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Critically reflect on the given paper by Brymer and Gray (2006), “Effective leadership – transformational vs. transactional”

Leadership within outdoor education has long been recognised as a critical component in shaping participant experiences and outcomes. There are many different types of leadership style and theories, and numerous contexts in which to use them. In Brymer and Gray’s (2006) paper they explore many examples of leadership to see which ones may be transferred over to outdoor leadership best. The main leadership styles they talk about are transformational, transactional, and Conditional Outdoor Leadership Theory or COLT (Priest and Chase, 1989, Priest and Gass,1997;2005). 
The purpose of this essay is to reflect on what I have read from Brymer and Gray, and any other sources relevant, and see if I agree with the statement of their paper. In doing so, the discussion will first summarise the key points of the article before offering a critical evaluation supported by wider literature. I will also integrate personal experiences and consider implications for professional development.
In this paper I will argue that adventure leadership leans towards transformational leadership, due to group dynamics and changing environments, and the contrast between transformational and transactional approaches.
Transformational leadership as said by Northouse (2019) is a process where leaders engage with the followers, creating a connection that raises the level of motivation and morality in both the leader and the follower. Similarly, Bass (1990) says transformational leadership motivates the followers to do more than they originally expected by increasing their commitment an encouraging them to think beyond their own self-interests. This fits in with theories on relational leadership styles.
Transactional leadership can be defined as more of a task-focused, reward driven style, with clear structure, rules and expectations. Burns (1978) describes transactional leadership as a process where “leaders approach followers with an exchange, one thing for another”, such as rewards for performance or compliance. Bass (1985) states that transactional leaders use “contingent reinforcement”, meaning they reward followers for meeting agreed-upon objectives and take corrective action when performance deviates. This approach is commonly associated with structured environments where efficiency, clarity of roles, and task completion are prioritised.
Brymer and Gray’s position on transformational vs. transactional leadership is that leaders should prioritize transformational qualities for participant growth, engagement, and autonomy. They also suggest that outdoor contexts naturally provide opportunities for transformational leadership, as facilitators should adapt to changing conditions, and support participants through challenge, concern and reflection. However, transactional elements are still necessary for safety, risk management, and logistical planning. 
From my own reflection and research, I have come to agree with Brymer and Gray’s paper, in that you cannot have transformational leadership without transactional, however, transactional does not always include transformative leadership. When in a situation where you are the leader, you maybe have decided to use a transformative approach to the session, however, depending on the followers, they may take information, ideas, and knowledge away from the session, allowing it to also become some form of transaction. While that was not the main objective of the session, it can still occur. Good leaders know when to use both of these leadership styles and can explain why they have chosen to use transformative or transactional approaches (Hersey & Blanchard, 1988). In my opinion, a good leader sets out to deliver a transformative session but give their followers the opportunity to take away from the process. In my experience of being in the follower’s position on a transformative session, I have still been able to take new knowledge and understanding away to use in the future when doing my own sessions. 
Priest and Chase’s COLT (1989) talks about the situational change in leadership styles and the necessary skills required for leadership. Being able to adapt to the conditions of favourability, the group dynamics, and the environment is a key skill that cannot be classed as a personality trait or an inherent skill. Priest and Gass (1997;2005) believe that outdoor leaders should be proficient in 12 areas. Some of these are appropriate technical, safety, environmental, experienced-based skills. They also stated that leaders should be flexible in style and demonstrate professional ethics such as prioritizing participant wellbeing and safety, maintaining personal and professional integrity, and acting with fairness and honesty. Key principles also include things like “challenge-by-choice” and “leave-no-trace”. 
In their paper, Brymer and Gray talk about Straub’s (1980) Evolution of Leadership Theory. This theory has 5 different stages – Leadership by tradition, trait theories of leadership, formal leadership function, Human relations theory, and contextual theories of leadership. These theories go up the pyramid in order of oldest to newest, however, as Brymer and Gray say in their paper;
“This brief history is not meant to imply that one approach died off as another arrived, as this is clearly not the case, but merely to position current leadership understanding in context”
Most of the leadership styles used today would be examples of Relational theory, and contextual theories of leadership. These two theories include situational leadership, and transformational leadership style.

After reading the article, it inspires you to reflect on how leadership theories translate into outdoor settings. Many instructors or facilitators lean more towards transactional leadership in the early days of their career, due to trying to showcase technical competence, maintain safety, and project authority. Brymer and Gray’s argument for a more relational and inspirational approach encourages instructors to develop a more holistic skillset that supports social, cognitive and emotional learning outcomes beyond survival or skill acquisition. 
Reflecting on this paper from a perspective of a new professional adventure education instructor I have come to realise that I started out with a very transactional style of leadership, focusing on maintaining safety and trying to display a level of authority to my clients. As I have become more confident with instructing and taught different groups of people, I have been able to develop my skills and gain confidence and started to include a more transformational approach.
Moments where instructors adopted a motivational and person-centred approach often led to increased confidence, willingness to step out of comfort zones, and stronger group cohesion. Brymer and Gray emphasis individual consideration that reflects practices such as reflective debriefing and personalised goal setting, these methods are widely used to enhance participant learning. 
After recently taking part in an instructor training course, part of our debrief at the end was reflecting on our sessions that we had led throughout the course. The purpose of this is not only to further understand our choices but to see how we can improve and potentially make the sessions more engaging or motivating. With many of the courses I wish to complete, they all have a section for reflection on personal or professional activities. By prompting people to reflect on these sessions or days, it encourages you to think about how it maybe made your followers feel, if you could have changed leadership styles, session structures or something else. 
I think it is important for all instructors and leaders to know and understand all the different styles and approaches, however it is not as important that they practise all of them. In the sense of teaching leadership styles, it is important to demonstrate all the style in varying activities so people can understand why they may have been used. In one of our sessions at Llandysul, we were shown three different styles of leadership and then discussed the effect they had on the group. These styles were abdicratic, autocratic, and democratic. 
Outdoor leadership literature by Priest and Gass (2005) place abdicratic leadership at the far end of the leadership continuum, representing a deliberate “non-leadership” stance when groups demonstrate maturity and competence. As a pedagogical choice, the abdicratic style is best understood not as absence of leadership but as a conscious pedagogical decision used to empower participants (Priest and Gass, 2005; Martin et al., 2006). When the abdicratic style was used on our group, we could not decide on how to go about doing the session. Once the lectures gave us some ideas, we found it a bit easier to plan. Abdicratic leadership works best, I think, when the group has more knowledge and understanding of the area and the activity. 
Democratic leadership can be characterised by decision making, open communication in the group, and collaborative problem solving between leaders and participants (Priest and Gass 2005). In outdoor adventure education, this approach encourages learners to contribute ideas, evaluate options, and take responsibility for group outcomes. This level of involvement enhances motivation and group cohesion, supporting key experiential learning goals (Martin et al., 2006). Being able to work with the instructor on a plan for the next part of an activities kept everyone engaged and motivated to continue. Even though we did not go ahead with the plan due to lack of time, it still encouraged everyone to think of all the possible ways of going about the session while including everyone’s risk tolerance and confidence in the activity.
Martin et al. (2006) define autocratic leadership as a highly directive, leader-centred approach where authority and decision making remain firmly with the instructor. In outdoor adventure education, autocratic leadership is typically used when safety, time pressure, environmental conditions, or group inexperience require firm, directive action (Priest and Gass, 2005). Again, at our session in Llandysul, the lecturers took on an autocratic style, leading us to pay very close attention to the activity. There was no risk of immediate danger, and we were not too short on time, if the conditions of favourability were not good, this would have worked better for our group. Compared with democratic or abdicratic styles, autocratic leadership puts full responsibility on the leader, prioritising structure and control over shared decision-making (Priest and Gass, 2005; Martin et al., 2006).
While many outdoor professionals take part in extensive technical skills training, some may benefit from specific integration and education in interpersonal leadership or relational facilitation. Including transformational leadership in training could enhance instructors’ ability to support participant development earlier on in their career, rather than them developing it further down the line. The balance between transactional and transformational leadership has connotations for safety and risk management. Outdoor education facilitators should acknowledge that while transformational approaches support learning, a transactional approach continues to be essential for clarity, safety, and crisis management. The paper suggests that the role of an outdoor instructor is changing. Rather than simply delivering activities, they are facilitating an experience that supports holistic development. Leadership training should reflect this shift, emphasising emotional intelligence, communication skills, and reflective practice along with the development of technical competence.
Brymer and Gray’s (2006) exploration of transformational and transactional leadership provides a valuable starting point for reflection on leadership practices within outdoor education. Their argument that transformational leadership aligns closely with the goals of outdoor learning highlights the importance of relational, inspirational, and participant-centred leadership. However, the article’s theoretical approach and limited discussion of alternative models or contextual nuances represent important limitations. Critical analysis shows that effective outdoor leadership requires flexibility and drawing on both transformational and transactional approaches depending on the situations demands
I believe that there is a place and time to use both approaches, and it is a good leader that knows the differences between these. The approaches entirely rely on the situation you are in to work and also relies on the followers to engage and understand the differences and why you may be using whichever one you have decided upon.
Ultimately, Brymer and Gray’s paper encourages important discussions about what it means to lead effectively outdoors, and encourages instructors to refine their leadership approach in pursuit of meaningful learning experiences.
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