts, but interpretivism focuses on subjective meanings and social realities that can be created (Alharahsheh and Pius, 2020).
The research philosophy adopted in this study is that of interpretivist because the research problem will focus on the understanding of human behaviour, perceptions, and leadership dynamics in a real-world organisational environment. The proxy leadership is in an informal and situation-based setting where the authority is neither described explicitly nor explained, but rather construed through experiences, interactions, and social recognition. Thus, the reality in this study will be relative rather than absolute based on the views of associates, proxy leaders, and managers.
The interpretivist approach allows examining in detail the perception of authority, compliance, and effectiveness of leadership in high-pressure situations by people. This is more critical specifically in the environment of Amazon fulfilment centres, where role ambiguity and operational intensity determine behaviour and decision-making. Kirongo and Odoyo (2020) suggest that interpretivism suits when a research study seeks to portray complex phenomena in the society that cannot be measured using numbers alone.
Interpretivism is however limited especially on the issues of generalisability because the results are specific to the situation. Nonetheless, this is not the focus of this study because it is aimed at creating rich and contextual insights in place of general laws. According to Bergmann (2023), interpretivist research focuses on the depth and understanding rather than generalisation, and thus it is appropriate in the case of the exploratory organisational research as presented in the study. Therefore, the application of interpretivism can be considered theoretically and sufficiently appropriate in terms of its methodology in the study of proxy leadership in a dynamic operating environment.
[bookmark: _Toc224866506][bookmark: _Toc229152972]3.3 Research approach

Research approach is the rationale by which theory and data are related, and it is generally divided into deductive and inductive research approaches (Azungah, 2018). A deductive method is based on testing the current theories within the frames of hypothesis-established research, and an inductive method aims at creating insights and building knowledge due to the observed data (Kumar and Ujire, 2024).
This research was inductive research based; this is because it intends to investigate and learn about the role and efficacy of proxy leadership in a given organisational setting other than providing a test of predetermined hypotheses. The current theories of leadership, including transformational, transactional, and situational leadership, are quite helpful to serve as the foundation but fail to describe the informal and temporary character of the proxy leadership in high-pressure fulfilment settings. Thus, inductive methodology enables a researcher to identify trends, themes and revelations based on the experiences of the participants.
An inductive method is especially applicable in the case of exploratory research, the purpose of which is to develop knowledge rather than verify the validity of some theoretical hypotheses (Azungah, 2018). The dynamic nature of leadership factors plus understanding of authority, compliance behaviour, and pressure decision making in this research demands an open-ended and dynamic analysis process. This will allow the researcher to be able to get subtle insights that may not be apparent within the strict theoretical frameworks.
However, a deductive method would provide structures that would restrict the possibility of examining the peculiarities of the proxy leadership in the given case. Inductive research (as Kumar and Ujire 2024 point out) is more suitable when the phenomenon under investigation is emerging or less researched. As proxy leadership in Amazon fulfilment centres has not been sufficiently investigated in scholarly literature, the inductive approach will serve as a solid base in creating significant and contextually based results. Accordingly, the choice of the inductive approach can be explained by the exploratory character of the research and the necessity to measure the complex and real dynamics of organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc224866507][bookmark: _Toc229152973]3.4 Research design

Research design can be defined as the general framework and plan which helps to collect, measure and analyse the data (Gamag, 2025). It offers a scheme that guarantees congruence amid the research objectives, methods and the analytical procedures. The research design is mixed-method research as both qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection are used in this study.
The design is qualitative in nature, and it is backed up with quantitative information. The qualitative techniques will allow gaining in-depth insight into the proxy leadership behaviours, decision-making processes and perceptions of authority whereas quantitative techniques will allow accessing measurable results of the trends in employee perception and compliance patterns. Iovino and Tsitsianis (2020) explain that mixed-methods research is the most robust to improve the strength of the findings, as it synthesises the benefits of both methods and allows triangulation.
Mixed methods have been used due to the complexity of the research problem. Proxy leadership entails both subjective (e.g. perceptions of legitimacy and authority) and objective (e.g. compliance with SOPs) outcomes. Consequently, using one approach would not make the analysis comprehensive. The qualitative data is one that is rich in depth and context whereas the quantitative data helps to reinforce overall trends and associations among the workforces.
Nonetheless, mixed-methods research is often time-consuming and involves a need to integrate the results cautiously. This limitation notwithstanding, methodological triangulation has more advantages than disadvantages because it improves the validity and credibility of the research (Gamag, 2025). The combination of interviews, surveys, and the observation provides the study with a more comprehensive picture of the proxy leadership effectiveness. Therefore, the mixed-methods design is theoretically justified and practically suitable to address the objectives of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc224866508]
[bookmark: _Toc229152974]3.5 Research strategy
Research strategy is a particular plan or approach applied to complete the study in the selected research design (Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020). Research strategies include quantitative methods (e.g., experiments, surveys) that focus on numerical data and statistical analysis, and qualitative methods (e.g., interviews, case studies) that explore meanings and experiences in depth (Bell, 2020). This research used both quantitative and qualitative methods of research with the Swansea fulfilment centre of Amazon being the main units of analysis. The interview approach is best used when the study seeks to explore a modern phenomenon in its real-life situation especially when there is no clear demarcation between the phenomenon and the situation (Gamage, 2025). The business environment that proxy leadership is involved in is dynamic in nature and organisational structures, workload pressures and human interactions are tightly integrated. Thus, the analysis of this occurrence in one organisational context will enable a rich and contextual analysis.
The importance of using the Amazon fulfilment centres as the subject of study is explained by the fact that they are high pressure and high-volume operational facilities whose process compliance and leadership effectiveness are of the highest priority. The relevance and practice of informal leadership dynamics are also suitable in the context of the presence of proxy leadership positions, the Step-Up Leads and the Process Guides. Lame (2019) adds that the qualitative research is especially efficient in exploratory studies when in-depth knowledge is needed.
The main advantage of this research strategy is that it creates rich and detailed information, which tends to depict the world of complexities. Nevertheless, one drawback of the method is that it does not allow wider generalisation as it only applies to the chosen case. However, this does not mean that the objective of this research is to make broad generalisations but to form a profound insight into proxy leadership in a particular working environment. Therefore, the choice of this study strategy is justified as much by the character of the research issue as much as it fits the paradigm of the interpretivist and inductive research.
[bookmark: _Toc224866509][bookmark: _Toc229152975]3.6 Sampling size and technique
Sampling strategy is that of obtaining a group of the population that will represent the entire population to be used in the research to determine that data gathered is pertinent to the study purpose. In this study, the researcher used both purposive sampling in the qualitative data and convenience in the quantitative data.
In the qualitative element, purposive sampling was applied to sample the individuals with personal experience of proxy leadership positions. Purposive sampling is non-probability sampling method in which the researcher chooses the participants depending on certain characteristics or criterion that has a bearing to the research purpose (Etikan et al., 2016). These are Step-Up Leads, Process Guides and Area Managers in the Amazon fulfilment centre. This provided assurance that the participants are knowledgeable and experienced to give meaningful information on the behaviours of leadership and operational difficulties. The concept of purposive sampling is also common in qualitative studies because it allows researchers to identify cases that are rich in information (Kirongo and Odoyo, 2020). A total of 10 participants were interviewed for this research.
In the case of the quantitative portion, convenience sampling is used to sample the surveys of associates and supervisors who are easily accessible in the working environment. The reason behind this approach is that there are practical limitations of conducting research that cannot be achieved because of shift schedules, work demands, and inability to access employees during the peak of the business. Golzar, Noor and Tajik (2022) explain that convenience sampling would be suitable when the selection of participants depends on convenience and time constraints. A total of 100 participants filled out the survey.
Although the convenience sampling might be bias able and reduce generalisability, its application is well-founded in the framework of the present research because of the operational requirements of the fulfilment centre. Convenience sampling is a non-probability sampling method in which the sample size is chosen about their convenient availability and access to the researcher (Andrade, 2021). The purposive and convenience sampling will enable the study to strike a balance between depth and breadth to guarantee detailed qualitative information as well as more general quantitative trends. Thus, the sampling strategy is practical and methodologically consistent with the research goals.
[bookmark: _Toc224866510][bookmark: _Toc229152976]3.7 Data collection

The process of data collection is a methodical procedure of acquiring information concerning the study goals (Mazhar et al., 2021). In the research, the data was collected using primary methods, which is in line with both the mixed-method design above and with the purpose of investigating the claim of proxy leadership effectiveness in ensuring process compliance as well.
The qualitative part was semi-structured interviews and shadowing. Three categories of Semi-structured interviews are carried out on Step-Up Leads, Process Guides, and Area Managers since these participants have direct experience working on proxy leadership roles at high-volume operational times. This approach gives it the freedom to inquire and at the same time, the most important themes like authority, compliance, and decision-making are elaborated. Mazhar et al. (2021) state that interviews are effective due to their ability to provide detailed information about the experiences and the views of the participants and hence they are suitable in interpretivist research. Shadowing also supplements all these data on interviews by observing the proxy leaders directly in actual operating environments which allows the study to record actual behaviours as opposed to depending on self-reports only.
The quantitative aspect was done through structured questionnaires that are handed out to associates and supervisors. These questionnaires make use of Likert-scale questions to assess perceptions of proxy leadership authority, levels of communication, and effect on SOP compliance. The use of survey-based data collection is suitable in determining trends in a wider population and they offer quantifiable information that supports the qualitative results (McCrea et al., 2011). The triangulation of the methods is achieved through a combination of interviews, observation and surveys and improves the scope of the collected data. This combined methodology will fit the research purposes as it will allow capturing the subjective experience and the observable trends within the operational setting.
[bookmark: _Toc224866511][bookmark: _Toc229152977]3.8 Data analysis

The analysis of data entails the logical order of data gathering and its analysis to expose patterns, relationships and other insights that are meaningful (Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020). Qualitative and quantitative analytical methods were used in the study to have an overall picture as to the effectiveness of proxy leadership.
The qualitative data was examined through thematic analysis which is commonly employed in the interpretivist research to determine the repeated patterns and themes of textual data. The familiarisation of the data is followed by coding meaningful statements concerning the leadership behaviours, authority, compliance and operational challenges. These codes are then combined into larger themes, including perceived legitimacy, limits of decision making and enforcement of compliance. Thematic analysis can be adopted in the proposed study because the approach enables the flexibility of the interpretation of complex social phenomena and aids in recognising the patterns underlying the experiences of the participants (Azungah, 2018).
The statistical data obtained with the help of questionnaires was analysed with the help of descriptive and simple inferential statistics through SPSS. Patterns in employee perception of proxy leadership are summarised using descriptive statistics, frequencies, percentages and the mean values. Inferential tests like the correlation test are conducted to determine the association between perceived leadership effectiveness and the perceived levels of SOP compliance. This method is in line with the goal of determining quantifiable workforce trends. Furthermore, regression analysis was also done to analyse the relationship between variables of research.
The combination of qualitative and quantitative results enhanced the general analysis as it allows triangulation. Whereas qualitative data gives more depth and background insight, quantitative data gives more validation of patterns. It is however acknowledged that qualitative analysis is associated with interpretive judgement, which could be subjective. A systematic coding and cross-checking of the sources of data is used to address this limitation so that the analysis will be consistent and credible.
[bookmark: _Toc224866512][bookmark: _Toc229152978]3.9 Validity and reliability

Validity and reliability play a crucial role in enhancing credibility and trustworthiness of the research findings. Validity is the degree to which the research measures what it is supposed to measure, whereas reliability deals with the similarity of data through the research process and results (Gamage, 2025). The validity of the research is strengthened in the article, as it is performed in the form of methodological triangulation, which is the integration of interviews, questionnaires, and observational data. In such a way, the findings can be cross verified by different data sources, and the chances of biasness will be minimised, making the interpretations more accurate. McCrea et al. (2011) argue that application of more than one data collection method enhances the validity of a research study because it is able to capture various aspects of the same phenomenon.
The issue of reliability is met by using the consistent data collection practises, such as the structured interview guides and the standardised survey tools. These are the measures that will make data collection systematic among the participants. Nevertheless, the nature of qualitative research is a subjective interpretation that can impact on reliability. The shortcoming is addressed by utilising a clear coding scheme when conducting thematic analysis and consistency in analytical process. Though, complete objectivity cannot be attained in the interpretivist research, the combination of the structured methods and triangulation makes the findings credible, consistent, and satisfying the purpose of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc224866513][bookmark: _Toc229152979]3.10 Ethical considerations

Ethics is an important element that must be considered during the conduct of research in a responsible and respectful manner to research participants. This research followed the existing ethical standards such as informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation (Mathers, Howe and Hunn, 2018; Kandi and Vadakedath, 2022). The participants were made aware of the entire study goal, their participation and their right to withdraw without repercussions at any point. Informed consent is taken before data collection was done and participation should be voluntary and on a clear understanding of the research. The absence of participant names will ensure confidentiality because the data of all participants will be anonymised, especially due to the sensitivity of Amazon operating environment.
Certain ethical concerns are obtained because of the work environment. The feeling of power imbalance or fear of repercussions may result in employees being reluctant when expressing honest opinions about leadership. To deal with this, the research made certain that any response is anonymised and no identifiable information is released. Hasan et al. (2021) agreed that anonymity of the participants in the organisational research is crucial to promoting transparency and minimising the bias in responses. Moreover, all data was stored and used in an academic manner and was not used to harm any parties, as it followed the ethical standards of research. The measures were used to make the research integrity as well as safeguard the rights and wellbeing of the participants.
[bookmark: _Toc224866514][bookmark: _Toc229152980]3.11 Access and Practical Constraints

Accessibility and pragmatism issues are important factors that determine how research is carried out in an organisational context. This research can only target workers at the Amazon Swansea fulfilment centre, which has its advantages and disadvantages. Among the most important limitations is connected with the high-stress environment of the operations, whereby employees operate within rigid time limits and productivity goals. This reduces the availability of participants to the interview and surveys. Besides, the informality of the proxy leadership position can be a source of sensitivity in regard to participation since people might be hesitant to talk about their role or experiences.
To overcome these difficulties, data collection techniques will be flexible and least disruptive. The interviews are done at the convenient time, and questionnaires are administered in convenient forms which include the internet where possible. Ball (2019) argues that online surveys are effective in organisational research because respondents can answer the survey at their convenience and this increases the response rate.
The other limitation is that of obtaining organisational approval since employees cannot be accessed without the approval of the management. This is solved through ensuring transparency on the purpose of research and strictly kept confidentiality. Although these limitations can restrict the sample size and the participation, the study eliminates their effects by adopting flexible methods of data collection and combining the methods. This is so that enough and pertinent data is obtained even when there are operational constraints.


[bookmark: _Toc224866515][bookmark: _Toc229152981]3.12 Summary

The methodological framework that was used in carrying out the research on the effectiveness of proxy leadership in a high-volume operational setting was described in this chapter. The research is based on an interpretivist philosophy and uses inductive approach to develop the socially constructed nature of leadership and compliance. The methods of collecting data, such as the interview, survey and observation, will allow having the overall picture of the leadership dynamics and the thematic analysis and statistical analysis of the data will make sure that the data is interpreted systematically. The steps of validity, reliability, and ethical integrity also enhance the validity of the study. Although the practical limitations tend to exist in the access to organisations and operational pressures, the methodology approach is strong and suitable. Generally, the chapter presents a logical and consistent research design in accordance with the context and purpose of the study.


[bookmark: _Toc228288927][bookmark: _Toc229152982]Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc228288928][bookmark: _Toc229152983]4.1 Introduction

Chapter 4 provides the results of the quantitative and qualitative parts of the research. The quantitative findings give numerical data about what the participants think, whereas the qualitative respondents have a more in-depth insight into their experience, perception, and description.
[bookmark: _Toc228288929][bookmark: _Toc229152984]4.2 Qualitative Findings

Thematic analysis was applied to determine patterns repeated in the interview responses. The themes were developed on the basis of familiarization, coding, theme development, theme review, theme naming, and written interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2023; Ahmed et al., 2025). The demographic profile of the qualitative participants is presented to show the respondents’ background characteristics and provide context for interpreting the interview findings, as given in Appendix A.
[bookmark: _Toc228288930][bookmark: _Toc229152985]4.2.1 Theme 1: Responsibilities and Decision-Making Scope of Proxy Leaders During Peak Operations at Amazon Swansea

This theme describes how step-up leads and process guides facilitate operational stability in peak times. According to Respondent 2, 
“Being a Process Guide, I do not make manager-level decisions, but I decide where the people should relocate when one area is not doing well.” 
This reaction indicates that the proxy leaders possess restricted yet feasible decision-making power. This is consistent with Fisher, Newman and Sendjaya (2024), who argued that interim leadership tends to operate under temporary authority, socialization, and task-based legitimacy, as opposed to complete formal authority. Thus, proxy leaders at Amazon Swansea are a connector between associates and managers when there is a high-volume change. 
Additionally, Respondent 5 also stated,
“During Peak, proxy leaders assist in holding flow since managers cannot be in every place at once.”
This implies that proxy leaders ease the operational pressure by providing immediate guidance on the floor. It is also consistent with Zyskowski (2022), suggesting that even the description of fulfilment leadership employed by Amazon describes front-line leadership as a safety, performance-oriented, problem-solving, and associate-oriented role. This validates that the proxy leaders are not displacing the managers, but they are enhancing operational supervision with the rise in demand. 
Moreover, Respondent 6 stated that, 
“The step-up Lead would determine the person to assist in packing, stowage and problem solving when there was a change in workload in peak shifts.”
This reaction indicates that proxy leaders are engaged in short-term operational decisions that assist in sustaining workflow in times of high operational demands. This observation coincides with Arfken, Helms and Tanner (2024), who contended that interim/temporary leaders tend to wield practical power by coordinating, assigning tasks and adjusting teams in the here and now instead of taking full control of the organisation as managers do. Thus, the role of proxy leaders in Amazon Swansea is to keep the operations going through fast, limited, and work-focused decisions in situations of peak pressure.
[bookmark: _Toc228288931][bookmark: _Toc229152986]4.2.2 Theme 2: Influence of Proxy Leadership on Team Compliance with SOPs During High Volume Shifts

This theme explores the effect of the proxy leaders on compliance with Standard Operating Procedures. Respondent 3 explained that, 
“People pay attention to the Process Guide when they are reminded to scan and do safe lifting, because they are working side by side.” 
This reaction demonstrates that proxy leaders affect SOP compliance by being close and interacting daily. Omidi et al. (2023) discovered that safety compliance is linked to safety leadership and safety climate, particularly when the workers know the importance of procedures. This confirms that formal rules do not just generate compliance, but also through visible leadership behavior on the shop floor. 
Additionally, Respondent 1 stated, 
“There are occasions when I feel that the target is more important than the process, and thus individuals make little shortcuts.” 
This reaction offers a more critical perspective. It implies that the effectiveness of proxy leadership can be reduced under the condition that the message on productivity pressure is delivered more intensively when compared to the messages on safety or accuracy. Alarebi et al. (2025) differentiated between deep and surface compliance, as workers can seem to obey rules but can still make risky shortcuts when in a stressful situation. The findings indicate that proxy leadership enhance compliance in the absence of performance targets dominating safe and standardised work.
However, Respondent 8 stated that, 
“I think associates tend to imitate the proper procedure when their leaders are doing it themselves, but tend to overlook minor steps, which in turn causes the team to overlook them as well.”
This quote states that proxy leaders not only impact SOP compliance by example but also by instruction. This is in line with Lyubykh et al. (2022), who discovered that safety leadership and safety climate determine the compliance behaviour of employees since they see leaders following rules as important or just as formal obligations. Thus, such a response indicates that proxy leaders have the ability to enhance SOP adherence as they can demonstrate proper behaviour. 
[bookmark: _Toc228288932][bookmark: _Toc229152987]4.2.3 Theme 3: Perceptions of Associates and Managers Regarding Authority and Effectiveness of Proxy Leaders

This theme examines the perceptions of associates and managers towards the authority of proxy leaders. Respondent 7 reported, 
“According to me, when associates believe that the manager has supported the Process Guide, they obey the instructions.” 
This reaction demonstrates that proxy leader power relies upon apparent management assistance. Fisher, Newman and Sendjaya (2024) claimed that the temporary leaders need to be socialized and accepted by others. This demonstrates that proxy authority is a socially constructed phenomenon by manager endorsement, and not solely by job title. 
Moreover, Respondent 4 stated, 
" The thing is that when they believe that I am just another associate, not a person requested to lead the shift, it is a problem.” 
The problem of the authority of the proxy leader may be cases of resistance or even ignoring instructions by the associates who lack the understanding of the authority of the proxy leader. This result is in line with that of O'Connell (2023), who proposed that temporary leaders can have legitimate issues when they are uncertain about their authority. The result thus indicates that proxy leaders work well where the role of the managers is openly explicated, but poorly where the role is informal or ambiguous.
Additionally, Respondent 3 stated, 
“I will respect instructions made by a Process Guide more when the manager introduces them and adds that they are in charge of that section of the shift.”
This reaction indicates that proxy leaders are accepted by associates on the basis of articulate role communication by formal managers. This observation aligns with that of Fisher, Newman and Sendjaya (2024), who postulated that to be effective in altering the behavior of a team, temporary leaders need to seek legitimacy, recognition and social acceptance. Hence, the proxy leadership is more effective when it is publicly verified by the managers that the authority of the proxy leader is accepted, since it leads to less confusion and more cooperation among the associates.
[bookmark: _Toc228288933][bookmark: _Toc229152988]4.2.4 Theme 4: Impact of training, feedback, and recognition on proxy leadership performance at Amazon Swansea.

This theme describes the role of preparation and support in the performance of a proxy leader. According to Respondent 9, 
“I think some of the step-up leads are confident since they have shadowed managers, whereas others learn under pressure.” 
Such a reaction indicates that training is uneven, as Hosen et al. (2024) discovered that the frontline employee performance is positively associated with training, career development, and organizational commitment. This demonstrates that leadership confidence is enhanced when employees are taken through systematic development prior to being assigned to job positions that demand high performance. 
Additionally, Respondent 10 reported, 
“Feedback after a shift is helpful, as you can know what you did well and what to improve.” 
This quote indicates that feedback enhances learning and confidence. Patwary et al. (2025) also postulated that the practice of development enhances the performance of work by boosting commitment and ability. It indicates that recognition is not just motivational, but developmental since it assists proxy leaders to realize their strengths and weaknesses. Thus, training and feedback cannot be regarded as a supportive option. They play a key role in the success of proxy leadership in peak operations.
However, respondent 7 stated that, 
“I felt more confident since my manager provided me with feedback, and I learned how to present instructions without being too harsh.”
This quote demonstrates that feedback enhances confidence and communication style amongst proxy leaders. This is consistent with Obeng-Tuaah (2025), who discovered that training and development enhance the performance of the employees by enhancing their competence, confidence and organizational commitment. It implies that feedback is not merely a performance review process, but a development process, which assists proxy leaders in the process of handling people better in high-pressure transitions.
[bookmark: _Toc228288934][bookmark: _Toc229152989]4.3 Quantitative Findings

The frequency analysis was applied to present the number of responses and the percentage of responses to the chosen demographic, ordinal, and categorical questions. The analysis involved 100 valid responses, and no cases were missed.
[bookmark: _Toc228288935][bookmark: _Toc229152990]4.3.1 Demographic Information

Demographic findings indicate that the sample was nearly balanced between the Associates (49.0%) and Step-Up Leads or Process Guides (51.0%), as shown in Appendix B. The majority of the respondents had been employed at the fulfilment centre between 6 and 12 months (43.0%), and 75.0% of the respondents had not worked during peak hours. Step-Up Leads or Process Guides familiarity had an intermediate level (45.0% were somewhat familiar and 35.0% familiar).
[bookmark: _Toc228288936]4.3.2 Frequency Analysis 
Table 1 shows that the role was clear to 51% of respondents, very clear to 28%, and not clear to 21%. This means proxy leadership is visible, but role understanding is not yet fully consistent.
Table 1: Clarity of Proxy Leader Role
	How clear is the role of proxy leaders in your team?

	
	N
	%

	Very clear
	28
	28.0%

	Somewhat clear
	51
	51.0%

	Not clear
	21
	21.0%



Table 2 indicates that 51% of them thought that proxy leaders partially possessed sufficient power, with 28% saying yes and 21% saying no. The outcome is moderate authority, yet not an accepted decision-making role.
Table 2: Authority to Manage Tasks Effectively
	Do proxy leaders have enough authority to manage tasks effectively?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	28
	28.0%

	Partly
	51
	51.0%

	No
	21
	21.0%



Table 3 indicates that 51% of them indicated that proxy leaders occasionally make their own decisions. Another 28% chose often, and 21% chose rarely. There is thus a decision-making process, but it is primarily conditional and not routine.
Table 3: Independent Decision-Making by Proxy Leaders
	How often do proxy leaders make decisions independently?

	
	N
	%

	Often
	28
	28.0%

	Sometimes
	51
	51.0%

	Rarely
	21
	21.0%



Table 4 indicates that 45% perceived authority limits as somewhat clear, 29% as very clear and 26% as not clear. This implies a moderate level of clarity, but more than a quarter of the respondents are unsure.
Table 4: Clarity of the Limits of Authority
	How clear are the limits of proxy leaders’ authority?

	
	N
	%

	Very clear
	29
	29.0%

	Somewhat clear
	45
	45.0%

	Not clear
	26
	26.0%



Table 5 indicates that 36% thought that proxy leaders get things solved quicker, 30% chose managers, and 34% stated that it depends on the situation. This demonstrates that proxy leaders are helpful, yet not necessarily the primary issue solver.
Table 5: Faster Resolution of Issues
	When issues arise, who resolves them faster?

	
	N
	%

	Proxy leaders
	36
	36.0%

	Managers
	30
	30.0%

	Depending on the situation
	34
	34.0%



Table 6 shows that 33% viewed proxy leaders as very important and 29% as important in maintaining SOP compliance. However, 38% selected not important, which shows that their compliance role is recognised but contested.
Table 6: Importance of Maintaining SOP Compliance
	How important are proxy leaders in maintaining SOP compliance?

	
	N
	%

	Very important
	33
	33.0%

	Important
	29
	29.0%

	Not important
	38
	38.0%



Table 7 indicates that 38% reported that proxy leaders consistently reinforce SOPs, 39% reported that they sometimes do, and 23% reported that they do rarely. SOP reinforcement thus exists, but not all respondents experience it consistently.
Table 7: SOP Reinforcement during Peak Periods
	Do proxy leaders reinforce SOPs during peak periods?

	
	N
	%

	Always
	38
	38.0%

	Sometimes
	39
	39.0%

	Rarely
	23
	23.0%




Table 8 indicates that 37% felt the presence of proxy leaders enhances accuracy in work, 29 % responded somewhat, and 34% responded no. The outcome is a balanced result indicating that the accuracy gains do not have a consistent distribution across shifts.
Table 8: Improvement of Work Accuracy
	Does the presence of proxy leaders improve work accuracy?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	37
	37.0%

	Somewhat
	29
	29.0%

	No
	34
	34.0%



Table 9 indicates that 44% responded that there are no mistakes when proxy leaders are present. Nevertheless, 29% of the respondents said yes, and 27% stated sometimes. This means that it has a positive but not definitive association with error reduction.
Table 9: Errors when Proxy Leaders are Active
	How often do errors occur when proxy leaders are active?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	29
	29.0%

	Sometimes
	27
	27.0%

	No
	44
	44.0%



Table 10 shows that 32% of respondents indicated that communication was very effective and 33% indicated that it was effective. However, 35% of them indicated it was not effective. It is therefore a divided field where positive perceptions were slightly more than dissatisfaction.
Table 10: Effectiveness of Communication
	How effective is communication from proxy leaders?

	
	N
	%

	Very effective
	32
	32.0%

	Effective
	33
	33.0%

	         Not effective
	35
	35.0%



According to Table 11, 39% report that proxy leaders rarely provide explicit instructions during peak times. The remaining 35% responded sometimes, and 26% always. This reveals the uncertainties in instruction as one of the weaknesses.
Table 11: Clear Instructions during Peak Periods
	Do proxy leaders provide clear instructions during peak periods?

	
	N
	%

	Always
	26
	26.0%

	Sometimes
	35
	35.0%

	Rarely
	39
	39.0%



Table 12 shows that 43% stated that associates respect proxy leaders as those who can give orders, 32% sometimes and 25% no. It means that there is some legitimacy, but proxy authority is not so fixed.
Table 12: Respect as Authority Figures
	Do associates respect proxy leaders as authority figures?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	43
	43.0%

	Sometimes
	32
	32.0%

	No
	25
	25.0%



In Table 13, it can be seen that 38% reported that managers do not endorse proxy leaders. In comparison, 35% answered yes and 27% answered sometimes. Proxy leaders may lose their authority and credibility due to weak visible support.
Table 13: Visible Managerial Support
	Do managers visibly support proxy leaders?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	35
	35.0%

	Sometimes
	27
	27.0%

	No
	38
	38.0%



Table 14 shows that 43% rated proxy leaders as not effective at the peak operations. However, 32% believed them to be very effective and 25% effective. The result justifies a divided assessment of the proxy leadership effectiveness.
Table 14: Overall Effectiveness during Peak Operations
	Overall, how effective are proxy leaders during peak operations?

	
	N
	%

	Very effective
	32
	32.0%

	Effective
	25
	25.0%

	Not effective
	43
	43.0%



Table 15 shows that 42% stated proxy leaders do not receive enough training, while 41% answered yes, and 17% answered partly. The almost even split indicates inconsistent training support across the proxy leadership role.
Table 15: Training Received by Proxy Leaders
	Do proxy leaders receive enough training for their role?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	41
	41.0%

	Partly
	17
	17.0%

	No
	42
	42.0%



Table 16 shows that 40% felt prepared when stepping into the role, 35% felt somewhat prepared, and 25% did not feel prepared. This shows moderate preparedness, but one quarter still reported a clear readiness gap.
Table 16: Preparedness when Stepping into the Role
	(Step-Ups only) Do you feel prepared when stepping into the role?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	40
	40.0%

	Somewhat
	35
	35.0%

	No
	25
	25.0%








Table 17 shows an almost even spread, with 34% yes, 34% sometimes, and 32% no. This implies that proxy leader confidence is not consistently visible to associates during daily operations.
Table 17: Confidence of Proxy Leaders in Their Role
	(Associates only) Do proxy leaders appear confident in their role?

	
	N
	%

	Yes
	34
	34.0%

	Sometimes
	34
	34.0%

	No
	32
	32.0%



Table 18 shows that 40% reported occasional feedback, while regular feedback and rare or no feedback each accounted for 30%. Feedback, therefore, exists, but it is not systematic enough to support continuous development.
Table 18: Feedback Provided to Proxy Leaders
	How is feedback provided to proxy leaders?

	
	N
	%

	Regularly
	30
	30.0%

	Occasionally
	40
	40.0%

	Rarely / Never
	30
	30.0%



Overall, the counts show that proxy leadership is present and recognised, but its impact is uneven. The main issue is inconsistency in role clarity, delegated authority, SOP reinforcement, managerial support, training and feedback. Stronger role definition and regular development support are therefore required.


[bookmark: _Toc228288937][bookmark: _Toc229152991]4.4 Discussion

This section critically addresses findings against the four research themes and the literature reviewed. The results indicate that the proxy leadership at Amazon Swansea has a role to play in peak operations. 
[bookmark: _Toc228288938]Objective 1: To identify the responsibilities and decision-making scope of proxy leaders during peak operations
The results reveal that proxy leaders play a visible but minor decision-making role in peak operations. The quantitative findings indicated that the majority of the respondents perceived the role as clear, with only a few describing it as very clear. Likewise, some respondents thought that proxy leaders possessed sufficient authority to perform their tasks effectively only partially. This implies that the proxy leaders are operationally viable, although their power is partial. This is in line with Noll (2020), who suggested that proxy leaders usually operate in the responsibility and restricted power realms. It also reinforces Khawaldeh (2023), who stated that role ambiguity is experienced when there is a lack of clear matching of expectations, authority, and accountability. This interpretation is supported by the qualitative results, where respondents reported that proxy leaders reallocated staff, addressed workload issues, and assisted managers, but did not make manager-level decisions. This implies proxy leadership is more of a pragmatic solution to peak demand, rather than a complete alternative to formal management. Practically, Amazon Swansea must clarify to associates what decisions the proxy leaders are free to make, what they should escalate, and how they should communicate it to associates. 
[bookmark: _Toc228288939]Objective 2: To assess the influence of proxy leadership on team compliance with SOPs during high-volume shifts
The results indicate that proxy leadership facilitates SOP compliance, although the impact is not consistent. In the frequency responses, respondents thought that proxy leaders played a very important role in ensuring SOP compliance, and a few thought they played an important role, yet the majority of respondents thought they did not play an important role. This mixed outcome indicates that proxy leaders are relevant to compliance, although not to all teams and shifts. This inconsistency can be explained with the help of Swan (2022). Transactional leadership theory posits that compliance is based on explicit expectations, surveillance, penalisation and reinforcement of rules. The findings, however, indicate that proxy leaders do not necessarily possess sufficient recognised authority to impose these expectations. The qualitative result also indicated that associates would react positively as long as proxy leaders sit next to them and demonstrate proper procedures. However, shortcuts can be experienced when the pressure to be productive is stronger than procedural discipline. This proves the point of Ahmad et al. (2025), who argue that SOPs must be actively coordinated, but not written instructions only. As such, proxy leadership should be considered a subset of the compliance system, albeit with the condition that proxy leaders are trained to strike a balance between performance targets and safe and standardised work.
[bookmark: _Toc228288940]Objective 3: To explore the perceptions of associates and managers regarding the authority and effectiveness of proxy leaders 
The results indicate that proxy leadership power is a construct and does not necessarily come into existence. The majority of respondents stated that associates respect proxy leaders as authority figures, but some said sometimes, and a few said no. Moreover, the respondent mentioned that managers do not explicitly support proxy leaders. These findings indicate that proxy leadership is undermined in the cases of uncertain managerial endorsement. This is directly connected to the distributed leadership theory, which states that leadership may take place beyond the official job designation. However, its legitimacy is determined by the social acceptance, peer recognition, and organisational cues (Aypay and Akyurek, 2021). Bitektine et al. (2020) also described legitimacy as being determined by the evaluation of others in terms of competence and authority. The qualitative results are very much in favour of this argument since the respondents mentioned that associates would readily follow their proxy leaders when they are introduced or supported publicly by their respective managers. Therefore, the question of whether proxy leaders can work is not the most important one, but whether the organisation explicitly demonstrates their power. Ideally, managers must bring proxy leaders at the beginning of shifts and explain their jurisdiction and reinforce instructions when associates are stubborn.
[bookmark: _Toc228288941]Objective 4: To evaluate the training, feedback, and recognition provided to proxy leaders and their relationship with performance.
The results reveal that proxy leadership performance has significant weaknesses in terms of training and feedback. Findings showed that proxy leaders lack adequate training, and only 41% indicated that they do. Additionally, feedback was primarily occasional, as 40% respondents indicated occasional feedback and 30.0% indicated rarely or no feedback. This confirms the literature by Barkhuizen et al. (2022), who claimed that proxy leaders are frequently anticipated to fill challenging positions without comparable development frameworks as formal leaders. Meyers et al. (2024) claimed that individuals who lead others during stressful situations require feedback. However, Crans et al. (2022) observed that inadequate feedback undermines leadership confidence and legitimacy. These are confirmed by the qualitative results, whereby the respondents stated that shadowing managers and feedback enhanced confidence and communication. In theory, this is in line with situational leadership theory since proxy leaders must be able to change their behaviour based on team preparedness and operational urgency (Sott and Bender, 2025). Applied to Amazon Swansea, proxy leaders require systematic pre-peak training, brief scenario-based SOP training, and routine post-shift feedback.



[bookmark: _Toc229069976][bookmark: _Toc229152992]Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc229069977][bookmark: _Toc229152993]5.1 Introduction

The results of the study are summarized, and recommendations are given in this chapter. The objective of the research was to assess the performance of proxy leadership during periods of high-volume operations at Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre, in terms of achieving compliance with the process. The study was directed at Step-Up Leads and Process Guides, as types of leadership who are not formally appointed and are used to informally lead associates, to reinforce the Standard Operating Procedure, to help keep work flowing in times of high demand.
The structure of the chapter is in line with the requirements of the dissertation handbook. It first offers conclusions concerning the research goals, and later recommendations for managerial practice. It then presents the significance of the study to the theory and specifies the scope of the research and suggestions for further investigation. The chapter illustrates the process of addressing the research aim and objectives and explains what contribution has been made to understanding the concept of proxy leadership in high pressure environments within fulfilment centers.
[bookmark: _Toc229069978][bookmark: _Toc229152994]5.2 Conclusions
The research shows that proxy leadership in Amazon Swansea is an operationally significant but inconsistent form of leadership. Step-Up Leads and Process Guides facilitate process compliance by offering real-time guidance on the ground, managing workflow, reinforce SOPs and help managers when demands are high. However, they have not always proved successful in actual practice because there is not a clear sense of authority, there is unequal training, unequal feedback, and the level of managerial support is variable. So, proxy leadership must be seen as an assistance model and not as an alternative to the normal leadership model.
The first objective is related to determining the duties and decision-making powers of proxy leaders when everything is going well. This goal was met. The results reveal that proxy leaders engage in practical tasks like redeploying associates, taking care of blockages, assisting with packing and stowing, problem-solving, and keeping things moving. The qualitative results indicated that proxy leaders do not have a role in making decisions at manager level, but rather in taking decisions at a more immediate level for work which helps to stabilize operations. In quantitative terms, 28% of respondents said that the proxy leader role was very clear, 51% Very Somewhat Clear and 21% Very Not Clear. Likewise, 51% said that their proxy leaders had a partial amount of authority to effectively manage tasks, 28% said they had a full amount of authority, and 21% said they did not. This signals the presence of proxy leaders in the operation but not complete institutionalization of their decision-making power.
The second objective was to measure the impact of proxy leadership on SOPs compliance when shifts are at high volume. This goal was accomplished. The results suggest that the proximity and instructions or role modelling approach are effective methods to enhance the SOP compliance of proxy leaders. Associates are more apt to follow procedures when their proxy leaders are both with them and reminding them of the need to scan and safety procedures, and they are demonstrating correct practice. This influence is not even, however. The survey results indicated that 33% of respondents considered proxy leaders to be very important in maintaining SOP compliance, 29% considered them to be important and 38% considered them to be not important. Additionally, 38% reported that the SOPs are always reinforced by proxy leaders during peak periods, 39% reported that the SOPs are sometimes reinforced, and 23% reported that proxy leaders rarely reinforce the SOPs. The findings indicated the proxy leadership promotes compliance, but its effect relies on the consistency of communication, clear authority and managerial support.
The third objective was to examine perception of group associates and managers regarding how much authority and effectiveness there was for proxy leaders. This goal has been met. The results indicate that the authority of the proxy leader is not a given but is socially constructed. Managers who publicly affirm their support for proxy leaders and make the roles clear are more likely to gain associates' respect for their leaders. This was echoed in the survey responses where 43% said they felt associates respected proxy leaders as authority figures, 32% said sometimes, and 25% said no, and 35% said that their managers visibly supported proxy leaders, 27% said sometimes and 38% said no. This suggests that effectiveness of proxy leadership requires not only the competence of the proxy, but also organisational signalling. Clearly establishing and reinforcing proxy leaders makes their authority seem legitimate, but if it is not clear, then the authority becomes precarious.
The fourth objective was to assess training, feedback and recognition given to proxy leaders, and how this relates to their own performance. This goal was accomplished. The results indicate that training and feedback have a significant impact on proxy leadership's performance. In response to the qualitative questions, some proxy leaders said that they felt confident because they had been shadowing managers, and others said that they learned under duress. The survey findings confirm this lack of, or inconsistent, training: 41% indicated that they received adequate training, 17% partially trained and 42% had very little or no training. In addition, response to training is inconsistent, with 30% reporting that they receive regular feedback, 40% occasional feedback and 30% rare or no feedback. This indicates that the leadership of the proxy is strongly associated with the preparation and development of the proxy. If not trained and provided feedback, proxy leaders might be less inclined to confidently enforce SOPs, handle peer relationships and balance speed and compliance.
In conclusion, it can be said that the research question can be answered with a conclusion that proxy leadership has a moderate effectiveness in complying with the process at Amazon Swansea during high-volume demand. It works best when there are clear expectations of roles, visible support for proxy leaders, consistent communication, and training and feedback for proxy leaders. It is least effective when the authority is not clear, when the support of the SOP changes from shift to shift, and when the leaders who are substitutes for the actual leader are not well prepared to lead. The study, therefore, concludes that proxy leadership has its operational value and has not yet been maximized due to its lack of structure, authority and managerial support.
[bookmark: _Toc229069979][bookmark: _Toc229152995]5.3 Recommendations for Managerial Practice
The first suggestion would be to establish the outlining of roles for Step-Up Leads and Process Guides for Amazon Swansea when it is at its busiest. The role description needs to be created to clearly define what proxy leaders can make decisions on their own, what needs to escalate to managers and how to communicate instructions to associates. This would help to minimize role ambiguity and avoid uncertainty among proxy leaders and associates. They are not necessarily switching from a leadership position to a formal management position in the role description, but the authority they have to operate their shifts clearly should be defined during that time.
The second suggestion is that managers need to make a clear statement at the beginning of each peak shift of their endorsement of proxy leaders. This could be done by a short announcement by the Area Manager stating that there is a Step-Up Lead or Process Guide assigned to a particular section and explaining to the group the purview of the Step-Up Lead/Process Guide. This recommendation tackles the finding that associates tend to follow proxy leaders when it is evident that the manager supports them. Praise from the populace would go a long way toward establishing informal authority as accepted operational legitimacy.
The third point is for Amazon Swansea to have a brief pre-peak training session for proxy leaders. This training should be on: Reinforcement of SOP, communicating under pressure, escalation procedures, workload balancing, safety reminders and conflict management. Use scenario-based exercises – proxy leaders should be trained in situations such as associates ignoring SOP, suddenly having to deal with a lot of work, or stress between speed and accuracy. This would help to decrease the existing pressure learning represented.
Structured post-shift feedback process should be introduced by the fourth recommendation. Short Debriefs should be held with Step-Up Leads and Process Guides by Area Managers following selected peak shifts. These debriefs should address what went well, what the compliance issues were, how associates received the instructions and things that could be done better. Feedback should be constructive, not corrective. This would build confidence, enhance communication and establish a learning cycle.
The fifth is to have a more consistent recognition of proxy leadership contribution. This might involve verbal recognition, being noted in development files, certificates, internal feedback notes or future consideration for leadership opportunities and development. This would make the extra duties that proxy leaders undertake seem important. It would also communicate to associates that leadership through proxy is an acceptable and valuable way of doing business.
The sixth recommendation is for managers to make productivity messages do not impair SOP compliance. In busy sessions, communication should help to explain the relationship between speed and safety and accuracy. Even in the midst of operational pressures, proxy leaders should be encouraged to resist the temptation of taking shortcuts and to remind others of the proper procedures. This would help shift the compliance from compliance to behavior change.
[bookmark: _Toc229069980][bookmark: _Toc229152996]5.4 Contributions to Theory

This study extends theory by demonstrating that proxy leadership within the context of a fulfilment center does not fit into the traditional models of formal leadership. The findings validate the incorporation of a multi-theoretical approach of integrating situational leadership, transactional leadership and distributed leadership.
The study adds to the situational leadership theory as it shows that the behavior of proxy leaders needs to change depending on workload pressure, related readiness and operational urgency. Depending on the needs of the team, a proxy leader might need to alternate between giving direction and coaching, during times of high demand. It demonstrates the importance of adaptive leadership behavior in high volume operational scenarios.
The study also adds to the theory of transactional leadership because it demonstrated that SOP adherence relies on the clearness, monitoring, correction and reinforcement. The results add to this theory, however, because they indicate that the mechanisms of transaction are less effective when the enforcer is not formally authorized. While the proxy leaders can be asked to reinforce the rules, this will not happen unless associates are willing to accept their leadership.
Lastly, the study extends the theory of distributed leadership, as leadership in the fulfilment centers is not just in the hands of the formal manager. Leaders include managers, Step-Up Leads, Process Guides and associates, during peak operations. Moving to distributed leadership is not a no-brainer, though. It is based upon legitimacy and clarity of roles and visible organizational support. The study thus adds to the body of knowledge by providing a conceptualization of proxy leadership as a hybrid type of leadership, with a low status, but a high functional dimension, a lower situational dimension and a high formal dimension for legitimacy.
[bookmark: _Toc229069981][bookmark: _Toc229152997]5.5 Limitations and Areas for Future Research

There are various limitations of this study. First, the research was conducted at Amazon's Swansea Fulfilment Centre, which means results might not apply to other Amazon locations or logistics companies. Other fulfilment centers could have different leadership cultures, training and working pressures.
Second, self-reported perceptions from interviews and surveys were used as the study method. Participants might have been affected by social desirability response bias given that the study included workplace authority, performance and compliance. Although there were some measures to ensure anonymity, some respondents may have not taken the time to criticize because they feared they could be identified.
Thirdly, the study focused on perceived process compliance instead of on actual operational performance data. It didn't have internal data like error rates, safety incidents, quality audits, escalation logs or productivity data. Thus, from the study, it is possible to account for employees' perceptions of proxy leadership effectiveness, but it is not possible to come to certain conclusions about the measurable operational impact of proxy leaders.
Fourth, the quantitative sample was helpful in finding out the general patterns, but a wider sample of different fulfilment centers would help to establish more solid comparative evidence. Furthermore, the study was cross-sectional, and the perceptions were for a single time rather than for a number of peak periods of proxy leadership.
Further studies are therefore needed to investigate the concept of proxy leadership in a number of Amazon fulfilment centers, and see if role ambiguity, training gaps and managerial endorsement are similar across fulfilment centers. Objective operational data such as SOP audit results, safety incidents, error rates and escalation rates should also be collected and analyzed in future studies to assess the correlation between proxy leadership and measurable compliance outcomes. A longitudinal research project would also be helpful, to see if, as a result of experience, training and feedback, proxy leaders become more effective over time. Last but not least, it would be interesting to investigate in the future the emotional consequences of proxy leadership, such as the stress experienced by people with the authority to lead peers, but without the full powers of management.
[bookmark: _Toc229069982][bookmark: _Toc229152998]5.6 Final Conclusion

The study finds that proxy leadership has a significant but variable effect on process compliance during high volume demand at Amazon Swansea Fulfilment Centre. Step-Up Leads and Process Guides are there to support associates, provide coordination for workflow, help to reinforce processes and offload formal managers, thereby stabilizing operations. When authority is not clear, training is inconsistent, feedback is inconsistent and managerial support is not visible, however, the effectiveness of a proxy leader is limited.
The aim of the research has thus been fulfilled. The study has been used to test the effectiveness of proxy leadership and concluded that it is not always effective or ineffective, it is conditionally effective. It creates a framework of support for proxy leadership to enhance compliance and operational resilience, provided it is integrated into the framework. The main contribution to new knowledge is that proxy leadership is an environment of high pressure which is legitimacy dependent. It is not just about the individual proxy leader – it's about the systems that shape, strengthen and value the role. Thus, a more formalized approach to proxy leadership should be adopted by Amazon; one that is flexible, clear, prepared and endorsed by the manager.
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	Respondent
	Role
	Gender
	Experience
	Shift Type

	R1
	Associate
	Male
	1 year
	Day shift

	R2
	Process Guide
	Female
	2 years
	Day shift

	R3
	Associate
	Female
	1.5 years
	Night shift

	R4
	Step Up Lead
	Male
	3 years
	Night shift

	R5
	Area Manager
	Female
	4 years
	Rotational

	R6
	Associate
	Male
	2 years
	Peak shift

	R7
	Process Guide
	Male
	2.5 years
	Day shift

	R8
	Operations Manager
	Female
	5 years
	Rotational

	R9
	Associate
	Male
	7 years
	Day shift

	R10
	Associate
	male
	5 years
	Part time
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	Category
	Frequency
	Percent

	Role
	
	

	Associate
	49
	49.0%

	Step-Up Lead / Process Guide
	51
	51.0%

	Length of Work at the Fulfilment Centre
	
	

	Less than 6 months
	34
	34.0%

	6-12 months
	43
	43.0%

	1-3 years
	14
	14.0%

	Over 3 years
	9
	9.0%

	Worked During Peak Periods
	
	

	Yes
	25
	25.0%

	No
	75
	75.0%

	Familiarity with Step-Up Leads / Process Guides
	
	

	Yes
	35
	35.0%

	Somewhat
	45
	45.0%

	No
	20
	20.0%

	Total
	100
	100.0%





[bookmark: _Toc228288946]Appendix C: survey questionnaire 
1. What is your role? Add more roles
· Associate 
· Step-Up Lead / Process Guide 
2. How long have you worked at the fulfilment centre?
· Less than 6 months 
· 6–12 months 
· 1–3 years 
· Over 3 years 
3. Have you worked during peak periods (e.g., Christmas, Black Friday)?
· Yes 
· No
4. Are you familiar with the role of Step-Up Leads / Process Guides? Description of the role
· Yes 
· Somewhat 
· No 
5. How clear is the role of proxy leaders in your team? (scale)
· Very clear 
· Somewhat clear 
· Not clear 
6. Who do you usually rely on most during peak operations?
· Area Manager 
· Step-Up Lead / Process Guide 
· Colleagues 
· No specific person
7. Do proxy leaders have enough authority to manage tasks effectively? scale
· Yes 
· Partly 
· No 
8. How often do proxy leaders make decisions independently?
· Often 
· Sometimes 
· Rarely 
9. How clear are the limits of proxy leaders’ authority?
· Very clear 
· Somewhat clear 
· Not clear 
10. When issues arise, who resolves them faster?
· Proxy leaders 
· Managers 
· Depends on situation 
11. How effective is communication from proxy leaders?
· Very effective 
· Effective 
· Not effective 
12. Do proxy leaders provide clear instructions during peak periods?
· Always 
· Sometimes 
· Rarely 
13. How approachable are proxy leaders?
· Very approachable 
· Somewhat approachable 
· Not approachable
14. Do proxy leaders receive enough training for their role?
· Yes 
· Partly 
· No 
15. (Step-Ups only) Do you feel prepared when stepping into the role?
· Yes 
· Somewhat 
· No 
16. (Associates only) Do proxy leaders appear confident in their role?
· Yes 
· Sometimes 
· No 
17. How is feedback provided to proxy leaders?
· Regularly 
· Occasionally 
· Rarely / Never
18. How important are proxy leaders in maintaining SOP compliance?
· Very important 
· Important 
· Not important 
19. Do proxy leaders reinforce SOPs during peak periods?
· Always 
· Sometimes 
· Rarely 
20. Does the presence of proxy leaders improve work accuracy?
· Yes 
· Somewhat 
· No 
21. How often do errors occur when proxy leaders are active?
· Rarely 
· Sometimes 
· Often 
22. Do associates respect proxy leaders as authority figures?
· Yes 
· Sometimes 
· No 
23. Do managers visibly support proxy leaders?
· Yes 
· Sometimes 
· No 
24. Have you ever questioned a proxy leader’s decision?
· Yes 
· Sometimes 
· No
25. Overall, how effective are proxy leaders during peak operations?
· Very effective 
· Effective 
· Not effective
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1. How would you describe the role of Step-Up Leads or Process Guides in your daily work?
2. To what extent do you believe proxy leaders have the authority to make decisions during peak periods?
3. Can you describe a situation where a proxy leader had to make an important decision? What happened?
4. In your experience, how do proxy leaders influence adherence to Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)?
5. Do you think proxy leaders improve or hinder process compliance during high-pressure periods? Why?
How well prepared do you think proxy leaders are for their role?
7. What kind of support or feedback do proxy leaders receive from managers or the organisation?
8. How do team members generally respond to instructions from proxy leaders?
9. Do you think proxy leaders are clearly supported by managers? How does this affect their effectiveness?
10. In your opinion, what are the main strengths and weaknesses of proxy leadership during peak operations?
11. Are any other topics that can be covered in your opinion?
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