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Purpose of the study: There are numerous definitions and
theories of leadership. This study explores the phenomenon
through the lens of multiple leaders. The study asked participants
what qualities and characteristics they admired in leaders and
which led them to commit to following these leaders.
Design/methodology/approach: A  positivistic — quantitative
research approach was employed with a convenience sample of 62
leaders working at an automotive plant. Written handouts were
completed by seven leadership groups, ranging from senior
management to high-potential leadership individuals.

Findings: Followers are seeking an authentic type of leadership.
Followers admire leaders who practice their values consistently
and are confident and sufficiently self-aware to lead with their
heads and hearts. These individuals know who they are and are
committed to developing long-term, meaningful relationships with
their subordinates. Mobilising the capacity of their team is
foremost in these leaders’ minds as they focus on empowerment
and collaborative solutions.

Recommendations/value: Leadership is a life-long journey of
reflection on practice, and the results of this study confirmed the
complexity of the relationship between follower and leader. To
uncover the potential within this leader-follower relationship,
leaders need to understand the desires and expectations of their
followers and act in ways that are congruent to the followers’
image of an effective leader.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

Leadership is a dynamic and multifaceted quality that permeates every facet of human interaction,
from the boardroom to the playing field and from the classroom to the community. Defining
leadership has challenged most scholarly thinkers, as evidenced by the significant diversity of
definitions and thinking regarding leadership. Definitions of the concept vary according to the
individual perspective, interpretation, or phenomenon of most significant interest among the
researchers (Archanjo de Souza, Pedro Salgado, Marins & Muniz, 2020). The trend within recent

literature, however, does interpret leadership as the influence an individual has on others towards
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meeting objectives or targets (Muli, 2022; Paliszkiewicz, Goluchowski & Koohang, 2015; Zheng,
Graham, Epitropaki & Snape, 2020).

Throughout history, great leaders have emerged in times of challenge and adversity, demonstrating
resilience, vision, and the ability to unite others in pursuit of a shared vision. These examples have
highlighted the importance of self-awareness, empathy, and a commitment to continuous growth.
These qualities form the bedrock upon which successful leaders build trust, foster collaboration, and
navigate complex landscapes. Whether leading a team through organisational change, championing a
cause that ignites passion, or inspiring others to exceed their expectations, leadership is both an art
and a science that requires dedication, courage, and a willingness to learn from both successes and

setbacks (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Klein, 2020).

Leadership is an aspiration. It is a skill that transcends mere authority, encompassing the ability to
inspire, motivate, and guide others towards a common goal. Leadership must be earned every day.
Daily, followers decide whether to follow a leader willingly or not. Effective leadership is, therefore,
something to be striven for and pertains to a relationship between those who aspire to lead and those
who choose to follow (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020). Employees increase their commitment or
participation in a company due to the personal values of their leaders, which help engender increased
commitment. Followers invest their energy, loyalty, talents, and dedication into people who lead them
effectively, not those who merely employ them (Kouzes & Posner, 2011). When we think about the
elements associated with great leadership, this should be done through a lens of multiple perspectives
that are always changing. This lens should consider the factors of people, process, and risk (Ungerer

& Buys, 2021; Yoon & Mormont, 2023).
1.2. Problem Statement

The area of leadership has received significant attention. Through exposure to various leaders,
individuals tend to have preconceived notions regarding the key elements of leadership practice.
Individuals have an ‘implicit theory' of ideal leader characteristics and behaviours (Offermann &
Coats, 2018). Individuals’ naive views of leadership may set the course for their interactions with the
leaders they contact daily. These existing notions are used by individuals to colour, filter and interpret
the world. They use this implicit theory of leadership as a perceptual filter to help them recognise and
evaluate leaders and leadership. Furthermore, the congruence between the followers' implicit
leadership theory and the leader’s behaviours can influence both parties' assessment of the quality of

their relationship (Riggs & Porter, 2017; Tsai, Dionne, Wang, Spain, Yammarino & Cheng, 2017).

Therefore, this study aimed to understand who admired leaders are and the qualities and
characteristics that are perceived to represent this admired leadership style. To achieve this purpose,
this study sought to answer the following research questions:

(1) Who are admired leaders?



(2) What qualities and characteristics are displayed by these admired leaders?

In the next section, the literature is reviewed, followed by an explanation of the research method

employed. Thereafter, the findings are discussed, as well as the implications and future research ideas.
2. Literature Review

This section outlines the literature review. Initially, the theoretical framework is briefly summarised,

followed by a review of the empirical literature underpinning this study.

3. 2.1.Theoretical foundation

Numerous leadership theories are espoused in literature (Khan, Nawaz & Khan, 2016). One of the
oldest is the trait theory. This theory suggests that specific physical traits (e.g., height and
attractiveness) and personality characteristics (e.g., charisma) distinguish effective leaders from non-
leaders (Ekvall & Arvonen, 1991). This theory has been extensively criticised, but its core beliefs still
hold value. It may be true that today’s leaders are not the tall, handsome gentlemen this theory
initially led us to believe. However, effective leaders share core characteristics (Carleton, Barling &

Trivisonno, 2018; Klus & Miiller, 2021; Soomro, Saraih & Ahmad, 2022).

The authentic leadership approach has been a focus amongst scholars claiming that these effective
leaders demonstrate four core characteristics or behaviours. The four behavioural dimensions of
authentic leadership are balanced processing, moral perspective, relational transparency, and self-
awareness (Clapp-Smith, Vogelgesang & Avey, 2009; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing &
Peterson, 2007). The 16 items underpinning these four behavioural dimensions are outlined in Table

1.

Table 1: Behavioural Dimensions of Authentic Leadership

Behavioural Dimension | Authentic Leadership Behavioural Dimension ltems

Self-awareness Requests feedback to improve interactions with followers

Displays beliefs that are consistent with deeds

Encourages followers to speak their minds

Evaluates relevant data before arriving at a decision

Moral perspective Accurately explains how followers view his or her capabilities

Decisions are made based on his or her core beliefs

Tells you the hard truth

Makes difficult decisions using his or her high ethical standards of conduct
Balanced processing Says exactly what he or she means

Obtains views from followers that challenge his or her deeply held positions
Displays emotions exactly in line with feelings

Re-evaluates his or her positions on important issues when appropriate
Relational transparency Readily admits mistakes when they are made

Carefully listening to differing points of view before making decisions
Requests followers to take positions that support their core values
Demonstrates understanding of how specific actions impact followers




Source: Adapted from Walumbwa et al. (2007)

Balanced processing is shown in impartial decision-making, whilst relational transparency is reflected
through one’s ingenuity. Truthfulness and openness are achieved and valued in one's intimate
relationships (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Self-awareness is the level of consciousness a leader has
regarding their strengths and limitations and how they can impact others. Authenticity can be defined
as advanced moral development (Walumbwa et al., 2007). Moral standards, values, and pressures
from societal and organisational groups guide these leaders. They point out and care about moral

issues (Peus, Wesche, Streicher, Braun & Frey, 2012).

Academics assert that various desirable outcomes and benefits derive from applying the authentic
leadership style within organisations (Alilyyani, Wong & Cummings, 2018; Crawford, Dawkins,
Martin, & Lewis, 2020; Datta, 2015; Gardner, Karam, Alvesson & Einola, 2021). Authentic leaders
build their legitimacy by demonstrating respect, having strong ethical foundations, and building
honest, sustainable relationships with their followers. This form of leadership promotes a culture of
openness and trust between leaders and followers, key ingredients for innovation and creativity
(Alilyyani et al., 2018; Hirst, Walumbwa, Aryee, Butarbutar, & Hui Chen, 2016). Authentic
leadership has been established to improve followers’ performance and feelings of empowerment, as
well as followers’ identification and engagement with their leaders and employing organisation
(Alilyyani et al., 2018; Datta, 2015; Walumbwa et al., 2016). Enhancement of overall team
performance, teamwork, group trust, tone of the team, and team authenticity have also been linked to
authentic leadership (Alilyyani et al., 2018; Ribeiro, Gomes, & Kurian, 2018). Authentic leadership
plays a crucial role in enhancing employee creativity, innovation, and new ideas development in an
organisation (Cerne, Jaklic & Skerlavaj, 2013; Edu-Valsania, Moriano & Molero, 2016; Malik, Dhar
& Handa, 2016). Through the calmness and tolerance that authentic leaders exhibit, they demonstrate

situational control to their followers, stimulating innovation (Yaverbaum & Sherman, 2008).
2.2. Overview of empirical studies

Mumford, Campion, and Morgeson (2007) developed a classification model of leadership skills. The
model has four broad groups of skills. Firstly, cognitive skill grouping includes the skills of speaking,
active listening, writing, reading comprehension, active learning, and critical thinking. The second
group, business skills, consists of operations analysis and managing personnel, financial, and material
resources. The interpersonal skills group comprises social perceptiveness, coordination, negotiation,
and persuasion. The final strategic skill group includes visioning, systems perception, system
evaluation, identification of downstream consequences, identification of key causes, problem
identification and solution appraisal. This research highlighted that cognitive skills are essential
across all organisational levels, as most leadership activities draw on these primary skills.

Specifically, cognitive leadership skills do not reduce at higher organisational levels but rather
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increase. Fundamental and higher-level skills are needed for effectiveness, indicating that leadership

skills are cumulative, not exclusive.

Over 30 years of data have been gathered by Kouzes and Posner (2011: xviii) to answer the question,
“What do you look for and admire in a leader, someone whose direction you will willingly follow?”
The answer has remained steady over this extended time. The top four ranking characteristics are
consistent across age, gender, ethnicity, functional discipline, and organisational level. These are:
being honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent. The exact ranking order for these four
leadership characteristics does vary from country to country, except for honesty, which is always
ranked as the most crucial leadership characteristic. Credibility has been established as the foundation

of effective leadership.

Other studies have also sought to confirm the characteristics of effective leadership. Archanjo de
Souza et al. (2020) outlined 19 leadership behaviours required in the knowledge-infused workplace.
These, amongst others, included assertiveness, ability to learn, trust, communication, empathy,
cooperation, setting an example, interpersonal relationships, and willingness to learn. Klein (2020)
postulated that digital leaders who lead the digital transformation era require 23 digital leadership
characteristics. Three categories of characteristics were delineated: those related to digital business,
social attitude, and general mindset. The top four critical characteristics were being an innovative
visionary, networking intelligence, adaptability, and motivating coach. Sensitivity, dedication,
tyranny, charisma, strength, masculinity, intelligence, and creativity were confirmed as key implicit

leadership characteristics (Offermann & Coats, 2018).

Wallis and Zhao (2014) conducted a qualitative classroom experiment in which post-graduate
students interviewed prominent colleagues about leaders who inspired them. Interestingly, the
interviewees did not identify leaders with whom they had a close personal or working relationship.
The interviewees were, however, admirers of these leaders. They reflected on how these leaders had
helped shape their own leadership identity and style through the admired traits they displayed, their
life stories, and the legacies of their leadership. Betts, Morgan and Castiglia (2008) asked 270
undergraduate business students to identify admired male and female leaders and indicate why they
considered each person an effective leader. Male and female students identified mostly with leaders in
politics and social causes. Business and sports leaders were the next most cited types of admired
leaders by the male students, while the female students looked to leaders within entertainment and
religion. The most important characteristic for the male students was achievement, with traits being
the most significant for the female students. The study revealed that the students' implicit leadership
theories are that ‘leaders are born' rather than 'leaders are made' and that leadership is associated with

the position rather than the person.



Several authors have sought to identify how credibility and authenticity relate to leadership and to
clarify the values and qualities that define credible and authentic leaders (Kouzes & Posner, 2011;
Muli, 2022). In a qualitative study within the religious sector, Muli (2022) established that credible
leaders demonstrate compassion, are firm, fair, forward-looking, are good listeners, are supportive,
have integrity and a vision, and act as role models. Others have confirmed that self-knowledge and
self-consistency positively predict authentic leadership. Authentic leaders possess adequate self-
awareness of their strengths, weaknesses, and values. Authentic leaders are also self-consistent,
revealing a coherence between their values and beliefs. The attitudes and skills of self-awareness,
expressing genuine feelings, and understanding others’ needs are preconditions for authentic

leadership (Alilyyani et al., 2018; Datta, 2015; Hirst et al., 2016; Miao et al., 2018).

Innovative managerial practices and techniques are needed for sustainable organisational
performance. Curiosity, resilience, agility, authenticity, purpose, celebrating diversity, determination,
compassion, and courage are key characteristics to succeed today (Y oon & Mormont, 2023). Ungerer
and Buys (2021) established that participative decision-making contributed to a flexible and
responsive organisation. This can be achieved by leveraging the workforce's knowledge and building
value-adding long-term relationships with stakeholders. A key leadership role is, therefore,
knowledge management. Through various initiatives and practices, leaders can act as change agents
transforming the workplace into a learning organisation that promotes knowledge flow (Archanjo de
Souza et al., 2020; Zhang & Zhang, 2014). Effective leaders should encourage participative decision-
making and build a learning and innovation environment. In this fast-paced digital era, leaders must
understand how to prepare and develop people to ensure active participation, trust, and collaboration

(Guzman, Muschard, Gerolamo, Kohl & Rozenfeld, 2020).

The leadership style adopted by an individual acts as a stimulus for followers. Specifically, the
proactive personality characteristic has a positive effect on subordinates’ subjective experience of
their career satisfaction and their perceived employability skills (Wang, Yu, Xi & Zhang, 2019).
Proactive individuals tend to be change- and action-oriented. This enables them to identify
improvement opportunities, take action to fulfil them, and persevere until the status quo has been
challenged. The proactive personality characteristic promotes thriving at work and career adaptability

(Jiang, 2017; Porath, Gibson & Spreitzer, 2022).

When faced with uncertainty, followers prefer a self-assured and decisive leader. This leader is
proactive in achieving objectives and is willing to be honest in making tough calls. This decisive,
assertive, self-assured, and determined leader is perceived as the type of leader that will best serve the
interests of group members and alleviate their collective uncertainty (Laustsen & Petersen, 2015;
Maner & Case, 2016). This type of leader is a compensatory strategy, providing strong assurance and

a greater sense of agency in difficult times. This leader is also considered to be more reliable in
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motivating followers in the face of uncertainty (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017; Klus & Miiller, 2021;
Larjovuori, Bordi & Heikkil4d-Tammi, 2018).

There is an ongoing discussion on the impact of inconsistency on leadership approval. Some argue
that inconsistency or flip-flopping produces adverse effects, while others indicate that inconsistency
positively affects approval (Sorek, Haglin & Geva, 2018). Inconsistency can be associated with being
open-minded, flexible, and pragmatic. As situations and requirements change, leaders should adapt
their position and can, therefore, be rewarded for their inconsistency (Levendusky & Horowitz, 2012).
However, being inconsistent or changing one’s mind can also be detrimental. It can be perceived as
less truthful, pandering and an indication of the leader’s inability to take a firm position (Hirst ef al.,

2016; Sorek et al., 2018).

To obtain extraordinary outcomes, leaders need to encourage and inspire their followers.
Transformational leadership traits and practices are needed. According to Avolio, Waldman and
Yammarino (1991) and Avolio and Bass (2004), transformational leaders inspire their followers
through four behavioural components. These are inspirational motivation, charisma or idealised
influence, intellectual stimulation and personal attention or individualised consideration.
Transformational leaders using idealised influence are admired, trusted, and respected by their
followers. These leaders lead by example, acting with integrity, empathy, optimism, and confidence.
Their followers respect their high moral and ethical decision-making. The followers identify with and
attempt to mimic these leaders (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Khan, 2016). In terms of charisma, the leader
carefully attends to the individual interests of their followers and poses as a role model or mentor
(Alnajdawi, Emeagwali & Elrehail, 2017; Osborn & Marion, 2009). For this to be successful, there
needs to be significant respect and appreciation between the parties. The leader needs to acknowledge
the follower’s contribution to the team. This will inspire further growth and development from all the
followers (Elrehaila, Emeagwalib, Alsaadc & Alzghoul, 2018). Other authors have also highlighted
the importance of the leadership characteristics of integrity, listening, respect and trust for the

follower (Copeland, 2014).

Another transformational leadership trait is inspirational motivation, which involves encouraging
followers to adopt appropriate behaviours (Klus & Miiller, 2021; Larjovuori et al., 2018). Leaders
who behave in this way excite their followers. Effective leaders empower their followers, and through
their encouragement, a broader co-created leadership emerges within the team (Khan, 2016). The
characteristics regarded as essential to achieving success as a leader in the modern organisation are

emotional intelligence, motivation, and empowerment (Junita, 2019; Sow & Aborbie, 2018).

Employees’ job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and intention to stay within the company are
significantly influenced by the positive experience of their leaders’ emotional competency (Coetzee &

Pauw, 2013). A leader’s level of emotional intelligence is a key element in effective management and



is an essential competency for achieving organisational success. High emotional intelligence results in
engaged employees, higher performance, and high organisational commitment, which results in low
staff turnover (Ribeiro et al.,2018; Miao et al., 2018). These emotional competencies are strongly
linked to follower satisfaction, commitment, and performance (Coetzee & Pauw, 2013; Guzman et al.,
2020). Emotionally competent leaders create a climate of trust and commitment that develops a
positive and empowering work environment. Of several emotional competencies assessed, the
leader’s ability to build effective interpersonal relationships was the best predictor of follower
satisfaction (Coetzee & Pauw, 2013). These interpersonal skills build trust and loyalty that foster
long-term relationships through expressing genuine concern for others’ well-being, growth, and

development and emotionally connecting with people (Guzmaén et al., 2020).

Another key differentiator between an average manager and an effective leader is the emotional
intelligence skill of compassion (Ribeiro et al., 2018; Miao et al., 2018). Whether dealing with the
younger generation’s demand for more meaning from their employee experience or considering
certain segments of the workforce’s desire to continue working remotely, leaders need to master
humility and empathetic leadership. Critical leadership behaviours required in the current workplace
are empathy, cooperation, and being supportive and considerate (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020;

Piccolo, Bono, Heinitz, Rowold, Duehr, & Judge, 2012).

Modern successful leaders attest to the value of asking questions and actively listening to their
followers’ responses as key motivating behaviours. Leaders seeking high levels of engagement from
employees increasingly discover the power of conversation (Borner & Zerfass, 2018; Lloyd, Boer &
Voelpel, 2017). To enable the power of this leadership tool, successful leaders need to adapt the
principles of effective face-to-face conversation to the more thoughtful and reflective mode required
with the adoption of social media technology (Groysberg & Slind, 2013). Business academics have
not been enthusiastic about asking questions and listening as valuable leadership approaches (Brink &
Costigan, 2015). Whilst some leaders value the practice, listening has not been given the priority it
deserves in their daily calendar (Neill & Bowen, 2021). Others, however, have taken the practice
seriously and upheld the motivational power of asking open questions and listening. To fulfil this
notion of being motivational and engaging, such communication must be respectful (Li, Liu & Luo,
2018). The communication should actively invite responses from the followers without tactically
limiting the answers. This portrays dignity and equal worth (Carmeli, Dutton & Hardin, 2015; Spears
& Lawrence, 2016).

The form of communication employed has more significant consequences than the content of what
leaders say. Active listening promotes collaboration and enables a constructive feedback culture
whilst demonstrating openness to others’ suggestions and ideas (Guzman et al., 2020). Active
listening reinforces the questioner’s belief that the receiver is interested in the sender’s thoughts on

the subject (Pasupathi & Billitteri, 2015). Attentive listening includes a range of behaviours (e.g.,
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sufficient eye contact, appropriate facial expressions, adequate head movements, and verbal
reassurances (Baker, Dunne-Moses, Calarco & Gilkey, 2019; Wirth, Sacco, Hugenberg & Williams,
2010). These verbal and non-verbal listening cues reflect whether the leader is interested in the
response (Neill & Bowen, 2021). The listener does not have to agree with the sender. The signals of
alertness and responsiveness indicate to the speaker that their message is deemed worthwhile
(Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2010; Pasupathi & Rich, 2005). A concrete and specific form of active listening,
known as ‘respectful inquiry’, increases followers’ self-determination, boosting job retention and
satisfaction and improving job performance. Respectful inquiry is composed of asking open questions
and attentively listening. It can be implemented during goal setting, providing feedback, coaching,
monitoring, explaining decisions, or in small talk. However, leaders avoid implementing respectful
inquiry when physically distant, under time pressure, or facing a high cognitive load (Van

Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018).

Leaders fulfil a critical function as role models in organisations. People in positions of power serve as
role models, with their followers emulating their behaviours (Bandura, 1977). As role models, leaders
can facilitate the acquisition of morals and other forms of behaviour (Crawford et al., 2020; Gardner
et al., 2021). Newcomers to firms naturally look towards their supervisors or peers for information on
successful task completion and the interpersonal behaviours expected from them in their new role
(Sendjaya, Pekerti, Hartel, Hirst, & Butarbutar, 2016). This role modelling reduces their uncertainty
and allows them to understand better, predict and control their working environment (Tu, Bono, Shum

& LaMontagne, 2018).

As role models, leaders can also influence their follower’s perceptions of ethical leadership (Hirst et
al., 2016). Specifically, senior managers directly and indirectly impact employee attitudes and
behaviours at the lower levels in an organisation (Miao et al., 2018). They also play a significant role

in shaping the ethical culture within organisations (Sendjaya et al., 2016).

2. Research Methodology

This section indicates the research methodology used in this study. The section outlines the chosen
research paradigm and approach, the sampling process employed, the data collection method and the
data analysis technique employed to achieve the study's objectives.

3.1 Research paradigm and approach

A positivistic quantitative research approach was employed to answer the research questions. The
positivist paradigm relies on the principles of measurement and reason. Through this paradigm,
knowledge can be revealed as neutral and measurable (Nardi, 2018). The quest of the study was to
investigate the perspectives of leader-followers on effective leadership. To this end, a quantitative
research approach was employed to ask the participants for their opinions in a structured way to

produce statistical facts relevant to effective leadership (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).



3.2 Sampling technique

A purposive stratified sampling technique was employed. Purposive sampling is a non-probability
sampling technique that enables the researcher to sample participants relevant to the objectives and
questions posed within a research study (Sharma, 2017). Purposive stratified sampling was selected
due to the nature of the study, which necessitated that participants meet certain criteria and are
representative of the participating strata of leaders. Participants were recruited from an automotive
manufacturing plant within the Eastern Cape province of South Africa. A letter of invitation was sent
to the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and the Human Resource Manager within this company,
detailing the purpose of the study. From here, the invitation letter was circulated through the heads of
the various departments to all employees who met the inclusion criteria. The inclusion and exclusion
criteria used to select the participants were as follows: (1) participants needed to be full-time
employees and (2) be in leadership positions within the company. A sample of 62 leaders working at
this automotive manufacturing plant participated in this study. This sample was made up of four
leadership groups. There was one senior management group, two middle management groups, and
three team leader groups. In addition, there was one group of high-potential leadership individuals

identified from within the company. The researcher met with each of these seven leadership groups.

3.3 Data collection

The participants were required to consider a leader(s) whom they admire. This leader should have
inspired them, and they should seek to model their leadership style and behaviour after this individual.
Each participant was requested to describe whom they admired as a leader, although the names of
these leaders would not be specifically requested. Participants were asked to record their reflections
on this leader(s) in a three-part questionnaire. The first part indicated their demographic information
and included participation consent. The second part set out a prescribed list of nine leader types from
which the participants could choose. Thirdly, the participants were required to record the reason(s) for
identifying this leader(s) as admired. This open-ended question encouraged the participants to identify
the values, characteristics and/or behaviour that led them to admire this leader(s). Like other studies
(Wallis & Zhao, 2014), this was done to discourage blind admiration and encourage the legitimating

of this admiration.

3.4 Data analysis

Data analysis is organising, classifying, and arranging collected information. This process aims to
convey the findings of the study in a concise way (Quinlan, Babin, Carr, Zikmund & Griffin, 2019).
The researcher coded the data provided in the written questionnaires for parts one and two. A process
of categorisation was employed to analyse the answers provided in the third part of the questionnaire.
All the descriptions of admired leadership were compared to find out the main categories of
characteristics. Three actions were conducted in this categorisation process, namely, identifying the

duplicates, identifying those with similar meaning, and, finally, classifying these under the same



category. The researcher then used descriptive statistics to draw conclusions from the data (Crosley &
Rautenbach, 2021). Other researchers in the field have employed a similar data analysis process

(Klein, 2020; Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Muli, 2022).

3.5 Ethics

All ethical considerations were adhered to during this study. Each respondent was required to sign the
consent form as participation was voluntary and privacy was respected. Ethical approval was obtained
from the University of Fort Hare Inter-Faculty Research Ethics Committee, with the ethical approval

number being TOW002-23.
4. Results and Findings

The demographic information of the participants is presented in Table 2. The majority (87%) of the
sample were male. Regarding age, 43% of the participants were 40 to 49, with 42% being in the
slightly younger age category of between 30 to 39 years of age. The remainder (i.e., 15% of the
sample) were between 50 and 59 years of age. Just over half of the sample were Coloured. The next
largest racial category was Whites (i.e., 21%), and then 16% were Black. Foreigners made up 11% of
the sample. The preponderance of the sample (i.e., 42%) had 10 or more years of experience working
at the company. However, the five to nine years of experience category earned the most significant
number of participants within a single category, with 39% of the sample having worked this long for

the company. The other 19% of the sample had four or fewer years of experience at the company.

Table 2: Demographic Information of Participants
Leadership position Senior Middle Team Leader High
1 2 1 2 3 | Potentials

Total Number 62 9 7 8 8 1" 10 9

Gender Male 8 6 7 8 9 10 6

Female 1 1 1 0 2 0 3

30-39 years 3 2 4 5 6 1 5

Age 40-49 years 6 4 3 3 3 6 2

50-59 years 0 1 1 0 2 3 2

Black 2 0 2 2 3 1 0

Race CoI_oured 3 3 3 3 7 8 5

White 2 3 2 2 1 1 2

Foreigner 2 1 1 1 0 0 2

0-2 years 0 0 0 0 0 3 4

. 3-4 years 1 0 0 0 0 2 2

Zg;’ :a""n;h the 5-9 years 2 3 |4 (3 |2 |5 |3

10-15 years 2 3 1 2 6 0 0

15+ years 2 1 3 3 3 0 0

Source: Authors’ compilation

The type of leader each leadership group selected as their admired leader is depicted in Table 3.
Unlike the Wallis and Zhao (2014) study, where none of the participants identified a leader with



whom they had a close or personal working relationship, over half of this study’s participants (i.e.,
56%) identified an admired leader from within the pool of their current and past superiors. The
highest portion (i.e., 29%) of the participants recognised a past leader as their most admired leader,
whilst 27% identified their current leader. Most senior-level participants identified their current
leader; however, a similar trend was not established for the other groups of leaders. Interestingly, only
one of the middle-level leaders identified their current leader as their admired leader. The majority

nominated either their previous leaders or leaders in general.

Unlike in the Betts et al. (2008) study, where the participants predominantly identified leadership with
politics and social causes, only four of this study’s participants identified effective leadership with
these categories. This may be due to the different context, given that the Betts ef al. (2008) study was

done amongst American students.

Table 3: Types of Admired Leaders
Leader Type Senior | Middle Team Leader High Totals
1 2 1 2 3 | Potentials

Business — current leader 6 0 1 2 1 3 4 17
Business — past leader 2 2 4 1 3 3 3 18
Business — general 0 3 2 3 2 2 0 12
Entertainer 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Family and/or friend 1 2 0 1 2 0 1 7
Political 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 3
Social causes 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
Sports 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
Religious 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 3
Totals 9 7 8 8 11 10 9 62

Source: Authors’ compilation

Nineteen per cent of the participants noted general business leaders as their admired leaders. Most of
this grouping indicated their current CEO, a leader one or two levels above their current leadership
position, as their admired leader. This CEO is well-respected and admired in the firm. Most of the
senior-level leaders in the study also confirmed that they admired him as their leader. He consistently
displays the type of leadership they admire, and they willingly follow him as a leader. The three team
leader groups admired an assortment of leader types. Only 21% of this sample segment admired their
current leaders, the middle-level managers. The majority (i.e., 78%) of the high-potential group
identified either their current leader (i.c., a team leader) or a past leader. The family and/or friend type
of leader was selected by 11% of the participants, with a spread across all the leadership groups. The

other four categories had minimal interest, with no responses recorded for the entertainer category.

Table 4 depicts the 20 admired leadership characteristics the participants submitted in overall rating
order. The rating and frequency of the four leadership groups categorising these characteristics are

reflected, with the total average frequency obtained for each characteristic. All four leadership groups



consistently identified the two characteristics, coaching and mentoring and honesty, with frequency
averages of over 75%. The second most popular grouping of characteristics, with a total frequency
average above 60%, were allowing mistakes, being assertive, and being consistent. The third most
prevalent grouping of characteristics, with a total frequency average of 50% and above, was being a
good listener, motivator, compassionate, modelling behaviour, respectful, and valuing others’ ideas.
Given that most participants consistently identified these characteristics, this study recognises these

11 essential characteristics of an effective leader.

Table 4: Results of Categorisation and Frequency Analysis
Overall | Characteristics Senior Middle Team High Average
Rating # Leader Potentials %
# % # % # % # %
1 Coaching & |2 73% | 1 88% | 1 83% | 1 79% 81%
mentoring
2 Honest 4 69% |2 86% | 2 79% | 2 7% 78%
3 Allows mistakes 3 1% |4 63% |3 68% |4 64% 67%
4 Assertive 8 56% |3 67% | 4 67% |5 62% 63%
5 Consistent 1 74% | 8 52% | 5 62% |3 66% 61%
6 Good listener 7 57% |5 59% | 6 61% | 6 58% 59%
7 Good motivator 5 61% |8 52% | 8 56% |9 51% 55%
8 Compassion 6 59% | 11 45% | 7 59% | 8 54% 54%
9 Models the behaviour | 6 59% | 7 53% | 10 54% |10 | 47% 53%
10 Respectful 16 [29% |5 59% | 6 61% |7 55% 51%
11 Values others’ideas | 14 | 35% |6 56% |9 55% | 8 54% 50%
12 Democratic 11 [ 46% [ 10 [47% | 11 43% | 11 | 44% 45%
13 Genuine 12 139% [ 12 [ 41% | 12 38% |10 | 47% 41%
14 Team-player 9 48% |9 48% | 13 32% [ 12 | 27% 39%
15 Calm 10 [47% |11 45% | 13 32% |13 | 24% 37%
16 Clear vision 13 [ 36% |13 34% | 14 3% [ 14 | 21% 31%
17 Courage 11 | 46% | 14 31% | 15 19% [ 15 | 12% 27%
18 Driven 15 [33% [ 15 [ 21% |17 12% [ 16 | 8% 19%
19 Forgiving 18 | 6% |17 8% |16 15% [ 14 | 21% 13%
20 Focused 17 123% |16 17% | 18 3% |17 | 6% 12%

Source: Authors’ compilation

A distinctive overlap between these 11 essential characteristics of an effective leader and the four
behavioural dimensions of authentic leadership can be established, as described by Walumbwa et al.
(2007) (i.e., balanced processing, moral perspective, relational transparency, and self-awareness). This
linkage is depicted in Table 5. Evidence supports 12 of the 16-item dimensions of authentic leadership
(Clapp-Smith, Vogelgesang & Avey, 2009; Walumbwa et al., 2007). Table 5 outlines this linkage
through the three main categories of leadership foci: enabling others, having a collaborative approach,

and demonstrating self and other awareness. The identified leadership characteristics and the authentic



leadership behavioural dimensions are summarised in Table 5 and examined in more detail in the

following paragraphs.

Table 5: Leadership Foci
Leadership Leadership Authentic Leadership Behavioural Dimension
Foci Characteristic

Enabling others

Allows mistakes

Self-awareness (encourages followers to speak their minds)

Relational transparency (readily admits mistakes when they are
made)

Coaching and

mentoring

Motivating

Values other’s ideas

Balanced processing (obtains views from followers that
challenge his or her deeply held positions)

Collaborative
approach

Honest

Moral perspective (tells you the hard truth)

Balanced processing (says exactly what he or she means)

Listening skills

Relational transparency (carefully listening to differing points of
view before making decisions)

Modelling behaviour

Self-awareness (displays beliefs that are consistent with deeds)

Moral perspective (decisions are made based on his or her core
beliefs)

Respectful Self-awareness (requests feedback to improve interactions with
followers)
Self and other | Assertive Balanced processing (displays emotions exactly in line with
awareness feelings)
Consistent Self-awareness (displays beliefs that are consistent with deeds)
Moral perspective (makes difficult decisions using his or her
high ethical standards of conduct)
Compassion Relational transparency (demonstrates understanding of how

specific actions impact followers)

Source: Authors’ compilation

Next, the leadership foci are discussed, illustrating the linkage between the 11 identified leadership
characteristics and the authentic leadership behavioural dimensions. The first leadership foci of

enabling others are discussed in the next subsection.



4.1 Enabling others

Leaders should be agile and see challenges as opportunities in a climate of unprecedented change and
challenges. Therefore, leaders must be creative to find novel and valuable insights, often stemming
from their followers. Admired leaders have an open mindset where mistakes and failures provide
learning opportunities (Guzman et al., 2020; Yoon & Mormont, 2023). Overall, the senior
management and team leader groupings ranked the allowing mistakes leadership characteristic as the
third most important, with the middle management and high potential groupings placing it in fourth
position. With an overall rating of the third most important leadership characteristic and frequency
ratings of over 60% obtained from all four leadership groupings, the literature on this topic is
supported in this study. Experimentation, curiosity, learning from past mistakes, and openness to
changing courses should be the philosophy of the current leader. Admired leaders have an open
mindset where mistakes and failures provide learning opportunities (Guzman et al., 2020; Yoon &
Mormont, 2023). This aspect also supports the import of the self-awareness and relational
transparency dimensions of authentic leadership, as described by Clapp-Smith et al. (2009) and
Walumbwa et al. (2007).

Overall, the middle team leader and high potential groupings ranked the coaching and mentoring
leadership characteristic as being the most important, with the senior management group ranking it
second. This may be due to the knowledge management aspect of leadership highlighted by several
authors (Hannay et al., 2013; Zhang & Zhang, 2014). Through coaching and mentoring, the leader
can cultivate a favourable environment to promote practices that enhance organisational learning and

the sharing of information (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Guzman et al., 2020).

Being inspiring and a good metivator was also a top contender in the leadership characteristics
admired by the participants, with an overall rating as the seventh most important leadership
characteristic. Other studies (Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Jiang, 2017; Wang et al., 2019; Archanjo de
Souza et al., 2020) have confirmed the importance of leaders demonstrating attributes such as being
positive, enthusiastic, proactive, and optimistic. The followers in this organisation preferred a leader
who had the skills to build a positive and empowering environment. The senior management team
ranked this leadership characteristic as the fifth most important. Facing the daily crises within the
automotive sector means that these followers admired leaders they could trust, were committed to
them, and valued building effective interpersonal relationships with them (Coetzee & Pauw, 2013).
Being a motivating coach is also critical as subordinates face transformations and require assistance

facing their fears in these challenging times (Junita, 2019; Klein, 2020).

This was also supported in the other three leadership groupings. The middle and team leader
groupings ranked a motivating leadership style as the eighth most important characteristic, with the

high potential group also noting this leadership approach as significant, ranking it ninth in their rating.



Subordinates require their leaders to motivate them as they deal with constant change and various
challenges (Junita, 2019; Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017; Klein, 2020; Sow & Aborbie, 2018). This is
consistent with the literature confirming a move from a hierarchical leadership style to a coaching and

motivating one (Klus & Miiller, 2021; Larjovuori ef al., 2018).

The eleventh most frequently admired leadership characteristic within this study was valuing others’
ideas. Leaders should be able to recognise and celebrate the value and contribution of all their team
members. Effective leaders embrace ideas that challenge their thinking and that bring diverse
perspectives and experiences to the table. The middle management group ranked this leadership
characteristic as the sixth most important. For these leaders facing pressures from above and below, a
leadership culture that appreciates and stimulates new ideas that push boundaries and takes risks is

vital in today’s business world (Guzman et al., 2020; Ungerer & Buys, 2021).

The high-potential group also appreciates that their leaders see the value in their ideas and opinions.
This leadership group ranked this leadership characteristic as the eighth most important. This finding
highlights the value of the balanced processing dimension of authentic leadership, specifically, the
ability to solicit views that challenge those of the leader. Being open to and encouraging the
viewpoints and perspectives of others, specifically those of subordinates, is well documented in the
literature (Guzman et al., 2020; Junita, 2019; Larjovuori et al., 2018; Sow & Aborbie, 2018). Through
a leadership style that promotes participation, subordinates feel they are enabled and empowered.
Central to this leadership foci, and those that follow, are open relationships that promote continuous

communication and recognise and treat subordinates as experts in their work.

4.2 Collaborative approach

This study ranked honesty as an effective and admired leader's second key characteristic. In line with
the work of Kouzes and Posner (2011), all four leadership groups identified this trait as one they
admired in the leader they had selected. The participants agreed that honesty was a key trait they
sought in a leader they would willingly follow. Overall, the middle, team leader, and high potential
leadership groupings placed it as the second most important characteristic they admired in leaders,
with senior management ranking it fourth overall. Within the automotive industry, honesty means that
the leader dares to do so, even if this means making tough and unpopular decisions. This emphasises
the merit of the moral perspective (i.e., telling the hard truth) and balanced processing (i.e., saying
exactly what they mean) dimensions of authentic leadership. This is also in line with other literature
where courage is esteemed as a critical characteristic within the current fast-paced business
environment (Yoon & Mormont, 2023). Leaders need conviction and honesty to serve their followers'

interests (Laustsen & Petersen, 2015; Maner & Case, 2016).

Several authors have supported the idea that fundamental speaking and active listening skills are the

cornerstones of leadership at all hierarchical levels of an organisation (Borner & Zerfass, 2018; Lloyd



et al., 2017; Mumford et al., 2007). In this study, the senior managers rated listening skills as the
seventh most admired leadership skill, with the middle management grouping ranking fifth most
significant, and the other two rated active listening as their sixth most key characteristic of effective
leadership. From these results, it can be concluded that all the followers in this study valued their
leaders demonstrating active listening skills. Muli (2022) established that credible leaders
demonstrated the qualities of being firm and fair whilst also being good listeners. However, Neill and
Bowen (2021) have concluded that a lack of desire from senior management, time, and trust are the
barriers to effective organisational listening. Being an effective communicator was also among the 19
leadership behaviours identified as necessary within a knowledge-infused workplace (Archanjo de
Souza et al., 2020). This may be due to the expression of empathy and ethics that are often associated
with this basic communication skill (Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2010; Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018). This
supports the import of authentic leadership's relational transparency dimension (i.e., carefully

listening to differing points of view before making decisions).

Another critically admired characteristic was modelling behaviour. Muli (2022) established that
credible leaders demonstrated the qualities of being role models. The literature asserts that setting an
example is a fundamental leadership characteristic (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Bandura, 1977,
2020; Junita, 2019). The senior management team ranked this leadership characteristic as the sixth
most important. These leaders expect their leaders to behave ethically. They expect them to be true to
themselves and authentic. This type of behaviour had many benefits, including gaining respect and
helping others to learn the standards expected in the organisation. These perceptions and beliefs reveal
a link to the findings of other researchers. Literature is coherent in affirming that effective leaders lead
by example and thereby facilitate the acquisition and transfer of various forms of behaviour, from
moral and ethical standards to interpersonal and successful task completion other forms of behaviour
(Sendjaya et al., 2016; Tu et al., 2018). The middle management grouping participants also admired
authentic, honest, and transparent leaders in their conduct. These followers ranked this leadership
characteristic as the seventh most important, with the team leader and high potential groupings
ranking it as the tenth most significant. This underscores the value of the self-awareness (i.e., displays
beliefs that are consistent with deeds) and moral perspective (i.e., decisions are made based on his or

her core beliefs) dimensions of authentic leadership.

Being respectful was the tenth characteristic of effective and admired leaders. However, this
characteristic was ranked as the fifth most important for the middle management grouping and the
sixth most significant by the team leader leadership group, tied with the listening characteristic. The
high potential ranked this leadership characteristic as the seventh most important. Various authors
have highlighted that an effective leadership style requires great appreciation and respect from both
parties (Alilyyani et al., 2018; Copeland, 2014; Elrehaila ef al., 2018). Within the authentic leadership

approach, adequate self-awareness is necessary to be effective, with leaders requesting feedback from



others to improve their interactions. The senior management group, however, did not echo these
sentiments, ranking the respect leadership characteristic as sixteenth on their ranking list. This issue of
mutual reciprocation of respect — leaders respecting their followers and followers respecting their
leaders has not been internalised by these followers. Further research would need to clarify the
reasoning behind this finding. The characteristic of respect concludes the second leadership foci

characteristic. The article progresses to the third focus, concerning self and other awareness.

4.3 Self and other awareness

The first characteristic to be discussed in this leadership focus is assertiveness. The assertiveness
characteristic was ranked fourth overall, with all the leadership groupings ranking it a top priority.
Middle management ranked it as the third most important leadership characteristic; the team leaders
rated it fourth, the high potentials fifth, with the senior management grouping ranking it eighth on the
list of critical leadership skills they admired. The context of this study may provide the reason for this.
The automotive industry faces the challenges of rapid automation and increasing pressure to adapt to
offering green products. This sector also has an extensive value chain with various levels of suppliers
feeding into the OEMs, with most of the sector operating on the JIT system. A ssertiveness in dealing
with the demands of the various stakeholders within this sector is, therefore, an essential leadership
behaviour (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Offermann & Coats, 2018). In uncertain and tumultuous
situations, followers prefer decisive, assertive, self-assured, and determined leaders (Laustsen &
Petersen, 2015; Maner & Case, 2016). This leadership style provides the assurance and security
needed to motivate followers to overcome challenges (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 2017). The authentic
leadership style values the honest and consistent display of emotions aligned with the feelings
experienced. This verifies the significance of the balanced processing dimension of the authentic

leadership model.

While there is some debate in the literature, this study confirmed that consistency is a sought-after
leadership characteristic. Overall, all leadership groupings ranked this leadership quality fifth and as
significant. The senior leadership grouping ranked this characteristic as the most important, with the
high potentials rating it as the third most admired leadership characteristic. The team leaders rated it
the fifth most important, and the middle managers ranked it eighth on their list of admired leadership
skills. This quality requires the leader to lead with authenticity and purpose. Followers want leaders
they know will not abandon their decisions and principles (Hirst et al., 2016; Sorek et al., 2018). The
self-awareness dimension of the authentic leadership style highlights that effective leaders can
demonstrate consistency between their beliefs and actions. This self-awareness ability underscores

their heightened moral standing and ability to develop and sustain mutually satisfying relationships.

Amongst the other emotional intelligence skills mentioned, namely, listening, being respectful and
assertive, compassion was highlighted as a critical leadership characteristic. This characteristic was

ranked eighth overall. However, the senior leadership group ranked compassion as the sixth most



important characteristic and seventh by the team leadership group. This attribute was rated eighth by
the high potential and eleventh by the middle managers on their lists of admired leadership
characteristics. These ratings highlight the value of the emotional intelligence dimension of
compassion, being supported and considered (Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Miao et al., 2018;
Offermann & Coats, 2018; Piccolo ef al., 2012).

The findings from this study resonate with what is already known in theory and empirical literature.
Two of the seven leadership groups, the senior and second middle-level, identified vision or forward-
looking abilities as critical leadership characteristics. This is contrary to the findings of Kouzes and
Posner (2011) and Muli (2022), who confirmed that it is important for all levels of followers that their
leader has a well-defined orientation towards the future. However, in this study, only the more senior-
level followers admired and respected the ability to see across the horizon and see what might be. But,
as several authors have highlighted, achievement-orientated characteristics, such as being driven and a
good visionary, have become less important than in the past. Over the last two decades, these skills
have been traded for other attributes, such as being broad-minded, supportive, and dependable
(Archanjo de Souza et al., 2020; Alilyyani et al., 2018; Elrehaila et al., 2018; Junita, 2019; Sow &
Aborbie, 2018). This is consistent with the findings of this study. The focus was on the values related
to caring, compassion and coaching. The participants admired leaders who had become human rather

than strategic business experts.
5. Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

Leadership is demonstrated within the context of interaction between human beings. It does not exist
outside of that realm. Just as no two humans are exactly alike, no two leaders, no two followers, and
no relationship between a leader and a follower will be the same every day. However, the key to
uncovering the potential within this leader-follower relationship is understanding the desires and
expectations of the followers. When leaders can act in ways congruent with the followers’ image of an
effective leader, the relationship comes closer to its potential (Kouzes & Posner, 2011; Riggs &
Porter, 2017; Tsai et al., 2017). This study investigated followers' perceptions of who and what
constituted effective leadership. This study has confirmed the findings of other researchers (Alilyyani
et al., 2018; Muli, 2022; Yoon & Mormont, 2023) that regardless of their level of leadership,
followers admire authentic and credible leaders who demonstrate the characteristics of enabling

others, adopting a collaborative approach, and being self and other aware.

This study aimed to understand who admired leaders are and the qualities and characteristics that are
perceived to represent this admired leadership style. As a result of this study, a distinctive overlap
between the 11 essential characteristics of an effective leader and the four behavioural dimensions of
authentic leadership was confirmed. Three main categories of leadership foci were identified:

enabling others, having a collaborative approach, and demonstrating self and other awareness. The



results of this study should help build an updated conceptual framework for authentic leadership,

combining new leadership requirements with existing leadership theories.

The managerial implications of this research study are significant and should influence leadership
practices within organisations. Authentic leadership emphasises transparency, self-awareness, and
genuine relationships between leaders and followers. Organisations should design leadership
development programs focusing on cultivating these authentic leadership qualities. In their
recruitment and selection practices, organisations should also prioritise candidates who exhibit
authenticity and a strong self-awareness. Management should work towards creating a culture that
encourages authenticity. This may involve fostering open communication, supporting employees in
expressing their true selves, and valuing diversity of thought. In summary, the managerial
implications of this authentic leadership research study revolve around fostering a leadership style that
emphasises authenticity, self-awareness, ethical behaviour, and positive relationships. Implementing
these principles can lead to a more engaged and productive workforce, positively impacting the

organisation's overall success.

This study's sample comprised current and emerging leaders within one company in the automotive
manufacturing sector. This represents a very small sample size from this sector and limits the
generalisation of the findings. Furthermore, this study's participants were the company's leaders,
meaning their responses could have been somewhat biased. Their responses may be particular to the
leadership dynamics within this specific company at the time of data collection. Further studies of this
nature should be done to enhance the accuracy of the findings. A larger sample size and a wider range
of companies and sectors could also be considered in future research to compare and collaborate the

findings from this study.
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