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Transformational Leadership

H é c t o r  R .  D í a z - S á e n z

INTRODUCTION

Transformational leadership is the process by 
which a leader fosters group or organizational 
performance beyond expectation by virtue of the 
strong emotional attachment with his or her fol-
lowers combined with the collective commitment 
to a higher moral cause. For the past 30 years 
transformational leadership has been the single 
most studied and debated idea within the field of 
leadership studies. From 2000 to 2010 an impres-
sive total of 476 articles looking into transforma-
tional leadership were listed in the SCOPUS 
database. More impressive, perhaps, is the range 
of publications in which these articles appeared, 
which included the International Journal of 
Educational Management, the Journal of 
Construction Engineering and Management, 
Military Psychology, Library Management, and 
Social Behavior and Personality.

In accounting for its phenomenal popularity, 
Jay Conger (1999) pointed to the desperate desire 
on the part of American businesses to develop a 
heroic response to the threat of international com-
petition during the 1980s and the need to foster 
empowerment in the context of organizational 
restructuring and an increasingly demanding edu-
cated work force. Daft and Lengel (1998) claimed 
that transformational leadership is the only one 
adequate during times of environmental turbu-
lence, whereas transactional leadership is more 
suitable for stable environments. Interest in trans-
formational leadership was further fuelled by the 
publication of popular leadership books, such as 
those by Bennis and Nanus in 1985 and Tichy and 
Devanna in 1986 that celebrated well-known 
transformational leaders in the corporate and not-
for-profit sectors. The most highly celebrated 

exemplars of transformational leaders from the 
world of politics include Mahatma Gandhi, John 
F. Kennedy and Nelson Mandela. From the corpo-
rate world, Richard Branson, Anita Roddick and 
Jack Welch have been frequently pointed to as 
exemplars of transformational leaders, though not 
without either debate or dissension.

This chapter commences by examining the 
origins and development of the concept of trans-
formational leadership. Then follows a review of 
the various measures and assessment instruments 
that have been developed to better understand how 
transformational leadership is manifested and how 
it might be developed. Next, a comprehensive 
review is provided of the wide variety of contexts 
in which transformational leadership has been 
empirically examined, as well as the most fre-
quently researched theoretical relationships that 
have been tested empirically. The chapter closes 
with a consideration of the criticisms that have 
been levelled at transformational leadership and 
how the field might be profitably moved forward.

ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP

While the term ‘transformational leadership’ was 
originally coined by James Downton in a 1973 
paper on rebel leadership, it was James MacGregor 
Burns who brought the term to wider parlance in 
his classic study of political leadership in the 1978 
book simply entitled Leadership. Burns made an 
important distinction between ‘transactional 
leadership’, which he suggested was the way that 
most politicians led their followers on the basis of 
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THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF LEADERSHIP300

reciprocal exchange leading to the satisfaction of 
both the leader’s and the follower’s self-interests; 
and ‘transformational leadership’, which was 
practiced by those political leaders who were able 
to engage their followers not only to achieve some-
thing of significance but also to ‘morally uplift’ 
them. Transformational leaders both influence and 
are influenced by followers ‘to rise to higher levels 
of motivation and morality’ (Burns, 1978, p. 20). 
They not only lead but also develop leaders. Their 
value is not measured by newspaper clippings but 
by the degree of positive social change that is 
promoted as a result of their leadership.

Seven years later, industrial psychologist Bernard 
Bass (1985) expanded on this important distinction 
and brought it to the top of the agenda for both 
leadership researchers and practitioners alike. 
While commencing with four factors, the Full 
Range Leadership (FRL) model that Bass and vari-
ous others have elaborated currently contains nine 
factors. Within this model, the transformational 
leadership factors include idealized influence (both 
attributed and behaviours), inspirational motiva-
tion, intellectual stimulation and individualized 
consideration. The second set of factors, transac-
tional factors, include contingent reward and man-
agement-by-exception (both active and passive). 
Finally, the laissez-faire leadership factor indicates 
an absence of leadership (i.e. a non-transaction).

Focusing on the transformational leader factors, 
leaders with idealized influence become role 
models that followers want to identify with and 
emulate. These leaders are admired, respected and 
trusted and are perceived to have extraordinary 
capabilities, persistence and determination. 
Leaders who possess these qualities are frequently 
described as having charisma. Leaders who create 
inspirational motivation paint a clear vision for 
their followers’ future state as well as provide the 
momentum to reach that vision through the arousal 
of team spirit. These leaders also provide mean-
ing, challenge, clearly communicated expecta-
tions, and a commitment to set goals. Leaders who 
exhibit intellectual stimulation encourage follow-
ers to be innovative and creative in redressing old 
problems in new ways and regularly examining 
old assumptions to see if they are still viable. 
Finally, leaders showing individual consideration 
treat each follower as an individual and consider 
their individual needs, abilities and aspirations. 
They help individuals to develop their strengths 
and spend time coaching and guiding people.

For Bass, the ideal approach for leaders to take 
exhibits both transformational and transactional 
forms of leadership. Transactional leadership 
involves an exchange wherein the leader 
offers rewards in return for compliance and per-
formance by his or her followers. The transaction 
usually takes the form of contracts, employment 

agreements, performance management systems 
and service-led agreements. Waldman and his col-
leagues, in a 1990 paper, drew attention to the 
importance of the augmentation effect of transfor-
mational leadership over and above the effect of 
transactional leadership. Indeed, the distinction 
that is drawn between transactional leadership and 
transformational leadership, as well the crucial 
role that transformational leadership plays in gen-
erating optimal performance, parallels the widely 
discussed distinction that has been drawn between 
management and leadership, most notably by 
Zalenik in 1977 and Kotter in 1990.

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
MEASURES

One of the most widely used instruments to meas-
ure transformational leadership, the Multifactor 
Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), was developed 
by Bass (1985). Through constant refinement, the 
questionnaire has become increasingly reliable so 
that it is the most widely used measure of transfor-
mational leadership used by leadership research-
ers around the world. The MLQ has been translated 
into many languages, including German, French, 
Japanese and Hebrew (Bass & Riggio, 2006).

Originally only three factors related to transfor-
mational behaviours emerged as part of the MLQ 
model: charismatic leadership (instilling pride, 
faith and respect and promoting an articulated 
sense of mission); individual consideration (dele-
gating for learning, teaching and coaching in a 
relationship of respect for their followers); and 
intellectual consideration (stimulating thinking in 
new ways before acting) (Bass, 1985). In addition, 
the MLQ measured two additional factors related 
to the transactional component (contingent reward, 
in exchange for the expected performance; and 
management-by-exception, allowing followers to 
do their work with an old approach if accomplish-
ing the goals but giving negative feedback when 
doing something wrong that prevents achieving it) 
as part of a complete set of factors that encom-
passed the full range of behaviours that a leader 
exhibits. Bass argued that the transactional behav-
iours were the foundations of the full set of behav-
iours that transformational leaders perform. That is 
why transformational leaders are able to induce addi-
tional effort by sharply increasing the subordinate’s 
trust and confidence, and by elevating the value of 
outcomes for the subordinate instead of only ‘clari-
fying what performance is required and how needs 
would be satisfied as a result’ (1985, p. 22).

The widespead use of the MLQ by researchers 
through the years, has provided sufficient feedback 
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TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP 301

that has helped to improve the measurement of 
transformational leadership behaviours as concep-
tualized by Bass (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Currently 
the refined MLQ version 5X includes four trans-
formational behaviour components known as the 
four I’s:

• idealized influence (includes two subscales that 
measure behaviour and elements attributed by 
followers and others such as charisma)

• inspirational motivation 
• intellectual stimulation
• individualized consideration

In addition, the transactional dimensions include 
two components: contingent reward (constructive 
transaction), and management-by-exception (cor-
rective transaction), which is divided into two com-
ponents (active MBE-A or passive MBE-P) plus an 
additional component of no leadership (laissez-faire 
leadership) (Bass & Riggio, 2006). An important 
consideration has to be taken by researchers regard-
ing the charismatic component of this approach (see 
Conger, Chapter 7, this volume). Bass’s conceptu-
alization argues for promotion of follower’s auton-
omy as opposed to House’s conceptualization of 
charismatic leadership, which implies the follower’s 
dependency on ‘charismatic acts by the leader’ 
(Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996).

In addition to Bass’s MLQ model, several other 
researchers have worked on the development of the 
transformational leadership construct and on the 
measurement devices required to assess the behav-
iours of these types of leaders. These early works 
have already been identified and discussed at 
length by Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman and 
Fetter (1990) as well as by Bass and Riggio (2006), 
and Brown and Reilly (2009). Thus, these works 
will not be reviewed here. However, we note that

while all of these approaches differ somewhat in 
the specific behaviours they associate with trans-
formational leadership, all of them share the 
common perspective that effective leaders trans-
form or change the basic values, beliefs, and atti-
tudes of followers so that they are willing to 
perform beyond the minimum levels specified by 
the organization. (Podsakoff et al., 1990; p. 108)

The additional assessment that was considered 
relevant to review here is the one developed 
by Podsakoff et al.’s (1990) Transformational 
Leadership Inventory (TLI) because it was found, 
by this review, to be the second most widely used 
instrument to assess transformational leadership 
after the MLQ. At that time, according to Podsakoff 
et al. (1990), the only certain knowledge about 
this approach was that transformational leadership 
was multidimensional in nature. They found 

conceptual differences among the several approaches 
that were measuring transformational leadership. 
Their development of the TLI was based on the 
construct definitions found in a comprehensive 
review of all the works that examined behaviours 
related to transformational leaders, including 
Bass’s work. Thus, they identified and developed 
measures for six behaviours known to be associated 
with transformational leadership:

• Identifying and articulating a vision – behaviour 
on the part of the leader aimed at identifying 
new opportunities for his or her unit/division/
company, and developing, articulating and inspir-
ing others with his or her vision of the future.

• Providing an appropriate model – behaviour on 
the part of the leader that sets an example for 
employees to follow that is consistent with the 
values the leader espouses.

• Fostering the acceptance of group goals – behav-
iour on the part of the leader aimed at promoting 
cooperation among employees and getting them 
to work together towards a common goal.

• High performance expectations – behaviour that 
demonstrates the leader’s expectations for excel-
lence, quality and/or high performance on the 
part of followers.

• Providing individualized support – behaviour on 
the part of the leader that indicates that he/she 
respects followers and is concerned about their 
personal feelings and needs.

• Intellectual stimulation – behaviour on the part 
of the leader that challenges followers to re-
examine some of their assumptions about their 
work and rethink how it can be performed 
(Podsakoff et al., 1990, p. 112).

Regarding transactional leader behaviours, contin-
gent reward being the principal behaviour identi-
fied by Bass (1985), it was the only construct 
definition included in the TLI to capture the fun-
damental exchange notions, measuring ‘the extent 
to which a leader provides rewards in exchange 
for follower’s effort’ (p. 113). However, the analy-
sis of their measures suggested that the factors – 
articulating a vision, providing an appropriate 
model and fostering the acceptance of group goals 
– were multiple indicators of an underlying ‘core’ 
transformational leader behaviour dimension. 
Thus, the TLI transformational leader behaviours 
are measured by four first-order transformational 
factors – high-performance expectations, individ-
ualized support, intellectual stimulation, and a 
‘core’ transformational behaviour construct – as 
well as one transactional leader behaviour. It is 
important to understand these factors as pre-
sented by their results (Podsakoff et al., 1990), 
because they have been misunderstood by some 
researchers who have ignored the core factor and, 
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THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF LEADERSHIP302

as a result, have limited the interpretation of their 
studies.

The TLI has been used in countries such as the 
USA, Mexico, People’s Republic of China, 
Greece, Korea, Hong Kong, the UK, Taiwan, and 
Pakistan. It was also used in different contexts 
such as by firemen, sales force, bank teams, 
manufacturing companies and universities. A rel-
evant observation with respect to both the MLQ 
and the TLI is that they do not directly address 
charisma as an important assessment of transfor-
mational leadership. Nevertheless, both approaches 
take into account the charismatic conceptualiza-
tion in their development. Interestingly, early on 
in the evolution of transformational leadership, 
there was a tendency among researchers to use 
charisma as a synonym of transformational lead-
ership. In the original conceptualization by Bass 
(1985), charisma was included as a component, 
along with vision, respect for the leader and inspi-
ration and encouragement within the factor 
labelled charismatic leader behaviour. Through 
the refinement of the MLQ, this component was 
transformed into inspirational influence.

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH FINDINGS

The transformational leadership construct has 
been applied in studies across many fields and 
contexts, yielding theoretically expected results 
but nevertheless sometimes revealing comparative 
differences due to specific contextual or cultural 
features. Some recent representative empirical 
studies are discussed below, according to some of 
these specific themes or contexts.

CEO studies

Theoretically, it is expected that chief executive 
officers (CEOs) and top-level executives would be 
more able to exhibit transformational leadership 
behaviors than middle-level managers because, 
among other functions, they establish the vision of 
their organization, they hold the premier leadership 
role in the organization and they have a higher 
degree of autonomy. For example, Jung, Wu and 
Chow (2008) focused on a sample of 50 Taiwanese 
companies from the electronics and telecommuni-
cations industry. In this study, they wanted to 
understand how the CEO’s transformational lead-
ership impacted the level of innovation at the 
organizational level. Their results indicated a 
direct and positive effect of CEO transformational 
leadership on organizational innovation. Another 
study looked at the influence of the CEO on 

shared perceptions about organizational outcomes 
with the top management teams of credit unions 
(Colbert, Kristof-Brown, Bradley & Barrick, 
2008). A visionary transformational leadership 
communicates the organization’s important goals 
to the top team. The study found that the degree of 
transformational leadership exhibited by CEOs 
was positively related to higher goal importance 
congruence with their vice-presidents. At the 
organizational level, within-team goal importance 
congruence mediated the relationship between 
transformational leadership and performance.

Another recent study by Pastor and Mayo 
(2008) looked at the influence of the CEO’s mana-
gerial values on goal orientation. Their study 
indicates that the level of formal education is 
reflected in the managerial values exhibited. Those 
CEOs with graduate degrees tended to value a 
learning goal orientation more than those with no 
graduate degree, who tended to favour a goal per-
formance orientation. At the same time, those with 
graduate-level education tended to be more trans-
formational and more closely associated with 
McGregor’s Y philosophy of management in con-
trast with the more transactional approach of 
CEOs who had no graduate education. This study’s 
inclusion of the educational variable adds a very 
important and novel approach to the understand-
ing of transformational leadership and its relation-
ship with education. In their study, Zhu, Chew and 
Spangler (2005) also established the positive 
influence that the transformational leadership of 
CEOs had on strategic initiatives related to Human 
Resources Management (HRM). Their study 
found that transformational CEOs were more 
likely to adopt a human–capital-enhancing HRM 
than nontransformational CEOs. Furthermore, 
human–capital-enhancing HRM mediated the 
relationship between transformational leadership 
and organizational outcomes such as absenteeism 
and perceived organizational outcomes.

Middle-manager studies

Many empirical studies have found that transfor-
mational leadership is equally applicable and 
relevant to middle-level managers as well as to 
top-level management. For example, Singh and 
Krishnan (2008) explored the mediating role of 
altruism in the relationship between self-sacrifice 
and transformational leadership in India. They 
also looked at the effect of all three on followers’ 
collective identity and perceptions of unit 
performance. The MLQ Form 5X developed by 
Bass and Avolio (1995) was used for measuring 
transformational leadership. The results provided 
evidence of altruism mediating the relationship 
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TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP 303

between self-sacrifice and transformational 
leadership. Transformational leadership was 
positively related to followers’ collective identity 
and perceived unit performance. They also found 
that, when leaders model the importance of coop-
erative behaviors over personal interests, they are 
more likely to be seen as being more transforma-
tional. Finally, the study also demonstrated that 
under transformational leadership, there is follow-
ers’ perception of successful unit performance.

The military context

A study conducted on a Navy facility by Eid, 
Johnsen, Bartone and Nissestad (2008) evaluated 
the role of personal hardiness in facilitating 
change or growth in transformational leadership 
on a leadership training activity. The cadets under-
went a stressful military training exercise, and the 
authors found a significant increase in transforma-
tional and transactional leadership styles after the 
exercises. Moreover, the transformational leader-
ship style was not only maintained, but actually 
increased six months after the exercise.

Another military study conducted by Mannheim 
and Halamish’s (2008) was performed to deter-
mine whether or not the effect of leadership style 
of trainers is universal across teams from varied 
backgrounds. Their findings did not support the 
universal relationship that was predicted accord-
ing to transformational leadership theory. Data 
were collected from 890 cadets in the basic, 
operations and support, and infantry tracks in an 
officers’ training school of the Israeli Defense 
Force. They were organized into 66 teams. 
Mannheim and Halamish’s main finding is the 
importance of specification of leadership relation-
ships to team outcomes for a particular track. The 
predicted relationships of leadership style with 
team outcomes were found mainly in the basic 
track. In this track, the transformational leadership 
style impacted the group outcomes of learning 
culture and group cohesion.

Cross-cultural contexts

There has been a substantial amount of empirical 
work put into measuring the prevalence and effec-
tiveness of transformational leadership in different 
national cultural contexts throughout the world. 
The most important and extensive study of this type 
to date is the GLOBE research programme which 
was originated by Robert House but conducted 
by hundreds of researchers from over 60 nations 
(Den Hartog, House, Hanges, Ruiz-Quintanilla & 
Associates, 1999). This impressive study is dis-

cussed in more detail in the chapter on cross-cul-
tural leadership (Guthey & Jackson, Chapter 12, 
this volume). The GLOBE study has found that 
specific aspects of transformational leadership are 
universally endorsed across cultures around the 
world. However, a more recent set of studies sup-
port the notion that cultural features influence how 
this approach applies from country to country: for 
example, how it is perceived (Spreitzer, Perttula, & 
Xin, 2005). Depending on the culture, the transfor-
mational leadership relationship will be stronger 
within less traditionally entrenched cultures, such 
as in the USA, whereas it would be perceived as 
being weaker in countries with a traditional culture, 
such as Taiwan, where respect for hierarchy is 
important. How strong the effect of transforma-
tional leadership is displayed differs according to 
the culture, although it has a positive impact in 
most of them. Accordingly, transformational lead-
ership was related to superior team performance 
mediated by team potency in Hong Kong and US 
bank teams. The effect of transformational leader-
ship on team potency was stronger among teams 
with higher power distance as well as with higher 
collectivism (Schaubroeck, Lam & Cha, 2007). 
Furthermore, in Jung, Yammarino and Lee (2009), 
a collectivistic culture was found to enhance the 
transformational leadership effect, which seemed 
to facilitate the follower’s motivation to go beyond 
self-interest. It seems more likely to motivate fol-
lowers to work for transcendental goals instead of 
immediate self-interests in collectivistic cultures 
such as Korea than in more individualistic ones 
such as the USA. This result was presented regard-
less of the follower’s attitude (e.g. trust in leader, 
loyalty, value congruence) towards their leaders. 
Another comparative study that looked at the influ-
ence of culture between countries (Kirkman, Chen, 
Farh, Chen Lowe, 2009) extended the work of 
Podsakoff et al. (1990) whose work was one of the 
first to test the central effect of transformational 
leadership on followers to ‘perform beyond the 
level of expectations’ (Bass, 1985), by measuring 
follower’s organizational citizenship behaviours 
(OCBs). OCBs are defined as being extra-role 
behaviours: i.e. are behaviours over and above what 
are formally defined or informally expected. 
Kirkman et al. (2009) extended this research to the 
People’s Republic of China and confirmed an indi-
rect relationship existed between transformational 
leadership and OCB through procedural justice 
using Podsakoff et al.’s TLI measure of transforma-
tional leadership. One exciting finding is that the 
results did not differ between the US and PRCs 
samples. In addition, power distance is a cultural 
value that moderates the follower’s reaction to 
transformational leadership.

A study with a focus on the educational context 
applied Kouzes and Posner’s transformational 
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leadership model (Abu-Tineh & Al-Omari, 2008). 
This study examined the degree to which transfor-
mational leadership is being practiced by Jordanian 
school principals. They found that although the 
non-Western countries try to get the knowledge 
and technology of the West, they want to preserve 
their own cultural identities. Thus, they point to a 
significant gap in understanding the influence of 
society and context on educational leadership, and 
affirm that the studies on transformational leader-
ship have paid little attention to this contextual 
consideration.

One study that makes us aware that social 
phenomena are more complex than usually consid-
ered is the one developed by Osborn and Marion 
(2009). Overall, most of these types of study indi-
cate that culture matters, but sometimes it might 
not be the most salient factor affecting a leadership 
relationship. For instance, in spite of expected 
cultural differences between Japan and the USA, 
Osborn and Marion (2009) did not find any impor-
tant effects. Their study of alliances in research-
intensive sectors might suggest that other contextual 
dimensions such as knowledge and information 
base might have a stronger effect than cultural 
factors. Looking at three aspects of leadership 
performance – (a) alliance innovation and (b) stra-
tegic contributions to US sponsor company and 
(c) Japanese sponsor company – their study sug-
gests that international alliances are multifaceted. 
They found that higher transformational leader-
ship for sponsoring executives was positively 
linked to the alliance’s strategic contribution to 
their respective firms. However, transformational 
leadership was a negative predictor of innovation 
performance. This study indicates that the relation-
ship of leadership and performance is influenced 
by the type of governance structures (e.g. technical 
agreements vs joint venture and long-term supply 
contracts). Osborn and Marion conclude

We argue that leadership investigations should be 
based on a larger theoretical framework where 
context is important. The bulk of explained vari-
ance in our study was attributable to context and 
contextual leadership factors. Effective leadership 
particularly for innovation was embedded in its 
context. (2009, p. 205)

A couple of recent studies have apparently found 
only limited effects of culture upon the impact of 
transformational leadership. This is in line with 
the arguments put forward by Den Hartog et al. 
(1999) about the universality of the construct. 
Both studies (one in Mexico, the other in Greece) 
used the TLI measurement instrument developed 
by Podsakoff et al. (1990). The first study found 
that transformational leadership’s communication 
interaction with followers helped to reduce stress 

factors (such as role conflict and role ambiguity) 
(Díaz-Sáenz, Gomez Holguín & De la Garza 
García, 2008). Transformational leadership was 
the most preferred communication source over 
others such as peers and family and friends to 
mitigate stress factors by sharing positive informa-
tion about work, negative information about work 
and information not related to work. When leaders 
exhibited low levels of transformational leader-
ship behaviours, followers tended to communicate 
less with their leader and more with their peers, 
and with family and friends. The second study, 
developed in the Greek culture (Panagopoulos & 
Dimitriadis, 2009), also reported a good fit for the 
data collected using the TLI, which was developed 
in another cultural context. Their study found that 
transformational leadership mediates the relation-
ship between behaviour-based control and key 
salesperson outcomes such as job performance, 
satisfaction and commitment (Panagopoulos & 
Dimitriadis, 2009).

Virtual teams

The emergence of virtual teams and their 
increasing adoption in organizations has attracted 
the attention of researchers to this type of work 
environment. The experiment is the methodologi-
cal approach most favoured for this type of 
research. For example, a study developed in a 
laboratory setting by Wang and Xi (2007) found 
that transformational leadership has a significant 
effect upon team performance. This might not be 
a surprising finding; however, their study identi-
fied that, under the conditions of a virtual context, 
trust in the leader partially mediates this relation-
ship. On the other hand, transactional leadership 
was found to have no effect upon performance. 
This latter finding suggests that rewards might not 
actually be as effective in a virtual environment as 
they are in a traditional setting.

Another experiment sought to understand the 
effects of transformational and transactional lead-
ership styles and communication media upon 
team interaction and its outcomes (Hambley, 
O’Neill & Kline, 2007). This study found that 
leadership and transactional leadership are equally 
effective for problem-solving tasks, in spite of the 
communication medium used for interaction in a 
short term (face-to-face, videoconferencing or 
chat). Hambly et al. (2007) suggested that virtual 
team leadership requires longer time to identify 
differences in the effectiveness of each leadership 
style and media use. It is important to take into 
account that this study assessed the interactions 
among team members who had not worked together 
before. An additional experiment compared the 
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leadership effectiveness of virtual (computer 
mediated) vs face-to-face teams, measuring only 
transformational behaviours (Purvanova & Bono, 
2009). Leaders of virtual teams also led face-to-
face teams, performing the same type of project 
for both teams. The findings of this experiment 
indicated that leaders changed their transforma-
tional behaviour depending on the type of team 
they were leading. Furthermore, ‘transformational 
leadership behaviours were more strongly linked 
to performance in virtual than face-to-face teams’ 
(2009, p. 352). An additional experiment focused 
on personality factors as predictors of transforma-
tional leadership and specifically to virtual teams 
by comparing virtual with face-to-face teams 
(Balthazard, Waldman, & Warren, 2009). In here, 
personality is not manifested more in face-to-face 
than in virtual contexts, where the first context has 
more information cues in the communication inter-
action (both oral and non-verbal). Thus, no links 
between personality traits and transformational 
leadership were found as they occurred in face-to-
face settings. The findings of this study also sug-
gest that written communication may influence 
perceptions of transformational leadership. As 
Balthazard et al. explained, ‘The extent of partici-
pation and grammatical complexity, or the intri-
cacy of embedded grammatical structures in written 
sentences, were the best predictors of transforma-
tional leadership in their VTs’ (2009, p. 661).

Personality and transformational 
leadership

A considerable amount of research has been put 
into understanding the relationship between per-
sonality and transformational leadership. One 
exemplary study sought to understand the influ-
ence of followers’ personalities on the transforma-
tional assessment of their leaders (Hautala, 2005). 
This study found a positive relationship between 
followers who had either an extraverted or feeling 
personality inclination and their assessment of 
transformational leadership compared to those 
followers who were more introverted and stronger 
thinking inclination. A follow-up study (Hautala, 
2006) similarly found that the personality of lead-
ers influenced the degree of their self-assessment 
of their transformational leadership. Extroverted 
individuals saw themselves as being more trans-
formational than introverted ones. Additionally, 
the leaders’ personality traits differed with the 
personality traits that followers linked to transfor-
mational behaviours: i.e. ‘leader’s self-ratings 
indicated that perceiving, extraversion and intui-
tion were most transformational. Subordinates’ 
appraisals indicated that the most transformational 

leaders were sensing leaders’ (Hautala, 2006, 
p. 789). Understanding the links between emo-
tional intelligence, personality and transforma-
tional behaviour was the focus of the study by 
Rubin, Munz and Bommer (2005). Their study 
found a positive relationship between personality 
traits and emotional recognition and transforma-
tional leadership behaviours. In addition to the 
study of personality and virtual teams, as reviewed 
in last section, Brown and Reilly (2009) studied 
the possible relationship between elements of per-
sonality as measured by the Myers–Briggs Type 
Indicator (MBTI) and transformational leadership 
as measured by the MLQ. They found no relation-
ship between MBTI and the followers’ assessment 
of leaders’ transformational behaviour.

Emotional intelligence

The linkage between emotional intelligence and 
transformational behaviour is another avenue of 
inquiry that has attracted growing interest by lead-
ership researchers. For example, Barling, Slater 
and Kelloway (2000) discovered a positive rela-
tionship existed between followers’ perception of 
their leader’s transformational behaviours and 
their emotional intelligence. However, only three 
transformational behaviours (i.e. idealized influ-
ence, inspirational motivation and individualized 
consideration) and contingent reward were sig-
nificantly associated with the level of emotional 
intelligence of the leader. By way of contrast, 
Brown, Bryant and Reilly (2006) found there was 
no relationship between the emotional intelligence 
of the leader and either the levels of perceived 
transformational leadership or desired outcomes. 
This finding is intriguing given the prior support 
for this relationship. More research is needed to 
understand better these possible relationships. 
Perhaps the inconsistencies might have arisen as a 
result of the deficiencies or limitations in the 
instruments used to assess the constructs, as 
Küpers and Weibler (2006) found in their analysis 
of the emotional quality of the MLQ. They pro-
pose that emotions and emotional competencies 
be considered for the transformational leadership 
instrument. Finally, Barbuto and Burbach (2006) 
identified a positive relationship between emo-
tional intelligence and transformational leader-
ship. Their findings were consistent with Barling 
et al. (2000), except for the direction of the rela-
tionship with the idealized influence dimension of 
rater reports. As they explain:

In all cases, we found stronger correlations between 
emotional intelligence and transformational leader-
ship in leader self-reports than in rater reports. 
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This finding is likely best explained by common 
method bias, because leaders completed both the 
emotional intelligence questionnaire and the self-
report version of the multi-factor leadership ques-
tionnaire. According to the emotional intelligence 
subscales, empathetic response is the most con-
sistent antecedent of transformational leadership 
behaviors. The findings across methods indicate a 
modest relationship between emotional intelligence 
and transformational leadership. (2006, p. 60)

In the face of divergent findings, it is clear that 
further research is needed to understand these 
relationships. Most specifically, consistency in 
construct definition and the use of assessment 
instruments is needed to measure emotional 
intelligence.

META-ANALYTIC STUDIES

An important and growing body of research that is 
helping us to better understand the advances in the 
transformational leadership construct are meta-
analytic studies. In this review we look at the 
latest studies, since some earlier ones are also 
included in the ones presented here. Even though 
the MLQ is not the only scaled developed to study 
transformational leadership, we only found meta-
analytic reviews that considered this type of 
assessment (Bono & Judge, 2004; Eagly, 
Johannesen-Schmidt & Engen, 2003; Judge & 
Piccolo, 2004; Lowe et al., 1996). A word of cau-
tion is, therefore, warranted while looking at the 
conclusions of these studies because having only 
MLQ assessments is in itself a limitation that pre-
vents us from making generalizations beyond the 
items included in this scale (Lowe et al., 1996). 
We look at these studies in chronological order to 
get a sense of the advances achieved by scholars 
that have pursued empirical research in this area.

First of all, Lowe et al. (1996) analysed the 
research that links transformational and transac-
tional leadership to leader effectiveness. They 
found transformational leadership to be associated 
with higher levels of efficiency in public and pri-
vate organizations, as well as with leaders at lower 
and higher levels, regardless of the criterion vari-
able used to assess efficiency (e.g. either follower 
perception or organizational indicators). With 
respect to levels, the findings confirmed that trans-
formational patterns of behaviour are not exclu-
sive to leaders at the top level of the organization. 
Their study also indicated a mono-method bias in 
measuring leadership effectiveness tends to inflate 
the effect size. On the other hand, using organiza-
tional measures could attenuate those effects 
because that type of variable does not characterize 

indicators that reflect the leader–follower relation-
ship. Their concluding position on this issue is that 
a ‘true relationship lies between that indicated by 
the study results for subordinate perceptions and 
that for organizational measures’ (1996, p. 419).

A more recent multi-analytic study looked at 
behavioural differences between male and female 
leaders (Eagly et al., 2003). Based on social role 
theory, the authors expected that male and female 
leaders would exhibit different leadership behav-
iours. Accordingly, this study found support for 
that expectation, although these differences were 
quite small. The review revealed that, in general, 
women tended to be more transformational in 
leadership than the men included in the studies. 
What was particularly interesting in this study is 
that those dimensions that were inclined to predict 
leadership effectiveness were generally more pro-
nounced in women than in men. Furthermore, 
transactional leadership behaviours that rewarded 
good performance were more generally engaged 
in by women than by men. Even though differ-
ences were small, the support for social role 
theory brings important implications regarding the 
relationship between leadership and gender roles.

In a meta-analytical study that seems to revive 
the old argument of leaders being born or devel-
oped, Bono and Judge (2004) found that, overall, 
there were only small correlation effects between 
the Big Five personality traits and the transforma-
tional and transactional dimensions. They con-
cluded that ‘our results suggest that continued use 
of the Big Five traits may not be fruitful in reveal-
ing the dispositional bases of transformational 
and transactional leadership’ (2004, p. 907). 
Nevertheless, their study indicated a strong rela-
tionship between extroversion and transforma-
tional leadership behaviour. Thus, Bono and Judge 
suggest that future research should focus more on 
the role of extraversion in influencing leadership 
behaviours. Furthermore, they invited researchers 
to develop research that will allow the understand-
ing of the way in which leadership behaviours are 
developed. In particular, they pointed to leader-
ship training as an important line for future 
research, as they discovered a number of studies 
in their review that provided evidence supporting 
the notion that transformational leadership 
behaviour can, in fact, be learned.

Finally, another meta-analytical study tested 
and found strong support for the validity of the 
transformational and transactional leadership 
(Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Most importantly, the 
authors observed a high correlation between these 
two theoretically distinct, although related, 
dimensions. Consequently, Judge and Piccollo 
(2004) called for a deeper understanding of the 
relationship between the transformational, trans-
actional and laissez-fare leadership dimensions. 
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In addition, to a lesser extent, this study also 
found support for the validity of laissez-fair lead-
ership. This study claimed to test the full range of 
transformational leadership. Nevertheless, it is 
important to note that all transformational dimen-
sions were combined and treated as one, based on 
previous reports of high correlations among them 
(see Howell & Hall-Merenda, 1999; Judge & 
Bono, 2000). Thus, this study does not address 
whether or not there are different effects among 
the theoretical dimensions. Furthermore, this 
study acknowledged an earlier debate regarding 
the extent to which charismatic and transforma-
tional leadership are conceptually different. Bass 
claimed that charismatic leadership was only one 
part of transformational leadership (see Bass & 
Riggio, 2006). Nevertheless, Judge and Piccolo 
(2004) tested these two leadership elements and 
found similar validities for transformational and 
charismatic leadership, which suggests that they 
are very similar concepts. On the positive side of 
the ledger, this meta-analytic study noted that, in 
general, from the mid-1990s onwards the transfor-
mational leadership studies had become increas-
ingly rigorous and more generalizable.

It is important to note that none of the meta-
analytical studies found for this review took into 
consideration studies that applied transforma-
tional leadership assessment instruments other 
than Bass’s MLQ. Whereas there are methodo-
logical justifications for not mixing studies apply-
ing different assessments, it seems amiss that no 
meta-analytical studies have considered the sub-
stantial body of empirical studies that have inves-
tigated transformational leadership using other 
instruments.

LIMITATIONS AND CRITICISMS 
OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP

Most of the empirical research has supported the 
notion that transformational leadership has a 
favourable influence upon follower’s perform-
ance, often arguing strongly in favour of the prac-
tice and development of transformational 
leadership behaviours. Nevertheless, as with any 
theoretical concepts, weaknesses and limitations 
have been observed by several scholars regarding 
transformational leadership theory (e.g. Beyer, 
1999; Northouse, 2007; Tejada, Scandura, & 
Pillai, 2001; Tracey & Hinkin, 1998; Yukl, 1999).

Probably one of the weaknesses most frequently 
noted is the tendency among transformational 
leadership researchers to idealize the transforma-
tional leadership approach to the extent that too 
much credit is given to the leader, whereas others 

factors that lead to individual, group or organiza-
tional development are ignored. One of these ele-
ments would be the effects of the followers’ 
contribution to the interaction with their leader 
and situational or process factors underlying 
foundations or transformational effects.

Another criticism that needs to be addressed 
within the scientific community as a whole is the 
tendency to limit one’s vision and not to properly 
acknowledge the full body of research when doing 
research. It is readily apparent from this review 
that the efforts made by researchers interested in 
the transformational leadership construct have 
been dissipated because of fragmented energy. 
Researchers tend to favour the exclusive use of 
either MLQ (developed by Bass), the measures 
developed by Podsakoff and colleagues or Kouzes 
and Posner and ignore the studies that have used 
other instruments. Although it may well be justi-
fied to use one measure over another for a specific 
study, it does not make sense if we are genuinely 
interested in making progress in our understand-
ing of transformational leadership to ignore the 
findings that have been yielded by studies using 
different instruments. We should not limit our 
view to one approach, as if we were faithful disci-
ples of one researcher and not interested in the 
contribution of another. A decade ago, Hunt 
(1999) suggested that transformational leadership 
theory was at the stage of ‘concept evaluation/
augmentation’, which was consistent with the 
problematic findings associated with the opera-
tionalization of the MLQ at that time. It would 
seem then that transformational leadership has not 
yet reached the next desired stage of ‘consolidation/
accommodation’, which would reflect its maturity 
in construct development.

Another limitation that still remains from the 
time of Hunt’s review revolves around the prob-
lems of supporting the four transformational fac-
tors of the MLQ Form 5X. Tracey and Hinking 
(1998) reported a high correlation among its 
scales and, instead of four factors, found support 
for one factor only (Tracey & Hinkin, 1998). This 
high level of intercorrelation among the subscales 
in Form 5X was later confirmed by Tejada et al. 
(2001), calling for a refinement of the MLQ. Their 
study proposed a reduced 27-item set of transfor-
mational and transactional scales cross-validated 
in independent samples. The refinement of this 
instrument offers the advantage of having a smaller 
survey, which is consistent with the multifactor 
leadership instrument, which supports its 
predictive validity.

Another limitation also mentioned by Hunt 
(1999) that still remains today is the fact that 
research has been done using mostly surveys, 
relying heavily upon MLQ (see Bryman, Chapter 2, 
this volume). The only exception found for this 
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review was the use of the Podsakoff’s et al. (1990) 
leadership instrument. Nevertheless, even though 
their paper is widely cited (506 times), their 
instrument is still not as widely used as the MLQ. 
Building on the criticism of an overreliance upon 
one methodological method, Beyer (1999) con-
tended that transformational leadership research 
sorely lacks studies that draw upon qualitative 
data. In particular, the relationship between leaders 
and followers is ripe for qualitative analysis.

There are still a lot of different levels of 
analysis or a combination of them that is still 
unexplored. For instance, there might be some 
instances in which transformational leadership 
influences the context, some others in which the 
context limits or facilitates the emergence of 
transformational leadership. For instance, Yukl 
(1999) observes that several theorists argue that 
some conditions, such as unstable environments 
and organic structure (among others), may increase 
the effect of transformational leadership on fol-
lowers, yet only a few studies have looked into 
these factors. Furthermore, there might be an 
interaction of leadership and contextual factors 
that accounts for what is happening in organiza-
tional settings. Following this line of thought, 
Beyer (1999) suggested looking at the content of 
the leader’s acts to deliver his or her vision and 
whether followers are convinced individually or 
collectively.

In her criticisms, Beyer (1999) adds that 
researchers use only the psychological approach, 
ignoring the sociological one that was most nota-
bly championed by Weber. For the same reason, 
she claimed that researchers neglect the insights 
and definition of charismatic leadership offered 
already by Weber which could complement trans-
formational leadership theory. Consistent with 
this view Yukl (1999) added that there is a miscon-
ception regarding charisma that has been fostered 
by too many definitions argued by theorists. With 
respect to these issues of charismatic leadership, 
researchers should look at the debate that took 
place between Beyer, Bass and others in Volume 
10, Issues 2 and 4 of The Leadership Quarterly in 
1999. Both Beyer and Yukl claimed that research-
ers have departed from Weber’s definition of 
charismatic leadership, which sociologists see ‘as 
an unusual form of normative social structure that 
emerges in times of crisis’ (Beyer, 1999, p. 310). 
Yukl also stated that there are theoretical incon-
sistencies among several theoretical explanations 
of charismatic as well as transformational terms in 
ways that have overlapped too much. He proposed 
that both types of leadership cannot happen at the 
same time, concluding:

A transformational leader seems more likely to 
take actions that will empower followers and 

make them partners in a quest to achieve impor-
tant objectives. A charismatic leader seems more 
likely to emphasize the need for radical change 
that can only be accomplished if followers put 
their trust in the leader’s unique expertise. 
Incompatible aspects of the core behaviors for 
transformational and charismatic leadership may 
make it rare for both types of leadership to occur 
at the same time. (Yukl, 1999, p. 301)

In the end, Beyer’s (1999) demand for a clear 
definition of transformational leadership apart 
from charismatic leadership seems reasonable 
because today there is ambiguity in how they are 
defined. Bass’ response to Beyer did not state 
clearly whether or not there is a difference between 
transformational and charismatic leadership or 
how Weber’s charismatic leadership definition 
had been tamed in favour of a more integrative 
view within transformational leadership.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

In 1999 Jerry Hunt stated that the field of leadership 
was in stage 2 and, even though he referred to the 
field of leadership in the context of the ‘New’ or 
transformational leadership discussion, today, it 
seems that the field is still in stage 2, in spite of the 
growing body of research. Transformational lead-
ership has progressed over the years. Nevertheless, 
it seems that the efforts are fragmented into diverse 
isolated group of researchers who sometimes seem 
to ignore each other. Thus, future research needs to 
take a more integrative theoretical view. In fair-
ness, Hunt also acknowledged that the field was 
moving forward and what was happening was 
exciting. Nevertheless, as an outsider of this then 
called ‘New Paradigm’, Beyer (1999) considered 
that Hunt was being too optimistic. She saw that 
the approach to transformational leadership was 
too narrow, thanks to the predominant psychologi-
cal and quantitative methodology. Beyer felt that 
future transformational leadership research should 
take into account consideration of the measure-
ment of different levels of analysis within organi-
zations and the incorporation of more sociological 
perspectives. Disappointingly, Beyer’s call has not 
apparently been heeded so that, 10 years on, there 
is still a marked tendency to recycle the same 
methodological approach over and over again in 
the study of transformational leadership. There is 
no shortage of interesting avenues of inquiry, how-
ever. For instance Pastor and Mayo (2008) have 
suggested that we should investigate the use of 
neural networks to map the links between specific 
beliefs and transformational behaviours more pre-
cisely. They further explain: ‘an interesting line for 
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future research would be to study how the top 
management team functions as a collective mind’ 
(2008, p. 353). Finally, future research should look 
for instances in which leadership has an influence 
upon the context as well as vice versa. For exam-
ple, Osborn and Marion suggest ‘echoing Hunt 
(1991) it is important in future research to recog-
nize that leaders in different echelons may well be 
in different contexts where different casual mecha-
nisms are important’ (2009, p. 204).
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