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LEADERSHIP AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF COLLECTIVE COMPETENCIES: A
CASE STUDY IN THE PRISON AND SOCIO-EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS

ABSTRACT

Leadership plays a crucial role in fostering and developing collective competencies within
organizations, particularly in challenging contexts such as prison and socio-educational
environments. In this study we aim to investigate the role of leadership in developing these
competencies within the work teams of the State Secretariat for Prison and Socio-Educational
Administration of Santa Catarina (SAP), focusing on the Academy for Prison and
Socio-Educational Administration (ACAPS). Using a qualitative and descriptive approach, we
applied a case study technique, conducting semi-structured interviews with penal officers and
socio-educational agents. The results indicate that democratic and servant leadership styles,
combined with the roles of mentor and facilitator, are essential for strengthening collective
competencies such as collaboration, communication, and problem-solving. This study
contributes to the understanding of leadership in the public organizational context, offering
support for improving team management within the public sector.

Keywords: Leadership, Collective Competencies, Public Management, Innovation, Team
Development.

INTRODUCTION

There is a growing consensus among researchers that both organizations and society are
undergoing significant transformations. As a result, individuals involved in the practice and
dissemination of leadership are also facing change. In this context, the mental models of those
engaged in organizational and social settings, such as managers and researchers, are under
constant revision, demanding improved strategies for organizational development (Calvosa,
2023; Avelino et al., 2017).

Organizational development is characterized as a continuous and dialectical process,
based on a modern, democratic, and diverse approach aimed at the planned progress of
organizations (Schein, 2017). In a world marked by the rapid pace of transformation, it is
natural for people to feel uncertain and struggle to keep up, which can directly impact their
routines. Within this scenario, consistent and coherent leadership becomes essential in
providing a stable foundation. Additionally, clear and objective communication between the
organization and its staff contributes significantly to this stability (Dutra et al., 2019).

Theoretical approaches to leadership vary, with some authors focusing on personal traits
and others emphasizing behaviors and leadership styles. There is increasing interest in
understanding leadership as a collective and shared process, aiming to explain its effectiveness,
how certain individuals become leaders, and the factors that determine their actions (Yukl &
Gardner, 2020). Moreover, Dutra et al. (2019) highlight Brazilian research in human resource
management.

The development of collective competencies, an increasingly prioritized strategy, aims
to strengthen group abilities rather than focus solely on individual skills (Le Boterf, 2015). In
this regard, leadership is seen as a process of fostering cooperative relationships and mobilizing
resources, including individual competencies, to achieve results aligned with both individual
and institutional expectations, generating a positive impact on society (Bergue, 2019).

At the organizational level, competencies result from the combination of institutional
resources and multiple individual capabilities (Fleury & Fleury, 2001). This understanding is
anchored in the Resource-Based View (RBV), which emphasizes the internal assets of
organizations—such as knowledge, skills, and attitudes—and highlights the strategic role of the



collective in generating organizational performance. Groups are capable of producing synergies
and unique competencies that would not be possible if individuals were taken in isolation (Silva
& Ruas, 2016). Competency development actions also aim to close performance gaps and
prepare employees for new challenges and roles (Monteiro et al., 2019).

According to Grant (2021), effective leadership is directly associated with mental
flexibility and openness to change. Understanding leadership dynamics is essential to dealing
with the challenges imposed by the volatility and uncertainty in today’s world (Noro et al.,
2024). The development of leadership skills, in this sense, constitutes a continuous and
strategic journey that directly influences organizational performance and sustainability (Daskal,
2022), promoting significant improvements in outcomes and organizational growth (Bernardes
& Ferreira, 2023).

Thus, the relevance of this study lies in its contribution to understanding the leader’s
role in developing collective competencies in work teams. In light of the increasing pressure on
public services to enhance their performance, understanding how leadership can foster
collective capabilities becomes essential to organizational effectiveness.

This research is guided by the following question: how do leaders influence the
development of collective competencies within work teams? To address this, the general
objective is to understand the leadership role in developing collective competencies within the
teams of the Academy for Prison and Socio-Educational Administration (ACAPS), part of the
State Secretariat for Prison and Socio-Educational Administration of Santa Catarina (SAP-SC).
To achieve this goal, the study sought to map the core elements and collective competencies
present in the teams, identify the influence exerted by leaders on team actions, and analyze the
strategies used by these leaders to promote the development of such competencies.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Leadership is a multifaceted concept, whose definition and understanding vary
according to theoretical approaches and the organizational contexts analyzed (Hendrix, 2000;
Maximiano, 2018). Historically, early studies understood leadership as a process focused on
control and management, with the executive occupying the role of primary decision-maker
(Fonseca, 2015; Yukl & Gardner, 2020; Calvosa & Ferreira, 2023). As the field matured,
research initially began to focus on leaders’ personal traits. However, this perspective proved
limited, as it failed to identify a set of universal attributes that guarantee effectiveness (Fonseca
et al., 2015; Maximiano, 2018).

Starting in the 1950s, attention shifted toward leaders’ behavior, aiming to identify
conduct patterns associated with effective performance. In the 1960s, a more complex view
emerged that considered the influence of context on leadership effectiveness. In the following
decades, particularly the 1970s and 1980s, studies began to incorporate the perceptions of
followers as a relevant variable for understanding the leader's role within organizations
(Fonseca et al., 2015). By the 1990s, a contemporary approach had become established,
recognizing the absence of a universal style and highlighting the interaction of multiple
variables and situational factors as determinants of effective leadership (Montana & Charnov,
1998).

In the 21st century, new theoretical strands began to value ethical dimensions such as
humility, spirituality, and authenticity, while emphasizing the importance of effective
communication between leaders and followers in diverse and complex environments
(Northouse, 2021). Recent contributions also focus on dimensions such as emotional
intelligence (Goleman, 2006), female leadership (Sandberg, 2013), and psychological safety
within teams (Edmondson, 2018), broadening the scope of leadership beyond technical
rationality.



In light of this, authors such as Grant (2014), Brown (2018), and Sinek (2020) have
highlighted the centrality of values such as generosity, courage, and trust, suggesting that
authentic and altruistic leaders are capable of cultivating more collaborative, innovative, and
resilient organizational environments. Thus, leadership is recognized as a dynamic and
continuously evolving phenomenon, enriched by diverse perspectives and the complexity of
social relationships (Silva et al., 2022).

Despite decades of research, there is still no consensual definition of leadership,
precisely due to its complex nature and the influence of factors such as culture, globalization,
and generational differences (Rodrigues et al., 2013; Yamafuko & Silva, 2015; Maximiano,
2018). Northouse (2021) reinforces this notion by characterizing leadership as a construct that
is difficult to delimit. Nevertheless, there is some agreement that it involves processes of
influence within social groups (Yukl, 2013).

Several theories attempt to explain this phenomenon. Trait theory focuses on individual
leader qualities (Maximiano, 2018), while behavioral theory prioritizes patterns of action
(Hendrix, 2000). The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory analyzes how the quality of
interpersonal relationships affects team performance (Yasmin et al., 2024).

More recently, theories have emerged that go beyond individual centrality, proposing
shared, collective, and connective models. These approaches regard leadership as a social
construct manifested at multiple levels—individual, group, and organizational—emphasizing
collaborative processes and team cohesion (Yammarino et al., 2012). According to Maximiano
(2018), this evolution allowed for reinterpretation of classic leadership styles, such as task and
people oriented models, adapting them to new organizational demands.

As studies advanced, leadership came to be understood as a process of mutual
influence, in which various actors, formal or informal, may assume leadership roles depending
on contextual demands (Lizote et al., 2022; Yukl, 2013). In the public sector, this role becomes
even more strategic, as leadership directly influences employee commitment and motivation,
especially when supported by transformational and servant leadership practices (Pimenta, 2024;
Lima & Cova, 2021).

Contemporary models such as transformational and servant leadership break away from
rigid hierarchical structures and promote mutual development between leaders and followers.
Transformational leadership motivates and inspires followers toward shared goals (Oliveira &
Marinho, 2011), while servant leadership prioritizes employee well-being, fostering more
human and meaningful relationships (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Burns, 1978).

Although proposed in the 1970s, servant leadership has gained traction as an emerging
theory, incorporating ethical principles into managerial practice and fostering healthier and
more productive organizational environments (Shim & Park, 2019; Tran & Truong, 2021).
According to Silva (2023), this approach contributes to engagement, a positive organizational
climate, and the construction of trust among team members.

Given the diversity of leadership styles discussed in the literature—such as autocratic,
democratic, and laissez-faire (Yukl, 2013; Dubrin, 2016; Northouse, 2021)—this study focuses
specifically on democratic, laissez-faire, autocratic, and servant styles. This choice aims to
foster reflection on leaders’ roles in the development of collective competencies, a key aspect
in team management within complex and challenging contexts, such as the prison and
socio-educational system.

In environments marked by institutional complexity and high tension—Ilike prison and
socio-educational systems—Ieadership requires not only technical competencies but also
specific relational and emotional skills to deal with conflict, ensure safety, and promote
cohesion among teams frequently exposed to stress and overload (Alok, 2022; Johnson et al.,
2022). In these settings, empathetic, adaptive, and ethical leadership becomes even more
essential to fostering trust and collective development.



METHODS

The methodological approach adopted in this research is qualitative in nature, as it
allows for the identification of emerging concepts capable of explaining social behaviors, and is
based on the use of multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2015). Thus, the qualitative character of
the study is justified by the direct contact with participants involved in the investigated reality,
which is essential for achieving the proposed objective: analyzing perceptions of the leader’s
role in enhancing collective skills (Yin, 2015).

Given this context, the most appropriate methodological procedure for this research is
the case study, as it enables the collection and analysis of data related to a specific situation that
represents a broader phenomenon (Giinther, 2006). The case study is particularly suitable for
investigating contemporary phenomena within their real-life contexts, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly defined, and is useful for
answering “how” and “why”” questions about certain processes (Yin, 2015).

The subject of this research is the Academy for Prison and Socio-Educational
Administration (ACAPS), affiliated with the State Secretariat for Prison and Socio-Educational
Administration (SAP) of Santa Catarina. ACAPS is responsible for promoting the training,
qualification, and professional development of SAP staff, as well as coordinating educational
activities and organizing selection processes and public notices (Santa Catarina, 2021).

This study analyzed work teams located at ACAPS headquarters, aiming to investigate
how leadership influences the development of collective competencies, based on the
perspectives of team members themselves. To this end, the research applied scientific methods
grounded in systematic and rational procedures capable of guiding the investigative process,
enhancing knowledge production rigor, and helping to identify potential shortcomings
throughout the study, as defined by Lakatos and Marconi (2003).

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, which addressed
questions regarding participants' perceptions of the research topic and followed a script based
on the theoretical framework. In total, nine semi-structured interviews were carried out with
penal officers and socio-educational agents, from a sample of 14 participants. The sample was
selected based on participants’ experience with leadership within the organization, focusing on
teams involved in staff training and development.

The interviews were analyzed using content analysis techniques, as proposed by Bardin
(2016), allowing for the identification of recurring patterns and themes related to the role of
leadership in the development of collective competencies. This approach enables deep
exploration of participants’ experiences, providing insights into the nuances of leadership’s
impact on work teams.

Data analysis was conducted deductively, based on predefined categories. The
participants’ statements were coded and organized into a spreadsheet, facilitating the
identification of excerpts related to each category. The correspondence between theoretical
categories and empirical data demonstrates the adequacy of the adopted theoretical framework
and the consistency of the analytical process. This systematic categorization enabled effective
articulation between theory and data, contributing to the construction of robust and
well-founded knowledge on the topic.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The collective competencies of the analyzed teams were identified based on four core
elements: sensemaking, shared understanding, action, and scope. The analysis highlighted that
these competencies arise from the synergy among individual skills, enabling the group to act in



a coordinated manner toward common goals (Toédero et al., 2016). Among the observed
competencies, collaboration stands out, understood as a process that goes beyond mere
cooperation, involving the construction of shared understandings and the appreciation of
different perspectives. Collaboration fosters knowledge exchange, strengthens relationship
networks, and promotes a trusting environment, which is essential for innovation and
adaptability (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Wenger, 1998).

Unlike cooperation, which implies task division and effort coordination, collaboration
seeks joint and innovative solutions that benefit the group as a whole (Robbins et al., 2010). In
this regard, Silva and Ruas (2016), in a study conducted in the finance sector, highlighted
“relationship and collaboration” as a key competency for strengthening bonds among
colleagues and boosting collective engagement. Commitment was also identified as a
significant competency within the analyzed teams. It is linked to increased job satisfaction,
reduced turnover, and retention of dedicated professionals (Engle et al., 2021). Studies show
that employee commitment positively influences both individual and collective performance.
When individuals feel connected to the organization and their peers, they tend to be more
motivated and contribute actively to common goals (Vlachos, 2009).

Respondents emphasized commitment to public service and the pursuit of excellence as
drivers of team performance. One interviewee (E2L1) stated a preference for committed
individuals, while another (E4L1) noted that collaborative and harmonious work, with defined
deadlines and clear responsibilities, strengthens the sense of belonging and contributes to goal
achievement. Collaborative work increases staff motivation and engagement, positively
impacting team performance (Chen & Tjosvold, 2014). Pimenta (2024) reinforces that
professional commitment is crucial for public administration and suggests that effective human
resource policies may lead to a more satisfactory and efficient system.

Course planning ability was recognized as an important collective competency in the
analyzed teams. According to Conceicdo (2019), planning guides pedagogical actions,
facilitates decision-making, and supports the achievement of specific objectives. Participant
accounts, such as E2M2, reveal that planning is conducted collaboratively, with the team
sharing responsibilities and communicating throughout course development stages. The
contribution of professionals from different areas promotes knowledge exchange, optimizing
task execution and the achievement of shared goals.

Team collaboration is also essential in planning, as highlighted by E2L1, who described
course creation, formatting, and coordination with a focus on team integration. Planning is
perceived as a strategic process that enhances education quality by encouraging the sharing of
ideas and experiences. By identifying challenges and problems, planning helps find appropriate
solutions, optimizing teaching and learning processes, and contributing to more effective and
meaningful education (Santos & Perin, 2013).

The decision-making capability involves identifying problems or opportunities and
selecting actions among alternatives (Caravantes et al., 2005). In a group context, idea
exchange and consensus-building lead to more effective and innovative decisions, as noted by
Angeloni (2003). Interviewee E3M1 pointed out the continuous sharing of knowledge, while
E3L1 noted that diverse expertise contributes to more assertive decisions. Abramczuk (2009)
stated that decision-making involves reflection and actions, from the identification of the needs
to the selection of a strategy. Collective decision-making involves rules that ensure broad
participation (Bobbio, 2009); according to E4L1, once a strategy is defined, collaborators are
granted autonomy to execute it.

The problem-solving capacity was also identified as a collective competency. Lemos
and Almeida (2019) emphasized the importance of collaboration and a diversity of perspectives
for solving complex problems. Approaches vary among teams: Team 1 demonstrates greater
autonomy; Team 2 adopts a reactive stance, turning to the leader to solve conflicts; Team 3



engages in a collaborative approach; and Team 4 involves an active participation of the leader.
Across all teams, open communication and collaboration are key to creating an effective work
environment.

The ability to meet targets is essential among ACAPS teams and crucial for
accomplishing objectives within deadlines. E4L1 emphasized that meeting goals requires
commitment from all members, particularly during specific missions. Goal-setting encourages
involvement in action planning and strengthens competencies such as communication and
mutual support, whilst building trust within the team (Dipboye, 2018), all aspects of which
were confirmed as being relevant to ACAPS team performance.

Leadership i1s a widely studied topic centered on its influence and relationship with the
organizational environment (Johnson et al., 2022). The complexity of human nature and the
multiple interests within leadership pose a challenge in understanding this phenomenon (Alok,
2022). Leader behavior is crucial in the development of leadership theories and directly
influences team performance and organizational competitive advantage (Banks et al., 2021;
Salomao et al., 2020).

The leader contributes to the development of collective competencies by influencing
and encouraging team behavior, creating an environment conducive to the development of
shared skills and knowledge (Northouse, 2018). Elements such as vision, shared values, and
charisma are essential for team integration, engaging members in a common purpose and
strengthening cohesion (Ahmad & Loch, 2020). Moreover, leaders foster competencies such as
communication, collaboration, and conflict resolution by promoting a workplace grounded in
mutual respect and trust (Sharm et al., 2023).

Therefore, leadership is fundamental to the development of collective competencies,
creating a setting where shared skills, knowledge, and attitudes contribute to organizational
goals and build a sustainable competitive advantage. In this study we also explored key aspects
of ACAPS leaders’ practices, organizing the results into six determining factors: activity
dynamics, team composition, individual characteristics, team integration, communication, and
physical structure. Additionally, we examined the influence of organizational culture on
leadership and the development of collective competencies.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

In this study we mapped the constitutive elements and key collective competencies
present in the work teams of ACAPS, highlighting aspects such as sensemaking, shared
understanding, action, and scope. We identified these collective competencies as essential to
teamwork, being fundamental for collaboration, commitment, planning, decision-making,
problem-solving, and goal achievement.

We analyzed the actions of leaders by observing the use of leadership styles (autocratic,
democratic, laissez-faire, and servant) and the leadership roles proposed by Quinn et al. (2003).
Team legitimization of the leader was recognized as a relevant factor in the development of
collective competencies. The research also revealed that leadership may emerge informally,
with team members assuming leadership roles beyond formal managers, which demonstrates
that leadership transcends hierarchical position.

The analysis of the guidelines adopted by the four interviewed leaders revealed that,
although there were differences in practices and styles, all contributed to the strengthening of
collective competencies to some extent. Even in the absence of certain practices—such as
symbolic rituals or direct involvement in all decisions—we observed that actions like active
listening, encouragement of autonomy, and fostering open communication promoted team
integration, trust, and engagement. The roles of mentor and coordinator stood out, as did the



democratic and servant leadership styles, reinforcing the importance of people-centered
leadership and the collective construction of outcomes.

The results indicated that there is no single ideal leadership style, but rather a diversity
of approaches that can be effective depending on the team’s context and objectives. Leadership
was considered a collective process, shaped by social dynamics and grounded in mutual trust,
being essential for team guidance and the encouragement of participation and cooperation.

This study contributes theoretically to the understanding of the relationship between
leadership and collective competencies by providing new insights into the leader’s role,
empathetic communication, trust-based environments, and the importance of shared
experiences. Additionally, it offers managerial contributions by enabling organizations to
identify collective competencies within their teams, fostering the development of
underdeveloped skills and enhancing organizational performance.

Finally, we recognize some limitations in this study, such as it being conducted within a
single sector, which restricts the generalizability of the findings, and relying exclusively on
interviews as the source of data. Future research is recommended to explore different
organizational contexts, quantitative methods, and the impact of organizational culture on
leadership, thus broadening the understanding of collective competency development,
especially in virtual and high-performance teams.
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