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[bookmark: _Toc239534947]ABSTRACT
This dissertation investigates how informal leadership pathways support career progression within Amazon’s warehouse environment, with particular attention to Step-Up Leads and Process Guides. The study addresses a practical problem: associates may undertake substantial leadership responsibilities without a transparent or consistently recognised route into formal supervisory positions. A pragmatic mixed-methods design was used, combining survey evidence from 150 respondents with qualitative evidence from 10 interview participants. Quantitative analysis included frequencies, descriptive statistics, reliability testing, Pearson correlations and multiple regression, while qualitative responses were analysed thematically. The findings show that informal leadership is associated with skills development, confidence, operational awareness and perceived career progression. However, access to Step-Up opportunities was also linked to performance visibility, experience and manager recommendation, raising concerns about consistency and fairness. Regression results indicated that access and selection and performance outcomes were the strongest significant predictors of career progression, while interview evidence emphasised the importance of communication, emotional intelligence, calmness under pressure and formal recognition of informal leadership experience. The study concludes that informal leadership can provide a meaningful bridge between associate and formal leadership roles when supported by transparent selection criteria, documented development, structured feedback and balanced performance measures. The research contributes evidence on leadership development in an algorithmically managed, high-pressure operational setting and provides practical recommendations for strengthening internal leadership pathways.
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[bookmark: _Toc239534949]1.1 Background and Context
The rapid growth of e-commerce has transformed warehouse operations into highly competitive and performance-driven environments where speed, efficiency, and accuracy are essential to organizational success. Companies such as Amazon have developed advanced fulfilment systems capable of processing thousands of customer orders daily while maintaining strict delivery targets and operational standards. However, behind these technological systems is a workforce operating under constant pressure to achieve productivity metrics, maintain quality standards, and adapt to continuously changing operational demands (Vallas, 2023). In these environments, leadership has become increasingly important, not only through formal managerial structures but also through informal relationships and employee-led support systems.
Within Amazon fulfilment centers, associates are expected to work within fast-paced environments where teamwork, communication, and adaptability directly influence operational performance. Although managers and supervisors oversee warehouse activities, many associates rely heavily on experienced coworkers for daily support, guidance, and problem-solving assistance. Informal leadership roles such as Step-Up Leads and Process Guides have therefore become important operational positions within warehouse environments. These employees support workflow coordination, answer operational questions, mentor associates, and assist managers during periods of high demand (Douglas et al., 2024).
From a personal workplace perspective, informal leadership often develops naturally within operational teams rather than through formal promotion alone. Associates who consistently support others, remain calm under pressure, communicate effectively, and demonstrate reliability frequently become influential figures within their teams. During busy shifts or operational disruptions, coworkers naturally turn toward experienced associates for reassurance and direction. This demonstrates that leadership within fulfilment centers is not always connected to formal job titles but can emerge through trust, confidence, and practical workplace experience. The significance of informal leadership has increased because career progression within warehouse environments can often appear difficult or unclear to frontline employees. Many associates believe that advancement opportunities depend heavily upon performance metrics, operational visibility, or managerial relationships rather than leadership capability or interpersonal skills. As a result, informal leadership positions such as Step-Up Leads and Process Guides have become important transitional roles between operational work and permanent leadership positions. These roles allow employees to demonstrate communication skills, emotional intelligence, decision-making ability, and operational awareness within real working environments (Mphaluwa et al., 2025).
At the same time, Amazon’s warehouse operations are strongly influenced by algorithmic management systems and productivity tracking technologies. Employees are continuously monitored through scanning systems, productivity dashboards, and performance metrics that evaluate efficiency and output levels. Although these systems support operational control and productivity improvement, they can also create highly pressurized working conditions where interpersonal leadership qualities may be undervalued compared with measurable performance outcomes (Zhang et al., 2025). Consequently, employees attempting to progress into leadership positions must balance operational performance with people-centered leadership behaviors.
The transition from associate to leader therefore involves both formal and informal development processes. Employees are required not only to maintain strong performance results but also to develop communication skills, emotional intelligence, confidence, and the ability to support others during stressful operational situations. Informal leadership pathways help associates gradually build these skills through direct exposure to leadership responsibilities within everyday warehouse activities. However, despite the practical importance of these pathways, limited academic research has explored how employees personally experience informal leadership development within Amazon fulfilment centers.
This dissertation investigates informal leadership pathways and career progression within Amazon’s warehouse environment. The study specifically examines how Step-Up Leads and Process Guides contribute to employee development, how associates perceive leadership opportunities, and how emotional intelligence and workplace relationships influence progression into formal supervisory roles. In addition, the research explores barriers affecting fair access to leadership opportunities and identifies recommendations for improving career progression systems within fulfilment centers. The rationale for conducting this study is both practical and academic. From an organizational perspective, companies such as Amazon increasingly depend upon internal talent development to maintain operational sustainability and employee retention. Understanding how informal leadership pathways support employee development may help organizations improve workforce engagement, leadership preparation, and fairness within promotion systems. Academically, the study contributes to leadership and organizational research by examining leadership development within highly structured and algorithmically managed workplaces, an area that remains underdeveloped in existing literature.
The study adopts a mixed-method approach combining quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews. Quantitative findings provide measurable insight into employee perceptions regarding leadership development and career progression, while qualitative interviews explore the personal experiences of associates involved in informal leadership roles. Combining these methods provides both statistical evidence and deeper contextual understanding of leadership development within Amazon’s warehouse environment. Overall, this dissertation argues that informal leadership pathways play a significant role in supporting employee development and career progression within Amazon fulfilment centers. However, the effectiveness of these pathways depends upon transparency, emotional intelligence, organizational support, and equal access to leadership opportunities. By examining these issues, the study contributes toward a broader understanding of leadership development within modern warehouse operations. This tension between data-driven control and worker discretion is consistent with research showing that algorithmic control can direct, evaluate and discipline work through recording, rating and rewarding mechanisms (Kellogg, Valentine and Christin, 2020) (Spurk et al., 2019; van der Heijden et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc239534950]1.2 Definitions of Step-Up Leads and Process Guides
A Step-Up Lead is operationally defined for the purposes of this dissertation as an associate temporarily moving into a role that has additional floor-level people-support and coordination responsibilities but for which he or she does not have a permanent supervisory position. The job responsibilities can involve prioritizing, overseeing workflow, assisting co-workers to resolve operational issues, and assisting managers during busy shifts (Hanna et al., 2021; Cox et al., 2022). A Process Guide is an experienced associate to support colleagues in following standard work procedures and troubleshooting day-to-day operational process issues (Briker et al., 2021). These definitions are operational definitions of the roles described by the participants and analysed in this dissertation; they are not formal corporate job descriptions which are valid for all Amazon sites.
[bookmark: _Toc239534951]1.3 Research Problem and Rationale
The central research problem is the apparent gap between performing informal leadership and progressing through a clear formal leadership pathway. The existing chapter evidence indicates that associates may build leadership capability through Step-Up and Process Guide duties, yet access to these opportunities can depend on performance, visibility, experience and manager recommendation. This creates an important organisational question about whether informal leadership experience is consistently recognised as development evidence or remains dependent on discretionary local practices. The study is therefore justified because it examines both the developmental value of informal leadership and the barriers that may prevent that experience from translating into formal career progression (Baruch and Rousseau, 2019; De Vos et al., 2020; Spurk et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc239534952]1.4 Research Aim
The aim of this study is to investigate how informal leadership pathways, particularly Step-Up Lead and Process Guide roles, influence associate skills development, work performance and progression toward formal leadership positions within Amazon’s warehouse environment.
[bookmark: _Toc239534953]1.5 Research Objectives
1. To examine how Step-Up Lead and Process Guide roles facilitate the development of associates toward formal leadership positions.
2. To evaluate the influence of informal leadership experience on associate skills development, confidence and work performance.
3. To explore associates’ experiences of transitioning from informal leadership responsibilities toward formal supervisory roles, including the role of emotional intelligence and target pressure.
4. To identify barriers within informal leadership pathways and develop evidence-based recommendations for improving transparency, recognition and career progression.
[bookmark: _Toc239534954]1.6 Research Questions
RQ1. How do Step-Up Lead and Process Guide roles facilitate the development of associates toward formal leadership positions?
RQ2. How does informal leadership experience influence associate skills development, confidence and work performance?
RQ3. How do associates experience the transition from informal leadership responsibilities toward formal supervisory roles in a target-driven warehouse environment?
RQ4. What barriers affect informal leadership pathways, and what improvements could strengthen transparency, recognition and career progression? 
[bookmark: _Toc239534955]1.7 Significance of the Study
This study contributes to understanding leadership development within highly structured warehouse environments. Existing leadership literature mainly focuses on formal management systems, while less attention has been given to informal leadership emergence within operational settings such as Amazon fulfilment centres. The study therefore contributes to discussions surrounding workplace leadership, employee progression, emotional intelligence, and organizational development. The research is also practically significant because organizations increasingly depend upon internal employee development to support operational performance and retention. Understanding how informal leadership pathway’s function may help organizations improve leadership preparation, fairness, and employee engagement.
From a personal workplace perspective, the study highlights the experiences of frontline associates whose operational contributions are often overlooked despite their importance in maintaining workflow stability and team support (Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022; Wallo et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc239534956]1.8 Structure of the Dissertation
Chapter One introduces the study and outlines the background, research problem, aim, objectives, and significance of the investigation. Chapter Two critically reviews literature relating to informal leadership, emotional intelligence, algorithmic management, and career progression within warehouse environments. Chapter Three explains the research methodology, including research philosophy, design, sampling, data collection, and analytical procedures. Chapter Four presents the findings and analysis obtained from surveys and interviews. Chapter Five provides conclusions, recommendations, limitations, and implications for future research and organizational practice.
[bookmark: _Toc239534957]1.9 Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the research by discussing the growing importance of informal leadership pathways within Amazon’s warehouse environment. The chapter highlighted how Step-Up Leads and Process Guides support operational coordination, employee development, and career progression within highly pressurized fulfilment centres. The discussion also emphasized the role of emotional intelligence, communication, and workplace relationships in leadership development. The chapter established the rationale, objectives, and significance of the study while identifying the need for further research into informal leadership development within algorithmically managed workplaces.
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[bookmark: _Toc229154048][bookmark: _Toc239534959]2.1 Introduction to Chapter
This chapter is organised around the research objectives so that the review provides a direct conceptual basis for the later analysis. Sections 2.3.2, 2.3.3, 2.3.4-2.3.5 and 2.3.6 primarily support Objectives 1, 2, 3 and 4 respectively. This alignment reduces repetition and ensures that each empirical theme is critically evaluated in relation to a defined study parameter rather than treated as a stand-alone topic.
The literature on informal leadership routes and career trajectories in Amazon warehouse settings studies how employee advancement and progression occur in a highly structured, algorithmically controlled employee base. Although the leadership development strategy of Amazon is usually formalized, most employees take an informal leadership development path to leadership, based on informal networks, the development of skills, and adaptive behaviors at the team level. Compared to formal managerial roles, informal leadership is becoming a key issue of determining motivation, job satisfaction, and overall performance in warehousing and logistics. Research has dwelled upon numerous areas such as how frontline employees negotiate the hierarchical organization, contribution of self-directed skill development, and the impact of informal power on team cohesion. This literature overlaps with larger debates on the subject of leadership in workplaces fueled by technology, the effects of algorithmic management on agency among employees, and how workers can invest in career growth in high-performance, labor-intensive settings, such as the warehouses at Amazon.
[bookmark: _Toc229154049][bookmark: _Toc239534960]2.2 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc229154050][bookmark: _Toc239534961]2.2.1 Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership is dynamic in nature, in which leaders inspire and motivate their followers in order to encourage them to improve on their performance and overall motivation as well. This type of leadership provides an atmosphere that promotes cooperation, self-improvement, and co-development (Agazu, Kero, and Debela, 2025). Transformational leadership is based on the idea of promoting creativity, innovation, and continuous improvement. Abdul-Azeez, Ihechere, and Idemudia (2024) also state that transformational leaders can influence the promotion of a culture based on risk-taking and creativity. Transformational leaders achieve this by encouraging their followers to think beyond the box, make calculated risks, and learn, which aids in the development of new products and services and has made the organization competitive (Cheong et al., 2019; Fischer and Sitkin, 2023).
Kim, Yang, and Lee (2023) verify this notion by demonstrating that inspirational communication at the daily level among peers could reduce stress and ensure high service quality. Their study shows that transformational leadership is not just a top-to-bottom hierarchical type of flow but may also be horizontal between peers. This implies that charisma and vision can be shared at all levels and not from the leaders to the teams. The example of the Amazon leadership model, in which step-up leaders promote the best practices and create the environment of continuous improvement, is one of the brightest illustrations of the application of transformational leadership to practice (Wu and Cormican, 2021; Lorinkova, 2021; Cox et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc229154051][bookmark: _Toc239534962]2.2.2 Path-Goal Theory
The path-goal theory states that leaders can improve the performance of their followers by making sure that the path is clear, eliminating barriers and recognizing rewards that are tied to particular objectives. This theory argues that leaders must enhance the performance of their followers by making the steps to success simpler and that the path is not obstructed (Itesa and Burchell 2025). Al-Jaberi et al. (2021) demonstrated that supportive and participative leadership actions positively influenced absenteeism during the COVID-19 disruptions, as they simplified the safety procedures and made it easier to understand the eligibility of bonuses among the employees. This is a strategy that goes in tandem with the path-goal theory, where a leader should focus on open communication and transparency more so when uncertain about something.
More research has been conducted on the ways in which leadership styles differ in different situations, e.g., gender or organizational context. Fabac, Kokot and Bubalo (2022) concluded that the women leaders were more inclined to support leadership styles which had a direct impact on the performance of their teams and job satisfaction. Itesa and Burchell (2025) also emphasized that the path-goal leadership styles were associated with a reduced turnover intention, particularly in the case of the introduction of flexible work schedules, a flex-time or compressed working week. These results highlight the importance of leadership style and work arrangement in retention of employees. The process guides in Amazon, who troubleshoot and make the operation efficient, are one such applying path-goal leadership to deliver better throughput and retention.
[bookmark: _Toc229154052][bookmark: _Toc239534963]2.2.3 Situational Leadership
According to the situational leadership theory, a good leader should change his or her style of leadership based on the levels of readiness and abilities of followers. According to this theory, the approach taken by a leader is most effective when the leader approaches the situation based on the needs of that situation (Junaedi and Ali, 2025). The study of Aslam et al. (2022) has revealed that adaptive leaders could encourage employees during the uncertainties of the COVID-19 pandemic by modifying their approach when the situation required it. The fact that they can adjust their leadership style to the circumstances allows them to remain highly engaged and performant among employees (Gardner et al., 2020; Hanna et al., 2021; Popper, 2021).
In other works by Junaedi and Ali (2025), it is reported that situational leadership has a positive influence on employee performance, which is especially relevant when job satisfaction and organizational citizenship behavior mediate this association. Informal leaders in the case of Amazon demonstrate situational leadership styles whereby they would change their approach depending on the workload and demand at that time. As an example, when times are good, these leaders give directive guidance that is clear and requires compliance with safety measures, whereas when the times are slow, they give supportive coaching so as to ensure associates are motivated. According to Xuecheng, Iqbal, and Saina (2022), this flexibility is exercised, as the real-time metrics on the fulfilment-center dashboards of Amazon also enable leaders to act dynamically to different work conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc229154053][bookmark: _Toc239534964]2.3 Empirical Studies
[bookmark: _Toc229154054][bookmark: _Toc239534965]2.3.1 Concept of Informal Leadership Pathways
A key issue for this study is that informal leadership develops inside a system where employee performance is also measured technologically. Kellogg, Valentine and Christin (2020) explain that algorithmic control can operate through mechanisms that direct, evaluate and discipline workers. Applied critically to the present context, this means that high metric visibility may increase an associate’s chance of being noticed while simultaneously narrowing the definition of leadership to what can be measured. Informal leadership therefore needs to be assessed not only as peer influence, but also as influence shaped by the surrounding system of performance control.
Informal leadership paths are characterized as a leadership style that emerged outside of the formal hierarchy and is apt to be due to interpersonal relations, trust, and power over peer workers. These studies have also found that informal leaders tend to gain influence because of their social capital, that is, the demonstration of the quality of a leader in the sense of mentorship, motivation and guidance without titles or power (Abdul-Azeez et al., 2024). These leaders are, in most cases, found at the center of influence, where they provide support and direction within the team settings where they establish a sense of teamwork and trust towards them. Agazu et al. (2025) confirm that informal leadership may be useful in enhancing employee engagement, but Al-Jaberi et al. (2021) find its impact on employee team performance and structure particularly in unstable work environments (Cox et al., 2022).
Vallas (2023) discusses the phenomenon of informal leadership in the Amazon warehouses and how relational relationships among colleagues result in the creation of leadership rather than the establishment of a hierarchical power structure. Workers who gain confidence and establish a sense of teamwork among others are more likely to become leaders even though there are no managerial positions. The article by Vallas (2023) demonstrates how these relationships are formed by the organizational culture at Amazon, where formal leadership structures can be suppressive of the employees. However, the study is limited in that it only highlights relational aspects without giving consideration to the entire organization and technology where leadership is also created. On the other hand, Zhang et al. (2025) focuses on the issue of algorithmic management and its effect on informal leadership. They believe that the atmosphere created by Amazon of technology does not merely monitor its performance but promotes informal leadership by rewarding the high performers through algorithmic metrics. The Andreoli-Versbach (2024) study is a significant addition to the observation of leadership emergence in Amazon, as it points to the way performance incentives can be employed using the technological systems to foster leadership. However, Zhang et al. (2025) fail to consider emotional and interpersonal components of leadership such as motivation and relationship-building, which form the focus of informal leadership functions (Duggan et al., 2020; Parent-Rocheleau and Parker, 2022; Jarrahi et al., 2021).
In addition to the relational and technological relationships between leaders and their followers discussed by Vallas (2023) and Zhang et al. (2025), Barkat et al. (2024) also indicate that, in shaping informal leadership, the transformational leadership behaviors that are mentoring, giving guidance, and empowering peers are to be taken into account. Their study confirms that the employees who possess transformational leadership qualities are more effective in influencing their fellow employees and creating teamwork among them when they lack formal power. This perspective acknowledges emotional intelligence (EI) and interpersonal skills as concerns not to be overlooked in the formation of leaders. However, the second weakness that Barkat et al. (2024) have found in the Amazon warehouse context is that informal leaders are not able to introduce a long-term change to the setting due to the lack of formal authority. This remark is in response to the limitation of Zhang et al. (2025) such that the informal leaders may be limited to the extent to which they can make structural changes despite influencing the groups (Curchod et al., 2020; Rahman, 2021).
As an extension of this argument, Mphaluwa et al. (2025) highlights the importance of emotional intelligence (EI) as the factor of informal leadership development within the Amazon warehouse environment. This is because, according to them, emotional regulation, empathy and social skills in leadership can be used to aid in enhancing leadership capacity, but on their own, they cannot be used to achieve growth in their career without organization. Mphaluwa et al. (2025) believe that formal career development programmers and training opportunities should support informal leadership development to ensure that informal leaders of Amazon have an opportunity to develop within the hierarchical system of their organization. The observation adds value to Barkat et al. (2024), who observe that informal leaders need to be surrounded by favorable organizational structures that support their development. The combination of these studies means that the existing model of performance-orientated Amazon has the potential to hamper the emergence of informal leaders unless it is complemented by an equivalent structural and developmental one (Mindeguia et al., 2021; Görgens-Ekermans and Roux, 2021; Shamshad and Naqi Khan, 2022).
Articles by Vallas (2023), Zhang et al. (2025), Barkat et al. (2024), and Mphaluwa et al. (2025) can be used to comprehend the informal leadership dynamics of the Amazon warehouse environment. However, the two studies are restricted. Vallas (2023) is far more relationship-orientated, and Zhang et al. (2025) talk about the application of algorithmic systems and neglecting emotional and interpersonal leadership qualities. Barkat et al. (2024) focus on transformational leadership without considering the issues that informal leaders must endure in the absence of formal powers. According to Mphaluwa et al. (2025), emotional intelligence is important, yet it requires formal organizational support to enhance real career development. All these studies culminate in a combination of relational dynamics, technology, emotional intelligence, and organizational support wherein an understanding of the phenomenon of informal leadership development in the warehouses of Amazon as a whole is obtained.

[bookmark: _Toc229154055][bookmark: _Toc239534966]2.3.2 The Role of Step-Up Leads and Process Guides in Facilitating the Development of Associates into Formal Leadership Positions (Objective 1)
Process Guides and Step-Up Leads are largely involved in helping associates become formal leaders in the warehouse settings. Such positions allow associates to have practical experience in leadership and develop requisite competencies that lead to career development. As Cretskens et al. (2025) note, employee well-being and leadership development are two inseparable concepts, and supportive leadership roles such as Step-Up Leads create the environment in which the associates can flourish and train to take a formal leadership role. These positions are the initial step to career growth, as they offer a beneficial introduction and mentorship, as well as a learning opportunity (Garavan et al., 2021; Giacumo et al., 2020; Tannenbaum and Wolfson, 2022).
Besides, Douglas et al. (2024) claim that, in logistics work, leadership positions at the operational level can be a key point of contact between employees and high-level management. The process guides and process steps can be used to provide this bridge and provide practice with leadership roles, which includes making decisions and coordinating a team. This practical life experience makes associates better prepared to accept formal positions (Fischer and Sitkin, 2023; Gardner et al., 2020).
Furthermore, Ekren (2026) mentions the current changes in modern logistics systems, where employees should be empowered through various programs of staff development with a strong emphasis on responsibility and initiative. Through such programs, the associates are able to show their potential in leadership, which is essential in the upward movement in organized settings. Step-Up Leads and Process Guides is a program that provides the necessary background of equipping employees with the skills needed prior to starting formal leadership roles that would promote long-term career growth within the warehouse environment.
The career growth in the warehouse environments at Amazon is influenced by formal programs and informal self-directed growth. The step-up leads and the process of transferring the associates to formal leadership roles by cultivating the required working skills and promoting team building are key elements to consider. Such informal leadership opportunities, Vallas (2023) notes, are often regarded as having been acquired through peer-to-peer contacts, rather than through managerial directives. Step-up leads are employed by Amazon to enable associates to acquire these skills through demonstrating complex tasks to employees and showing they have leadership potential before formal promotions. This informal mentorship acquires very essential significance in the workplace, where the pressure is high and speed and precision are paramount, like in Amazon warehouses (Akkermans et al., 2020; Akkermans et al., 2021; van der Heijden et al., 2020).
On the other hand, the performance-orientated ones are the transactional leadership theories, such as the one presented by Fischer and Sitkin (2023). These transactional frame models are efficient and task-orientated behaviors coinciding with the Amazon culture as a metrics-based company. The limitation of this approach, however, is that it might be insensitive to the light skills that accompany informal leadership, such as emotional intelligence and team building. As the warehouses of Amazon become increasingly dependent on algorithmic management systems, as it is mentioned in Zhang et al. (2025), the integration of the two performance metrics, as well as the acquisition of emotional intelligence skills, is crucial to the mechanism of step-up leads that will enable the associates to become more formal employees in the new leadership roles. The personal development balance of this task center is the secret to the successful career development of the Amazon associates (Goods et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc229154056][bookmark: _Toc239534967]2.3.3 The Role of Informal Leadership in Associate Skills Development, Performance, and Career Progression (Objective 2)
The informal leadership role in developing associate skills, enhancing performance, and supporting career development is critical in warehouse environments. In their study, Giacomelli et al. (2025) investigate the connection between well-being and operational performance, demonstrating that employees who possess informal leadership attributes, including mentoring and motivating colleagues, tend to perform better and are more satisfied with their jobs. The informal leaders impact their colleagues by creating a positive work climate, which directly affects their performance and personal growth. These behaviors, in turn, lead to further career advancement because informal leaders are frequently regarded as the potential applicants to the formal leadership roles because of the interpersonal skills and the capacity to lead other people demonstrated (Eby and Robertson, 2020; Li et al., 2021; Spurk et al., 2019).
Nevertheless, Granulo et al. (2024) note that this could have a negative side and state that the implementation of algorithms in managerial activities can lead to the decreasing of the prosocial motivation of employees as one of the most common motivators of informal leadership. The inbuilt drive that gives rise to informal leadership may also be destroyed by algorithmic supervision since employees become less concerned with assisting others or cultivating leadership qualities and more attentive to achieving performance goals. This may influence their personal growth as well as their career growth in the organization. Guerrero-Valle (2025) looks at the embodied experiences of employees and offers an insight into how informal leadership influences the feeling of agency and purpose in the workers in their work. This qualitative method highlights the role of informal leadership in the empowerment of associates and skill development as well as job satisfaction, which is essential in career advancement (Gandini, 2019; Veen et al., 2020).
Hosen et al. (2024) also dwells on the significance of training and development programs saying that career development in warehouses is often encouraged by the presence of trainings and opportunities a worker is offered to take up informal leadership positions. Nevertheless, the informal leadership routes are not necessarily officialized, which states that employees can acquire leadership skills through work, though they may not necessarily have formal ways to the high-ranking official posts. Research such as the one by Jameel et al. (2025) and Jung et al. (2024) demonstrate that supportive leadership and motivational orientation influence innovative working behavior and job results in a positive way, which supports the notion that informal leadership positively influences the development of skills, as well as the promotion of the career within the warehouse environment.
Informal leadership is highly important in acquiring skills, performance and career development in the fulfilment centers of Amazon. The informal leaders are frequently recognized by the skill to affect the course of actions, mentorship, and the ability to effectively solve problems despite the lack of official authority (Barkat et al., 2024). Informal leaders can be used in the high-performance environment of Amazon to fill the gaps in official leadership and assist associates in learning new tasks. These executives contribute to ongoing education, which is one of the elements of the operational success of Amazon (Douglas et al., 2024). The interpersonal relations between the informal leader and their colleagues help in the establishment of the collaborative environment, which is very crucial in enhancing the work performance and creation of the culture of constant improvement (Eisenberger et al., 2020; Eby and Robertson, 2020).
Nevertheless, the weaknesses of informal leadership in the performance-based system of Amazon can be observed. The system of reward is often predetermined by algorithmic management and performance metrics and is harmful to the organic emergence of informal leaders (Zhang et al., 2025). Moreover, the value of emotional intelligence and interpersonal skills, which are very important in informal leadership development, is sometimes neglected by the fact that Amazon stresses quantifiable performance. Although articles by Mphaluwa et al. (2025) and Hosen et al. (2024) indicate the importance of emotional intelligence, including empathy and self-regulation, they also point to the possibility that this performance standard at Amazon may limit the expression of these leadership traits. Therefore, more coordinated leadership development involving technical skills and emotional intelligence is needed in both formal and informal leadership development (Duggan et al., 2023; Möhlmann et al., 2021; Ravid et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc229154057][bookmark: _Toc239534968]2.3.4 The Perceptions and Experiences of Associates Regarding Their Transition from Informal Leadership Roles to Formal Supervisory Positions (Objective 3)
The shift between informal leadership positions and formal supervisory roles can be a major change to the associates in the warehouse settings (Junaedi et al. 2025). Liu et al. (2025) discuss the emergence of the informal leaders of the staff, who can be innovative in their behavior, as it can become a springboard to their becoming formal leaders. The peers normally trust such informal leaders, and these are the individuals who can be the best supervisors (Theodore et al. 2025). Nevertheless, Ma et al. (2023) also emphasize that emotional labor might be a problematic part of this transition, as the emotional pressure of being a leader of peers may influence job satisfaction and the final performance results. When informal leaders are forced to assume a more direct role in leadership, they might find it hard to make a balance between the personal relationship that they have formed with their peers and their leadership capacity (Fabac et al. 2022).
Nguyen et al. (2023) state that perceived organizational support is vital in this transition. When the organization is supportive of its employees, they will easily manage the transition to formal leadership positions. This favor could exist in terms of mentorship, training and career development paths. Nguyen et al. (2025) also point out that transformational leadership and informal coaching can be crucial during this transition, as they can assist employees in gaining trust in their supervisorial functions (Eisenberger et al., 2020; Edmondson and Bransby, 2023).
On the other hand, Nilsson et al. (2025) argue about the consequences of algorithmic management that could cause the emergence of psychological stress and prevent the formation of informal leadership. The inflexible surveillance mechanisms can defeat the emotional intelligence quotient and interpersonal relationships required of informal leaders to succeed in formal offices. Hence, it is essential to balance the requirements of algorithmic monitoring with the development of informal leadership traits to make the transition successful (Edmondson and Bransby, 2023; Ravid et al., 2023).
The process of associates at Amazon undergoing a shift between informal leadership and formal supervisory roles is complex. Such transitions are usually characterized by a necessity to operate not only within the formal organizational frameworks but also within the informal systems of influence. According to Usman and Garavan (2026), organisational support, HR policies and status striving play a critical role in determining career progression at Amazon, particularly among informal leaders. Excellent associates in informal leadership are the ones who will be at the frontier of their career growth, and the shift to formal supervisory lifestyles will initiate the need to be formally acknowledged as leaders.
The problem is the recognition of informal leadership. Although Vallas (2023) elaborates on how informal leadership can be manifested through social interactions among associates, this is not necessarily how the formal arrangement of leadership at Amazon works. The move between informal and formal positions is one of the events that demonstrate that the self-initiated leadership actions demonstrated by the associates and the expectations determined by the hierarchical management system at Amazon have little in common. This is exacerbated by the performance-orientated culture at Amazon, which emphasizes more on getting quantifiable outcomes rather than on the subjective aspects of leadership, including the ability to mentor and build a team (Zheng et al., 2025). This brings to the fore the necessity of enhanced integration of informal leadership recognition into the formal career progression processes of Amazon.
[bookmark: _Toc229154058][bookmark: _Toc239534969]2.3.5 Informal Leadership and Emotional Intelligence (Objective 3)
Emotional Intelligence (EI) is vital in knowing how informal leadership develops, particularly in the warehouse setting of Amazon, whereby employees are usually under pleasureful situations (Ferdman, 2020). According to Cheng et al. (2025), the role of empowering leadership and emotional labor in the context of leadership emergence in frontline employees is crucial. According to Nguyen et al. (2025), the employees with high emotional intelligence levels are placed in a better position to develop relationships and create trust in their groups despite their lack of an office in that the emotional intelligence levels of the employees are strong and are characterized by self-awareness, regulation of emotions, and empathy, as well as social skills. In an environment that requires employees operating in a warehouse, with a high rate of workers often being heavily monitored regarding performance and the many metrics, EI can be used to enable informal leaders to relate to their peers, promote cooperation and influence group dynamics (Mitschelen et al. 2025). Such leaders will have greater opportunities to inspire and encourage people not by their position but by their talent to control emotions, understand colleagues, and create a favorable working atmosphere.
Informal leadership, in this meaning, is one which largely relies on EI since it gives individuals the ability to take on leadership positions depending on the ability to manage interpersonal relationships and give directions, even without any managerial titles (Laubengaie et al. 2024). High EI informal leaders are able to relieve tensions at the workplace, keep morale, and assist colleagues to overcome tough challenges (Barkat, et al. 2024). This does not only improve the immediate work environment but can have a great influence on their career path as well (Rai et al. 2025). They become invaluable to their teams, and this may result in promotion of careers through appreciation by both the managers and the other employees. As an illustration, such employees may be casually assigned the role of go-to individuals when it comes to solving issues or mentoring, which opens the door to being a leader in the future of the organization (Schinnenburg et al. 2025).
As emotional intelligence is a decisive consideration in leadership growth, Mphaluwa et al. (2025) warned that EI might not be viable in long-term career growth, particularly in a well-organized company such as Amazon. According to Cretskens et al. (2025), it is possible to influence interpersonal relationships and the potential of a worker to become a leader through emotional intelligence, although it needs to be supported by the organization and formal career development opportunities. Within the warehouse setting at Amazon, where progress is frequently linked to satisfying extremely high-performance standards, emotional intelligence has to be complemented by career development initiatives, training exposure, and support by the formal management structure to establish a long-term leadership development ladder (Giacomelli et al. 2025). Without this supplementary provision, the employees might have a hard time converting their emotional intelligence into concrete career advancement since the focus is more on performance and results and not on individual leadership potentials.
As Mphaluwa et al. (2025) remark, in organizations where the hierarchies are rigid, like Amazon, the leadership ladder tends to be less pliable and may be limited by external forces, such as the algorithmic management systems where the qualities of leadership are focused on counting the results, rather than the soft skills of the leadership, like emotional control or empathy. Within this paradigm, even the employees who have a high EI rating might not be able to overcome the walls of the formal system without any conscious organizational actions in identifying and developing leadership skills that are not determined by raw performance rates (Granulo et al. 2024).
As a solution to this disparity, Cheng et al. (2024) suggest combining emotional intelligence and Human Resource Management (HRM) approaches that encourage development in leadership. In this way, organizations will be able to develop an environment in which emotional intelligence is not only a personal resource but also a well-known and appreciated ability that can help get ahead in a career. The practices of HRM that focus on emotional intelligence may equip the employees with the means to further their interpersonal skills, and at the same time, they provide the formal training, mentoring, and feedback which help them advance in their careers (Zayid et al. 2024). This dualism would enable informal leaders to develop within the organizational structure so that they will not be constrained by the rigid structures that may hinder their growth.
[bookmark: _Toc229154059][bookmark: _Toc239534970]2.3.6 Recommendations for Enhancing Informal Leadership Pathways to Better Support Associate Development (Objective 4)
Amazon must leverage informal leadership more into its formal leadership so as to better support associate development (Garavan et al. 2021; Wallo et al. 2022). The reviewed literature provides a range of recommendations. Amazon would improve the contribution of emotional intelligence to leadership development programs. Mphaluwa et al. (2025) observe that emotional intelligence plays a crucial role in ensuring good communication and collaboration within a team, which are the main attributes of informal leadership. Emotional intelligence training together with technical skills training would give the associates a complete leadership toolkit and make them ready to assume formal leadership positions (Sürücü et al. 2020).
Second, the alignment of performance indicators with leadership growth objectives should be increased. In as much as algorithmic management is strong in providing performance tracking, it fails to consider the relational aspect and mentoring that defines informal leadership (Zhang et al., 2025). A less radical option, where informal leadership within the company is determined by performance appraisal and career growth programs, would provide associates with a clear route to formal leadership. The study by Cheng et al. (2024) can inform companies like Amazon that sustainable HRM practices are useful in the development of the career of the employees. When the principles of transformational leadership are brought to the existing HR practice at Amazon, one can achieve informal leadership and promote a personal and organisational objective.
[bookmark: _Toc229154060][bookmark: _Toc239534971]2.4 Research Gap
Although the available literature has given useful insights into understanding how informal leadership has been developed in the warehouse setting of Amazon, there are a number of gaps that need to be filled. Kittel et al. (2021) and Douglas et al. (2024) emphasize that the efficiency-focused culture at Amazon has stifled informal leadership but do not discuss how informal leadership can develop regardless of such constraints or how informal leadership can be acknowledged by formal systems. Likewise, Zhang et al. (2025) address the idea of algorithmic management but do not discuss the emotional or interpersonal aspects of leadership. Moreover, Mphaluwa et al. (2025) recognize the significance of emotional intelligence but claim that without the support of the organization, it is not enough, although they fail to support how the hierarchical and performance-based organizational models of Amazon prevent this support. Von Eben-Worlee et al. (2025) investigate career development but mostly target the supply chain executives, as the specific problem of warehouse workers remains uninvestigated to a considerable extent. This shows that there is a necessity of further, more in-depth research on both the formal and informal development of leadership at diverse levels within the Amazon workforce, especially the frontline workers (Rozmysłowicz, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc229154061][bookmark: _Toc239534972]2.5 Conceptual Framework
[image: ]
Figure 1 Conceptual Framework (Source: Author’s synthesis of the theoretical and empirical literature reviewed in Sections 2.2-2.4.)
The conceptual framework diagram demonstrates the correlation between informal leadership and the major results in the warehouse setting of Amazon, namely, the development of the skills of associates, their performance, and their career growth (Yao et al. 2025). The independent variable (IV) in this model is informal leadership, which manifests itself by being influenced by peers and mentored and guided in leadership without any formal systems of authority. It is a leadership style that is important in defining the skillfulness and ability of associates, and this helps in their development.
As the diagram shows, informal leadership has a positive effect on the development of associate skills, allowing employees to improve their technical and personal skills, mentoring their colleagues and learning on their own. Such enhancement of skills, in turn, has a direct impact on the performance of associates and creates an environment in which the employees will be more prepared to meet the expectations of the operations. It also highlights the connection between informal leadership and the rise of people in the organization because employees who take up the informal leadership roles are more likely to get recognition and climb up the organizational ladder.
Finally, the framework illustrates the effect of informal leadership on the overall dynamics in the Amazon fulfilment centers and indicates its effects on the personal development, work performance, and professional development of employees. With informal leadership being identified and encouraged, Amazon will be able to provide better conditions in terms of associates' promotion, leading to personal and company triumph.
Second, the alignment of performance indicators with leadership growth objectives should be increased. In as much as algorithmic management is strong in providing performance tracking, it fails to consider the relational aspect and mentoring that defines informal leadership (Zhang et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc229154062][bookmark: _Toc239534973]2.6 Chapter Summary
The chapter entailed the dynamics of informal leadership paths and career development in the Amazon warehouse setting. It explained the effects of organizational cultures, algorithmic management, and hierarchical structures on informal leadership development. The importance of emotional intelligence (EI) in developing leadership without authority is noted, and it is important to stress the interpersonal skills and emotional control. The chapter also discussed the drawbacks of current research, indicating a gap in the knowledge of the special problems of employment of warehouse workers in comparison with the supply chain executives. The chapter presented the importance of combination of emotional intelligence and HRM practices to facilitate the career advancement and leadership development within highly structured environments.


[bookmark: _Toc229154063][bookmark: _Toc239534974]CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc229154064][bookmark: _Toc239534975]3.1 Introduction to Chapter
The methodology is bounded by the same study parameters established in Chapter One. The aim is to investigate informal leadership pathways and career progression; Objectives 1-4 examine role development, skills and performance, transition experiences, and pathway improvements; and RQ1-RQ4 provide the questions against which both qualitative and quantitative findings are interpreted. Stating these parameters at the outset ensures that sampling, data collection and analysis are traceable to the purpose of the study.
This chapter provides a discussion of the mixed method employed in this study, which used both quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to have a clear picture of informal leadership channels and career development in the warehouse setting at Amazon. The quantitative part is a survey, which will help to gather quantifiable information about the perceptions of employees regarding leadership development and career advancement. The qualitative part will be based on in-depth interviews, which will help examine the personal, nuanced experiences of workers. The research employs Saunders's Research Onion Model as the research guide, which enables the researcher to have a systematic method of conducting research which has balanced theory and practice. The choice of this model was based on its flexibility, which aligns the two research methods with the study's objectives and enhances the strength of the findings (Creswell and Creswell, 2023; Timans et al., 2019; Harrison et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc239534976]3.2 Application of Saunders’ Research Onion
Saunders’ Research Onion is applied as a decision framework rather than mentioned only as a general model. At the philosophy layer, pragmatism is selected because the study requires both measurable patterns and contextual accounts. At the approach-to-theory layer, abductive reasoning is used to move iteratively between leadership theory and patterns emerging from participant evidence. At the methodological-choice layer, a mixed-methods design combines quantitative survey analysis with qualitative interviews. At the strategy layer, an online questionnaire and email-based semi-structured interview approach are used. The time horizon is cross-sectional because both strands capture perceptions and experiences within the study period rather than tracking participants longitudinally. At the techniques-and-procedures layer, purposive selection supports the qualitative strand, survey responses are analysed in SPSS, and interview responses are analysed thematically. This explicit application shows how each layer of the Research Onion informs a concrete methodological decision in the study (Saunders et al., 2020; Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc239534977]3.3 Research Rationale
The increasing significance of informal leadership in the work environment, particularly in Amazonian fulfilment centers, motivates this study. Since formal leadership systems might not capture the subtle roles played by employees, informal leadership provides a second avenue of growing associates and advancing their careers. This study seeks to address the issue of how informal leadership promotes the development of skills among associates, the development of performance, and promotion among people within Amazon. These dynamics will be useful for learning how informal leadership could be used to promote employee motivation, retention, and organizational performance, which will eventually lead to a more conducive and efficient work environment.
[bookmark: _Toc239534978]3.4 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy is the general belief about developing and proving knowledge, which uses the methods of research (Bell et al., 2022; Creswell and Creswell, 2023). It impacts the way researchers design, collect and interpret the results. A number of research methods are based on philosophical assumptions, and different philosophies offer a unique perspective on reality, knowledge, and truth. Positivism and interpretivism are the two major schools of research philosophy, but pragmatism has received considerable interest in recent years.
According to this philosophy, knowledge is considered to be based on observable phenomena, and reality is objective and measurable. Scholars in this methodology tend to conduct research by quantitative means and concentrate on testing hypotheses and statistical works (Ahmad et al., 2019). Among the strengths, the possibility of obtaining generalizable and reliable conclusions has to be mentioned. Its weakness, however, is that it is not able to record the aspects of subjective experiences, emotions, and human behavior (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Comparatively, this interpretivism philosophy focuses on comprehending the world as perceived by the participants, taking into account subjective experiences and social situations. It is very heavy on qualitative research techniques, including interviews and ethnography (Bell et al., 2022). The characteristic of interpretivism is the ability to dig deeper into the meaning and insights. Nevertheless, its weaknesses are the relevance of researcher bias and the impossibility to generalize research (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
Another approach is pragmatism, which is a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies but concentrates on practical outcomes and solutions. It provides a chance to be flexible regarding the selection of research strategies, as methods that can be the most efficient in responding to research questions can be chosen (Creswell and Hirose, 2019). Pragmatism is especially applicable when the problem under consideration requires a comprehensive perspective and the researcher can integrate numerical data with profound and context-heavy information. The weakness it has, however, lies in its inability to be coherent across various methodologies and the possibility of conflicting results (Bauer and Scheim, 2019). Nevertheless, pragmatism gives the flexibility to examine a problem from various perspectives, which is appropriate in research studies where statistical evidence and detailed views of the participants are essential. Pragmatism has been selected in this study because it is applicable to the objectives of the study. Pragmatism allows exploring both quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews through the combination of these two methods and would offer a comprehensive view of informal leadership routes at Amazon (Timans et al., 2019; Dawadi et al., 2021; Baur, 2019). The application of mixed methodology is consistent with the objective of the study focusing on the general trends and the depth of contextual knowledge about the development of leadership in one of the most structured and algorithmic settings. The flexibility of pragmatism guarantees the ability of the research to conform to the dynamics of the real-world work settings, which will add depth and applicability of the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc239534979]3.5 Research Approach
The research approach is described as the method employed by the researchers to respond to the research problem and direct the data collection and analysis process in general (Baur, 2019). The major methods are deductive, inductive, and abductive reasoning, each of which has its own advantages and disadvantages. The Deductive Approach starts with a theory or hypothesis and goes on to test it by the use of data. It is top-down, and each general premise results in specific conclusions. Such strengths as the possibility to test existing theories and generate the results that can be generalized are included (Kumar, 2019). Nonetheless, its weakness is that it is rigid and therefore does not adapt easily to new discoveries that might emerge in the process of conducting research (Ghanad, 2023). Conversely, inductive reasoning begins with observations and constructs theories/generalizations based on the patterns present in the data. This is an effective approach to learning new phenomena and creating theories using a bottom-up approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Its advantage is that it is flexible and capable of new discoveries; however, the weakness is the possibility of subjectivity and the inability to generalize the findings (Hair et al., 2019).
The abductive method unites deductive and inductive reasoning. It is initiated by unfinished observations, and the researcher makes the best possible judgement or hypothesis based on the evidence he/she has (Jamieson et al., 2023). Its benefit is that it facilitates the transition between theory and data and is thus very applicable to complex, real-world problems that need a subtle perception (Dawadi et al., 2021; Harrison et al., 2020). The weakness of the abductive approach, however, is that it can draw speculative conclusions that have to be further confirmed (Noyes et al., 2019). The abductive method has been identified in this research, which made it possible to explore informal patterns of leadership in the Amazon warehouse environment where the current theories might not be complete in explaining the peculiarities of the employees' experiences. This method is flexible in being able to change the theories as new information is acquired, especially in the mixed-methods paradigm where quantitative and qualitative data are combined (Jain, 2021). Although the speculative nature in this approach can be considered its weakness, its applicability and effectiveness in offering practical suggestions in complex settings support its use (Kittur, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc239534980]3.6 Research Design
Research design can be described as the plan and framework which provides the researcher with how to collect, analyze and interpret data. It will be important in making sure that the research problem is being dealt with effectively and that the findings are valid and reliable. Qualitative research design is an in-depth exploration of a phenomenon, typically by unstructured or semi-structured methods such as interviews, observations or focus groups. The advantage of qualitative studies is that they can be used to give in-depth and rich information about the experiences, behavior, and motivation of the participants. Nevertheless, its subjectivity is the primary weakness of the method because the results are made up of non-numerical data and cannot be applied to a bigger population (Flick, 2022). Also, the qualitative data might be costly in analysis and might create biases related to the interpretation of the researcher (Solomon & Mrad, 2022).
Quantitative research design involves the use of statistical data gathering and statistical analysis to either test a hypothesis or measure variables. It is widely applied in order to measure the relationships or the prevalence of the phenomenon, using surveys or experiments. The most important advantage of quantitative research is that it creates generalized findings and provides objective data regarding trends or patterns (Pallant, 2020). However, it is not deep enough to understand the origins of these trends, hence limiting its prospects to the complexity of human behavior (Stockemer et al., 2019).
The mixed methods of research design is a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods and approaches, which provides a holistic approach to the research problem. The combination of the two types of data used enables a more comprehensive insight into mixed methods, as the quantitative aspect of such research offers generalizability data, and the qualitative aspect allows one to dive deeper into the reasons or drivers of the phenomenon (Saunders et al., 2020). This is the advantage of this method as it gives quantity and richness to the knowledge of complex phenomena. Nevertheless, the combination of both data types can be complicated and can cause a lack of consistency or challenges related to making conclusions (Dawadi et al., 2021; Matović and Ovesni, 2023; Surucu and Maslakci, 2020) (Åkerblad et al., 2021).
In this case, a mixed-methods approach has been selected because it will provide both general trends and detailed information about informal leadership in Amazon warehouses. With the help of quantitative surveys, the prevalence of informal leadership can be examined, and qualitative interviews provide insights into the lived experiences of an employee that can be used to put the numerical results into perspective (Flick, 2022). Such a combination makes the research offer a comprehensive picture, and the results obtained become credible and rich in context (Flick, 2022; Pallant, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc239534981]3.7 Data Collection Method
Both primary data collection techniques, which are surveys and interviews, have been used in this study to provide detailed information on informal leadership career avenues within the Amazon warehouse setting. These methods are selected according to their complementary nature that enables obtaining general trends and profound information about the topic under discussion (Ahmad et al., 2019).
The survey technique is used because it is a quantitative method of collecting information of a significant number of respondents. The use of surveys makes it possible to gather numerical data which can be analyzed statistically, thus being reliable and generalizable (Ahmad et al., 2019). The questionnaire was carried out online using Google Forms; the form is user-friendly and facilitates distribution and collection of data. The approach will offer effective and scalable data collection, which is crucial to establish trends, relationships, and patterns in employee experiences (Bloomfield and Fisher, 2019). Nevertheless, the disadvantage of the surveys is that they do not necessarily reflect the context in which the answers were provided since they are usually based on closed-ended questions and answers (Tourangeau, 2021).
Conversely, interviews were carried out as a qualitative approach, which sought to examine further information on the individual experience of the participants in informal leadership. Interviews are a rich and detailed perspective of the emotional and subjective part of leadership development that cannot be represented by surveys (Braun and Clarke, 2021). The interviews were performed by means of email, as the participants were provided with a set of questions to answer. It is low cost and flexible, and the process enables a detailed response because the respondents can use their words to explain what they have experienced. A disadvantage of email interviews is that they might be less detailed and misinterpreted, as face-to-face interviews can be more immediate and personal (Flick, 2022).
Besides, a combination of these two, a survey as a quantitative breadth method and an interview as a qualitative depth method, will allow the study to attain a mixed-method approach. In this way, data can be triangulated, which will make the findings more robust and comprehensive (Bauer and Scheim, 2019). It is especially beneficial that both online surveys and email interviews are utilised to allow the research to target a varied population of participants in an effective and cost-efficient way (Baur, 2019). Both approaches are online, which makes them easy to access and flexible for the participants, thus making the data collection process rich.
Instrument traceability is important for interpreting both strands of the study. The archived dissertation materials do not contain the complete respondent-facing wording of the original Google Form questionnaire or the email interview schedule. To make the analysis auditable without retrospectively presenting invented wording as original, Appendix D provides the survey question/variable identifiers that remain visible in the analytical outputs, their recorded response categories, the number of items used in each composite survey scale, and the interview topic framework evidenced by the thematic analysis. Where verbatim wording is unavailable, this is stated explicitly. The original Google Form and email interview schedule should be retained with the dissertation record if recovered.
[bookmark: _Toc239534982]3.7.1 Sample Size and Sampling Method
In this research, 150 participants were indicated to be included in the survey, and ten participants were identified to participate in the interviews. The sample to be used in the survey was settled by the requirement of having a large and representative sample to make the quantitative data reliable and applicable. The respondents of the survey were chosen among the employees of Amazon who work in the warehouse settings, comprising both frontline and non-managerial employees who have gone through the informal leadership trajectories. Such a sample size can be used to identify the general trends and patterns of informal development of leadership in various individuals and teams (Stockemer et al., 2019).
In the case of the interviews, the sample size was reduced to 10 respondents who have recently served as Step-Up Leads and/or Process Guides.to provide detailed qualitative data on the lived experiences of informal leadership at Amazon. These interviewees were chosen using their roles and experience regarding informal leadership in the warehouse environment. The selection of the interviewees was intentional to cover a wide range of backgrounds, which is the inclusion of both male and female employees, since the variety of thoughts about informal leadership will be registered (Flick, 2022). This kind of purposive sampling made it possible to gather rich and detailed data that supplements the quantitative results of the survey and get a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon being studied (Baur, 2019) (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022; Guest et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc239534983]3.8 Data Analysis
In the case of the quantitative data obtained with the help of the survey, the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) was employed in the data analysis. To analyze the data in a holistic manner, descriptive statistics, frequency analysis, correlation analysis, and regression analysis were used. The descriptive statistics provided a summary of the responses of the survey and were used in summarizing the demographic characteristics of the participants (Pallant, 2020). The frequency analysis helped in determining the most repeated responses and patterns in the responses of the participants and obtained information on the prevalence of some informal leadership behaviors in the warehouse environment (Stockemer et al., 2019). Also, correlation and regression analysis were performed in order to investigate possible correlations between many variables, including the effects of informal leadership on career development, and the magnitude and the direction of the relationships (Ghanad, 2023). Such statistical techniques have been selected due to the fact that they are an effective and objective means to measure the data, which makes it easier to analyze the tendencies and make general conclusions based on a big sample (Creswell and Creswell, 2023) (Hair et al., 2019; Stockemer et al., 2019).
In the qualitative data that was gathered as a result of interviews, a thematic analysis was carried out. Thematic analysis is a powerful approach that allows detecting, evaluating, and presenting patterns (themes) in qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022). The reason for using this method is that a thorough and adaptable understanding of the experiences and perceptions of the participants in informal leadership can be achieved, and the richer aspects, which are impossible to reveal just by quantitative analysis, may be discovered. The thematic analysis allows the researcher to classify and give meaning to this information in a manner that presents the research objectives, thereby providing a more comprehensive insight into the phenomenon (Flick, 2022) (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc239534984]3.9 Ethical Considerations
This research study adhered to ethical guidelines to ensure the protection of participants' rights. All participants provided informed consent in the presence of information about the purpose of the study, its methodology, and the risks associated with it. The respondents were told their data was confidential and only used for research. The research also made sure that it was voluntary, and the subjects had the freedom to pull out any time without any penalty. Ethical issues pertaining to the protection of data were strictly observed, and no personal identifying information was gathered during the surveys or interviews. Moreover, the research guaranteed that it was honest and faithful in writing the results without misrepresenting or manipulating data (Pallant, 2020). This ethical behavior assisted in creating trust with the participants and ensured credibility and validity of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc239534985]3.10 Limitations of Study
Although it is a comprehensive and well-researched study, it has a number of limitations. To begin with, the interviews had a fairly small sample size of 10 participants, and it is possible that the results are not applicable to the whole population of the Amazon warehouses. Despite the survey involving 150 participants, the data can still be biased because of self-report or selection of the participants. Moreover, although quantitative analysis is an ideal source of reliable data, it might not align with personal experiences that can be more profoundly revealed in qualitative methods. Finally, time was another factor that limited the time of data collection, which might have limited the opportunity to investigate long-term informal leadership development trends (Bauer and Scheim, 2019).
An additional reproducibility limitation concerns the research instruments. The available study record does not preserve the verbatim wording and ordering of the complete questionnaire and email interview schedule. Consequently, the exact phrasing of some measures cannot be independently reviewed from this dissertation alone. The analysis remains traceable to the preserved survey variable labels, response categories, composite-scale composition and interview topics documented in Appendix D, but full replication requires the original instrument files.
[bookmark: _Toc239534986]3.11 Reliability and Validity
Reliability and validity were addressed in ways consistent with the methods actually reported in this dissertation. For the quantitative strand, internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha for each multi-item scale; the reported coefficients ranged from 0.734 to 0.929, indicating acceptable to strong internal consistency. Construct alignment was supported by linking questionnaire variables to the conceptual framework and research objectives, while regression diagnostics included collinearity statistics and the Durbin-Watson statistic. For the qualitative strand, credibility was strengthened through the use of a consistent interview topic framework, anonymised participant coding and a transparent thematic coding summary showing how recurrent meanings were organised into four themes. Mixed-method credibility was strengthened by comparing convergence and divergence between interview themes and survey patterns rather than treating the two datasets independently. The principal validity limitations remain self-report bias, a single organisational context, the cross-sectional design and the inability to generalise beyond the sampled participants (Hayes and Coutts, 2020; Tourangeau, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc239534987]3.12 Chapter Summary
This chapter has addressed the research methodology, design and ethical issues which informed this study. It was implemented as a mixed-methods study, which consisted of conducting quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to represent the wide trends and detailed information on informal leadership trajectories in an Amazon warehouse setting. The analyzer of the data was SPSS, and the survey used descriptive statistics, frequency analysis, correlation and regression analysis in order to investigate relationships between the variables. In the case of the qualitative interviews, thematic analysis was used to derive patterns and themes in the information. The rights of the participants were taken into account, and the ethical principles of informed consent, confidentiality and voluntary participation were adhered to during the study. The chapter also pointed to the weaknesses of the research, such as sample size and data collection through the internet, that can impact the generalizability of findings.

[bookmark: _Toc229154076][bookmark: _Toc239534988]CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
[bookmark: _Toc229154077][bookmark: _Toc239534989]4.1 Chapter Introduction
This chapter presents the findings and analysis for the study on informal leadership pathways and career progression in Amazon’s warehouse environment. It begins with qualitative evidence from 10 interview participants and then presents quantitative survey results from 150 respondents. The 10 interviews were sufficient because repeated responses across role, selection, pressure, and progression issues indicated thematic saturation. The quantitative section reports frequency results, descriptive statistics, reliability testing, correlation analysis, and multiple regression. The chapter then discusses the findings against the literature and research objectives before summarizing the main implications for informal leadership development.
[bookmark: _Toc229154078][bookmark: _Toc239534990]4.2 Qualitative Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc229154079][bookmark: _Toc239534991]4.2.1 Participant Information
The qualitative sample included ten anonymized participants coded P1 to P10. Participants represented associates, Process Guides, and Step-Up Leads, which allowed the analysis to include both direct and observed informal leadership experiences. Their role profiles and experience levels are provided in Table A1 in Appendix A to protect confidentiality while maintaining analytical transparency.
[bookmark: _Toc229154080][bookmark: _Toc239534992]4.2.2 Thematic Analysis
Themes were generated through a hybrid thematic process. The research objectives and interview guide provided deductive direction, while repeated meanings in the transcripts allowed inductive refinement of the final four themes.
Table 4.1: Thematic Coding Summary
	Theme
	Core Codes
	Analytical Focus

	Theme 1: Informal Leadership Roles and Selection Pathways
	daily support; task coordination; manager visibility; performance; experience; fairness
	How participants understood Step-Up and Process Guide roles and how associates entered them.

	Theme 2: Development Skills, Confidence, and Work Performance
	communication; problem-solving; decision-making; confidence; teamwork; productivity
	How informal leadership developed individual capability and supported operational outcomes.

	Theme 3: Leadership Under Target Pressure and Emotional Intelligence
	targets; rates; support; calmness; listening; empathy; conflict handling
	How leaders balanced performance demands with people-centered behavior under pressure.

	Theme 4: Career Progression, Barriers, and Improvement of Informal Leadership Pathways
	promotion; unclear pathway; feedback; training; formal recognition; opportunity
	How participants assessed Step-Up roles as routes into formal leadership and proposed improvements.


[bookmark: _Toc229154081][bookmark: _Toc239534993]4.2.3 Theme 1: Informal Leadership Roles and Selection Pathways
This theme was developed from participants’ descriptions of daily leadership work and the routes through which associates entered Step-Up or Process Guide roles.
P1 stated that “They help organize work, answer questions, explain tasks, and make sure associates understand what needs to be done during the shift.”
This shows that informal leadership was experienced as practical coordination rather than authority. Step-Up leaders translated operational expectations into immediate floor-level guidance, which made them visible sources of support during routine work.
P4 illustrated that “A Step-Up leader helps coordinate the team during the shift. The role involves giving instructions, checking progress, helping associates with problems.”
This confirms that informal leaders functioned as intermediaries between associates and managers. Their influence depended on being trusted by the team and being able to stabilize work when operational direction was needed.
P2 explained that “People who communicate well, support others, and build good relationships with managers are more likely to be offered Step-Up opportunities.”
This response shows that selection was not based only on performance. Visibility and manager relationships also shaped access, which may disadvantage capable associates who are less socially connected or less confident in promoting themselves.
P9 added that “Strong performance is important, but leadership potential is also shown through reliability, communication, and how the person treats colleagues.”
This reflects a broader understanding of leadership potential, but it also exposes a fairness risk. If relational visibility is not supported by transparent criteria, selection can appear subjective and may be interpreted as favoritism.
[bookmark: _Toc229154082][bookmark: _Toc239534994]4.2.4 Theme 2: Skills Development, Confidence, and Work Performance
This theme was developed from responses linking informal leadership with workplace learning, confidence formation, and improved operational awareness.
P3 stated that “Informal leadership develops technical understanding, communication, time management, and problem-solving. It also teaches people how to priorities issues.”
This indicates that learning occurred through direct responsibility rather than classroom instruction. The role created experiential learning because associates developed capability by solving live problems and making real-time operational judgements.
P7 observed that “Step-Up work develops communication, confidence, patience, and decision-making. Technical knowledge is necessary, but the bigger challenge is dealing with people fairly.”
The quote shows that development was both technical and interpersonal. Participants viewed fairness, patience, and communication as leadership skills, which suggests that informal learning extended beyond process knowledge into people management.
P6 stated that “They learn that leadership is not only about giving instructions but also about accepting responsibility for outcomes.”
This shifts informal leadership from simple task direction to accountability for collective results. It also explains why participants linked Step-Up exposure with confidence, because responsibility required them to think beyond individual productivity.
P10 explained that “They begin to think about team performance, safety, and process quality rather than only their own task.”
This shows that Step-Up and Process Guide roles widened associates’ operational perspective. Informal leadership therefore helped participants connect performance, safety, and quality as related outcomes rather than separate workplace expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc229154083][bookmark: _Toc239534995]4.2.5 Theme 3: Leadership Under Target Pressure and Emotional Intelligence
This theme was developed from repeated references to balancing rates, targets, stress, and people-centered behavior under operational pressure.
P1 stated that “Step-Up leaders try to balance support and targets, but performance pressure is always present.”
This shows that informal leaders operated in a constant tension between support and output. The role was therefore developmental, but it also placed pressure on associates who lacked full managerial authority.
P3 added that “Balancing people and targets is difficult, but both are connected. If associates are unsupported, performance can drop.”
This response suggests that support was treated as a condition of performance, not as a separate concern. However, expecting informal leaders to manage this balance without formal authority may create an unfair emotional and operational burden.
P7 explained that “A calm tone, respectful language, and patience can make a major difference during stressful shifts.”
This indicates that emotional intelligence shaped how associates experienced pressure. Calm communication helped reduce anxiety and allowed performance expectations to be communicated without damaging morale.
P10 stated that “Effective leaders are calm, approachable, and consistent. They should listen before responding and avoid showing frustration in front of the team.”
This demonstrates that participants value self-control and listening as practical leadership behaviors. Emotional intelligence therefore operated as a stabilizing resource within a target-driven environment.
[bookmark: _Toc229154084][bookmark: _Toc239534996]4.2.6 Theme 4: Career Progression, Barriers, and Improvement of Informal Leadership Pathways
This theme was developed from participants’ views on whether Step-Up roles created a credible route into permanent leadership.
P1 stated that “Step-Up roles can help people progress because they provide practical leadership experience. However, the pathway is not automatic.”
This shows that informal leadership was viewed as useful but uncertain. Participants recognized developmental value, but they also questioned whether experience reliably converted into promotion.
P3 explained that “Process Guide experience helps with promotion because it gives practical examples for interviews and applications.”
This indicates that informal roles supplied evidence of leadership capacity. However, this evidence is only valuable if managers record it, discuss it, and connect it to formal development routes.
P5 recommended that “The company should record Step-Up experience formally as part of employee development.”
This recommendation addresses fairness directly. Formal recording would reduce dependence on memory, visibility, and informal impressions, which can otherwise advantage associates who are already noticed by managers.
P8 proposed that “I would introduce a simple expression-of-interest system for Step-Up roles. This would allow associates to show interest openly.”
This proposal would make opportunities more transparent and reduce the risk of bias. Overall, participants saw informal leadership as valuable but incomplete unless supported by clear criteria, feedback, and recognition.
[bookmark: _Toc239534997]4.2.7 Qualitative Summary and Link to Quantitative Analysis
Across the four qualitative themes, informal leadership was experienced as both developmental and uncertain. Participants described practical coordination, skills development and emotional regulation as benefits, while also identifying manager visibility, target pressure and unclear progression as constraints. These qualitative findings provide the interpretive basis for the quantitative analysis that follows. In particular, the survey variables on access and selection, skill development, performance outcomes, leadership balance, emotional intelligence and career progression test whether the patterns described in interviews are also visible across the wider sample.
[bookmark: _Toc229154085][bookmark: _Toc239534998]4.3 Quantitative Analysis
Interpretation note: Table 4.2 reports categorical survey items, whereas Tables 4.3-4.7 report composite scales created from multiple items. Appendix D maps the preserved question/variable codes and response categories for q1_role, q2_tenure, q3_stepup_experience, q4_observed_stepup, q5_selection_basis, q18_pressure_response, q20_ei_importance and q24_barrier, and also states the number of items in each composite scale. Because the verbatim respondent-facing questions are not preserved in the available source record, the quantitative results below are interpreted using those documented labels and categories rather than retrospectively reconstructed question wording.
[bookmark: _Toc229154086][bookmark: _Toc239534999]4.3.1 Respondent Profile and Background Characteristics
Table 4.2: Combined Frequency Results for Respondent Profile and Key Survey Items
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	Current role
	Associate
	71
	47.3%

	Current role
	Other
	2
	1.3%

	Current role
	Permanent Team Leader
	10
	6.7%

	Current role
	Process Guide
	42
	28.0%

	Current role
	Step-Up Lead
	25
	16.7%

	Tenure
	< 6 months
	19
	12.7%

	Tenure
	6-12 months
	32
	21.3%

	Tenure
	1-3 years
	61
	40.7%

	Tenure
	3+ years
	38
	25.3%

	Step-Up experience
	No
	21
	14.0%

	Step-Up experience
	Yes, multiple times
	76
	50.7%

	Step-Up experience
	Yes, once or twice
	53
	35.3%

	Selection basis
	Top performers
	46
	30.7%

	Selection basis
	Experienced employees
	39
	26.0%

	Selection basis
	Manager recommended
	35
	23.3%

	Selection basis
	Volunteers
	14
	9.3%

	Selection basis
	Not clear
	16
	10.7%

	Pressure response
	Balance metrics and team support
	89
	59.3%

	Pressure response
	Focus more on supporting people
	25
	16.7%

	Pressure response
	Focus only on metrics
	21
	14.0%

	Pressure response
	It depends on the person
	15
	10.0%

	Emotional intelligence importance
	Not important
	15
	10.0%

	Emotional intelligence importance
	Slightly important
	30
	20.0%

	Emotional intelligence importance
	Moderately important
	28
	18.7%

	Emotional intelligence importance
	Very important
	37
	24.7%

	Emotional intelligence importance
	Essential
	40
	26.7%

	Main barrier
	Unclear selection process
	38
	25.3%

	Main barrier
	Focus on metrics over skills
	33
	22.0%

	Main barrier
	Lack of opportunities
	32
	21.3%

	Main barrier
	Favoritism
	20
	13.3%

	Main barrier
	Lack of confidence
	17
	11.3%

	Main barrier
	Other
	10
	6.7%



Table 4.2 shows that the survey sample had strong relevance to informal leadership analysis. Associates formed the largest group (47.3%), followed by Process Guides (28.0%) and Step-Up Leads (16.7%). Most respondents had worked for one to three years (40.7%), while a further 25.3% had more than three years of experience. This indicates that many respondents had sufficient exposure to warehouse operations. The Step-Up experience results were particularly important because 50.7% had performed Step-Up roles multiple times and 35.3% had performed them once or twice. Therefore, the quantitative sample was not detached from the research topic, as most respondents had direct experience of informal leadership practice.
The same table also shows how respondents understood leadership access and barriers. Step-Up roles were most commonly linked with top performers (30.7%), experienced employees (26.0%), and manager recommendation (23.3%). This trend indicates that both performance and managerial visibility influenced the selection. Most of the respondents (59.3% of the respondents) under target pressure indicated that Step-Up leaders strike a balance between metrics and team support, which supports a positively oriented perception of informal leadership behavior on the whole. EI was significant as well, with 24.7% considering it very important and 26.7% considering it essential. However, barriers remained visible, particularly unclear selection processes (25.3%), focusing on metrics over skills (22.0%), and lack of opportunities (21.3%).
[bookmark: _Toc229154087][bookmark: _Toc239535000]4.3.2 Descriptive Statistics of Main Variables
Table 4.3: Descriptive Statistics for Main Survey Scales
	Scale
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Access and selection
	3.450
	0.955

	Skill development
	3.384
	1.126

	Performance outcomes
	3.441
	1.130

	Leadership balance
	3.623
	1.083

	Emotional intelligence
	3.453
	0.994

	Career progression
	3.453
	1.183



Table 4.3 indicates that all composite variables recorded mean scores above the neutral midpoint of 3.00. Leadership balance produced the highest mean (3.623), suggesting that respondents generally believed Step-Up leaders could manage target demands while maintaining people’s support. Career progression (3.453), emotional intelligence (3.453), access and selection (3.450), and performance outcomes (3.441) were also positive. The implication is that informal leadership was not experienced only as extra workload; it was also associated with perceived support, capability, and advancement. Skill development had the lowest meaning (3.384), which may indicate uneven access to learning opportunities across departments. The standard deviations also show variation, meaning that informal leadership experiences were positive overall but not consistent for all respondents.
[bookmark: _Toc229154088][bookmark: _Toc239535001]4.3.3 Reliability Analysis
Table 4.4: Reliability Results for Survey Scales
	Scale
	No. of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Decision

	Access and selection
	2
	0.734
	Acceptable

	Skill development
	3
	0.899
	Strong

	Performance outcomes
	4
	0.929
	Strong

	Leadership balance
	2
	0.834
	Strong

	Emotional intelligence
	2
	0.772
	Acceptable

	Career progression
	2
	0.859
	Strong



Table 4.4 confirms that the survey scales were reliable for further analysis. The value of Alpha was between 0.734 and 0.929 meaning that the internal consistency is acceptable to strong. The reliability score of performance outcomes was the best (0.929) followed by skill development (0.899) and career progression (0.859). The balance of leadership was also good (0.834) and emotional intelligence (0.772) and access, and selection (0.734) were also good. Composite scale variables are likely to be used in correlation and regression tests, as these results support this method. The evidence of reliability enhances the belief that the items in each scale possessed corresponding constructs at all times.
[bookmark: _Toc229154089][bookmark: _Toc239535002]4.3.4 Correlation Analysis
Table 4.5: Pearson Correlations with Career Progression
	Predictor Variable
	Pearson r with Career Progression
	Significance

	Access and selection
	0.426
	p < 0.001

	Skill development
	0.333
	p < 0.001

	Performance outcomes
	0.455
	p < 0.001

	Leadership balance
	0.321
	p < 0.001

	Emotional intelligence
	0.428
	p < 0.001



Table 4.5 shows that all predictor variables had positive and statistically significant relationships with career progression. Performance outcomes had the strongest association (r = 0.455, p < 0.001), followed by emotional intelligence (r = 0.428, p < 0.001) and access and selection (r = 0.426, p < 0.001). Skill development (r = 0.333, p < 0.001) and leadership balance (r = 0.321, p < 0.001) were also significant but weaker. These results indicate that respondents who rated informal leadership positively were more likely to perceive Step-Up roles as supporting career progression. However, correlation does not prove causation, so the findings should be interpreted as evidence of association rather than proof that informal leadership alone causes promotion.
[bookmark: _Toc229154090][bookmark: _Toc239535003]4.3.5 Multiple Regression Analysis
Table 4.6: Regression Model Summary and ANOVA
	Statistic
	Result

	R
	0.579

	R Square
	0.335

	Adjusted R Square
	0.312

	F
	14.518

	df
	5, 144

	Significance
	p < 0.001

	Durbin-Watson
	1.857


Table 4.7: Regression Coefficients Predicting Career Progression
	Predictor
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	t
	p
	VIF

	Access and selection
	0.269
	0.107
	0.217
	2.508
	0.013
	1.620

	Skill development
	0.079
	0.082
	0.075
	0.961
	0.338
	1.311

	Performance outcomes
	0.287
	0.082
	0.274
	3.481
	0.001
	1.339

	Leadership balance
	0.125
	0.082
	0.115
	1.519
	0.131
	1.234

	Emotional intelligence
	0.157
	0.109
	0.132
	1.437
	0.153
	1.823



Table 4.6 shows that the regression model was statistically significant, F (5,144) = 14.518, p < 0.001. The model explained 33.5% of the variance in career progression, with an R Square value of 0.335 and an adjusted R Square of 0.312. Table 4.7 shows that access and selection significantly predicted career progression (B = 0.269, p = 0.013), while performance outcomes were the strongest significant predictor (B = 0.287, p = 0.001). The combined model showed that skill development and emotional intelligence had a positive but non-significant relationship with leadership balance. The emotional intelligence might have not been relevant since its performance did not isolate the access-selection outcomes as well as performance outcomes and thus people skills were relevant but were partly absorbed by more prominent promotion related aspects.

[bookmark: _Toc229154091][bookmark: _Toc239535004]4.4 Discussion
The results confirm Objective 1 by indicating that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides helped with developing associates by enabling them to coordinate daily, solve problems, and translate managerial expectations into action on the floor. This is consistent with Vallas (2023) who posits that leadership in Amazon warehouses is often informal and occurs due to peer relationships and not through hierarchy. Douglas et al. (2024) also demonstrate that the operational leadership in logistics becomes a mediating factor between personnel and the top management. Nevertheless, Zhang et al. (2025) offer an opposing opinion and emphasize that algorithmic systems might priorities apparent measures instead of relational leadership. The current results build upon this discussion by demonstrating that both performance and visibility influenced selection to generate beneficial opportunities and raise the concerns of fairness at the same time.
Objective 2 is also supported by the results since both datasets related informal leadership to the development of skills, confidence, and performance outcomes. Giomelli et al. (2025) suggest that informal leadership behaviors can help to improve the work climate and the working performance as it helps colleagues. Hassen et al. (2024), again, emphasizes that career advances in warehouse labor response can be attributed to the access to education and management. Comparatively, Granulo et al. (2024) warn that algorithmic management can suppress prosocial motivation in cases where employees are mainly driven by performance objectives. This paper summarizes all these sides: the results of the surveys and the style of the participants both showed that performance results were the most effective predictors of career advancement, as compared to skill development alone.
Objective 3 is supported by the report that links transition into leadership to a difficult emotional and operationally beneficial process. Mphaluwa et al. (2025) argue that emotional intelligence helps informal leaders to build trust and deal with pressure and maintain relationships within a team. Cheng et al. (2025) also attributes the empowering leadership to the emotional labor among frontline employees, and this is why calmness and listening were highly regarded in the interviews. Nevertheless, Nilsson et al. (2025) note that algorithmic management may enhance psychological pressure and limit informal growth of leaders. This is the reason emotional intelligence was found to be important in correlation except regression because its effect could be contingent on the formal support and encouragement of such behaviors by the organization.
The results also affirm Objective 4 by finding out the areas of improvement to enhance informal leadership channels. Nguyen et al. (2023) focus on the concepts of organizational support, mentoring, and training assisting the employees in dealing with the transitions to leadership positions. Career commitment is also associated with developmental HRM practices and status recognition by Usman and Garavan (2026). The author believes that sustainable HRM can facilitate development among employees in an organization where the development systems are visible and organized (Cheng et al., 2024). The present findings therefore indicate that Amazon should not rely only on informal recognition or manager discretion. A clearer expression-of-interest process documented Step-Up experience, and regular feedback would make progression more transparent and reduce perceived bias.
[bookmark: _Toc239535005]4.4.1 Integrated Mixed-Methods Answers to the Research Questions
The mixed-method interpretation was undertaken by comparing the direction of the quantitative results with the experiences reported in the qualitative themes. This form of integration is important because mixed-methods quality depends on showing how the two strands inform a combined inference rather than presenting them as parallel analyses (Fetters and Tajima, 2022). RQ1 is answered by evidence that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides provide practical opportunities to coordinate work, solve problems and demonstrate responsibility, although entry to these roles is not consistently transparent. RQ2 is answered by convergence between interview accounts of communication, confidence, decision-making and operational awareness and positive survey relationships between the developmental variables and career progression. RQ3 is answered by the interview evidence on emotional control and target pressure together with the quantitative finding that emotional intelligence correlated with career progression but was not an independent significant predictor once other variables were controlled. RQ4 is answered by both datasets identifying access, selection clarity, performance emphasis and formal recognition as central improvement areas. The overall inference is therefore that informal leadership is developmentally valuable, but its contribution to formal progression depends strongly on how opportunities are allocated, recognised and connected to evidence of performance and leadership capability.
[bookmark: _Toc229154092][bookmark: _Toc239535006]4.5 Chapter Summary
This chapter found that informal leadership was generally viewed as beneficial but not fully formalized as a career pathway. The qualitative themes showed that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides supported coordination, skills development, confidence, emotional control, and operational awareness. Positive relationships were supported by quantitative results with career progression, and regression identified performance outcomes and access-selection as the most predictive variables. The discussion showed that these findings allow endorsing the objectives of the research, yet also indicate the issue of visibility, inequity, and the inadequate formalization of the informal leadership experience.


[bookmark: _Toc229154093][bookmark: _Toc239535007]CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMEDNATIONS
[bookmark: _Toc229154094][bookmark: _Toc239535008]5.1 Introduction to Chapter
This chapter concludes the study by summarizing the main findings on informal leadership pathways and career progression within Amazon’s warehouse environment. It is an awareness of the role that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides play in the development of associates' skills and in their work performance, emotional intelligence and progression to formal leadership roles. The chapter also reflects on the aims of the study and how results can answer the questions of the study. Based on qualitative and quantitative evidence, some practical recommendations are suggested to sustain informal leadership pathways, ensure equity in selection, boost training, and ensure better career progression. The chapter concludes with a description of the study's limitations and suggestions for future studies.
[bookmark: _Toc229154095][bookmark: _Toc239535009]5.2 Summarized Outcome of Study
The study revealed that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides are an important element of helping associates advance into formal leadership roles in Amazon's warehouse. The roles are designed as a steppingstone between the ordinary associate roles and permanent supervisory roles. Results indicated that Step-Up Leads and Process Guides manage daily activities, clarify tasks, resolve operational issues, assist associates, and help employees execute management directives. It enables associates to shift their focus from what they can create on their own towards the performance of the team, process quality, safety and the rest of the shift consequences. Informal leadership is thus a means of on-the-job training to be used alongside classroom training.
The research also revealed that these roles are opportunities for associates to experience leadership in the early stages of their career before they are placed in formal supervisory roles. Associates develop communication and decision-making abilities, prioritization, responsibility and accountability through Step-Up and Process Guide work in a real warehouse environment. This is crucial as Amazon's fulfilment centers are performance-focused, fast-paced and structured. Development of leadership in such a context is not to be based solely on the formal promotion pathways. It also has to be raised in normal duties and working out problems. Step-up and process guide roles thus establish an informal leadership succession by enabling the associates to prove their reliability, confidence, problem-solving skills, and their ability to support associates when they are stressed.
But this track is not clear or consistent. Step-up roles are available for development but may not be apparent. Survey results revealed that selection was frequently related to the top performance, experience and manager recommendation and that some respondents felt the process was unclear. This generates a fairness problem: If associates are not aware of how to access a career path of informal leadership, then it cannot be an effective pathway. The qualitative results also indicated that the visibility of managers and relationships at work also had an impact on those who was offered Step-Up opportunities. Therefore, if they are not visible to managers, or if they don't believe they have confidence in presenting themselves, they may be overlooked. Hence, Step-Up Leads and Process Guides can facilitate the process of leadership development, but this effect is limited if informal recognition and managerial preference are particularly strong in the selection of leaders.
The study also revealed that informal leadership enhances associates' skill development, job performance and felt career advancement positively. Participants described informal leadership as enhancing technical knowledge, communication skills, time management, problem-solving, patience, confidence and decision-making skills. These skills are directly applicable to warehouse leadership, as both the informal leader and the individual must support fellow workers as they strive to maintain a working environment. The results confirmed that associates in Step-Up and Process Guide positions start to grasp the broader issues of safety, quality, team output, and responsibility for the team's outcomes in the workplace. This indicates that informal leadership becomes developed in both practical and interpersonal skills.
This conclusion was confirmed by the quantitative results. The descriptive statistics revealed that the respondents' opinions were positively inclined towards informal leadership in all the main survey variables, as they were all with scores above the neutral point of the scale. Respondents had the highest mean score for leadership balance, indicating they felt Step-Up leaders were most able to handle performance pressure/team support. The mean values of the constructs of career progression, emotional intelligence, access and selection and performance outcomes were all positive. This reveals that informal leadership was not a burden or a burden on the shoulders alone. It was also considered to be a development opportunity by many of the respondents. The results of the reliability test also corroborated the findings, as all the scales used in the survey were acceptable to good Cronbach's alpha ranging from 0.734 to 0.929. This means that the survey measures were reliable enough to be used for analysis.
The correlation results also revealed that there was a positive correlation between informal leadership and career advancement. The career progression was positively and significantly correlated with all the predictor variables. Performance outcomes had the highest correlation, followed by emotional intelligence and access and selection. Other noteworthy factors were skill development and leadership (although to a lesser degree). These results indicate that associates who had a positive attitude towards the informal leadership roles were more likely to agree that Step-Up roles facilitated career progression. The result, however, should be interpreted with caution, as correlation does not equal causation. The study cannot assert that informal leadership implies automatic promotion. Rather, it demonstrates that informal leadership is meaningfully linked to associates' perceived career development, particularly when associates' performance outcomes are better, opportunities are more available, and leadership behaviors are more positive.
The results of regression brought a more critical interpretation. The entire model was statistically significant and accounted for 33.5% of the variance in career progression. This has significance as it indicates that the chosen factors accounted for an important portion of the respondents' experience of career progression. But the only individual predictors of significance were access and selection and performance outcomes. Performance outcomes accounted for the highest level of prediction (career progression), and access and selection also significantly predicted career progression. The skills development, leadership balance and emotional intelligence were positive values but were not significant statistically in the regression model. This suggests that, when considering performance and access, those factors – skills, emotional intelligence and balanced leadership – do not predict progression on their own. The suggestion is that Amazon's non-formal leadership route seems to place a greater emphasis on obvious leadership abilities and opportunity than on softer leadership skills. While informal leadership has a positive effect on development, measurable output, visibility and management recognition can have a significant impact on progression.
The study also revealed that associates generally found Step-Up and Process Guide experience beneficial to their career development but not necessarily as a steppingstone to formal leadership. Participants gained an understanding that informal leadership positions offer real-world applications in interviews, applications and promotion. This indicates that informal positions are contributors to associates' leadership experiences. But the results revealed uncertainty regarding the formal documentation, regular recognition and explicit linkage of this experience with promotion. This leaves the sense of leadership work out of the way and of not being officially recognized as leader material.
The qualitative results indicated that informal leadership was felt to be empowering and challenging. Step-up and process guide roles provided are associated with confidence, visibility and a sense of responsibility. Associates were trained to assist their peers, deal with stress, effectively communicate and consider broader team success. Concurrently, emotional and operational stress arose as a result of the transition into the role. Participants described the challenge of Step-Up leaders holding a balance between support and targets and frequently not having full authority. This is more important as informal leaders were expected to be able to influence informal colleagues and deal with shift-level issues but not always have formal authority or structured support like permanent supervisors. Thus, there is a possibility that informal leaders will provide stress as well as development.
Emotional intelligence also played an important role in comprehending this change. Calmness, patience, respectful communication, listening, and consistency were valued in the participants. These practices enabled informal leaders to deal with challenging changes and set standards for their performance without affecting morale. Emotional intelligence thus acted as a balancing mechanism in a target-driven environment of a warehouse. The regression results, however, indicated that when the other factors were added to the model, there was no independent relationship between emotional intelligence and career progression. The resulting message is an important one: emotional intelligence can enhance team experiences and could be important to associate but might not be adequately recognized in formal promotion structures. This means that there may be a mismatch between what associates think is good leadership and what the organization formally recognizes in the form of promotion decisions.
Fairness concerns also influenced the transition from informal to formal leadership. There were some participants that felt the selection for Step-Up was based on performance, reliability, and communication, and others who felt that it was based on manager recommendation and visibility. This raised issues of subjectivity and potential favoritism. The survey results confirmed this concern, as three key barriers were identified: unclear selection process, focus on metrics rather than skills, and lack of opportunities. So, associates viewed informal leadership as being useful but not sufficient. It does support their leadership identity and provides some practical experience; however, the pathway to formal supervision is not clear without the implementation of clear criteria, feedback mechanisms and formal recognition.
The results indicate that, as the leader of the world's largest online retailer, Amazon should not simply depend on informal recognition, manager discretion, and visibility of performance in determining who is a future leader. One great enhancement would be to have Step-Up and Process Guide pathways defined by explicit selection criteria. It is important that associates are aware of the characteristics, actions, expectations and experiences needed to gain access to these roles. This would help to eliminate the confusion and prevent the impression of favoritism or informal relationships in the granting of opportunities. An open process of expressing interest would enable associates to express their interest without waiting for the managers to notice them.
[bookmark: _Toc239535010]5.2.1 Completion of the Research Aim and Objectives
The research aim was achieved by combining employee experience with quantitative evidence on the factors associated with career progression. Objective 1 was met by establishing how Step-Up Lead and Process Guide duties create practical leadership exposure. Objective 2 was met by identifying links between informal leadership, skills, confidence and performance outcomes. Objective 3 was met by analysing transition experiences, including emotional intelligence, responsibility and target pressure. Objective 4 was met by identifying barriers and converting them into recommendations concerning transparent selection, documented experience, balanced performance criteria and structured feedback. The conclusions therefore follow directly from the study parameters established in Chapter One rather than from themes introduced only after data collection.
[bookmark: _Toc229154096][bookmark: _Toc239535011]5.3 Recommendations
· Amazon ought to institutionalize Step-Up Lead and Process Guide opportunities by clear selection as findings demonstrates that informal leadership is frequently relying on peer pressure, mentoring and direction without official authority, yet this method may be limited by the access determined by hierarchy or by algorithmic performance systems (Vallas, 2023; Zhang et al., 2025). Thus, Amazon ought to implement transparent eligibility requirements, an expression-of-interest mechanism and supervisor feedback to ensure associates know how to join these positions.
· Emotional intelligence should also be incorporated in informal leadership training at Amazon as findings highlight that emotional regulation, empathy and social skills are important for informal leadership, especially in high-pressure warehouse environments (Mphaluwa et al., 2025). However, emotional intelligence might not produce sustainable career development unless it is supported by organizations. Thus, Step-Up Leads and Process Guides must be provided with brief communication training, conflict management, listening, fairness and motivation of the team.
· One more suggestion is to document Step-Up and Process Guide experiences in the records of employee development. The results describe that informal leadership enhances the skills of associates, performance and career advancement through technical knowledge, teamwork, and problem-solving development (Hosen et al., 2024; Barkat et al., 2024). Certain informal paths are, however, not always formalized, and because of this, employees are not able to translate leadership experience to promotion opportunities. A written record of progress would bring fairness and evidence-based progression.
· Amazon ought to match performance measures with leadership development objectives as well. The results state that algorithmic management can be applied when it is necessary to monitor performance but may fail to consider mentoring, relational support and emotional intelligence (Zhang et al., 2025). That is why, besides the productivity measures, coaching behavior, peer support, reliability and team building should also be taken into consideration as the determinants of the promotion.
· Lastly, Amazon ought to develop organized mentoring and feedback systems. The theory of path-goal helps to support the concept that leaders enhance performance by defining the paths to follow, eliminating barriers and connecting effort to rewards (Itesa and Burchell, 2025). Frequent feedback would minimize confusion; associates would realize their leadership preparedness, and informal leadership would become more of a definite route into the more formal supervisory positions.
[bookmark: _Toc229154097][bookmark: _Toc239535012]5.4 Implications of Study
[bookmark: _Toc229154098][bookmark: _Toc239535013]5.4.1 Theoretical Implications
The study brings new insights into the field of informal leadership, demonstrating that leadership can be manifested in temporary work teams created with peers in a very structured warehouse setting. It takes transformational leadership and path-goal theory, plus situational leadership, one step further by demonstrating that leadership exists in the informal leader, the step-up lead and the process guide, who led, support and coordinate associates in their day-to-day operations. The findings also indicate that informal leadership is relational and structural and is influenced by systems of performance and by emotional intelligence, as well as by opportunities in the operational workplaces in which leadership is developed.
[bookmark: _Toc229154099][bookmark: _Toc239535014]5.4.2 Practical Implications
The research is of practical relevance for Amazon and other organizations that have fulfilment centers. It demonstrates the roles of Step-Up and Process Guide in the development of associate confidence, skills, work performance and career progression. The study results also indicate that such advantages are restricted in the absence of clarity in selection processes and/or in the case of informal leadership experience not being documented. Amazon can apply these learnings to the introduction of transparency in selection criteria, leadership development, providing feedback, and keeping a record of development. This would create more equitable, predictable and effective informal leadership ladders and improve the support and identification of future supervisors.
[bookmark: _Toc229154100][bookmark: _Toc239535015]5.5 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Researchers
Due to the nature of the study, however, it is limited to the context of Amazon's warehouse operation, and the results might not be generalizable to other sectors or organizations. Self-reported surveys and interview data also were used in the research, which could contain personal bias or socially desirable answers. The sample was helpful in providing some insight, but a larger sample from a wider range of fulfilment centers would enhance generalizability. Researchers in the future should look at other Amazon locations or consider adding other logistics providers to determine if informal leadership routes exist and work in the same manner. It is also recommended that longitudinal research be conducted to determine if Step-Up and Process Guide promote overtime. Other possible relationships, such as those between gender, ethnicity, department type and informal leadership opportunities, should also be explored in future studies.
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[bookmark: _Toc229154102][bookmark: _Toc239535017]Appendix A: Interview Participant Information
Table A1: Interview Participant Information
	Participant
	Role
	Informal Leadership Experience
	Length of Service

	P1
	Associate
	Step-Up Lead experience
	6-12 months

	P2
	Associate
	Observed Step-Up Leads
	1-3 years

	P3
	Process Guide
	Process Guide experience
	1-3 years

	P4
	Step-Up Lead
	Step-Up Lead experience
	1-3 years

	P5
	Associate
	Previous Step-Up experience
	3+ years

	P6
	Process Guide
	Process Guide experience
	3+ years

	P7
	Step-Up Lead
	Recent Step-Up experience
	6-12 months

	P8
	Associate
	Worked with Process Guides
	1-3 years

	P9
	Step-Up Lead
	Longer Step-Up experience
	3+ years

	P10
	Process Guide
	Process Guide experience
	1-3 years


[bookmark: _Toc229154103][bookmark: _Toc239535018]Appendix B: Survey Graphs
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[bookmark: _Toc229154104][bookmark: _Toc239535019]Appendix C: Additional SPSS Tables
Table C1: Observed Step-Up Experience Frequency
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	No
	1
	0.7%

	Not applicable
	129
	86.0%

	Yes, frequently
	10
	6.7%

	Yes, occasionally
	10
	6.7%


Table C2: Regression Collinearity Statistics
	Predictor
	Tolerance
	VIF

	Access and selection
	0.617
	1.620

	Skill development
	0.763
	1.311

	Performance outcomes
	0.747
	1.339

	Leadership balance
	0.810
	1.234

	Emotional intelligence
	0.548
	1.823











[bookmark: _Toc239535020]Appendix D: Data Collection Instrument Framework

D1. Preserved Survey Item/Variable Traceability
	Recorded code
	Documented analytical meaning
	Preserved response categories

	q1_role
	Current role
	Associate; Other; Permanent Team Leader; Process Guide; Step-Up Lead

	q2_tenure
	Length of service / tenure
	< 6 months; 6-12 months; 1-3 years; 3+ years

	q3_stepup_experience
	Step-Up experience
	No; Yes, once or twice; Yes, multiple times

	q4_observed_stepup
	Observed Step-Up experience
	No; Not applicable; Yes, frequently; Yes, occasionally

	q5_selection_basis
	Basis associated with Step-Up opportunity selection
	Experienced employees; Not clear; Manager recommended; Volunteers; Top performers (rates/metrics)

	q18_pressure_response
	Leadership response under target pressure
	Balance metrics and team support; Focus more on supporting people; Focus only on metrics; It depends on the person

	q20_ei_importance
	Importance of emotional intelligence
	1 = Not important; 2 = Slightly important; 3 = Moderately important; 4 = Very important; 5 = Essential

	q24_barrier
	Main perceived barrier to informal leadership progression
	Favoritism; Focus on metrics over skills; Lack of confidence; Lack of opportunities; Other; Unclear selection process


D2. Composite Survey Scale Traceability
	Composite scale
	No. of items
	Chapter Four use
	Verbatim item wording status

	Access and selection
	2
	Tables 4.3-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record

	Skill development
	3
	Tables 4.3-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record

	Performance outcomes
	4
	Tables 4.3-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record

	Leadership balance
	2
	Tables 4.3-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record

	Emotional intelligence
	2
	Tables 4.3-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record

	Career progression
	2
	Tables 4.3-4.4; outcome in Tables 4.5-4.7
	Not preserved in the available study record


D3. Preserved Interview Topic Framework
The qualitative analysis preserves the following eight interview topic areas. These topics are evidenced by the interview analysis and thematic coding, but the exact respondent-facing wording of the email questions is not available in the source record:
1. Day-to-day Step-Up Lead and Process Guide responsibilities.
2. How associates are selected for Step-Up or Process Guide opportunities.
3. Skills and confidence developed through informal leadership experience.
4. Balancing operational targets with team support.
5. Emotionally intelligent leadership behaviours, including calmness, listening, empathy and conflict handling.
6. Transition from informal leadership responsibilities toward formal leadership roles.
7. Barriers affecting progression and recognition.
8. Suggested improvements to informal leadership pathways.
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