Balancing Transformational and Transactional Leadership in Outdoor Adventure Education: A Critical Reflection on Brymer and Gray (2006)
Effective outdoor leadership is critical to the success of expeditionary, educational, and therapeutic programs. In their paper 'Effective leadership: Transformational or transactional?’ (Brymer and Gray, 2006) Eric Brymer and Tonia Gray examine whether transformational or transactional leadership models better explain effective outdoor leadership. Drawing on historical and contemporary theories, they argue that transformational leadership offers a more comprehensive framework for developing leaders who inspire personal growth, empowerment, and ethical awareness in outdoor contexts. This essay will critically reflect on their paper using personal experiences and contemporary research to evaluate their findings.
According to Brymer and Gray (2006), the study of leadership has evolved significantly over the past century. Early theories focused on the idea of “born leaders,” emphasising inherent traits and personality characteristics. This was followed by formal, authority-based models that viewed leadership as a position of control. Mid-twentieth century thought shifted toward human relations and the dynamics between leaders and followers, laying the groundwork for situational approaches.
By the 1980s, outdoor leadership research was largely grounded in situational leadership (Hersey and Blanchard, 1969; Priest and Gass, 1997), which proposed that effective leaders adapt their style to the maturity and needs of followers. Within this model, outdoor leaders were seen as experts guiding groups toward specific goals by flexibly adjusting behaviour and decision making to fit the moment. While this approach was practical for field-based leadership, it remained limited to behavioural adaptation and task efficiency.
Meanwhile, leadership studies in other fields such as business, education, and the military began to emphasise transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1979). This model redefined leadership as an inspirational and moral relationship between leader and follower, focusing less on control and more on motivation, vision, and shared purpose.
Outdoor leaders operate in environments that demand more than technical proficiency or situational awareness. They must guide expeditions safely while also cultivating personal responsibility, empowerment, and growth among participants. Effective leadership in these contexts therefore extends beyond competence, it involves authenticity, empathy, trust, and moral integrity. Outdoor leaders not only manage logistics and safety but also give participants experiences that build confidence, self-awareness, and social cohesion (Heathdale, 2024).
During my time as a high rope’s instructor, I learned quickly that outdoor leaders operate in environments that demand far more than technical proficiency. Guiding participants through challenging elements at height required not just situational awareness, but authenticity, empathy, and trust. I found myself balancing safety logistics with the deeper goal of cultivating personal responsibility and empowerment in everyone. Moments when a nervous participant finally stepped off a platform or completed a difficult traverse showed me how outdoor leadership extends beyond competence, it becomes an opportunity to foster confidence, self-awareness, and genuine social cohesion within the group.
[bookmark: _Int_4K8gRX0t]Transactional leadership involves rewarding performance and correcting non-performance (Bass, 1985). It is characterised by contingent reward systems, active management, monitoring, and intervening, when necessary, as well as passive management, intervening only after problems occur. Transactional leaders clarify expectations, enforce standards, and provide structure, qualities essential for maintaining safety and task completion in outdoor contexts. However, this model can limit growth to short-term, compliance-based outcomes and may prioritise conformity over creativity or moral development. Transactional leadership is a management style that focuses on rewarding or punishing participants to complete the desired outcome. This does, however, set clear goals, making it effective for short-term objectives. The negatives to this are a lack of creativity and collaboration, and it can reduce team morale over a period of time (Oster, 2021).
When we headed up to the Preseli Hills for our group walk, the instructor took a clear transactional leadership approach by promising us a reward once we reached the summit. This contingent reward system provided everyone with a clear goal and helped maintain high team morale at the start, especially as the route became increasingly challenging. Throughout the walk, the leader monitored our pace and stepped in when anyone fell behind, clarifying expectations and providing the structure needed to keep the group moving safely. While this approach was effective for completing the task, I noticed it limited our creativity and teamwork because we became more focused on earning the reward than enjoying the experience itself. By the end, it was clear how transactional leadership can support short-term objectives but may also reduce collaboration and long-term motivation.
According to Brymer and Gray (2006) “The type of leadership that has in the past been labelled charismatic or inspirational and goes beyond the concept of performance for reward is now termed transformational leadership”. It consists of four primary components: intellectual stimulation, individualised consideration, inspirational motivation, and idealised influence. Transformational leaders encourage innovation, attend to individuals’ needs, model authenticity, and articulate a compelling vision that aligns personal goals with collective purpose (Bass and Avolio, 1994). This model resonates strongly with the holistic aims of outdoor education, where the goal is not merely to complete a journey but to develop self-efficacy, ethical awareness, and interpersonal connection. 
Transformational leadership is a management style that focuses on inspiring participants to achieve more by motivating, creating a shared vision, and giving the participants a sense of purpose. This all helps create trust and resilience for when the outdoor environments throw up challenges. 
In my personal experience and knowledge, transformational leadership is about giving the participants more than just an adventure but teaching them along the way, whether it’s about the history and foliage of the area or how to read a map. I’ve experienced this when we went to Stackpole and we learned compass bearings, or when we went to the Preseli Hills and we learned about the Bluestone which is the same stone that was used at stone henge.  
However, critics say that transformational leadership is usually seen as positive but can be misused (Bentley, 2002; DeRuyver, 2001). If the leader lacks suitable morals, they may employ transformational leadership techniques not to benefit the group but to serve their own interests. When this happens, transformational leadership becomes “pseudo-transformational”, meaning it looks like they are inspirational but is self-serving and manipulative (Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999).
To ensure that leaders possess the qualities necessary for ethical and effective transformational leadership, it is essential to develop and support leaders as they learn. Leaders can create authenticity, empathy, and compassion through values-based training, reflective practice, and mentoring from morally grounded role models. Selection processes that consider personality traits and moral orientation, along with a supportive organisational culture that emphasises accountability and ethical norms, further reinforce these qualities. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), transformational leaders are most effective when their influence is grounded in integrity and genuine concern for followers, highlighting that leadership development must address both skills and moral character to prevent the misuse of influence.
A personal experience of mine would be when we went on a residential and went caving, the instructor started off nice, not pushing people beyond their limits. When we got deeper into the cave, and the crawls became more difficult and tighter, he started pushing people to do the crawls, saying this was the only way through, despite there being a path that you could walk to get to the other side of the crawl. This came with shouting as he pushed participants to continue. Looking back at this now, it’s clear that the pushing and shouting were not used to benefit the group, as his manipulative actions were only self-serving.
Brymer and Gray (2006) suggest that relational qualities such as empathy, compassion, trust, and non-judgment are fundamental to effective adventure leadership. Empathy enables leaders to recognise and respond appropriately to participants’ emotions such as fear, fatigue, or uncertainty, helping individuals feel understood and supported (Gürer and Kilinç, 2021). When participants trust that their leader genuinely perceives and cares about their experience, they are more willing to take risks, ask for help, and engage in deeper learning.
In my experience, outdoor environments are inherently unpredictable, requiring leaders to adapt to changing conditions such as weather, terrain, or group morale. effective outdoor leaders shift their style in response to group readiness. Beginner participants may require an autocratic leadership style, where the leader directs the group, whereas experienced groups may benefit from a democratic or laissez-faire approach. These two approaches are different; a democratic style takes on group comments to find the best solution, whereas laissez-faire is strictly down to the participants (Cherry, 2025). 
Compassion extends empathy into action. A compassionate leader not only recognises struggle but actively seeks to alleviate it, perhaps by adjusting the pace of a hike, offering encouragement, or providing extra guidance. This fosters psychological safety, allowing participants to learn through mistakes without fear of judgment. Trust forms the foundation of group cohesion in outdoor education. Participants must believe their leader is competent, reliable, and genuinely committed to their well-being. When trust is established, individuals are more willing to venture beyond their comfort zones, which is essential for experiential learning (Bailey and West 2022). Non-judgment further supports this process by creating an open and safe learning environment. Leaders who respond to mistakes with understanding rather than criticism enable participants to reflect honestly on challenges, thereby deepening personal growth (Stedham and Skaar 2019).
Clear communication and shared decision making strengthens trust and group ownership. Inviting input through questions like “How is everyone feeling about the next section?” fosters empowerment and collective responsibility (Goldenberg, 2001). This adaptive flexibility not only maintains safety but also models democratic, reflective leadership (Heathdale, 2024).
While transformational leadership aligns most closely with the values of outdoor education, transactional leadership remains vital for managing safety, logistics, and immediate goals. The most effective outdoor leaders balance both their use of transactional methods to maintain structure and accountability while drawing on transformational qualities to inspire, empower, and develop participants (Brymer and Gray, 2006). 
Reflecting on these findings, I can see how they will shape my future development in outdoor adventure education. I now understand that I need to use both transformational and transactional leadership depending on the situation. While rewards and clear rules can help keep a group safe and organised, I also want to focus more on building trust, supporting individuals, and creating positive learning experiences. Knowing the limits of transactional leadership will encourage me to rely less on rewards and more on motivating people through encouragement and shared goals. At the same time, I recognise that structure and clear expectations are still important in outdoor environments. Moving forward, I aim to improve my leadership by practising self-reflection, learning from other leaders, and asking for feedback. This will help me become a leader who keeps people safe while also helping them grow, develop confidence, and enjoy the experience.
In conclusion, both transformational and transactional leadership play important roles within outdoor adventure education, but they influence participants in different ways. Transactional leadership provides the structure, clarity, and safety that outdoor environments demand, while transformational leadership supports deeper learning, personal growth, and stronger relationships. The experiences explored throughout this essay show how effective outdoor leaders must blend both approaches, adapting their style to the needs of the group and the challenges of the environment. Research from Brymer and Gray (2006) and others highlights that the most meaningful outcomes occur when leaders act with empathy, trust, and integrity, creating spaces where participants feel safe, supported, and motivated. As I continue to develop as an outdoor leader, these insights will guide me in building not only technical competence but also the emotional and ethical qualities needed to help others grow. Ultimately, effective outdoor leadership is not just about managing activities, it is about inspiring confidence, encouraging reflection, and creating experiences that have a lasting impact.
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