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WORLD CLASS EDUCATION 

Transformational Leadership Theory  

Transformational leadership theory is founded on studies of charismatic leadership, which was 
studied by Weber, who argued that the authority of charismatic leaders depended on their being 
seen to possess exceptional qualities which made them stand out from others. These leaders often 
emerge in times of crises and persuade others to follow them, examples of such leaders being 
Mahatma Ghandi, Martin Luther King — and also Hitler (Hughes et al., 2006). 

James MacGregor Burns (1978) introduced the concept of transformational leadership. He studied 
political leaders in the United States, and suggested that leadership could be expressed in two 
different forms, transformational or transactional leadership, which in his opinion were the 
opposites of each other. Transactional leaders have an exchange relationship with their followers. 
This exchange can be financial, psychological or political, and money can be exchanged for 
productivity, praise for loyalty, or promises for votes, but regardless of the exchange the 
relationship between leader and follower lasts no longer than does the exchange. It does not form 
any deeper relationship between leader and follower. To accomplish change, Burns argued, 
another form of leadership is required: transformational leadership. The transformational leader 
speaks to the follower’s values and need to be part of a group which has a higher purpose. By 
pointing out the problems with the current situation or status quo and painting a compelling 
vision for the future that reflects the values of their followers, transformational leaders help their 
followers to perform beyond expectations in an effort to make their vision come true (Bass & 
Riggio, 2006; Hughes et a., 2006). 

Since Burns introduced the concept of transformational leadership, a number of theories have 
evolved in his wake, and versions of transformational leadership have been proposed by several 
theorists including Bass (1985), Bennis and Nanus (1985), Sashkin (1988), and Tichy and 
Devanna (1986). The most prominent of these, and the one used most often, is Bass’ theory of 
transformational and transactional leadership (Yukl, 1999). Bass’ theory differs from Burns’ in the 
sense that transactional and transformational leadership are seen not as being at opposite sides on 
a continuum but as two different dimensions where a leader can be both transactional and 
transformational at the same time but to different degrees. Also, in opposition to Burns, who 
argued that leaders should strive for a transformational leadership only, Bass argued that leaders 
can and should be both transactional and transformational and that a combination of these two is 
the most successful kind. In addition, Bass argued in favour of an augmentation relationship 
between transformational and transactional leadership, where transformational leadership should 
and does account for unique variance in performance ratings (or other outcomes) over and above 
the variance accounted for by active transactional leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006). 

According to Bass (1985), transformational leaders display four types of behaviours that enable 
followers to transcend self-interest and perform beyond expectations: idealized influence is exerted 
when the leader acts as a role model and gains the trust and respect of his or her followers. 
Inspirational motivation includes articulating a compelling vision of the future, and having high 
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expectations that followers will achieve more than they thought possible and ultimately realize that 
vision. Intellectual stimulation involves encouraging followers to challenge assumptions, reframe 
problems and take risks, to find new ways of working and to be creative. Finally, the individually 
considerate leader spends time coaching and giving his or her personal attention to each follower’s 
needs and development. Furthermore, Bass together with Avolio (Avolio & Bass, 1991) developed 
the Full Range of Leadership model that also differentiates between two transactional leadership 
behaviours (contingent reward and management-by-exception) and includes laissez faire or non-
leadership, see Figure 3. They also developed a test, Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), 
to measure the different dimensions in their model, which today is the most commonly used 
measure of transformational leadership and also the scale used in this thesis. 

 

Figure 3. The Full Range of Leadership model (Bass & Riggio, 2006). 

Comparing charismatic to transformational leadership, researchers representing the 
transformational camp commonly suggest that charisma is but one part, not all, of what constitutes 
transformational leadership, and often idealized influence and inspirational motivation are 
combined into one subscale representing charisma (e.g., Bass & Riggio, 2006). Some also argue 
that transformational leadership is more of an ethical or moral leadership, since the vision of 
transformational leaders should always build on the needs of their followers, whereas the vision of 
charismatic leaders is just as likely to be only in the leaders’ own best interest (Hughes et al., 2006). 
Researchers representing the charismatic camp are more inclined to suggest that the theories are 
similar, and since Weber introduced his rather narrow conceptualization of charisma, more 
modern versions of charismatic leadership (e.g., Conger & Kanungo, 1998; House & Shamir, 
1993) have taken a much broader perspective which have more in common with transformational 
leadership. 

Outcomes of Transformational Leadership Transformational leadership has attracted a vast 
amount of empirical research attention, and since 1990 more studies have been devoted to this 
leadership style than to all other major theories of leadership combined (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). 
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These studies suggest that transformational leadership has an important effect on those criteria of 
interest. In the first meta-analysis of 39 studies using the MLQ, Lowe, Kroeck, and 
Sivasubramaniam (1996) found that transformational leadership was positively correlated with 
subordinate effectiveness. Contingent reward correlated positively with the criteria as well, but the 
results were weaker and less consistent. 

Five subsequent meta-analyses replicated these results, essentially, although with variations. Fuller, 
Patterson, Hester and Stringer’s (1996) meta-analysis found similar relationships, while focusing 
only on the charisma (idealized influence) subscale of the MLQ. DeGroot, Kiker, and Cross (2000) 
also replicated Lowe et al.’s (1996) findings, and examined additional outcomes including effort, 
job satisfaction, and commitment. They also reported that the relationship to performance varied 
when leadership and performance were examined at individual versus group level, concluding that 
the “results show an effect size at the group level of analysis that is double in magnitude relative to 
the effect size at the individual level” (DeGroot et al., 2000, p. 363). Dumdum, Lowe, and Avolio 
(2002) updated and extended Lowe et al.’s (1996) meta-analysis by including both leader and job 
satisfaction, and confirmed previous findings. Judge and Piccolo’s (2004) meta-analysis also 
replicated previous findings. They tried in addition to add clarity to the long-running debate 
regarding the difference between charismatic and transformational leadership, and found no 
significant difference in the overall validities of charismatic versus transformational leadership. 
They found, too, that the differences in validities between transformational leadership and 
contingent-reward leadership were fairly small and that the contingent-reward even displayed 
somewhat higher correlations in business settings and in relation to follower job satisfaction, 
follower motivation, and leader job performance. However, the validities of transformational 
leadership were stronger under better research designs and were more consistent across study 
settings. In the most recent meta-analysis, Wang, Oh, Courtright and Colberg (2011) found that 
transformational leadership predicted performance at all the individual, group and organizational 
levels of analysis, and that the effect of transformational leadership was stronger on contextual 
(extra role) performance than on task (in role) performance. A comparison of these meta-analytic 
findings suggests that the effect sizes on performance is generally smaller than that on follower 
attitudinal and motivational outcomes; that is, transformational leadership seems to have a 
stronger effect on employee attitudes and motivation than on employee performance. 

Besides these meta-analyses, recent research has tried to link transformational leadership to other 
outcomes of interest. A number of studies have investigated the effect of transformational 
leadership on employee attitudes and psychological states, and have consistently demonstrated a 
positive relationship with factors such as commitment (e.g., Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhatia, 2004; 
Korek, Felfe, & Zaepernick-Rothe, 2010), empowerment (e.g., Barroso Castro, Villegas Perinan, & 
Casillas Bueno, 2008; Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009) self-efficacy (e.g., Salanova, Lorente, Chambel, 
& Martinez, 2011; Walumbwa, Avolio, & Zhu, 2008) and identification (e.g., Kark, Shamir, & 
Chen, 2003; Wang & Howell, 2012). Transformational leadership has also been associated with 
employee wellbeing. In a recent review, Skakon et al. (2010) found that, out of the 13 identified 
studies, 12 reported a significant relationship between transformational leadership and increased 
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affective well-being, job satisfaction, and reduced stress and burnout among employees. Only one 
study found no relationship between transformational leadership and burnout (Stordeur, D’hoore, 
& Vandenberghe, 2001). 

Studies carried out have also investigated the relationship between transformational leadership 
and employee behaviour, and these showed decreased frequencies of job withdrawal behaviours 
(e.g., Walumba & Lawler, 2003) and workplace aggression (e.g., Hepworth & Towler, 2004). 
Numerous experiments have been conducted to study the effect of transformational leadership on 
creativity, and the majority of these studies support the idea of a positive impact of 
transformational leadership on creative performance (e.g., Hoyt & Blascovich, 2003; Jung, 2001). 
There have also been several experimental studies investigating the impact of transformational 
leadership on group processes suggesting that transformational leaders enhance group potency 
(e.g., Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003; Lester, Meglino, & Korsgaard, 2002), group 
cohesiveness (e.g., Bass et al., 2003; Hoyt & Blascovich, 2003), and collective efficacy (Kark et al., 
2003). Although these findings present convincing arguments for the effectiveness of 
transformational leadership, there are still important shortcomings in the transformational 
literature that need to be addressed. 

 


