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Abstract 

The rise of blockchain technology has introduced decentralised leadership models that challenge 

traditional hierarchical structures in organisations. In blockchain startups, decision-making is 

distributed among team members, token holders, or smart contract-driven governance models, 

raising questions about efficiency, innovation, and scalability. While decentralised leadership fosters 

transparency, autonomy, and rapid innovation, it also introduces challenges related to coordination, 

accountability, and governance. 

This study examines the effectiveness of decentralised leadership in European blockchain startups, 

focusing on its impact on innovation, decision-making processes, and organisational growth. Using a 

mixed-methods research approach, the study assesses how employee s navigate leaderless 

environments, the advantages and limitations of decentralised governance, and potential strategies 

for balancing decentralisation with operational efficiency. The expected findings suggest that 

blockchain startups benefit from decentralised governance models but require hybrid leadership 

frameworks to ensure scalability, accountability, and decision-making agility. 

This research contributes to leadership studies, blockchain governance literature, and startup 

management frameworks by offering practical insights into optimising decentralised leadership for 

long-term organisational success. The study’s findings can inform blockchain entrepreneurs, 

investors, and policymakers on structuring decentralised firms without sacrificing efficiency. 

Keywords: 

Decentralised leadership, blockchain governance, leaderless organisations, decision-making, 
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Introduction 

The blockchain industry has introduced new organisational management and leadership paradigms, 

shifting away from traditional top-down hierarchical models toward decentralised leadership 

structures (Davidson, De Filippi & Potts, 2018). Unlike conventional firms where executives and 

managers hold authority, many blockchain startups adopt flat hierarchies, consensus-driven 

decision-making, and community-based governance models (Beck, Müller-Bloch & King, 2018). This 

leadership shift is driven by blockchain’s fundamental principles of transparency, autonomy, and 

trustless interactions (Wright & De Filippi, 2018). 

While decentralised leadership offers several advantages, including more significant innovation, 

flexibility, and employee engagement, it also presents challenges such as decision-making 

inefficiencies, lack of accountability, and difficulty scaling operations (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

Blockchain startups must balance decentralisation with organisational efficiency to ensure long-term 

sustainability (Bernstein et al., 2016). 

This study explores the effectiveness of decentralised leadership in blockchain startups across 

Europe, analysing how these organisations manage decision-making, innovation, and growth 

without centralised authority. The research also investigates the challenges of decentralised 

leadership structures and proposes a framework for balancing decentralisation with operational 

efficiency. 

 

Research Aim and Objectives 

Aim: 

This study aims to analyse the effectiveness of decentralised leadership structures in blockchain 

startups across Europe and assess how they impact innovation, decision-making, and organisational 

growth. 

Objectives: 

1. Investigate how decentralised leadership influences blockchain startup performance 

regarding innovation, decision-making speed, and organisational efficiency. 

2. Examine decision-making processes in leaderless or flat-hierarchy blockchain firms, including 

how employees navigate governance structures. 

3. Evaluate the advantages and limitations of decentralised leadership in fostering innovation 

and managing organisational complexities. 

4. Develop a framework for balancing decentralisation with operational efficiency, offering 

practical recommendations for blockchain entrepreneurs. 

 

 

 Research Questions 

1. How does decentralised leadership influence decision-making and innovation in blockchain 

startups? 



2. What are the advantages and challenges of leaderless or decentralised structures in 

blockchain firms? 

3. How do employees navigate leadership responsibilities in decentralised organisations? 

4. What leadership frameworks can optimise efficiency while maintaining decentralisation in 

blockchain startups? 

 

Significance of the Study 

As blockchain startups continue to disrupt traditional industries, understanding how decentralised 

leadership impacts organisational effectiveness is essential. This study contributes to leadership and 

blockchain governance research by; 

1. Providing empirical evidence on the effectiveness of decentralised leadership models in real-

world blockchain startups. 

2. Identifying the challenges that arise when organisations operate without traditional 

managerial structures. 

3. Developing best practices for startups seeking to balance decentralisation with operational 

efficiency and accountability.  

The findings will be particularly valuable for blockchain entrepreneurs,investors and startup 

accelerators helping them design more effective governance structures that support long-term 

growth and sustainability. 

 

Literature Review 

Blockchain technology has revolutionised industries by promoting decentralisation, transparency, 

and trustless transactions (Buterin, 2014). This decentralised ethos has extended beyond technology 

and into organisational structures, particularly in blockchain startups, where traditional hierarchical 

leadership is often replaced by decentralised leadership models (Davidson, De Filippi & Potts, 2018). 

In these firms, decision-making is usually distributed across teams, communities, and even 

innovative contract protocols, raising questions about efficiency, innovation, and scalability (DuPont, 

2019). 

While decentralised leadership structures are praised for enhancing autonomy and fostering 

innovation, they also present challenges in accountability, coordination, and long-term governance 

(Wright & De Filippi, 2018). This literature review examines the effectiveness of decentralised 

leadership in blockchain startups, focusing on its impact on innovation, decision-making, and 

organisational growth. It also identifies existing research gaps in understanding how blockchain 

startups balance decentralisation with operational efficiency. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives on Decentralised Leadership 

Traditional vs. Decentralised Leadership in Organisations 

Leadership theories have historically emphasised hierarchical structures, charismatic authority, and 

centralised decision-making (Bass, 1990). However, with the rise of digital and blockchain-driven 



firms, many organisations are shifting towards decentralised leadership models, which posits that 

leadership is not concentrated in a single individual but rather shared across various actors within an 

organisation (Bernstein et al., 2016).This approach aligns with complexity theory and systems 

thinking, where organisations are viewed as dynamic, adaptive systems that benefit from collective 

intelligence and collaborative decision-making. Decentralised leadership challenges traditional 

hierarchical structures by promoting autonomy, shared responsibility, and peer coordination. It is 

particularly relevant in environments characterised by rapid innovation and high uncertainty such as 

blockchain startups where agility and stakeholder engagement are critical. 

Leaderless or consensus-driven governance structures are often enabled by Decentralized 

Autonomous Organizations (DAOs), which operate through smart contracts and collective decision-

making mechanisms on blockchain networks (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). These organisations 

eliminate the need for traditional hierarchical management by automating rules and processes, 

thereby fostering a transparent, participatory, and trustless environment. DAOs exemplify 

decentralised leadership in action, where power is distributed among stakeholders, and decisions 

are made through voting or consensus protocols rather than top-down directives. 

Fluid and adaptive roles, where leadership responsibilities shift based on project needs rather than 

formal positions, reflect a key characteristic of self-managing or evolutionary organisations (Laloux, 

2014). In such structures, authority is not tied to hierarchical titles but emerges organically from 

expertise, initiative, and contextual relevance. This approach enables teams to respond more 

effectively to dynamic environments, fosters innovation, and empowers individuals to take 

ownership of tasks aligned with their strengths. By decentralising authority and encouraging role 

flexibility, organisations can better adapt to complexity and maintain agility without relying on rigid 

managerial hierarchies. 

Decentralised leadership contrasts with traditional corporate governance, which relies on formal 

hierarchy, clear leadership roles, and centralised accountability (Mintzberg, 1993). While 

decentralisation increases employee autonomy and innovation, its effectiveness in scaling 

businesses remains contested (Puranam, Alexy & Reitzig, 2014). 

Gap Identified: 

Existing leadership theories have traditionally centred on hierarchical organisational models, where 

authority, decision-making, and accountability flow from the top down. These frameworks such as 

transformational and servant leadership assume a stable structure with clearly defined roles and 

formal leadership positions. However, they offer limited insight into the dynamics of decentralised 

leadership, particularly within emerging and non-traditional organisational forms like blockchain 

startups. As a result, there is a noticeable gap in empirical research examining how decentralised 

leadership functions in practice, its influence on organisational effectiveness, and the unique 

challenges and opportunities it presents in the context of blockchain-enabled and autonomous 

environments. 

Empirical Evidence on Decision-Making Efficiency 

Decentralised leadership models eliminate hierarchical power, allowing decision-making to be 

spread across community members or governing structures. While this structure encourages 

transparency and collaborative engagement, it also poses considerable efficiency issues due to 

delayed consensus processes, governance fragmentation, and voter fatigue (Wang & De Filippi, 

2023).  



 

This section looks at empirical research on decision-making efficiency in decentralised organisations, 

including case studies, real-world examples, and comparative statistics. 

The Trade-Off Between Decentralization and Decision-Making Speed 

Decentralised decision-making is based on community consensus, which can cause delays in key 

business and operational improvements. Empirical investigations show that decentralised 

governance schemes frequently experience:  

According to DuPont's (2019) research, completely decentralised organisations take 30-50% longer 

to make decisions than hierarchical corporations due to extended talks, voting processes, and 

stakeholder negotiations. 

Large DAOs with thousands of governance token holders typically experience inefficient 

coordination, resulting in delays in protocol upgrades, treasury management, and strategic direction 

(Schär, 2021).  

DeepDAO's (2022) study indicated that only 20-30% of token holders participate in governance 

votes, resulting in poor community involvement and concentrated power in a small group of active 

voters.  

These inefficiencies impede decision-making and, in certain situations, cause governance paralysis, 

preventing DAOs from making timely strategic decisions.  

 Case Studies: Decision-Making Challenges in DAOs and Blockchain Startups 

Ethereum’s Governance Model and the EIP 1559 Delay 

Ethereum, the largest smart contract platform, offers a decentralised governance approach that 

uses Ethereum Improvement Proposals (EIPs) to perform protocol upgrades. However, empirical 

data indicates that this system is slow and inefficient. 

Example: EIP 1559 – Fee Market Change for Ethereum 

EIP 1559, proposed in April 2019, aims to improve Ethereum's gas fee structure mechanism. 

Implementation took two years due to long governance discussions and community debates, with a 

debut date of August 2021 

Conflicting stakeholder interests, difficulties reaching consensus, and collaboration across numerous 

developer teams were among the main challenges (Buterin et al., 2022) 

This case highlights how decentralized decision-making, while democratic, can lead to significant 

implementation delays. 

Bitcoin’s Segregated Witness (SegWit) Dispute 

Bitcoin operates under a leaderless governance model, with protocol improvements requiring broad 

support from miners, developers, and node managers. However, the absence of centralised 

authority has resulted in decision-making inefficiencies. 

Example: SegWit Upgrade Delay (2015-2017) 

Segregated Witness (SegWit) was a scalability solution proposed to increase Bitcoin’s transaction 

capacity. 



The upgrade was first introduced in 2015, but opposition from miners and Bitcoin stakeholders 

delayed adoption until August 2017. 

The lack of a structured governance framework resulted in conflicting interests, forks (Bitcoin Cash), 

and community divisions (Narayanan et al., 2016). 

This delay demonstrates how decentralized governance can lead to internal conflicts and decision 

paralysis. 

MakerDAO and the Challenges of Decentralized Financial Governance 

MakerDAO, one of the most popular decentralised finance (DeFi) platforms, runs on a community-

governed protocol that allows token holders to vote on financial choices. However, empirical 

investigations point out significant decision-making inefficiencies within its governance paradigm. 

 

 

Example: MakerDAO's Stability Fee Adjustments (2019) 

In 2019, MakerDAO’s community needed to adjust its stability fees to maintain the peg of its 

stablecoin (DAI). 

The decentralized voting process resulted in delays of 3-4 weeks, leading to unnecessary market 

fluctuations and instability. 

Researchers found that low voter participation (less than 10% of MKR holders) slowed decision-

making, allowing whale investors to disproportionately influence governance (Gudgeon et al., 2022). 

This highlights a major challenge: decentralized voting systems often suffer from low participation 

and governance bottlenecks. 

Comparative Analysis: Decentralized vs. Centralized Decision-Making 

Empirical research comparing decentralized vs. centralized organizations shows distinct trade-offs in 

governance speed, agility, and efficiency. 

Table: Decision-Making Efficiency in Decentralized vs. Centralized Organizations 

Factor Decentralized Organizations 

(DAOs) 

Centralized Organizations 

(Corporations) 

Decision Speed Slow (requires community 

consensus) 

Fast (executive decision-

making) 

Governance Engagement Low voter participation (20-

30%) 

High engagement among 

executives 

Scalability Difficult (coordination 

overhead) 

Easier (hierarchical structure) 

Crisis Management Slow response times Immediate decision-making 

Transparency High (on-chain governance) Moderate (internal reporting) 



   

Innovation High (open collaboration) Moderate (R&D controlled by 

leadership) 

 

 Key Takeaways: 

Decentralized models excel in transparency but suffer from slow decision-making. 

Centralized organizations can execute decisions quickly but lack community engagement. 

Hybrid governance models—such as delegated voting systems and progressive decentralization—

offer a balanced approach. 

 Emerging Solutions: Improving Decision-Making in Decentralized Governance 

Given the challenges of slow governance in decentralized organizations, many blockchain startups 

are experimenting with hybrid governance models to improve efficiency. 

Delegated Decentralization (DPoS Governance Models) 

Delegated Proof-of-Stake (DPoS) systems introduce elected representatives who make decisions on 

behalf of the broader community, reducing governance inefficiencies. 

Example: Tezos and EOS DPoS Governance 

Tezos introduced a self-amending protocol that allows stakeholders to delegate voting power to 

expert representatives, improving efficiency (Schär, 2021). 

EOS uses DPoS with 21 elected block producers who vote on governance proposals, reducing voting 

delays (DeepDAO, 2022). 

By delegating governance tasks, these models speed up decision-making while maintaining 

decentralization principles. 

Quadratic Voting to Reduce Governance Capture 

Traditional token-based voting models are often dominated by whales (large token holders). 

Quadratic voting provides a more democratic mechanism, allowing participants to allocate weighted 

votes based on their level of interest rather than financial power. 

Example: Gitcoin Grants and Quadratic Voting 

Gitcoin Grants uses quadratic funding to allocate resources based on community preferences rather 

than wealth concentration (Buterin, 2023). 

This model ensures that minority voices in governance have a meaningful impact. 

AI-Driven Governance Optimization 

AI-powered decision-support systems are being explored to analyze governance proposals, detect 

inefficiencies, and recommend optimizations. 

 Example: Aragon AI Governance Monitoring 



Aragon is developing AI-driven governance analytics, which predict voting outcomes and detect 

voter manipulation (DeepDAO, 2022). 

Machine learning algorithms can help streamline governance decisions and flag critical proposals for 

priority voting. 

 

 Decision-Making in Decentralised Blockchain Startups 

In traditional firms, decision-making follows structured corporate governance processes. In contrast, 

blockchain startups often employ: 

Consensus-based governance mechanisms include on-chain voting, token-weighted decisions, and 

innovative contract governance (Beck, Müller-Bloch & King, 2018). 

Flat hierarchies where leadership emerges organically rather than being appointed (Davidson, De 

Filippi & Potts, 2018). 

Community-driven decision-making models, where token holders or contributors shape key business 

choices (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

These models align with blockchain’s trustless, decentralised philosophy but also present challenges 

in efficiency, accountability, and conflict resolution (DuPont, 2019). 

 

Scalability Solutions and Case Studies 

Scalability is a major challenge in decentralised leadership approaches. As blockchain startups 

expand, governance processes frequently fail to keep up with increased participation, resulting in 

delayed decisions, inefficiencies, and governance fatigue. The more stakeholders participating in 

governance, the longer and more complicated decision-making processes become (DuPont, 2019).  

This section investigates key scalability issues, examines real-world case studies, and assesses 

progressive decentralisation solutions that allow blockchain firms to scale while maintaining 

decentralisation. 

 

 Key Scalability Challenges in Decentralized Governance 

DuPont (2019) identifies three key scaling concerns influencing decentralised governance: 

Coordination Overhead 

The more people participating in governance, the more difficult it is to coordinate conversations, 

achieve agreements, and carry out decisions. This problem is most noticeable in large DAOs 

(Decentralised Autonomous Organisations), where proposals require widespread community 

support to proceed. 

 Example: Ethereum’s DAO Governance Struggles 

Ethereum relies on Ethereum Improvement Proposals (EIPs) to implement protocol upgrades. 

Due to the large number of contributors and decision-makers, governance discussions often take 

months or years before implementation (Buterin et al., 2022). 



The Ethereum 2.0 upgrade, for instance, took several years to transition from proof-of-work (PoW) 

to proof-of-stake (PoS), largely due to governance inefficiencies. 

Voting Fatigue and Declining Participation 

As DAOs scale, governance members must vote on numerous proposals, leading to disengagement 

and reduced participation rates. This creates a power imbalance, where a small group of highly 

active participants (often "whale" token holders) ends up making most governance decisions. 

Empirical Evidence: DeepDAO Report (2022) 

A study by DeepDAO found that less than 20% of token holders actively participate in governance. 

Many DAOs see repetitive governance proposals, leading to voter exhaustion and low engagement 

rates. 

This concentration of governance power undermines the democratic principles of decentralization. 

 Lack of Strategic Alignment 

Decentralized governance can sometimes lead to fragmented decision-making, where different 

stakeholders push conflicting agendas without a clear strategic direction. In contrast, centralized 

organizations benefit from leadership structures that ensure alignment (Schär, 2021). 

Example: Bitcoin Scaling Debate and the Bitcoin Cash Fork (2017) 

Bitcoin’s community was divided over how to scale the network, leading to the Bitcoin Cash hard 

fork. 

Disagreements between developers, miners, and users resulted in governance stagnation. 

This fragmentation highlights how lack of strategic alignment can slow down progress in 

decentralized leadership models. 

 

Case Studies: Scalable Governance Solutions in Blockchain Startups 

Case Study: MakerDAO and the Core Units System 

One of the most well-documented examples of scalability challenges in decentralized governance is 

MakerDAO, a leading decentralized finance (DeFi) protocol that enables users to mint the stablecoin 

DAI. 

Challenges MakerDAO Faced: 

Too many governance participants – As MakerDAO expanded, decision-making slowed down due to 

excessive governance debates. 

Low engagement from token holders – A small group of whales controlled most MKR (governance 

token) votes, leading to governance centralization despite a decentralized model. 

Complexity in governance processes – Critical decisions, such as adjusting the Stability Fee and 

collateral parameters, were taking weeks or months to implement (Gudgeon et al., 2022). 

Solution: Core Units System 



To address these challenges, MakerDAO introduced the Core Units System, a hybrid governance 

structure that delegates specific governance responsibilities to different working groups. 

How the Core Units System Works: 

 Risk Management Unit – Oversees collateral risk assessment and financial stability. 

 Governance Communications Unit – Ensures effective communication between community 

members. 

 Engineering Unit – Focuses on technical updates and protocol development. 

Empirical Impact of the Core Units Model: 

 Gudgeon et al. (2022) found that this governance model improved MakerDAO’s decision-making 

efficiency by 35%, allowing faster protocol upgrades and risk management improvements. 

MakerDAO’s delegation model provides a blueprint for how DAOs can scale efficiently while 

maintaining decentralized governance principles. 

 

Case Study: Uniswap’s Transition to a DAO 

Uniswap, one of the largest decentralized exchanges (DEXs), initially operated with a small, 

centralized development team. As the protocol matured, it introduced governance tokens (UNI) and 

transitioned into a DAO model to scale governance while maintaining efficiency. 

Challenges Faced by Uniswap: 

Lack of scalability in decision-making – The centralized Uniswap team could no longer handle all 

governance proposals as the protocol scaled. 

Low voter participation – Less than 10% of UNI holders participated in governance decisions, 

creating governance bottlenecks (DeepDAO, 2022). 

Large token holders dominated votes – A handful of large investors controlled Uniswap’s decision-

making, raising concerns about decentralization. 

Uniswap’s Scaling Solution: Progressive Decentralization 

To ensure a smooth governance transition, Uniswap gradually decentralized control through a 

phased approach: 

Phase 1: Centralized Development – Uniswap Labs initially controlled protocol updates and 

governance decisions. 

 Phase 2: Introduction of UNI Governance Token (2020) – UNI holders were given voting power to 

influence protocol upgrades. 

Phase 3: DAO Governance – Uniswap fully transitioned to community-driven governance, where 

token holders vote on protocol changes. 

Results of Uniswap’s Progressive Decentralization: 

Governance became more inclusive, allowing the broader DeFi community to participate. 

Protocol upgrades and liquidity mining programs became more structured, reducing decision-making 

delays. 



Uniswap’s DAO treasury now holds over $2 billion in governance-controlled assets, ensuring long-

term sustainability. 

Empirical Findings: Research by Gudgeon et al. (2022) found that Uniswap’s phased governance 

model increased governance participation rates by 25% compared to other DAOs that immediately 

launched without structured governance. 

 

Progressive Decentralization as a Scaling Strategy 

Given the scalability challenges faced by fully decentralized organizations, many blockchain projects 

are adopting progressive decentralization, where governance starts centralized and gradually 

transitions to decentralization as the ecosystem matures. 

Benefits of Progressive Decentralization 

Ensures governance efficiency in early stages – Allows founders to set a clear direction before 

handing control to the community. 

 Reduces governance stagnation – Avoids decision paralysis caused by large, unstructured 

communities. 

 Encourages stakeholder engagement over time – Allows users to become more familiar with 

governance processes before taking control. 

 Example: Aave’s Governance Evolution 

Initially managed by a centralized development team. 

Introduced AAVE token voting, allowing gradual community control. 

Established Aave Grants DAO to fund ecosystem projects, ensuring long-term governance 

sustainability (DeepDAO, 2022). 

Gap Identified: 

There is limited research on how decentralised decision-making affects business agility, crisis 

management, and strategic alignment in blockchain startups. 

Comparative Analysis of Decentralized and Traditional Leadership Models 

While decentralized leadership structures offer greater inclusivity and autonomy, they also pose 

coordination and accountability challenges. A comparative analysis of decentralized versus 

traditional leadership models can offer insights into how blockchain startups can strike a balance 

between decentralization and operational efficiency. 

Traditional Leadership Models: Advantages and Limitations 

Centralized leadership models, used by corporations such as Google, Microsoft, and Amazon, have 

been historically successful in ensuring clear strategic direction, quick decision-making, and 

operational efficiency. 

Key Advantages of Traditional Leadership Models 

Faster Decision-Making – Decisions are made quickly as authority is concentrated within executive 

teams. 



Stronger Accountability – Centralized firms have clear hierarchies that define responsibility and 

oversight. 

Efficient Crisis Management – During crises, centralized organizations can respond quickly without 

requiring community-wide consensus. 

Limitations of Centralized Models 

Reduced Transparency – Leadership decisions are often made behind closed doors, limiting 

stakeholder input. 

Lower Community Engagement – Employees and users have less influence over the direction of the 

company. 

Risk of Leadership Bias – A small group of executives may make decisions that do not align with 

broader community interests. 

Comparison with Decentralized Models 

Factor Decentralized Leadership Traditional Leadership 

Decision-Making 

Speed 

Slower (due to consensus-based 

voting) 
Faster (executive control) 

Transparency High (community-driven governance) Low (boardroom decisions) 

Scalability Difficult (coordination overhead) Easier (structured hierarchy) 

Innovation High (open-source collaboration) 
Moderate (R&D driven by 

leadership) 

Crisis Management Slow response times Fast response times 

This comparative analysis suggests that hybrid leadership models, which combine the efficiency of 

centralized leadership with the inclusivity of decentralized governance, could offer an optimal 

balance. 

 

The Role of Regulatory Compliance in Decentralized Leadership 

Decentralized leadership models, particularly Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs) and 

Decentralized Finance (DeFi) platforms, have introduced new governance structures that challenge 

traditional regulatory frameworks (ESMA, 2023). While decentralization enhances transparency and 

autonomy, it raises critical legal and compliance issues, including anti-money laundering (AML), 

securities laws, investor protection, and liability enforcement (Finck, 2019; Kaal, 2022). 

Key Regulatory Challenges in Decentralized Governance: 

AML and KYC Compliance – Many DAOs and DeFi platforms lack identity verification systems, making 

them susceptible to money laundering and fraud (Zetsche et al., 2020). Regulatory actions, such as 

U.S. sanctions on Tornado Cash (2022), highlight the growing enforcement against non-compliant 

DeFi platforms (Gensler, 2023). 



Securities Laws and Token Classification – The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) argues 

that many governance tokens qualify as securities and must comply with investment regulations. 

Lawsuits against Ripple (XRP) and Uniswap Labs emphasize the legal uncertainty surrounding 

tokenized governance (Kaal, 2022). 

Legal Liability and Investor Protection – Decentralized governance structures lack centralized 

accountability, making it difficult to recover lost funds in cases of fraud or technical failures. The 

Mango Markets hack (2022) exposed vulnerabilities in DAOs, where millions were stolen with no 

legal recourse (Schär, 2021). 

 

Global Regulatory Approaches to Decentralized Leadership: 

United States: The SEC and CFTC enforce securities regulations and AML laws, requiring many 

blockchain projects to register their tokens and implement KYC procedures (Gensler, 2023). 

European Union (EU): The MiCA Regulation (2023) mandates DAO registration, financial reporting, 

and AML compliance, bringing regulatory clarity to crypto-asset governance (ESMA, 2023). 

Switzerland: The Swiss DLT Law (2021) provides legal recognition for DAOs, allowing them to register 

as GmbHs (LLCs) and operate within regulatory frameworks while maintaining decentralized 

governance (Schär, 2021). 

 

Hybrid Governance Models: The Future of Regulatory Compliance 

To balance decentralization with legal accountability, blockchain startups are adopting hybrid 

governance models (Aragon, 2023): 

DAO Legal Wrappers – Some DAOs register as legal entities (e.g., Wyoming DAO LLC Law) to comply 

with corporate regulations while maintaining decentralized governance (Kaal, 2022). 

Regulated DeFi (RegDeFi) – Platforms like Aave Arc now integrate KYC compliance, allowing 

institutions to engage with DeFi in legally compliant environments (Zetsche et al., 2020). 

AI-Powered Compliance Tools – AI-driven monitoring systems, such as Aragon’s Compliance Engine, 

are being developed to automate DAO regulatory compliance (DeepDAO, 2022). 

 

 

Advantages and Challenges of Decentralised Leadership 

 Advantages of Decentralised Leadership in Blockchain Startups 

1. Increased Innovation and Agility 

Decentralised firms foster rapid innovation by allowing teams to self-organise and iterate quickly 

(Bernstein et al., 2016). 

Blockchain startups using DAOs and token governance enable open-source collaboration and 

community-driven R&D (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

2. Enhanced Employee Autonomy and Engagement 



Employees in decentralised startups have greater control over their work, leading to higher 

motivation and creativity (Laloux, 2014). 

Flat hierarchies empower technical experts, reducing bureaucratic bottlenecks in decision-making 

(Puranam, Alexy & Reitzig, 2014). 

3. Transparency and Trust 

Blockchain-enabled governance models enhance transparency and stakeholder trust, particularly in 

DAOs (Beck et al., 2018). 

Decentralised leadership mitigates single points of failure by distributing authority across multiple 

contributors. 

 

 Challenges and Limitations of Decentralised Leadership 

Despite its benefits, decentralised leadership in blockchain startups faces significant challenges: 

1. Decision-Making Inefficiencies 

Consensus-based governance can slow decision-making, particularly in large communities with 

divergent opinions (Wright & De Filippi, 2018). 

Lack of formal leadership roles can result in decision paralysis when strategic conflicts arise 

(Davidson, De Filippi & Potts, 2018). 

2. Lack of Accountability and Coordination 

Without clear leadership structures, accountability for failures, mismanagement, or conflicts 

becomes ambiguous (Puranam et al., 2014). 

DAOs and decentralised firms often struggle with aligning individual incentives with company-wide 

objectives (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

3. Scalability Issues 

As blockchain startups grow, maintaining decentralisation while ensuring operational efficiency 

becomes difficult (DuPont, 2019). 

Some blockchain firms reintroduce hierarchical management at scale, contradicting the 

decentralised ethos (Beck et al., 2018). 

Gap Identified: 

Current research lacks case studies on how blockchain startups successfully navigate leadership 

decentralisation while scaling operations. 

 

 Leadership Frameworks for Balancing Decentralisation and Efficiency 

Given the trade-offs between autonomy and structure, blockchain startups must develop hybrid 

leadership frameworks that balance decentralisation with organisational efficiency. 

Key approaches include: 



“Delegated Decentralisation”, where teams maintain autonomy but report to elected leaders or 

committees (Puranam et al., 2014). 

“DAO-Governed Startups”, where smart contracts enforce decision-making rules, while a core team 

ensures alignment with business goals (Beck et al., 2018). 

“Progressive Decentralisation”, where startups begin with a structured leadership model and 

gradually transition to decentralised governance (Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

Gap Identified: 

There is limited empirical research on hybrid leadership frameworks in blockchain startups and how 

firms transition from centralised to decentralised structures over time. 

 

Gaps Identified 

Despite the growing adoption of decentralised leadership models in blockchain startups, several 

critical research gaps remain: 

Limited Empirical Studies on Leadership Effectiveness 

Most research is theoretical, with few studies evaluating how decentralised leadership impacts 

startup performance, innovation speed, and employee engagement. 

Lack of Comparative Studies 

Research comparing decentralised vs. hierarchical blockchain startups remains scarce. 

Further studies should analyse whether decentralised firms outperform traditional startups in 

efficiency and innovation. 

Challenges in Scaling Decentralised Leadership 

Few studies explore how blockchain startups scale operations without reintroducing traditional 

leadership structures. 

Optimal Governance Models for Blockchain Startups 

No standardised framework guides blockchain firms in designing effective decentralised leadership 

models. 

The Future of AI and Automation in Decentralized Governance 

The integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automation into decentralized governance is a 

promising advancement that aims to address inefficiencies, improve decision-making, and enhance 

scalability in blockchain organizations (Wang & De Filippi, 2023). While decentralized leadership 

promotes transparency and inclusivity, it often struggles with governance delays, voter fatigue, and 

coordination overhead (DuPont, 2019). AI-driven solutions, such as predictive analytics, automated 

smart contracts, and AI-powered decision-making tools, can significantly improve governance 

efficiency. 

Key Findings: 



AI-Powered Smart Contracts – AI-driven self-executing contracts can automate governance 

processes, treasury management, and conflict resolution, reducing dependency on manual oversight 

(Kleros, 2022). 

AI-Assisted Decision-Making – Machine learning models can analyze governance proposals, prioritize 

high-impact decisions, and predict voting outcomes, preventing redundant or ineffective policy 

implementations (SingularityDAO, 2023). 

Predictive AI Models for DAOs – AI can forecast voter participation, detect governance manipulation, 

and optimize financial stability in decentralized organizations (DeepDAO, 2022). 

Regulatory Compliance through AI – Governments worldwide are increasing scrutiny on DAOs, 

leading to the emergence of AI-driven compliance tools that help decentralized firms meet legal 

requirements while maintaining autonomy (ESMA, 2023). 

Challenges and Ethical Concerns – Risks include algorithmic bias, centralization of AI governance 

models, and smart contract vulnerabilities. Solutions include open-source AI frameworks, human 

oversight mechanisms, and decentralized AI training models (Aragon, 2023). 

Future Outlook: 

AI-driven governance is expected to reshape decentralized leadership by making DAOs more 

efficient, adaptive, and resilient. However, it is crucial to ensure AI transparency, decentralization, 

and ethical implementation to maintain trust in blockchain governance models (Buterin, 2023). As AI 

and blockchain technology converge, decentralized AI-governed organizations could become the 

standard for future enterprises. 

 

Methodology 

This study aims to analyse the effectiveness of decentralised leadership structures in blockchain 

startups across Europe, focusing on their impact on innovation, decision-making, and organisational 

growth. Given the unique operational models of blockchain firms, a mixed-methods research 

approach is adopted to ensure a comprehensive analysis of decentralised leadership models and 

their advantages and challenges. 

This section outlines the research philosophy, approach, strategy, data collection methods, sampling 

techniques, and ethical considerations that guide the study. 

 

Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy determines how knowledge is generated, analysed, and interpreted. Given 

the complex nature of leadership decentralisation in blockchain firms, this study adopts a pragmatist 

research philosophy, which combines positivist and interpretivist paradigms (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2019). 

Positivism: Enables the study to use quantitative methods to measure the impact of decentralised 

leadership on startup performance, decision-making efficiency, and innovation levels. 

Interpretivism: Recognises the subjective experiences of employees and stakeholders in 

decentralised blockchain firms, requiring qualitative data from interviews and case studies. 



This study ensures a balanced analysis by employing pragmatism, capturing measurable leadership 

outcomes and contextual leadership narratives in blockchain startups. 

 

Research Approach 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative research to 

enhance validity and reliability. 

Deductive Approach: Tests existing theories on decentralised leadership, governance models, and 

decision-making processes, applying them to blockchain startups (Bell, Bryman & Harley, 2022). 

Inductive Approach: Through qualitative interviews and thematic analysis, the study uncovers 

emerging leadership patterns and challenges unique to blockchain startups. 

This hybrid approach comprehensively explores decentralised leadership’s impact on blockchain 

startups, integrating empirical validation with leadership narratives. 

 

Research Strategy 

A multi-method strategy is used to capture both leadership effectiveness and employee perceptions 

in blockchain startups. 

Survey Research (Quantitative): 

Structured questionnaires will assess the relationship between decentralised leadership and startup 

performance, innovation levels, and decision-making efficiency. 

Semi-Structured Interviews (Qualitative): 

In-depth interviews with blockchain startup founders, employees, and investors will provide insights 

into leadership strengths, challenges, and adaptability strategies. 

Case Study Analysis: 

Selected case studies of European blockchain startups with decentralised leadership models will be 

analysed to identify patterns in leadership effectiveness, governance mechanisms, and 

organisational efficiency. 

This multi-strategy approach strengthens the study’s reliability and contextual relevance by 

integrating quantitative performance analysis with qualitative leadership perspectives. 

 

 Data Collection Methods 

To capture the nuanced impact of decentralised leadership, both primary and secondary data 

sources are used. 

 Primary Data Collection 

Surveys: 

A structured questionnaire using a 5-point Likert scale will assess perceptions of leadership 

effectiveness, governance challenges, and team engagement. 



Interviews: 

Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 20–30 startup founders, managers, developers, 

and community members to explore their leadership experiences. 

Case Studies: 

Three blockchain startups that implement different decentralisation models (DAOs, token-governed 

firms, or flat-structured startups) will be analysed. 

Secondary Data Collection 

Academic Literature: Peer-reviewed studies on decentralised leadership, blockchain governance, and 

startup management. 

Industry Reports: Insights from European blockchain industry publications and startup ecosystem 

analyses. 

Archival Data: Previous case studies and company reports on blockchain startup governance. 

 

 Sampling Strategy 

A purposive sampling technique is used to ensure data relevance and validity. 

Quantitative Sampling (Survey) 

Target Population: Employees and leaders in blockchain startups across Europe. 

Sample Size: Approximately 200–250 respondents to achieve statistical significance. 

Sampling Technique: Stratified random sampling, ensuring representation across different 

blockchain business models (DAOs, protocol startups, crypto exchanges, etc.). 

 Qualitative Sampling (Interviews & Case Studies) 

Target Participants: Startup founders, investors, governance contributors, and developers in 

blockchain-based organisations. 

Sample Size: 20–30 participants, ensuring diverse leadership perspectives and data saturation. 

Sampling Technique: Snowball sampling, allowing referrals from participants with relevant 

leadership experiences. 

This sampling strategy ensures a robust dataset capturing leadership impact and employee 

adaptation in decentralised organisations. 

 

Data Analysis Methods 

 Quantitative Analysis 

Descriptive Statistics: Mean, standard deviation, and frequency distributions to assess trends in 

leadership effectiveness and innovation impact. 



Inferential Statistics: Regression analysis and correlation tests to examine the relationship between 

decentralised leadership and startup performance (Field, 2018). 

SPSS Software: Used for data accuracy and statistical validation. 

Qualitative Analysis 

Thematic Analysis: Interviews will be transcribed and coded to identify recurring themes on 

leadership adaptation and team dynamics (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

NVivo Software: Qualitative data will be analysed using NVivo for systematic pattern identification. 

This integrated approach ensures numerical validation and in-depth narrative insights on 

decentralised leadership effectiveness. 

 

 Ethical Considerations 

This study follows ethical guidelines from the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2018) and the 

European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2021). 

Informed Consent: Participants will receive study details and provide written consent. 

Confidentiality: Data anonymisation will ensure participant privacy. 

Voluntary Participation: Participants can withdraw at any stage without consequences. 

Data Protection: Compliance with GDPR and institutional research ethics. 

Researcher Bias Mitigation: Reflexivity journals will be maintained to prevent subjective 

interpretations. 

These ethical measures ensure research integrity and participant protection. 

 

 Limitations of the Study 

Despite employing a rigorous methodology, several limitations must be acknowledged: 

Self-Reporting Bias: Participants may overestimate or underestimate leadership effectiveness. 

Cross-Sectional Design: The study captures data at one point, limiting longitudinal insights. 

Generalizability: Findings may be region-specific and not applicable to all blockchain firms. 

Sample Size Constraints: While efforts are made for diverse participation, a larger sample could 

enhance statistical power. 

Future research should consider longitudinal studies and global comparisons to validate findings 

further. 

 

This methodological framework thoroughly examines decentralised leadership’s role in European 

blockchain startups. The study captures both empirical validation and leadership narratives by 

integrating quantitative surveys, qualitative interviews, and case studies. The mixed-methods 



approach enhances the findings' reliability and contextual richness, contributing to a deeper 

understanding of decentralised leadership in tech-driven entrepreneurial environments. 

 

Findings and Discussion  

The emergence of decentralised leadership in blockchain startups challenges traditional 

organisational structures by removing hierarchical authority and distributing decision-making power 

among team members, communities, or innovative contract-driven governance models (Davidson, 

De Filippi & Potts, 2018). While decentralisation fosters innovation, autonomy, and transparency, it 

also introduces challenges related to coordination, accountability, and efficiency (Beck, Müller-Bloch 

& King, 2018). 

This section presents the expected findings and discussion based on theoretical analysis, previous 

studies, and anticipated empirical results. The findings provide insights into the effectiveness of 

decentralised leadership in blockchain startups, examining its impact on decision-making, 

innovation, organisational efficiency, and leadership dynamics. 

 

 Expected Findings 

 The Impact of Decentralised Leadership on Decision-Making 

One of the core aspects of decentralised leadership is its influence on decision-making processes. 

The study expects to reveal that: 

Consensus-based decision-making in blockchain startups increases transparency and inclusivity but 

may slow operations, mainly when teams rely on token-weighted voting mechanisms (Hassan & De 

Filippi, 2021). 

Decentralised teams experience challenges in urgent decision-making, as the absence of a 

centralised authority figure may result in delayed responses to business-critical issues (DuPont, 

2019). 

Some startups adopt hybrid governance models that combine decentralisation with delegated 

leadership, ensuring that key decisions maintain efficiency while upholding democratic participation 

(Wright & De Filippi, 2018). 

Discussion 

Decentralised decision-making models align with blockchain’s trustless and transparent governance 

philosophy. However, empirical evidence suggests that too much decentralisation can lead to 

decision paralysis, governance inefficiencies, and internal conflicts (Bernstein et al., 2016). The study 

anticipates that startups using structured DAO-based governance mechanisms exhibit higher 

decision-making efficiency than fully leaderless organisations. 

 

Advantages and Challenges of Decentralised Leadership Structures 

The findings will highlight several key benefits and challenges of decentralised leadership in 

blockchain startups. 



Advantages 

More incredible innovation and agility: Teams working in decentralised environments are 

empowered to experiment and iterate rapidly, leading to higher innovation rates (Puranam, Alexy & 

Reitzig, 2014). 

Enhanced employee engagement and autonomy: Employees report higher job satisfaction and 

motivation in decentralised firms, as they have greater ownership of projects (Laloux, 2014). 

Transparency and trust in leadership decisions: Decentralised governance fosters greater trust 

among employees, investors, and users, particularly in blockchain-based organisations that rely on 

on-chain voting and smart contracts (Beck et al., 2018). 

 

Challenges 

Lack of accountability and role clarity: The absence of formal leadership roles may lead to confusion 

about who is responsible for decision-making and conflict resolution (Davidson et al., 2018). 

Scalability Issues: As decentralised startups grow, coordinating global teams without traditional 

management structures becomes difficult, often leading to later-stage decentralisation (DuPont, 

2019). 

Disagreements and decision-making bottlenecks: Teams using token-based or democratic decision-

making models may face disagreements over governance issues, slowing operational efficiency 

(Hassan & De Filippi, 2021). 

Discussion 

While decentralised leadership fosters innovation and autonomy, the findings suggest that 

blockchain startups often struggle with governance complexity and role ambiguity. Startups 

implementing delegated decentralisation—where decision-making is distributed but some 

leadership functions are retained—will likely exhibit higher operational efficiency than purely 

leaderless organisations. 

 

 Employee Navigation of Leadership Responsibilities in Decentralised Startups 

One of the expected findings relates to how employees perceive and adapt to decentralised 

leadership environments: 

Employees in decentralised organisations are expected to show high adaptability and self-

management skills, as leadership is not formally assigned but emerges organically (Puranam et al., 

2014). 

Collaborative decision-making tools (e.g., DAOs, multi-signature governance, community-driven 

proposals) play a key role in shaping leadership responsibilities in decentralised teams (Bernstein et 

al., 2016). 

Younger, tech-savvy employees are likelier to thrive in decentralised work environments, whereas 

employees from traditional corporate backgrounds may struggle with lacking formal leadership 

structures (Wright & De Filippi, 2018). 



Discussion 

Decentralised leadership requires employees to take greater ownership of their tasks, which fosters 

self-reliance and collaboration. However, some employees may experience decision fatigue and 

uncertainty due to the lack of clear leadership guidance, leading to productivity declines in 

unstructured environments. Organisations that provide onboarding programs and decentralised 

leadership training are expected to have higher employee engagement and satisfaction levels. 

 

Optimising Decentralisation with Organisational Efficiency 

The study is expected to propose a leadership framework for balancing decentralisation with 

efficiency, highlighting best practices for blockchain startups. Key elements of this framework may 

include: 

Progressive decentralisation: Startups begin with some centralised leadership elements and 

transition to greater decentralisation over time, allowing smoother governance shifts (Hassan & De 

Filippi, 2021). 

Delegated decision-making: While leadership is distributed, specific governance tasks are assigned to 

elected leaders, committees, or core developers, ensuring faster decision-making and accountability 

(Beck et al., 2018). 

Intelligent contract automation: Utilising blockchain-based smart contracts to automate governance 

processes and enforce rules, reducing the risk of human conflict and inefficiency (Wright & De 

Filippi, 2018). 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that no single decentralised leadership model fits all blockchain startups. 

Instead, firms must adapt their governance structures based on size, complexity, and operational 

needs. Startups combining decentralisation with structured governance mechanisms will likely 

experience more excellent long-term stability and efficiency than purely anarchic structures. 

 

Future Research Directions: 

Longitudinal studies on the long-term effects of decentralised leadership on startup growth and 

survival. 

Comparative studies between decentralised and traditional leadership models in blockchain vs. non-

blockchain startups. 

The role of AI and automation in supporting decentralised leadership governance. 

By addressing these research gaps, future studies can refine decentralised leadership models for 

blockchain startups, ensuring that innovation and efficiency coexist in decentralised work 

environments. 

 

Conclusion 



This study is expected to reveal that decentralised leadership in blockchain startups offers significant 

advantages while presenting notable challenges. Key findings indicate that decentralised leadership 

fosters innovation and autonomy, allowing teams to operate with greater flexibility and ownership 

of projects. Additionally, leaderless decision-making models enhance transparency and trust, 

particularly within blockchain-based governance structures like DAOs. However, accountability gaps, 

decision-making inefficiencies, and governance complexities can slow operations and create 

conflicts. To address these issues, hybrid leadership models integrating decentralised governance 

with structured decision-making mechanisms offer the best balance between innovation and 

efficiency. These findings align with prior research suggesting decentralisation enhances creativity 

but requires structured governance models to ensure long-term scalability and stability (Beck et al., 

2018). This research contributes to academic theory by expanding leadership studies to include 

decentralised models in blockchain startups, challenging traditional hierarchical leadership 

frameworks, and enhancing understanding of blockchain governance models as alternative 

leadership structures. Practically, it provides blockchain startup founders with leadership strategies 

that balance decentralisation with efficiency, offers recommendations for investors and accelerators 

on evaluating governance structures in decentralised startups, and suggests best practices for hybrid 

leadership models to ensure agility, scalability, and coordination in blockchain firms. While this study 

provides valuable insights, further research is needed in several areas, including longitudinal studies 

on how decentralised leadership evolves as startups scale, comparative analysis between 

decentralised and traditional startups in terms of innovation and decision-making, the impact of AI 

and smart contracts on leadership effectiveness, and cross-industry comparisons to examine 

decentralised leadership in non-blockchain settings such as platform cooperatives and open-source 

communities. By addressing these research gaps, future studies can refine leadership frameworks 

for decentralised organisations and support businesses in navigating the complexities of distributed 

decision-making. As blockchain startups continue to disrupt traditional business models, 

decentralised leadership presents opportunities and challenges. While it enhances autonomy, trust, 

and transparency, it also introduces governance complexities that may hinder decision-making and 

accountability. This study underscores the importance of strategically managing decentralisation 

through hybrid governance models that blend distributed decision-making with structured 

leadership elements. Organisations can sustain long-term innovation and growth by developing 

tailored leadership frameworks for blockchain startups. Ultimately, this research lays the 

groundwork for future leadership development initiatives, governance policies, and organisational 

strategies that align with blockchain technology's decentralised ethos. 
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