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1. Extended Abstract 

 
Within increasingly dynamic environments it is challenging for organizations and 

their leaders to ensure ongoing organizational adaptability and foster dynamic 
capabilities (Uhl-Bien & Arena 2018). For successful organizational adaptability 
managers across all levels have to manage, obtain or develop resources and capabili-
ties to ensure ongoing competitive advantage (Augier & Teece 2009; Hitt & Ireland 
2002). It is of key interest to analyze how managerial behavior as a microfoundation of 
dynamic capabilities impacts organizational adaptability (Samimi et al. 2019; 
Schoemaker et al. 2018) and a growing body of research has highlighted the impor-
tance of strategic leadership in the light of organizational renewal under dynamic 
conditions (e.g., Antonakis et al. 2014; Pitelis & Wagner 2018; Schoemaker et al. 
2018). Current research is limited to the extent that it has predominantly treated 
strategic leadership as being exclusively carried out by individuals in upper manage-
ment such as CEOs, top management teams or the board of directors (Finkelstein et 
al. 2009; Samimi et al. 2019). While it is certainly accurate that leaders at the top of an 
organization share more strategic responsibility, are less involved in operational day-
to-day business, and make strategic decisions of higher impact, other researchers 
have indicated that strategic leadership occurs across all leadership levels and that for 
successful organizational adoption managers beyond upper management play a 
crucial role not only in implementing but also in initiating strategic change (e.g., 
Crossan et al. 2008; Hitt & Ireland 2002; Teece 2016; Woolridge et al. 2008). 
Accordingly, the aim of this paper is to extract strategic leadership functions that are 
important across all leadership levels and link cross-level strategic leadership to 
dynamic capabilities and organizational adaptability therefore addressing how leaders 
beyond upper management contribute to organizational renewal in a bottom-up 
manner. 

To discuss strategic leadership as a cross-level construct and its relationship with 
organizational dynamic capabilities this theoretical paper draws upon current 
conceptualizations of strategic leadership rooted within upper echelons theory (e.g., 
Boal & Hooijberg 2000; Crossan et al. 2008; Samimi et al. 2019), middle management 
research (Floyd & Wooldridge 2008) as well as leadership research (e.g., Antonakis & 
House 2014) and merges them with research around the dynamic capability view (e.g., 
Schoemaker et al. 2018; Teece 2016) which has become the leading paradigm of 
organizational adoption to its environment (Schilke et al. 2018) and has also been 
suggested as a promising theoretical lens for leadership scholars to study leader’s 
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influence on organizational adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena 2018). Additionally, 
strategic leadership is distinguished from more dyadic interpersonal leadership 
approaches. By reviewing and contrasting the aforementioned approaches four core 
functions of strategic leadership are extracted that constitute key leadership behaviors 
which are observable across all management levels and go beyond dyadic leadership 
and operational tasks: organizational goal transparency, i.e. being and making aware 
of organizational goals, inward and outward evaluation, i.e. scanning and evaluating 
the internal and external environment, initiating change, i.e. being able to change 
course quickly by putting ideas into practice even when facing resistance, and follower 
alignment, i.e. bringing other organizational members in line with set goals. These 
elaborations are completed by discussing how all four strategic leadership functions 
are intertwined and how leaders across all levels contribute to organizational sensing, 
seizing, and transforming capabilities through these functions.  

Overall, this theoretical paper makes several contributions to research as it cross-
fertilizes the dynamic capability, strategy and leadership literature, helps extend 
strategic leadership research beyond the mere scope of upper management, and 
supports the notion of leadership being a pivotal microfoundation of dynamic capabili-
ties and organizational adaptability. From a practical perspective, these findings urge 
organizations to adopt a more holistic perspective to the strategic process that acknow-
ledges a more active role of managers beyond upper management and encourages 
the development of the four identified leadership functions within managers across all 
levels. By addressing leadership’s influence on dynamic capabilities, this theoretical 
paper contributes to our understanding how organizations are able to successfully 
navigate today’s dynamic environments and emphasizes the key role of fostering 
strategic leadership behavior within leaders. 
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