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Overview on leadership literature 

 

Leadership has been called „the most observed and least understood phenomena on earth‟ (Burns, 1978; 

p.2) (cited in Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014; p.12). Although being extensively studied for over almost a 

century, an universal definition for „what is leadership?‟ remains elusive (Northouse, 2017; Schedlitzki and 

Edwards, 2014). More than 30 years ago, in a review of leadership literature throughout his researching 

career, Stogdill (1974) asserted that „there are almost as many definitions of leadership as there are 

persons who have attempted to define the concept‟ (p.259).  These different definitions fall into a number 

of the most recognised concepts such as traits, behaviours and influence processes (Northouse, 2017; 

Yukl, 2013). Despite the many definitions, most contemporary leadership researchers assume that 

leadership involves an influencing process of a person over others to achieve a common goal (Gill, 2011; 

Northouse, 2012, 2017; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014; Yukl, 2013). 

 

Although leadership has been defined differently, there has been an evolution in leadership literature from 

a static individualistic view toward a dynamic socially constructed process that reflects the shifts in 

philosophical (from psychological to sociological), methodological (from quantitative toward qualitative), 

and geographical aspect (from US-centric to European-centric) (Jian and Fairhurst, 2016; Schedlitzki and 

Edwards, 2014; Turnbull et al., 2011). Psychologically driven scholars mostly from the US focus on 

individual leaders‟ competencies. Hence, these scholars often employ a quantitative approach to assess 

„what‟ make effective leaders (e.g., traits, skills, styles). This approach forms the mainstream of leadership 

studying and contributes to understand leaders‟ characteristics and behaviours to predict the leadership 

effectiveness in their context (Collinson, 2011; Jian and Fairhurst, 2016; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014).   

 

However, an increasing number of sociological driven scholars in the last two decades mostly from 

European continent challenge the psychological approach for its individualistic static view on leadership 

that neglects the role of followership and the dynamic of context and social process (Collinson, 2017; Jian 

and Fairhurst, 2016; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). Therefore, sociological driven studies (e.g., 

distributed leadership, relational approach) emphasise exploring „how‟ leadership is constructed within 

their complex processes and conditions (Collinson, 2011; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). Although the 

nature of using a qualitative approach with a small number of participants in most sociological driven 

studies does not allow them to be generalised or used to predict leadership effectiveness (Jian and 

Fairhurst, 2016; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014); this approach provides deeper understanding of the 

dynamic multilevel process of leadership especially in the complex world.   
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Despite the shifts, the mainstream of leadership studies have still underrepresented the multilevel 

contextual variables (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014) such as organisational size or culture or group level 

(e.g., gender) which influence leadership success (Hunter et al., 2007; Mayan et al., 2017). This expects 

future research to emphasise a processual approach incorporating different levels of contexts such as 

group context or organisational size or individual cognitive scheme (Jepson, 2009a; Lovegrove and 

Thomas, 2013; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). 

As there are several leadership studies overtime, this literature presents key theories that are often 

discussed in literature and relevant to this study‟s objectives. 

Traditional approaches to leadership  

 

Noticeable traditional leadership theories started from the early 1900s until the late 1990s include traits, 

skills, styles, contingency and transformational leadership (Northouse, 2017; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 

2014). These studies follow the psychological quantitative approach and emphasise assessing leader 

effectiveness.   

Traits 

 

Trait theories come from „great man‟ theories (Carlyle, 1866) which consider “Leaders are born” (Stogdill, 

1948 cited in Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014, p.22) and have been the longest-standing theories in 

leadership literature (Northouse, 2017). Trait leadership researchers (e.g., Lord et al., 1984; Stogdill, 1948) 

investigate leaders‟ traits to distinguish them with non-leaders and predict leaders‟ competencies and 

effectiveness (Jian and Fairhurst, 2016). These traits vary from physical characteristics (e.g., height) and 

social backgrounds (e.g., education) to psychological factors (e.g., self-confidence) and social 

characteristics (e.g., cooperativeness) (Jian and Fairhurst, 2016). Despite the variety in their findings, trait 

theories contribute to managerial effectiveness by providing particular characteristics needed to evaluate 

and recruit people for managerial or leadership roles (Yukl, 2013). However, trait theories neglect the 

interactions among leaders‟ traits with leaders‟ behaviours and situations (Northouse, 2017; Jian and 

Fairhurst, 2016; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). This leads to the further studies in leaders‟ skills and 

styles.  

Styles and skills theories 

 

While trait theories focus on leaders‟ characteristics, style and skill theories emphasise leaders‟ behaviours 

either their styles –the ways they do things or skills – their practised ability (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 

2014). For instance, an often cited study of Bass et al. (1975) suggests five main leadership styles: 

directive, consultative, participative, negotiative, delegative (Gill, 2011; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). A 

popular skill model (contributors such as Burns, 1957; Mann, 1965) poses three distinct skill sets of a 

manager or leader in an organisation: conceptual, human, and technical (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). 

Generally, style studies fall into two categories: task-concern versus people-concern and directive versus 

participative styles (Wright, 1996; Gill, 2011) and skill studies orientate toward three areas: problem, 

organisation, and people (Mumford et al., 2000) (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). Although the findings 

in these different areas are inconsistent, these studies contribute to the understanding of what leaders‟ 

behaviours most likely to influence their performance that are useful implications for leadership training 

(Parry and Bryman, 2006). Nevertheless, similar to trait theories, style and skill theories are criticised for 
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excluding situational variances such as leaders‟ behaviours interaction with followers (Jian and Fairhurst, 

2016; Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). This leads to contingency leadership studies. 

Contingency leadership theories 

 

The lack of situational variances in traits, styles, and skills leadership studies promote the contingency 

leadership studies in the late 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). The contingency 

studies argue that leadership effectiveness depends not only on individual leaders‟ traits or behaviours but 

the leadership situation (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014; Yulk, 2011). Most contingency theories (e.g., 

situational and path goal) emphasise leaders‟ ability to adapt to a situation (e.g., according to followers‟ 

characteristics) while Fieldler‟s theory argues that leadership styles are fixed. Studying in a special context 

– limitary, Fieldler‟s theory cannot be generalised (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014) but together with other 

contingency theories contribute to the voice of situation and followership in shaping leadership. Hence, 

contingency theories also have implications for leadership training (Northouse, 2017). However, due to its 

inconsistent results, this approach loses its popularity over years (Parry and Bryman, 2006; Yulk, 2011). 

Moreover, this approach is also criticised for underexamining the level of interactions (e.g., dyadic, 

organisation) between leaders‟ behaviours and situations as well as the impact of these behaviours on 

individual or group performance. This leads to the new approach in leadership studying with the most 

well-known is transformational leadership.  

 

Transformational leadership 

 

Transformational leadership mostly known as introduced by Bass (1985) in the Full-Range-Leadership 

model which has been the most widely spread leadership model (Bono et al., 2012; Westerlaken and 

Woods, 2013; Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). In this model, transformational behaviour is considered as the 

most active and effective leadership behaviour compared to other two behaviours including transactional 

leadership and laissez-faire leadership (Bass, 1995).  

 

Transformational leaders motivate and inspire followers to strive without external reward through four 

main behaviours: individualised consideration, intellectual stimulation, and inspirational motivation or 

idealised influence (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). Hence, most researchers also suggest that 

transformational leadership behaviours positively impact on organisational performance through 

increasing job satisfaction and organisational commitments (e.g., Avolio et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2011) 

(Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). This leads to a popular use of transformational leadership in leadership 

development in practice (Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2014). Besides, this approach contributes to leadership 

literature by involving the followership and emotional aspects (Koene et al., 2002; Schedlitzki and 

Edwards, 2014). However, post-heroic leadership scholars highlight different limitations of 

transformational leadership: lacking authenticity (Avolio and Gardner, 2005), increasing dependency in 

followers (Ensley et al., 2006a), excluding contextual variables and being leader-centric (Edwards and Gill, 

2012; Jackson and Parry, 2011; Leitch and Volery, 2017).  

 


