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Adaptive Avengers 

 In the rapidly changing landscape of leadership in the modern world, there is no one way 

to lead an organization. Because of the number of complex issues they may face on a daily basis, 

the relationship between leadership and followership must be present at every level within the 

group.  

 The reciprocal approach to leadership focuses a lot on the relationship between leaders 

and followers. It positions leadership as an “inclusive activity among inter-dependent people.” 

(Komives, Lucas, McMahon, 2013, pg. 67) This emphasis on inclusivity is seen in action when a 

group of people work toward a common goal under a selfless leader, spread-out leadership, or no 

leader. The theories discussed under this approach are unique in that they emphasize the 

commonality of goals between follower and leader and elevate the role of the follower within the 

leadership process. (Komives et al., 2013) 

 In this paper, I will analyze the leadership strategies applied in Marvel’s popular 

superhero film, The Avengers, through the lens of the Reciprocal Leadership Model. The 

collaboration of such independent individuals – each leaders in their own right – under the 

sometimes respected, sometimes criticized leadership of Director Nick Fury offers a good lesson 

in reciprocal leadership.  

Historical Significance 

 Reciprocal leadership began to be studied in the late 1970’s and is still recognized as a 

plausible theory for the understanding of leadership. This type of leadership has surfaced 

naturally within various social rights movements since that time. Such movements have provided 

ample opportunity to study and critique it. Because each follower within these movements is 

motivated by a common agenda apart from a central leader, and because each member is vital to 
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a movement’s success, they all become leaders the moment they adopt the passion and share it 

with someone else.  

 The collaborative nature of these movements allow a diverse set of people to influence 

each other and work together. They are a prime example of the five theories that comprise the 

reciprocal model of leadership – Servant leaderhip, transformational leadership, complexity 

leadership, adaptive leadership, and shared leadership.  

 Servant leadership is present in the participant’s motivation behind their actions – leading 

for the benefit of people or principles outside of themselves. These leaders don’t seek their 

position for the glory or authority associated with it. They are willing to commit time and energy 

for the sole purpose of making a difference in other people’s lives.  

 Transformational leadership is practiced when leader-members of the movement 

encourage others to develop or stimulate a greater passion for their cause. James MacGregor 

Burns defines transforming leadership as “a process where leaders and followers raise one 

another to higher levels of morality and motivation.” (Komives et al., 2013, pg. 70) Sometimes, 

when an official leader’s energy or drive begins to fade, the enthusiastic focus of a new member 

will breathe new life into them and energize them enough to carry on. Or, a passionate leader can 

instill a vision into their followers and drive them to strive for new heights of morality or 

motivation.  

 Complexity leadership explains the influential effect of the spider-web of networks that 

exist between people. It focuses on the impact of informal leaders. In nation- or world-wide 

movements, chances are high that an average individual will interact with and be influenced by a 

member of said movement. Complex leadership relies on the interdependency of each member.  
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 A great asset to these movements are adaptive leaders, who can discover each 

participant’s strengths and weaknesses and effectively delegate or collaborate to solve complex 

problems. They often think outside the box to create new problem-solving strategies that 

capitalize on their strengths. 

 Shared leadership in such movements is exercised on a broad scale. It is defined as the 

responsibility of leadership shared between the whole body. (Komives et al., 2013) This 

distribution of responsibility and authority leads to a sense of collective acheivement when 

successful.  

Analysis of Theory 

 The leadership style of The Avengers, a team of six super-powered or super-

skilled people under the direction of Director Nick Fury, best match the adaptive leadership 

theory. They are a dynamic, diverse group who work together to quickly solve complex 

problems such as how to defeat giant alien battleships that are entering Earth’s atmosphere 

through a rip in space and destroying New York.  

One of the major struggles The Avengers must overcome in the movie is working with 

each other’s vastly different personalities and problem-solving styles. The presence of tension 

and conflict, an important part of the Adaptive leadership theory, ends up bringing them 

together, by introducing them to new perspectives and forcing them to work together despite 

their differences, or else face the dire consequences of failure.   

Yet while the focus of the film was on The Avengers, the lessor folk in S.H.I.E.L.D. were 

equally important in defeating the enemy by providing critical data and resources. The adaptive 

leadership theory calls members of every level to participate in problem solving by lending their 

strengths. 
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This was exemplified by Agent of  S.H.I.E.L.D., Phil Coulson, who showed the strength 

of his bravery and quick thinking when he futilely challenged Loki in an attempt to save Thor’s 

life. Although his heroic attempt failed in its immediate purpose, it ultimately succeeded in 

giving the Avengers enough of a united passion to band them together and defeat Loki once and 

for all.  

Conclusion 

Individuals operating under the reciprocal leadership model see themselves less as 

followers and more as co-adventurers with the leader. Robert E. Kelley redefines the roles of 

followership and leadership as equally important, but with different areas of responsibility. 

(Komives et al., 2013) This model of leadership is still actively studied and referenced by leaders 

worldwide because of its unique view on that topic. In a way under these theories, everyone 

becomes a leader on some level.  

The shift of attention from the leader to the organization as a whole is beneficial to 

people who are unable to attain an official leadership role based on some social bais, yet are fully 

qualified and have experience to share as a leader. The emphasis on the role of followership also 

allows people to develop in their roles and realize their influence as an important member of a 

team. 

Through the perception of leadership explored in this paper, there is no single trait or 

behavior by which one can easily denote a leader. Instead, a close relationship between leader 

and follower must exist at every level within an organization in order to successfully navigate the 

complex issues they may face on a daily basis. 
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