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INTRODUCTION

Military and naval institutions operate in environments defined by hierarchy, discipline, risk and the possibility of
combat, and the quality of their leadership has direct consequences for readiness, cohesion and mission success.
Historically, military leadership has been associated with command authority, rules and the enforcement of compliance,
approaches that remain necessary in many situations. Yet modern operations are complex, multinational, technology-
intensive and often ambiguous, and they demand initiative, adaptability and commitment from personnel at every level,
qualities that cannot be secured by command authority alone. Transformational leadership offers a framework for
understanding how leaders raise the motivation, values and capabilities of followers so that they perform beyond
minimum expectations (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). Instead of relying only on exchanges of reward and punishment,
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transformational leaders articulate a compelling purpose, act as role models, challenge assumptions and attend to the
development of individuals. The theory has attracted unusually strong interest in the armed forces, partly because the
original research on it drew heavily on military samples and partly because it appears to fit the dual need for discipline
and initiative.This article examines the impact of transformational leadership on organizational performance in military
and naval institutions. It reviews the conceptual foundations of the theory, the institutional characteristics that shape its
application, and the evidence on its relationship with cohesion, morale, commitment, readiness and mission
performance. It also considers shipboard and naval command settings, problems of measurement, and the limits and
risks of the approach. The analysis is conceptual and integrative, and the figure presented is an illustrative synthesis
rather than a report of new empirical data.

Conceptual Foundations of Transformational Leadership:

The concept of transformational leadership originated with Burns (1978), who distinguished transactional leaders, who
exchange rewards for performance, from transforming leaders, who engage followers in a process of mutual elevation
of motivation and morality. Bass (1985) extended this idea into a measurable model and argued that transformational
leadership augments transactional leadership rather than replacing it. A leader who combines clear expectations and fair
rewards with inspiration and developmental support can achieve outcomes that neither approach achieves alone. This
augmentation principle is particularly relevant to military organizations, which depend on clear standards.Subsequent
research developed the full range leadership model, which places transformational, transactional and passive-avoidant
behaviours along a continuum of leadership activity (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Transformational behaviours are expected
to have the strongest positive relationships with follower satisfaction, effort and effectiveness, while passive-avoidant
behaviours such as waiting for problems to become serious are associated with poor outcomes. The Multifactor
Leadership Questionnaire became the principal instrument for measuring these behaviours and has been used in
military and civilian organizations across many countries (Avolio & Bass, 2004).A further theoretical contribution
explains why such leadership motivates. Shamir, House and Arthur (1993) argued that charismatic and transformational
leaders increase the salience of collective identity, link followers' self-concepts to the mission and make effort an
expression of values rather than obligation. In a military institution, where personnel may be asked to accept hardship
and danger, this identification with a mission and a unit is of obvious importance. The theory thus provides a
psychological explanation for the commitment and sacrifice that armed forces require.

Dimensions of Transformational Leadership in the Military Context:

Transformational leadership is usually described through four related dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualized consideration. Idealized influence refers to the leader acting as a
credible role model whose conduct earns respect and trust. In military life this is expressed through leading from the
front, sharing hardship, maintaining personal integrity and demonstrating professional competence. Because military
followers observe their leaders closely and often in demanding situations, inconsistencies between words and conduct
are quickly noticed and damage credibility.Inspirational motivation concerns the communication of a vision and of high
expectations in a way that gives meaning to the task. Military leaders may link daily routines to the larger purpose of
the unit, such as protecting national interests, preserving maritime security or supporting humanitarian relief.
Intellectual stimulation encourages followers to question assumptions, solve problems creatively and think
independently, which supports adaptation when plans fail. Individualized consideration involves attention to each
person's needs, coaching and development, treating subordinates as individuals rather than interchangeable
resources.These dimensions can appear to conflict with traditional military culture, but they are generally compatible
with it when properly understood. Discipline and standard procedures provide a stable framework, within which
transformational behaviours cultivate commitment, initiative and learning. Mission command doctrines, which
emphasise delegating authority and intent-based direction, in fact require leaders who can communicate purpose
clearly, trust subordinates and develop their judgement. Transformational leadership can therefore be regarded as a
behavioural foundation for such doctrines.

Military and Naval Institutional Context:

Military and naval institutions possess characteristics that shape how leadership operates. They are strongly
hierarchical, with defined ranks, formal authority and rigorous codes of conduct. They are also total institutions in the
sense that members often live and work together, rotate through postings and are exposed to risk, separation from
family and extended periods of operational stress. These features create strong bonds but also strong dependence on
leaders, whose decisions affect not only performance but also welfare and safety.Naval institutions add distinctive
features. Ships and submarines are small, closed communities in which personnel cannot easily leave, in which a
command team must work together continuously for months and in which isolation magnifies the effects of both good
and poor leadership. The commanding officer's style influences the climate of the whole vessel, from the quality of
watchkeeping to the willingness of junior personnel to report errors or hazards. The combination of technical
complexity, hazardous operations and confined living conditions makes leadership a decisive factor in naval
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effectiveness.Contemporary institutions also face broader pressures, including recruitment and retention difficulties,
increasingly diverse personnel, rapid technological change and the expectation of joint and multinational operations.
These pressures raise the cost of leadership failures such as toxic command climates, and increase the value of
leadership that builds commitment and inclusion. The institutional context therefore both enables and constrains
transformational leadership, and understanding it is essential to interpreting research findings and designing leadership
development.

Leadership and Unit Cohesion, Morale and Commitment:

Cohesion, morale and commitment are central to military effectiveness, and transformational leadership appears to
strengthen all three. Leaders who communicate a shared purpose, treat members fairly and show personal concern
foster trust, both in the leader and among colleagues. Evidence from organizational research indicates that
transformational behaviours are associated with greater trust, satisfaction and citizenship behaviour, meaning voluntary
effort beyond formal duties (Podsakoff et al., 1990). In military units, such voluntary effort may involve helping a
colleague, volunteering for difficult tasks or maintaining standards when unobserved.Meta-analytic evidence across
many organizational settings supports a positive association between transformational leadership and follower
satisfaction, motivation and leader effectiveness (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). Military samples are well represented in the
early literature, and studies of naval officers and army units have linked transformational ratings with perceptions of
leader effectiveness and follower satisfaction (Yammarino & Bass, 1990). These findings are consistent with the view
that followers who identify with the leader and the unit develop stronger emotional commitment and are less likely to
withdraw or disengage.Cohesion should nonetheless be understood carefully. Strong cohesion built around the task and
the mission supports performance, whereas cohesion built around group loyalty alone can foster the concealment of
errors or resistance to change. Transformational leaders can direct cohesion toward institutional values and professional
standards, for example by emphasising integrity, accountability and learning. Morale and commitment sustained in this
way are more durable, because they rest on shared meaning rather than on coercion or short-term reward.

Leadership and Operational Readiness and Mission Performance:

The most important question for institutions is whether transformational leadership improves performance. A notable
field study of infantry platoon leaders found that unit performance in a simulated combat exercise was predicted by the
transformational leadership of platoon leaders and platoon sergeants, even after taking account of transactional
behaviours (Bass et al., 2003). The finding is significant because it relied on an objective, high-stakes performance
setting rather than only on subjective ratings, and it suggests that the benefits extend to realistic military
tasks.Experimental evidence strengthens the case. In a field experiment with infantry officer cadets, leaders trained in
transformational leadership had followers who showed greater development, and the effects on performance appeared
through the improvement of follower capabilities and self-efficacy (Dvir et al., 2002). This indicates that
transformational leadership can be taught, and that its effects on performance operate substantially through the
development of subordinates. For readiness, this matters because a unit whose members are more capable, confident
and motivated is better prepared to respond to unexpected demands.Meta-analysis of leadership and performance across
criteria and levels supports a positive relationship with individual, team and organizational outcomes, with particularly
strong links to team performance (Wang et al., 2011). Figure 1 summarises, in illustrative form, the pattern expected
when units led with high levels of transformational behaviours are compared with units led with low levels. The pattern
should be read as a conceptual summary of the direction of effects, since actual magnitudes vary with context,
measurement and the maturity of the unit.

Followers' Development, Trust and Empowerment:

A key mechanism by which transformational leadership affects organizational performance is the development of
followers. Leaders who coach, delegate responsibility and set challenging goals build the competence and confidence of
subordinates, which in turn increases their capacity to act on their own judgement. In military organizations this has
strategic value, because contemporary operations often place junior leaders in situations requiring immediate decisions
without detailed guidance. Developing such leaders is therefore not a matter of personal kindness but of institutional
resilience.Trust is the second mechanism. Followers who trust their leaders are more willing to accept risk, to share
information and to follow orders in uncertain circumstances. Trust is formed through consistent competence, integrity
and care, which are central to the transformational model, and it is reinforced when leaders protect the interests of their
subordinates and share hardship. Research suggests that trust is one of the main routes through which leader behaviour
influences satisfaction and extra-role performance (Podsakoff et al., 1990).Empowerment is a third mechanism, but it is
not without complexity. Kark, Shamir and Chen (2003) showed that transformational leadership can promote
empowerment and personal identification, yet may also encourage dependency on the leader when identification is
excessive. In a military institution, excessive dependence on a charismatic commander may weaken the capacity of the
unit to function when the commander is absent or removed. Effective leaders therefore build capability and shared
ownership, so that performance does not rest on the personality of one individual.
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Transformational Leadership in Naval Command and Shipboard Life:

Naval command offers a particularly instructive setting. A commanding officer carries ultimate responsibility for the
ship, its people and its mission, and the command climate is set through daily behaviour in a community where
everyone is visible. Transformational behaviours such as walking the ship, listening to junior personnel, explaining the
reasons behind orders and recognising good work help to create a climate in which personnel feel valued and
responsible. These behaviours are especially important during long deployments, when morale, fatigue and isolation
affect safety.Shipboard safety and learning also depend on leadership. In technically complex and hazardous
environments, personnel must be willing to report near misses, question unsafe instructions and admit errors.
Intellectual stimulation and individualized consideration encourage such openness, because they signal that questions
are welcome and that people will be supported rather than punished for honest reporting. This links transformational
leadership to the safety culture and to the broader aim of building a learning organization within the fleet.Naval
leadership development increasingly recognises these needs. Education for junior officers, department heads and
command-level appointments often combines formal instruction, simulation, mentoring and reflective practice, and
includes feedback from superiors, peers and subordinates. The aim is to build awareness of leadership behaviour and its
effects, and to encourage officers to adopt transformational practices without abandoning the necessary discipline. Over
time, leaders who have experienced and valued such practices tend to reproduce them, which makes leadership
development a means of shaping institutional culture.

Measurement, Evidence and Methodological Issues:

The evidence for transformational leadership in military and naval institutions is encouraging but must be interpreted
with care. Most studies rely on questionnaires in which followers rate their leaders and sometimes also rate unit
outcomes, creating a risk of common-source bias. Ratings of transformational leadership may be influenced by whether
the unit is already successful, so that causal direction is uncertain. Studies that use objective outcomes, longitudinal
designs or field experiments are valuable because they reduce these problems, but they remain relatively
rare.Conceptual overlap is another concern. The dimensions of transformational leadership are strongly correlated with
each other and with other constructs, such as contingent reward and ethical leadership, which makes it hard to isolate
the specific effect of each behaviour. Military samples also differ from civilian samples in rank structure, selection and
the nature of tasks, which limits generalisation in both directions. Findings from infantry units may not apply directly to
submarine crews, headquarters staff or logistics organizations.Good practice for research and evaluation therefore
includes multiple sources of data, objective performance indicators, attention to the level of analysis, and the use of
both quantitative and qualitative methods. Organizations that wish to evaluate leadership programmes should collect
baseline and follow-up measures and, where possible, compare trained and untrained leaders. Such evidence would
improve confidence that observed improvements in performance are attributable to leadership and not to unrelated
factors such as selection or resources.

Challenges, Limitations and Future Directions:

Transformational leadership is not a universal solution. In crises that require immediate compliance, directive
leadership and strict procedures may be more appropriate, and leaders must be able to shift between styles according to
the situation. Charismatic influence can also be misused, for example when leaders inspire loyalty to personal goals or
to questionable objectives. Ethical grounding, accountability and strong institutional checks are therefore necessary
conditions for the beneficial use of transformational leadership, since inspiration without integrity can cause serious
harm.Institutional barriers also exist. Promotion systems that reward short-term results or obedience may discourage
developmental behaviours, and heavy workloads and frequent rotation may leave leaders too little time to know their
subordinates. Cultural differences among national forces influence how transformational behaviours are perceived, and
an approach that is welcomed in one setting may be considered unusual in another. Leadership development therefore
has to be adapted to the culture and to the practical realities of each institution.Future research should examine the
effects of transformational leadership on the performance of joint, multinational and cyber or space-oriented forces, on
the integration of women and minority personnel, and on the mental health and retention of personnel. Longitudinal and
experimental studies, along with the use of objective performance data and digital leadership analytics, could improve
the quality of evidence. Attention should also be given to how leaders can build trust and purpose in teams that work
with autonomous systems and artificial intelligence, which will change the nature of command.
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100 Illustrative unit outcomes by level of transformational leadership
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Summary:
Transformational leadership provides a persuasive framework for explaining how leaders in military and naval
institutions can improve organizational performance. By acting as credible role models, communicating a meaningful
purpose, encouraging problem solving and caring for individuals, such leaders strengthen cohesion, morale, trust and
commitment, and develop followers who are more capable of acting on their own initiative. Field studies and
experiments in military settings, together with broader meta-analytic evidence, indicate positive links with unit
performance, and suggest that the approach can be taught.The framework must be applied with realism. It complements
rather than replaces discipline and transactional leadership, it may be less suitable in situations demanding immediate
compliance, and it carries risks of dependency and misuse if not grounded in ethics and accountability. Research is
limited by reliance on subjective ratings and by differences between military contexts. Future work should prioritise
longitudinal and experimental designs, objective performance data and attention to emerging operational domains, so
that leadership development can be guided by stronger evidence and can sustain the readiness and integrity of armed
forces.
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