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The Ethical Qualities of
Transformational Leaders
Leadership in General
Everybody has their own theory about leadership and "what really
counts". But separating "mere subjective opinion" from constructs
which can be observed, measured and confirmed as significant in
explaining human behaviour is an important goal of responsible
research. Of even greater importance to business, government and
community organisations in these times of economic and
technological change is the determination of which leadership
constructs actually do make a difference to valued outcomes like
satisfaction, efficiency, effectiveness and productivity.
It is now well established that there is only a low correlation
between any particular set of individual personality traits or
characteristics and those who are normally classified as 'leaders'.
Among these, Stogdill (1948) found intelligence, alertness to the
needs of others, task awareness, initiative and persistence, and
self-confidence. Subsequently, the capacity for self-monitoring has
also been found to be important (Dobbins, Long, Dedrick and
Clemons, 1990). So taking account of such individual
characteristics is an important consideration, but given people’s
propensity to make strong evaluative judgements about personality
attributes, we need to be careful not to place too much reliance on
this in selection and promotion strategies and we need to be
constantly vigilant about rater attribution errors.
An important question is ‘what are the key behaviours which have
been demonstrated to be important in the effective leadership of
groups and organisations? Considerable earlier research on
leadership behaviour resulted in two dimensions being identified,
variously called initiating structure and consideration (Ohio State
University studies), or production-oriented and employee oriented
(Michigan University studies). Blake and Mouton (1964) proposed
five management styles using low, medium and high leader
behaviours on these two dimensions. But although the conceptual
clarity of the model was appealing, extensive subsequent research
demonstrated that the leadership style which was most effective

was not a high-high on each dimension. It all depended strongly
on the situation and the challenge. To what extent then is
leadership style fixed in individuals as they respond to varying
situations and challenges?
Fiedler (1967) originally proposed that leadership style in a
person is a constant characteristic of each person. The challenge
was therefore understood to be matching the leader and the
situation. But subsequent empirical research supports more
flexible models of leadership style depending on the situation in
order to optimise effective outcomes. For example, Vroom and
Yetton's (1973) model assumed a flexible leadership style which
changed with the type of problem addressed. Recent research has
confirmed that there are indeed strong associations between a
manager's behaviour repertoire and effectiveness - suggesting that
a portfolio of behaviours is the most desirable and achievable
(Hooijberg, 1996).
Another established contingency model of leadership from earlier
research which matches the leader-style and situation is Hersey
and Blanchard's (1969) life cycle theory. This model has four
phases of group maturity for which different leader styles are
required (delegating, participating, selling and telling). In similar
vein, Schein (1992) has proposed an organisation life cycle theory
(young, midlife, mature and declining phases in organisations)
which require different responses from their leaders at each stage.
The former challenges leaders to look past trendy quick fixes and
simplistic formulas in order to understand the real complexities of
managing people and organisations. The latter emphasises the
necessity of leaders to develop the right vision for the situation.
Given that different situations require different leadership
responses, what then can be sensibly said about the effects of
differing leadership styles? The continuum between autocratic and
democratic leader behaviours has been extensively examined and
the conclusion seems to be that groups and organisations are
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more satisfied with participative leader behaviours, but that this
style does not generally translate into greater productivity. Several
recent studies on empowerment confirmed this finding
(Thorlakson and Murray, 1996; Sagie, 1996). Concerning the link
between what leaders believe and their actual intentions in
leadership behaviour, Gray and Mizener (1996) reported a positive
association between belief in equality and democratic leader
intentions. However, interestingly they also found that autocratic
leader intentions were relatively independent of leader beliefs in
equality.
The effects of dyadic leader-member exchanges on followers or
group members has received considerable attention and this
research interest is continuing. The leader-member exchange
(LMX) in-group / out-group theory by Graen, Novak and
Sommerkamp (1982) has found strong genera support. Recently,
Thibodeaux and Lowe (1996) reported that in-group members
and group leaders made greater use of expert and referent power
than out-group members with group leaders; the outside group
with the leader also reported greater use of coercive power. This
finding may be of particular significance for the increasing use of
contractors in situations where work is out-sourced.
An important model for the motivation of individuals in work
groups well-supported by research is the path goal theory of
motivation (House, 1971). In this model, the leader's job is to
assist followers in attaining their goals and providing necessary
direction and support to help align those goals with those of the
organisation. Path-goal leaders can have four styles: directive,
supportive, participative or achievement-oriented depending on
the needs of the followers.
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1996). Bass (1997) argues that transactional - transformational
leadership represents a leadership paradigm which is now
supported by evidence gathered from all continents. This
paradigm 'views leadership as either a matter of contingent
reinforcement of followers by a transactional leader or the moving
of followers beyond their self-interest for the good of the group,
organisation, of society by a transformational leader' (Bass, 1997,
p.130). Such behaviours therefore have strong ethical
implications. It is important to note, however, that transformational
leader styles do not replace transactional behaviours and
associated motivational assumptions but significantly augment
them to produce satisfaction, efficiency and extra-effort outcomes
“beyond expectations”.
There is now a substantial body of research which supports this
extension of leadership theory and practice, and its effects. Recent
studies have confirmed the efficacy of transformational leader
styles in bringing about superior outcomes using independent
indicators (Kirkpatrick and Locke, 1996; Podsakoff, Philip,
MacKenzie and Bommer, 1996). Carless, Mann and Wearing
(1996) also foundthat managers who were better managers
differed significantly from weaker managers in their use of
transformational leader styles. These styles are associated with
large changes in organisations and groups. Crises foster the
emergence of charismatic leaders who are then rated as more
effective than group leaders who emerge in noncrisis situations
(Pillai, 1996).

Since the 1980’s, another order of magnitude has been defined
and measured with regard to the effects of leader behaviours on
followers. Viewed from this perspective, situational and
contingency leadership theories of the kind we have been
considering have been labelled as transactional approaches to
leadership (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). These approaches assume
exchanges of reinforcements by the leader that are contingent on
followers' performance. By contrast, transformational leadership
styles result in considerably enhanced effects on followers. At an
earlier stage transformational behaviours were assumed only for
the elite. But research in the 1990’s has found that these
behaviours are much more pervasive throughout organisations and
groups than was previously thought. Transformational leadership
awareness and skills training therefore potentially raises leadership
behaviour influence to new levels of importance.

The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ: Bass and Avolio,
1995), is a measurement instrument for what Bass and Avolio
have termed The Full Range of Leadership. The MLQ has gone
through a long history of research development (Avolio, 1996;
Bass, 1997; Avolio, Bass and Jung, 1999) and it is now claimed to
be a universal model which can be validly and reliably measured
across cultures and at differing organisational levels (not just the
elite). The full range model as measured by the MLQ taps five
higher level leader constructs: transformational, transactional,
management-by-exception: active, management-by-exception:
passive, and laissez-faire (Bass, 1997; Avolio, 1996). Optimal
balances need to be achieved between these differing leader styles
over time in order to maximise desired outcomes. Transformational
behaviours build on transactional styles. Some utilisation of
management-by-exception and laissez-faire styles are necessary to
achieve the most effective outcomes. Concerning gender effects, it
has been found that males are more likely to provide negative
management-by-exception feedback than females (Brewer, Socha
and Potter, 1996) but that both genders appear to equally utilise
transformational behaviours.

Transformational leadership behaviour models build on the
research of a number of people and groups (House, 1977, 1995;
Conger and Kanungo, 1987; Kouzes and Posner, 1987; Bass,
1990; Bass and Avolio, 1993a; Bass and Avolio, 1993b; Avolio,

Four highly correlated but valid and reliable factors are associated
with transformational styles: idealised influence (charisma),
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualised
consideration (Bass, 1997). Parry and Sarros (1996) found that

Transformational Leadership
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the earlier six factors of transformational leadership proposed by
Bass (1985) were valid in Australia, although Australians
emphasised different aspects of transformational styles compared
with respondents from the USA: for example, charisma included
individual consideration and had greater impact on Australians.
Ashkanasy and Weierter (1996) proposed a developed LMX theory
related to individual leader charisma in groups in Australia.
There is a clear relationship between transformational leadership
styles and team development although most research has focused
on dyadic leader-member exchanges. Elliott (1997) found that six
of the eleven team skills reliably measured by the Linking Skills
Index (LSI: Margerison and McCann, 1992) were strongly
associated with transformational leadership behaviours.

Ethics and Transformational Leadership
There has been a growing discussion about the ethics of
transformational leaders. Such leaders have been criticised for not
promoting the welfare of their followers or indeed of their
organisations. Clear examples exist of transformational leaders in
history who have in fact had quite a destructive impact – not only
on their followers but on society generally (O’Connor, Mumford,
Clifton and Gessner, 1995). This kind of analysis has led
researchers to examine the values and ethical basis involved in
such leadership styles (Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999).
Carey (1992) has examined the capacity of transformational
leaders to promote self-transcendence. But for what overall
purpose? Carlson and Perrewe (1995) have explored the
institutionalisation of organisational ethics through transformational
leadership. Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai (1999) have argued that
there is need for a convergence between the transformational
leadership literature and the literature about organisational change.
Any organisational change always entails the question – for what
outcome?
Graham (1991) powerfully argues for a servanthood values basis
for transformational leaders if they are to be both inspirational and
moral. Kreiger and Hanson (1999) proposed a universal set of
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values, drawn from the world’s major religions, which are the basis
for any healthy organisation. Mitchell (1993) usefully explores the
relationship between leadership values and accountability. Scully,
Sims, Olian, Schnell and Smith (1994) have examined the
suggestion that environmental factors directly impact on leadership
behaviours in organisations often resulting in unfortunate effects
for followers and associates. Stephens and Cobb (1999) have
drawn attention to the important role of perceptions of fairness in
successfully managing change.
In the field of applied ethics, three major approaches may be
discerned (Elliott and Engebretson, 2001): the approach which is
concerned to weigh up the consequences of actions
(consequentialism); the approach which is concerned to claim the
“rightness or wrongness” of any action (deontology); and the
approach which is concerned with the development of character
and virtue as a means of ensuring ethical conduct (virtue ethics).
Examples of these approaches may be found in any organisation.
It is an aim of this research project to explore the particular
manifestations of these approaches in applied ethics - particularly
in relation to the behaviour of transformational leaders.
Professor Bass (co-author of the MLQ), in an address to BERU
earlier this year, proposed a series of two polar opposite domains
for leader behaviour which may effectively distinguish between
ethical and non-ethical leaders. These he called “authentic
transformational” and “pseudo-transformational” leadership styles.
These suggestions extend on behaviours currently measured by
the MLQ. This present research by Elliott, Armstrong and Alder
(Victoria University) builds on and reshapes this suggestion.
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