TOPIC: 
A CRITICAL REVIEW ON THE IMPACT OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP ON ORGANISATIONAL INNOVATION


1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 	Overview of Leadership and Leadership Theories
Garzón-Lasso et al. (2024) believed that leadership remains one of the most extensively researched concepts within business and management studies, because of its real influence on organisational effectiveness, employee behaviour and strategic outcomes. They further argued that leadership in general can be seen as the process where one person influences others, so that shared goals and objectives is achieved (Garzón-Lasso et al., 2024).  Over the years, several leadership theories have been developed, trying to clarify how leaders emerge, how they act, and how they affect organisational performance. Early approaches like Trait Theory put the spotlight on personal leadership characteristics of an individual (Dåderman et al., 2022), while Behavioural Theory leaned into observable leadership behaviours (Stoker et al., 2023). Then came Contingency theory and Situational Leadership, arguing that leadership effectiveness depends on the context, and on the leader’s ability to flex those behaviours when the situation changes. (Jerab, 2023).  
More recent perspectives on leadership have shifted the focus toward relationships and inner motivation in leadership, which contributed to the emergence of contemporary leadership theories such as the transactional, transformational, servant, authentic, and ethical leadership perspectives (Hoch et al., 2018; Garzón-Lasso et al., 2024). Among these contemporary approaches to leadership, transformational leadership has gained attention, mainly because it can inspire followers, support change efforts, and encourage innovation in organisational environments that are growing more dynamic than before (Lin et al., 2025).
The concept of transformational leadership was first introduced by Burns (1978). He distinguished transformational leaders from transactional ones, positing that transformational leaders tend to lift followers’ motivation, values and commitment by pushing them towards collective objectives, those that kind of go beyond just personal aims. Later Bass (1985) and Bass and Riggio (2006) built on this idea, arguing that transformational leaders can influence followers through four core dimensions: idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), idealised influence helps leaders act as role models, inspirational motivation is more about getting employees to adopt a shared organisational direction or vision, intellectual stimulation boosts creativity and deeper critical thinking, whereas individualised consideration is oriented toward supporting followers’ personal as well as professional growth.
Over the last four decades, transformational leadership has turned into one of the dominant paradigms in leadership research, and it has been linked to different positive organisational outcomes, like stronger employee performance, better organisational commitment, higher job satisfaction, more knowledge sharing, and also innovation (Kim and Cruz, 2022; Lindert et al., 2022). However, there is a need to understand how universal this leadership approach really is or how well it can be measured, and whether it works the same way across different settings, which is why it is seen as a rich area for critical academic investigation.

1.2	Organisational Innovation
Innovation is essential for organisational survival and success, as Hael et al. (2024) argued that organisational growth and development in this present competitive environment hinges on whether a firm can come up with brilliant ideas, and then properly pick and carry out the most promising ones. This implies that organisational innovation is the process through which employees generate, support, and put creative ideas into action. To boost innovation, Jun and Lee (2023) argued that organisational leaders should stimulate employees, so they actually participate in innovative work behaviors. Innovation enables organisations to come up with novel products, improve services, refine operational workflows and then respond efficiently to technological, economic, and social shifts (Hael et al., 2024). The increasing pace of digital transformation, globalisation, and market disruption has intensified the need for organisations to foster innovative capabilities and cultures. As a result, researchers and practitioners have now become increasingly interested in identifying organisational factors that stimulate innovation. 
Leadership is widely recognised and appreciated as one of the key determinants of innovation (Huang et al., 2022). Therefore, exploring how transformational leadership contributes to organisational innovation directly represents an important area of inquiry within contemporary business and management research.

1.3	Purpose of this Essay
The main purpose of this essay is to critically review contemporary research on the impact of transformational leadership on organisational innovation. To achieve this purpose, this essay will review contemporary literature examining the relationship between transformational leadership and organisational innovation. It will also identify and evaluate the dominant theoretical frameworks used in transformational leadership and innovation research. It will then critically examine the methodological assumptions underpinning recent studies, while critically assessing issues of reliability, validity, bias, and ethical practice within the reviewed studies.

1.4	Justification and Relevance of the Topic
The relationship between transformational leadership and organisational innovation has gotten a lot of scholarly attention in recent years especially when organisations are trying to find ways to steer through uncertainty and still stay competitive (see for example, Khorshd et al 2023; Harsono et al., 2025; Kim & Yoon, 2025; Vu et al., 2025; Martín-Rojas et al., 2026). Although there has been positive relationship between transformational leadership and innovation outcomes, findings across contexts, industries, and geographical regions are not always consistent (Huang et al., 2022; Jun and Lee, 2023).
In addition, existing literature has adopted different theoretical lenses, philosophical positions, plus methodological routines. Because of that the interpretations about how leadership connects with innovation can end up with very varying meanings (Lin et al., 2025). A critical review of recent literature, including their methodologies, is therefore necessary to evaluate the current state of knowledge, identify methodological and theoretical limitations, and highlight areas requiring further investigation. 

1.5	Personal Motivation for the Study
My interest in transformational leadership and how it affects organisational innovation developed mainly because of my work experience in the UK logistics sector. Over the past few years, I transitioned from being a Team Leader to a Night Shift Manager, and that gave me a chance to see first-hand how different leadership styles play out in really demanding, fast-paced operations. During all of that, I noticed clear differences in how leaders shape employee mindsets, motivation, and overall organisational performance. Some of them manage to really lift their teams to accept change, talk about new ways of doing things, and keep pushing for ongoing improvement. Other leaders instead struggle to foster the same level of commitment and creativity. These contrasting experiences made me wonder why some leadership approaches look more effective than others when it comes to stimulating innovation inside organisations.
From a learning perspective, this topic is relevant to my professional development as an aspiring senior business leader and researcher. It brings together two important streams in management research, transformational leadership and organisational innovation, therefore, directly informing my theoretical experience in management research. Also, this topic gives me a chance to interrogate the philosophical assumptions, the methodological choices, and the ethical considerations that sit underneath this research. In that way, it supports my growth, both as a reflective practitioner, and also as a researcher.

1.6	Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning this Essay
In this essay, the link between transformational leadership and organisational innovation can be understood from the lenses of key theories including Transformational Leadership Theory, Social Exchange Theory, and the Resource-Based View. The integration of these three theories offers a detailed explanation about how transformational leadership links with organisational innovation. 
Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational Leadership Theory, originally proposed by Burns (1978) and later developed by Bass (1985) is the core theoretical base for this essay. The key claim of this theory is that transformational leaders nudge followers to go beyond narrow self-interests, aiming instead for shared organisational outcomes (Burns, 1978). Transformational Leadership Theory has consistently been tied to improved employee creativity, knowledge sharing, psychological empowerment, organisational commitment and innovation performance (Peng et al., 2021 Deng et al., 2023). However, despite how widely it gets used, there have been questions surrounding its universal applications across different cultural and organisational contexts (Yukl, 2013).
Social Exchange Theory
Social Exchange Theory, according to Blau (1964) offers a complementary perspective to explain how transformational leadership ends up shaping employee behaviour. The theory posits that the connection between leaders and followers is built on reciprocal exchanges, which are usually marked by trust, respect, and mutual obligation (Ahmad et al., 2023). When viewed from the context of transformational leadership, behaviours like individualised consideration and inspirational motivation have been documented to help produce better quality relationships between leader and member (Bakker et al., 2023). However, a limitation of this theory is that reciprocal relationships are not purely automatic and can be steered by contextual elements like organisational justice, national culture, and power distance (Madison et al., 2025). 
Resource-Based View
The Resource Based View (RBV), according to Barney (1991) offers an organisational perspective for understanding why transformational leadership leads to sustained innovation. In general, RBV argues that firms gain a competitive edge by building resources and capabilities that are valuable, rare, hard to copy, and not easily replaced (Peng et al., 2021). Transformational leaders help shape these key capabilities by supporting learning cultures, pushing for cooperation, enabling knowledge exchange, and helping the organisation stay flexible when conditions shift (Peng et al., 2021). However, RBV has faced criticism, mainly because it offers limited explanation on how strategic resources get built gradually over time (Pereira and Bamel, 2021).
Reason for Selecting These Theories 
Although other approaches like Organizational Learning Theory, Dynamic Capabilities Theory, Leader–Member Exchange Theory, and the Knowledge-Based View are relevant theories that can be employed to explain organisational innovation. However, they were deemed inadequate for this essay because they focused majorly on organisational processes (Ahmad et al., 2023; Hael et al., 2024). Therefore, using a mix of Transformational Leadership Theory, Social Exchange Theory and the Resource-Based View is considered more appropriate, because it captures the organisational, behavioral, relational, and strategic dimensions of the relationship under investigation.
1.7	Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework developed for this essay illustrates the proposed relationships that were identified across contemporary literature. It assumes that transformational leadership helps organisational innovation in a positive way, both directly and indirectly through mediating organisational processes of idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration. This conceptual framework also recognises that the link between transformational leadership and innovation can be either strengthened or maybe weakened by different contextual factors such as organisational culture, organisational learning capability, environmental uncertainty, digital transformation, and organisational size (Karimi et al., 2023; Zhang and Xu, 2024). 
The framework which proposes that transformational leadership is the independent variable influencing organisational innovation as the dependent variable, provides an organised basis for critically evaluating the contemporary literature reviewed in this essay. Instead of assuming a straightforward direct relationship between transformational leadership and innovation, this conceptual framework proposes that leadership influences innovation via different behavioural, relational, and organisational mechanisms.


2.	METHODOLOGY
2.1 	Research Design
This essay adopts a critical literature review approach to examine contemporary research regarding the relationship between transformational leadership and organisational innovation, specifically articles published from 2021 to 2026. Although this research design has an obvious limitation in the sense that it depends only on already published papers, and it does not produce new, original primary empirical evidence (Snyder, 2019). However, the design is applicable for this essay, because its core purpose is not to establish new empirical relationships, but to critically synthesise contemporary research on how transformational leadership impacts organisational innovation.  
2.2	Research Philosophy
This essay is informed primarily by an interpretivist philosophical orientation which assumes that organisational phenomena are socially built, and knowledge is not just “found” but generated through individuals’ understanding, and the meanings they attach to what they experience (Saunders et al., 2023). Therefore, in this essay, leadership and innovation are not treated like fixed concepts, instead they are context dependent, with the understanding that the way they get interpreted can drift across different organisational settings, industries, and even across cultures, depending on how the situation is reported. 

2.3	Search Strategy
A systematic approach search strategy was used to identify and retrieve the most relevant literature for this essay. A range of electronic databases including Scopus, Web of Science, Emerald Insight, ABI/INFORM, and Google Scholar were searched because these sources index high quality, peer-reviewed business and management research (Gusenbauer and Haddaway, 2020).
The searches were carried out by combining keywords and using Boolean operators of AND and OR. The main search terms used in the query included “transformational leadership”, “organisational innovation”, “innovation performance”, “employee creativity”, “innovative behaviour”, “leadership and innovation”, “innovation climate”, and “knowledge sharing”. These search terms were combined using the Boolean operators to maximise the capture of studies that relate to the topic. 

2.4	Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To enhance the quality and relevance of the essay, clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established prior to the literature search. This is provided in Table 1. A more comprehensive table with justification for each criterion is presented in Appendix 1. 
Table 1.	Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Literature Selection
	Criterion
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Publication type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles.
	Conference abstracts, dissertations, book reviews, editorials, opinion papers.

	Research focus
	Studies examining transformational leadership and organisational innovation.
	Studies focusing exclusively on other leadership styles without examining transformational leadership.

	Publication period
	Studies published between 2021 and 2026; seminal theoretical works published earlier where necessary.
	Studies published before 2021 that are not considered seminal or foundational.

	Language
	Publications written in English.
	Publications in languages other than English.


Source: Developed by the researcher

2.5	Study Selection Process
The initial search across the selected electronic databases produced 386 records. After identifying and removing 26 duplicate records, there were 360 unique studies left for the screening phase.   The titles as well as the abstracts of those remaining studies were checked against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. At that step, 178 studies got excluded, mainly because their titles and abstract were not directly related to transformational leadership and organisational innovation and they focused on unrelated leadership theories, putting them out of the scope of this essay. Therefore, 182 full-text articles were retrieved and assessed for eligibility.
While doing the full-text review, each article was critically examined to see if it matched the eligibility criteria. In total, 142 articles were excluded, mainly because they did not satisfy one or more of the eligibility criteria. More specifically, 55 studies dealt with leadership approaches that were not transformational leadership, 32 studies looked at innovation but without any clear leadership dimension in the work, 28 publications turned out to be from non-peer reviewed sources, while 27 studies did not provide enough methodological detail. After all eligibility criteria were applied, 40 contemporary peer-reviewed articles were retained for the final analysis. The breakdown of the selection procedure is provided in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1.	Breakdown of Article Selection Procedure
Source:	Researcher’s compilation.


2.6	Data Extraction and Synthesis
The relevant information from each selected article was pulled out in a systematic way, so it would be easier to compare key findings across the literature. Information collected include author(s), year, country, theoretical framework(s) used, and methodology. After the extraction, the data were analysed using the thematic synthesis approach described by Thomas and Harden (2008). The process, in practice, has three overlapping and also iterative stages, namely: line-by-line coding, developing descriptive themes, and generating analytical themes. The key findings were coded first, then similar codes were grouped together, and this was used to create themes in a more descriptive sense. After that, the themes were refined and subsequently developed into analytical themes, which gives new insights and concepts from the included studies.
3.	FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
3.1	Characteristics of Included Articles
The final data set included in this essay comprised 40 peer reviewed journal articles that got published between 2021 and 2026. The selected studies span across multiple disciplines, which include leadership, organisational behaviour, innovation management, knowledge management, human resource management, psychology, manufacturing management, public administration, telecommunication, technology, and hospitality management. This multidisciplinary distribution shows how emerging research regarding how transformational leadership contributes to organisational innovation is currently getting more interdisciplinary recognition.
The geographic distribution of the empirical studies illustrates international diversity as Asia takes up the largest share of the empirical work, with studies carried out in China, Vietnam, South Korea, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia. Europe is represented too, through research in Italy, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Belgium, along with multinational European SME environments. Beyond that, other empirical investigations included Australia, the United States, plus multinational samples that were assembled via systematic reviews and meta-analyses. However, there was a very noticeable lack of studies from Sub-Saharan Africa and that points to a meaningful contextual gap within the contemporary body of literature. A summary of these characteristics against each of the included articles is provided in Appendix 2.

3.2	Theoretical Frameworks Adopted in the Included Articles
Most of the empirical studies (n = 23), accounting for 68% of the total articles, adopted  transformational leadership theory as their primary theoretical framework (Alharbi et al., 2021; Ashoor, 2021; Eden, 2021; Grošelj et al., 2021; Joullié et al., 2021; Knezović and Drkić, 2021; Sloof & Siemens, 2021; Awan and Jehanzeb, 2022; Kiss et al., 2022; Bakker et al., 2023;  Deng et al., 2023; Jun and Lee, 2023; Lin, 2023; Anjos and Kuhn, 2024; Bauwens et al., 2024; Nguyen and Sharma, 2024; Zhang and Xu, 2024; Al Maalouf et al., 2025; Bai et al., 2025; Chen and Khan, 2025; Kim and Yoon, 2025; Oh and Sabharwal, 2025; and Yang et al., 2025).  Alongside that, four (n = 4) review papers (Peng et al., 2021; Banks et al., 2022; Agazu et al., 2025; and Gaybullaev and Strode, 2026) synthesised evidence on transformational leadership, using the same theoretical lens in explaining innovation and organisational performance.  This theory was repeatedly used to clarify how leaders who are transformative manage to build enabling organisational environments that can stimulate employee creativity, knowledge sharing, and innovative work behaviour.
The Resource-Based View, and also its extension, the Knowledge-Based View, is the second dominant theoretical perspective across the reviewed articles (n = 8), accounting for 20% of the included studies (van Dun and Kumar, 2023; Nabi et al., 2023; Boccoli et al., 2024; Gui et al., 2024; Harsono et al., 2025; Vu et al., 2025; Martín-Rojas et al., 2026; and Piaralal et al., 2026). Across these papers the argument stays consistent that transformational leaders improve organisational innovation by building strategic assets, like innovation capability, organisational learning, digital capability, technological adoption, and knowledge sharing. 
Social Exchange Theory emerged as the third most frequently employed theoretical framework, accounting for only 12% of the articles included. The theory was adopted across five articles (n = 5) (Chua and Ayoko, 2021; Rafique et al., 2022; Karimi et al., 2023; Ehrnrooth et al., 2023; and Saif et al., 2024). The few presences of this theory across the entire included papers suggest a growing idea that transformational leadership does not influence innovation directly but rather operates by reinforcing reciprocal relationships between leaders and employees. 

3.3	Methodological and Philosophical Foundations of Research Area
Research Paradigms 
According to Kuhn (2012), scientific fields often develop around dominant paradigms, and those end up influencing what counts as acceptable theories, methodological practices, and standards of evidence. The research paradigms underpinning the included papers are assessed in this section. 
Ontology
Ontology refers to the assumptions about what reality is like and whether phenomena exist independently of human perception (Crotty, 1998). The analysis of the included articles reveal that the overwhelming majority adopted  a realist ontological stance positing that transformational leadership, innovation, knowledge sharing, psychological empowerment, and organisational culture exists in a stable way as objective organisational phenomena that could be measured using validated instruments and quantified through statistical analysis (e.g., Alharbi et al., 2021; Knezović & Drkić, 2021; Awan & Jehanzeb, 2022; Rafique et al., 2022; Jun & Lee, 2023; Karimi et al., 2023; Nguyen & Sharma, 2024; Anjos & Kuhn, 2024; Harsono et al., 2025). 
Although some other studies failed to explicitly state ontological stance, it was inferred from their research design and methodological choices (Chua and Ayoko, 2021; Ehrnrooth et al., 2023; Nabi et al., 2023; van Dun and Kumar, 2023; Boccoli et al., 2024; Gui et al., 2024; Saif et al., 2024; Zhang and Xu, 2024; Vu et al., 2025; Harsono et al., 2025; Martín-Rojas et al., 2026; Piaralal et al., 2026). This lack of philosophical clarity is a limitation as it makes it rather difficult to judge if the researchers genuinely chose an objectivist stance on purpose or if they simply kept to established methodological habits (Kuhn, 2012). 
Epistemology
Epistemology deals with the concern of what knowledge really is, its origin, how it can be constructed, and how it can be acquired (Saunders et al. 2023). Across the reviewed literature, most studies relied on positivist and post-positivist epistemological assumptions, though like the ontology side, these views were often not explicitly stated (Chua and Ayoko, 2021; Grošelj et al., 2021; Rafique et al., 2022; Bakker et al., 2023; Deng et al., 2023; Ehrnrooth et al., 2023; Karimi et al., 2023; Nabi et al., 2023; van Dun and Kumar, 2023; Boccoli et al., 2024; Gui et al., 2024; Nguyen & Sharma, 2024; Saif et al., 2024; Zhang and Xu, 2024; Harsono et al., 2025; Kim & Yoon, 2025; Vu et al., 2025; Martín-Rojas et al., 2026; and Piaralal et al., 2026). Knowledge was produced via deductive reasoning, where hypotheses were developed from existing theories and then tested using quantitative data gathered from employees and organisational participants. However, evidence from meta-analyses from Banks et al. (2022); Peng et al. (2021), Agazu et al., (2025); and Gaybullaev and Strode, (2026) also pushed the same epistemological direction by synthesising quantitative evidence to identify consistent patterns across the literature.
Summary
The research paradigms evaluated across the literature illustrate that the dominance of realist ontology and positivist epistemology has left no room for interpretivist or constructivist approaches which could have shown how employees subjectively experience transformational leadership, and how it has influenced their innovative prowess. As a result, the existing literature only provides evidence on how transformational leadership influences innovation, but does not explain how employees experience, perceive, and interpret leadership behaviours, or how organisational meanings are constructed. It can be argued that the consistency of realist ontological stance and positivist epistemological assumptions identified across the literature helps the field build cumulative knowledge, however, it also limits the opportunity to probe other ontological angles, maybe like constructivism, which could give more textured understandings of how employees perceive transformational leadership and innovation across different organisational settings (Kuhn, 2012).

Methodology
Most of the reviewed literature leaned heavily on quantitative research design, especially cross-sectional surveys. Information was obtained via structured questionnaires that were given to employees, managers, or organisational leaders. These data were then analysed using advanced statistical tools. Regarding analytical methods structural equation modelling and partial least squares structural equation modelling were the dominant approached, used across twenty-three articles  (Alharbi et al., 2021; Eden, 2021; Grošelj et al., 2021; Joullié et al., 2021; Sloof & Siemens, 2021; Kiss et al., 2022; Deng et al., 2023; Jun and Lee, 2023; Karimi et al., 2023; Lin, 2023; Nabi et al., 2023; Anjos and Kuhn, 2024; Gui et al., 2024; Nguyen & Sharma, 2024; Saif et al., 2024; Zhang and Xu, 2024; Bai et al., 2025; Harsono et al., 2025; Chen and Khan, 2025; Kim and Yoon, 2025; Oh and Sabharwal, 2025; Vu et al., 2025; and Yang et al., 2025). Eleven other studies used hierarchical regression and multivariate analyses to test theoretical models of leadership (Chua and Ayoko, 2021; Awan and Jehanzeb, 2022; Deng et al., 2023; Karimi et al., 2023; Rafique et al., 2022; Ehrnrooth et al., 2023; van Dun and Kumar, 2023; Boccoli et al., 2024; Kim & Yoon, 2025; Martín-Rojas et al., 2026; Piaralal et al., 2026).
Some other analytical methods were identified across the literature. For example, Bakker et al. (2023) used a daily diary design, where participants self-report their thoughts, feelings, behaviors, or experiences once or multiple times a day over a specified period. Bauwens et al. (2024) used an experimental study where the authors manipulate one or more independent variables to observe their effect on dependent variables under controlled conditions. Peng et al. (2021) adopted a meta-analysis, where the authors combined quantitative results from multiple independent studies to produce a single and more reliable estimate of an effect. While Banks et al. (2022), Agazu et al. (2025) and Gaybullaev and Strode (2026) all adopted a systematic review approach, where strict and reproducible protocols were used to synthesise existing studies with the purpose of producing newer insights. 
The included studies were predominantly quantitative and systematic reviews and meta-analyses, with an absence of qualitative and mixed-methods studies. This creates a methodological gap that reduces the opportunity to dig into contextual influences and the employee’s lived experiences related to transformational leadership and innovation. This lack of methodological heterogeneity provides an opportunity for future research to address, with an aim of adopting qualitative approaches or combining quantitative rigour with qualitative depth, to develop robust evidence on the impact of transformational leadership on organisational innovation.

Ethics
Ethical considerations were reported inconsistently across the studies that were reviewed. Across all the empirical articles, participation was voluntary and respondents were told they would have anonymity and confidentiality during data collection. However, only a number of studies reported that ethical approval had been secured from institutional review boards or research ethics committees (Saif et al., 2024; Zhang and Xu, 2024; Chen & Khan, 2025; Kim & Yoon, 2025). On the other hand, it is worth noting that the systematic reviews and meta-analyses did not require primary ethical approval, because they were synthesising already published work rather than collecting data directly from human participants. However, they followed PRISMA guidelines, which is the evidence protocol designed to help authors transparently and accurately report why a systematic review was conducted (Page et al., 2021). This ensured transparency in identifying, retrieving, and synthesising existing literature. 
Although ethical considerations were stated across the empirical studies, most of them only provided brief statements regarding confidentiality and voluntary participation, without explaining how informed consent was obtained. Also, it was unclear how participant anonymity was protected, or the protocols followed to maximally protect participants information (Alharbi et al., 2021; Grošelj et al., 2021; Jun & Lee, 2023; Nguyen & Sharma, 2024; Saif et al., 2024; Chen & Khan, 2025; Harsono et al., 2025; Vu et al., 2025; Kim & Yoon, 2025; Yang et al., 2025). This absence of transparency does not automatically mean the research was unethical, rather, it reflects inadequate reporting of the ethical steps, which can make it difficult to properly evaluate the extent to which ethical standards were actually put into practice during the research process. Considering that research on transformational leadership is dealing with sensitive organisational issues like employee empowerment, workplace behaviour, employee involvement, and organisational change, explicit detailing of ethical protocols would help strengthen the credibility, trustworthiness, and the replicability of the literature. 

3.4	Themes Identified and Critical Discussion
Following a thorough review of the extracted data from the included studies, four analytical themes emerged. These themes are: (i) psychological empowerment, (ii) knowledge sharing, (iii) organisational culture as a mediating mechanism, and (iv) digital transformation as an emerging organisational context. These themes illustrate that the effect of transformational leadership on innovation is not only about direct leader–follower interactions, but it also operates through psychological, relational, organisational, and technological processes. 
Theme 1: Psychological Empowerment
Psychological empowerment emerged as one of the most commonly examined mechanisms through which transformational leadership pushes organisational innovation. Burns (1978) and Bass (1987) provided foundational evidence that transformational leaders end up forming conditions where employees feel stronger sense of meaning, competence, autonomy, and impact. Grošelj et al. (2021) supports this assertion by revealing that employees are more likely to develop novel ideas, even if the leader is not directly telling them what to do once the conditions are available. According to Grošelj et al. (2021) such conditions include encouraging open communication to ensure that team members freely offer unconventional perspectives, while giving them ownership over how they execute assignments.
While there is broad agreement about how important psychological empowerment is, Bakker et al. (2023) argues that when transformational leaders grant high autonomy to employees without rigid boundaries, it can create confusion and role stress as employees may struggle to balance conflicting demands without supportive leadership oversight. Alharbi et al. (2021) also argues that psychological empowerment as a result of transformational leadership often shifts the burden of responsibility onto the employee. While Nguyen & Sharma (2024) and Harsono et al., (2025) both posit that when workers feel personally accountable for organisational success, they frequently over-commit, leading to physical burnout and mental exhaustion. 
Both Karimi et al. (2023) and Vu et al. (2025) pointed to psychological empowerment as a meaningful mediator between transformational leadership and innovative work behaviour, suggesting that once employees feel empowered, they tend to be more open to speaking up with new ideas and to getting involved in innovation efforts. In a similar direction, Jun and Lee (2023) suggested that transformational leadership reinforce employees’ dedication to organisational change, which then helps create a climate that supports innovation. However, Knezović & Drkić (2021) provided contrasting findings, arguing that if every employee feels fully empowered to pursue their own creative meaning, a team can pull in too many directions. According to the study, this dilutes capital and labor away from the company's core strategic roadmap (Knezović & Drkić, 2021). Although Boccoli et al. (2024) recognises the impact of transformational leadership on employees’ innovation, they also argue that high empowered employees sometimes reject necessary bureaucratic controls or structural changes, making them perceive administrative checkpoints as obstacles to their autonomy. 
Findings under this theme suggest that transformational leadership can bring about innovation through psychological empowerment but requires careful structural boundaries. This synthesised evidence challenges the idealistic and foundational view of transformational leadership by revealing that autonomy without control leads to chaos, role stress, burnout, and ethical risks. 

Theme 2: Knowledge Sharing
Knowledge sharing is another dominant theme, reflecting the opinions previously established by Bass and Riggio (2006) that transformational leadership can directly influence organisational knowledge processes, contributing to the development of innovative outcomes. Awan & Jehanzeb (2022) echoes this opinion by revealing that transformational leadership boosted knowledge sharing among team members via organisational innovation, while Saif et al. (2024) and Rafique et al. (2022) pointed out knowledge sharing as the main route linking transformational leadership with innovative work behaviour. 
In a similar vein, Joullié et al. (2021), Bauwens et al. (2024), Zhang and Xu, and Bai et al. (2025) all stressed that knowledge management capability together with innovation capability is essential when trying to translate transformational leadership into product, process and radical innovation, which is the development of new concepts to reshape industries and create brand new markets. Martín-Rojas et al. (2026), and Piaralal et al. (2026) also supported the idea that leadership helps create organisational capabilities through better stewardship of knowledge resources rather than through only leadership behaviours in isolation. 
On the other hand, Ashoor, (2021) argued that under intense transformational pressure to produce breakthroughs, employees view their specialised expertise as a personal safety asset, leading them to hide knowledge from coworkers to avoid losing their innovative value within the team, thereby affecting the organisational overall innovative outcomes. Peng et al. (2021) echoes similar critique, revealing that transformational leadership allows knowledge to flow seamlessly within the specific leader's unit, but sharing across different business departments can be completely stalled due to lack of interdepartmental collaboration. Although there is strong empirical support for knowledge sharing as an innovation mechanism under transformational leadership, organisational behaviours that prioritises working together and interdepartmental collaboration is necessary to achieve sustained organisational innovation. (Eden, 2021; Banks et al., 2022; Deng et al., 2023). 

Theme 3: Organisational Culture
This essay identified organisational culture as a key contextual factor that influences the effectiveness of transformational leadership when it comes to encouraging innovation. Vu et al. (2025) found out that transformational leadership shapes innovation by way of organisational cultures that are marked by trust, inventiveness, teamwork and a willingness to move with change. Chen and Khan (2025) also showed that an organisational innovation climate can strengthen the relationship between transformational leadership and innovative behaviour, especially among individuals who are new to the workforce. And Oh and Sabharwal (2025) pointed out something close but not identical, highlighting how job autonomy together with an innovative organisational culture helps spark employee innovation. This implies that an organisation that promotes employee autonomy, as part of organisational cultures, can help directly influence innovation, as employees will be free to implement innovative ideas that can positively benefit the organisations. 
Likewise, Anjos and Kuhn (2024) and van Dun and Kumar (2023) both concluded that when the organisational environment is supportive, transformational leaders can more effectively convert employee creativity into real organisational innovation. Contrastingly, Deng et al. (2023) revealed that culture is inherently rigid and slow moving, and it can be notoriously resistance to change, and innovation offered by transformational leadership. This implies that organisational environment can also hinder innovation if deep-seated cultural norms exist that actively neutralises the leader's behavior. In addition, Gaybullaev and Strode, (2026) critiqued the findings of Chen and Khan (2025) revealing that when transformational leaders amplify an intense innovation climate, newcomers often interpret this culture as an implicit requirement to work excessive hours and constantly generate breakthroughs to prove their worth, which can lead to worker exploitation, exhaustion, and/or burnout.
Nevertheless, the reviewed studies conceptualised organisational culture in quite varied ways, moving from innovation climate and organisational support to ethical standards and psychological safety, and that led to rather a lot of conceptual fragmentation. Most of the studies treated culture as a static organisational characteristic, based mainly on employee perception surveys, even though organisational culture is, in reality, dynamic and socially negotiated (Yang et al., 2025; Ehrnrooth et al., 2023; van Dun and Kumar, 2023; Nabi et al., 2023; Agazu et al., 2025). This methodological tendency narrows the view on how transformational leaders actively drive cultural change over time. 

Theme 4: Digital Transformation
The most recent impact of transformational leadership on organisational innovation is demonstrated under this theme. The evidence presented in this theme shows a noticeable change towards looking at transformational leadership within organisations that are digitally enabled. While earlier studies under this area of leadership mostly focused on employee innovation and creativity, more contemporary research is starting to consider, in a more explicit way, how transformational leadership also helps organisational resilience and digital transformation, in order to achieve sustainable innovation in a rapidly evolving work environment (Zhang and Xu, 2024; Al Maalouf et al., 2025).
Boccoli et al. (2024) revealed that supervisors’ digital communication skills strengthen how transformational leadership works, especially in remote working settings. Because remote work isolates employees physically with limited hands-on visibility, micromanagement of employees can fail, Boccoli et al. (2024) revealed that leaders rely on individualised consideration, a key dimension of transformational leadership, to build remote psychological safety, ensuring workers feel supported rather than hyper-surveilled. In a similar vein, van Dun and Kumar (2023) described transformational leadership as a crucial enabler for Industry 4.0 technology adoption, which is the fourth industrial revolution, marked by the use of smart technology and data sharing such as artificial intelligence, Internet of Things, and robotics. According to the study, transformational leadership supports leaders in the use of intellectual stimulation to foster an agile mindset that can encourage the adoption of technology to boost innovation, while changing the employee's relationship with technology from fear of mistakes to proactive experimentation (van Dun and Kumar, 2023).
In contrast, Bai et al. (2025) reports that in remote and hybrid work, a leader who keeps pushing for resilience and sustainable innovation through digital channels can blur the boundary between work life and personal life. This is because, according to the study, digital connectivity never turns off, and a transformational leader’s high-energy mindset and big vision can end up, inadvertently, creating a culture of hyper-surveillance and demand of nonstop availability from employees (Bai et al., 2025). This implies that instead of strengthening resilience, digital transformation can lead to digital fatigue and burnout, which are key factors of rapid employee turnover (Sloof & Siemens, 2021). Similarly, Jun & Lee (2023) reported that due to the introduction of advanced technology such as artificial intelligence and cloud computing can lead to intense anxiety within employees that are not technologically savvy and can contribute to resistance to change. Gaybullaev and Strode (2026) then recommended that leaders cannot just deploy software; rather, they must use inspirational motivation to create shared meaning and a compelling vision around why technology matters. This will help address employee resistance to change and their anxiety towards adopting the technology.
However, despite this emerging focus, digital transformation stays a bit underdeveloped in the transformational leadership research space. The reviewed evidence under this theme perceived digitalisation more like a background variable, rather than actually rethinking if the traditional transformational leadership theory can fit the leadership realities inside digitally intensive organisations. This suggests that the existing literature under leadership and innovation is still anchored in established leadership models even though organisational technology and everyday work practices have evolved significantly. So, building on Kuhn’s (2012) idea of paradigm evolution, this literature seems to hint that the field might be approaching a transition where existing theories need some careful refinement to account for digital leadership evolution and technology-driven innovation. Therefore, for future research, it would be recommended to go beyond treating digital transformation as just an organisational outcome and instead investigate how digital environments reshape transformational leadership itself.
[bookmark: _4troizn21ar]
4.	CRITICAL REVIEW OF ONE ARTICLE
4.1	Introduction
This section critically evaluates one of the included articles. In particular, the selected article is conducted by Zhang and Xu (2024). This article was chosen because it represents a contemporary empirical inquiry into transformational leadership and innovation, while adopting a rigorous quantitative approach. Instead of only concentrating on the substantive findings, this section critically examines the article's overall research philosophy, its methodological design, the ethical considerations involved, and the reliability and validity of the findings reported in the article.

4.2	Research Philosophy
The article is inferred to be situated within a positivist research paradigm, specifically, realist ontology and post-positivist epistemology. Zhang and Xu (2024) developed their hypotheses from transformational leadership theory and radical creativity. According to the study, they defined radical creativity as a type of creativity that challenges old rules and breaks traditional habits to create brand-new systems instead of making just small fixes.
These characteristics of the methods used, such as validated measurement scales and statistical modelling support the realist ontology which assumes that organisational phenomena exists independently and objectively, and they can be captured and measured through empirical observations (Alamri, 2024). This implies that leadership behaviours and employee creativity are treated as observable realities, independent of how each person might interpret them. In the same vein, it supports the epistemology of post-positivist, revealing that the knowledge obtained from the article is produced through hypothesis testing and statistical analysis, while also acknowledging that the findings are probabilistic and not an absolute explanation (Alamri, 2024).
However, the article does not have a clear discussion about its research philosophy, and that counts as a limitation. Saunders et al. (2023) argues that researchers should make their philosophical assumptions explicit, because these assumptions sit behind methodological choices and shape how findings are interpreted. Therefore, the philosophical stance for this article is being inferred rather than directly assessed, which reduces its methodological transparency.

4.3	Research Design and Methodology
Zhang and Xu (2024) adopted a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design, gathering data from organisation employees through structured questionnaires. This research design is appropriate, because it helps to investigate the relationship between transformational leadership, a proactive personality, ethical benchmarks and radical creativity across a relatively large sample in a timely manner, while also supporting statistical generalisation (Figueiredo et al., 2025). However, the study's findings may be influenced by respondents' subjective perceptions, which can introduce response bias (Rosenman et al., 2011). 
Regarding data collection, the authors mitigated potential non-response bias in the data collected via questionnaires by rigorously examining whether significant differences existed between early and late responses. The reported response rate of 57.17% and the assessment of non-response bias can be seen as methodological strengths. The exclusion of questionnaires that were considered invalid because they were completed unusually fast is another demonstration of an effort to improve the overall data quality. However, the lack of transparency about the exact criteria used for excluding responses weakened the reliability of the dataset (Heale and Twycross, 2015).
For data analysis, the authors relied on advanced statistical techniques, adopting mediation analysis and statistical modelling using confirmatory factor analysis to test mediation and moderation effects. The robustness of the analytical approach is a key strength of the article, enabling the authors to investigate the complex relationships between transformational leadership and radical creativity rather than simple direct effects (Rijnhart et al., 2022). However, the research design supports the evaluation of data obtained at a single point in time, so causal inference remains constrained. 
Although the statistical models show significant relationships, they do not demonstrate whether transformational leadership truly leads to radical creativity, or maybe it is the other way around where organisations that are already more creative tend to grow transformational leaders. Adopting longitudinal or experimental designs could have offered more convincing evidence of causality (Figueiredo et al., 2025).

4.4	Reliability and Validity
Internal consistency was assessed using reliability coefficients of Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability, and then confirmatory factor analysis was used to establish convergent and discriminant validity. These methods follow well known standards in quantitative organisational research, and they increase confidence that the constructs investigated were captured accurately (Wang et al., 2015). However, there is a risk of common method bias, mainly because the predictor and outcome variables came from the same respondents, through self-report questionnaires administered at one single point in time (Kock et al., 2021).
Established and previously validated measurement scales were used for every major construct. In detail, the 10-item Proactive Personality Scale was adopted to measure proactive personality, while the 7-item Global Transformational Leadership Scale was used for transformational leadership; and the Supervisor-rated Radical Creativity Scale was used to measure radical creativity. The method of relying on these validated measurement instruments points to a solid construct validity, and it, in turn, enhances the accuracy and consistency of the measurements. However, although these instruments were validated in earlier research, their use in a particular cultural and organisational setting can influence how respondents interpret each questionnaire item, which can then affect external validity (Murad et al., 2018). Because of that, caution is advised to be exercised, especially when trying to generalise findings from the article to organisations that operate in other industries or across different national cultures.

4.5	Ethical Considerations
The article shows a clear awareness of basic ethical principles as the authors stated that all procedures involving the study subjects were approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee and that the research was conducted in accordance with the standards of the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and later amendments. The authors also mentioned that participation from participants was voluntary as respondents were told that their anonymity and confidentiality would be protected. Also, informed consent processes were carried out before any data collection commenced, with information that participants are free to withdraw from the study at any point without consequences. These methods support accepted ethical notions of respect for participants, confidentiality, and voluntary involvement. 
However, the way the ethical steps were reported could have been a bit more detailed. Even though the article describes the core ethical protections and notes the institutional ethical approval, it does not provide explicit detail about data storage procedures, or how participant confidentiality is secured throughout the research process. Providing this information would have improved methodological transparency and would help readers feel more assured about the ethical trustworthiness of the research (Saunders et al., 2023).



5.	CONCLUSION
This essay critically evaluated 40 peer reviewed studies published between 2021 and 2026, to examine how transformational leadership influences organisational innovation, while also critically assessing the methodological foundations of these studies. Following the analysis, this essay found that transformational leadership is repeatedly linked with enhanced innovation outcomes such as innovative work behaviour, knowledge sharing, organisational resilience, and improved organisational performance. However, these relationships and outcomes are dependent on organisational, cultural, contextual, and technological factors, rather than being universally applicable across any setting.
This essay also reveals that the field of organisational leadership and innovation leans heavily on positivist research paradigm, with a focus on realist ontology and positivist/post-positivist epistemology. Quantitative research designs also dominate research across this field, with limited adoption of qualitative and mixed-methods methodology. This suggests that transformational leadership research remains in a stage of normal science characterised by incremental adjustments to existing theories and methods, instead of adopting major methodological or philosophical innovation (Kuhn, 2012). 
This essay is, however, subjected to some limitations. It was constrained to peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2021 and 2026, so earlier studies, even if they could add extra insight, were excluded. Also, while the included studies covered a range of countries and organisational settings, the evidence were mostly clustered in Asian and European contexts, which reduces how broadly these findings are represented globally. 
Despite these issues, the findings of this essay have meaningful implications for business management practice. It reveals that organisations aiming to strengthen innovation should complement transformational leadership with nurturing and supportive organisational cultures, knowledge-sharing mechanisms, employee empowerment, and technological capabilities. It also points to the need for future research to adopt more varied methodological approaches, including qualitative, longitudinal, and mixed-methods designs, in order to better explain how transformational leadership shapes organisational innovation across different contexts.
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Appendix 1.	Expanded Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Literature Selection
	Criterion
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria
	Justification

	Publication type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles.
	Conference abstracts, dissertations, book reviews, editorials, opinion papers and other non-peer-reviewed publications.
	Peer-reviewed articles undergo rigorous academic scrutiny, enhancing the credibility, reliability, and quality of the evidence reviewed (Saunders et al., 2023).

	Research focus
	Studies examining transformational leadership and organisational innovation and other related innovation outcomes such as employee creativity, innovative work behaviour, and innovation performance.
	Studies focusing exclusively on other leadership styles without examining transformational leadership, or innovation without a leadership component.
	Ensures that all selected studies are directly relevant to the research objectives and contribute to understanding the relationship under investigation.

	Publication period
	Studies published between 2021 and 2026; seminal theoretical works published earlier where necessary.
	Studies published before 2021 that are not considered seminal or foundational.
	Restricting the review to recent literature ensures that the findings reflect contemporary developments, while seminal works provide the theoretical foundation required to contextualise current research.

	Language
	Publications written in English.
	Publications in languages other than English.
	English-language publications were selected because they were accessible to the researcher and represent the dominant language of international business and management scholarship.

	Disciplinary scope
	Studies conducted within business, management, organisational behaviour, leadership, or related organisational contexts
	Studies conducted in unrelated disciplines where findings are not transferable to organisational leadership and innovation
	Ensures that the evidence reviewed is directly applicable to business and management research and supports meaningful synthesis within the scope of the study.


Source: Developed by the researcher



Appendix 2.  Characteristics of the Included Studies (N = 40)
	Author(s)
	Country
/Context
	Organisational Setting
	Discipline
	Methodology
	Primary Theory

	Agazu et al. (2025)
	Global
	Multiple industries
	Entrepreneurship/Leadership
	Systematic Literature Review
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Al Maalouf et al. (2025)
	Europe
	SMEs
	Business Management
	Quantitative Survey (SEM)
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Alharbi et al. (2021)
	Saudi Arabia
	Business organisations
	Innovation Management
	Quantitative Survey (SEM)
	Transformational Leadership Theory; Management Control Theory

	Anjos & Kuhn (2024)
	America
	Restaurants
	Hospitality & Tourism
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Ashoor (2021)
	International
	Large firms and SMEs
	Innovation Strategy
	Conceptual Analysis
	RBV; Transformational Leadership Theory

	Awan & Jehanzeb (2022)
	Pakistan
	Business organisations
	HRM/Leadership
	Quantitative Survey (PLS-SEM)
	Transformational Leadership Theory; AMO Theory

	Bai et al. (2025)
	China
	Business organisations
	Organisational Behaviour
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Bakker et al. (2023)
	Norway
	Multiple organisations
	Organisational Psychology
	Daily Diary Study
	Job Demands–Resources Theory

	Banks et al. (2022)
	Global
	Multiple sectors
	Leadership Studies
	Systematic Review
	Multiple Leadership Theories

	Bauwens et al. (2024)
	Belgium
	Business organisations
	Human Resource Management
	Experimental Design
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Boccoli et al. (2024)
	Italy
	Remote-working organisations
	Leadership/Remote Work
	Quantitative Survey
	Job Demands–Resources Theory

	Chen & Khan (2025)
	China
	High-tech enterprises
	Sustainability Management
	Quantitative Survey (SEM)
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Chua & Ayoko (2021)
	Australia
	Business organisations
	Organisational Behaviour
	Quantitative Survey
	Self-Determination Theory

	Deng et al. (2023)
	Global
	Multiple sectors
	Leadership Development
	Evidence-based Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Eden (2021)
	Israel
	Leadership research
	Leadership Studies
	Quantitative Survey
	Leadership Theory

	Ehrnrooth et al. (2023)
	Russia
	Business organisations
	Human Resource Management
	Quantitative Survey
	High-Performance Work Systems

	Gaybullaev & Strode (2026)
	Global
	Multiple industries
	Sustainability
	Systematic Literature Review
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Grošelj et al. (2021)
	Slovenia
	Business organisations
	Innovation Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Gui et al. (2024)
	Vietnam
	Manufacturing firms
	Innovation Management
	Quantitative Survey (SEM)
	Resource-Based View

	Harsono et al. (2025)
	Indonesia
	Manufacturing firms
	Manufacturing Management
	Quantitative Survey (PLS-SEM)
	Knowledge-Based View

	Joullié et al. (2021)
	International
	General organisations
	Leadership Studies
	Conceptual Paper
	Leadership Theory

	Jun & Lee (2023)
	South Korea
	Business organisations
	Behavioural Sciences
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Karimi et al. (2023)
	Iran
	Agricultural organisations
	Sustainability
	Quantitative Survey
	Psychological Capital Theory

	Kim & Yoon (2025)
	South Korea
	IT corporations
	Psychology
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Kiss et al. (2022)
	United States
	Publicly listed firms
	Strategic Management
	Longitudinal Secondary Data
	Upper Echelons Theory

	Knezović & Drkić (2021)
	Bosnia & Herzegovina
	SMEs
	SME Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Lin (2023)
	China
	Hospitality organisations
	Hospitality Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Social Identity Theory

	Martín-Rojas et al. (2026)
	Spain
	SMEs
	Management Science
	Quantitative Survey
	Resource-Based View

	Nabi et al. (2023)
	China
	Manufacturing firms
	Innovation Management
	Quantitative Survey (SEM)
	Knowledge-Based View

	Nguyen & Sharma (2024)
	Vietnam
	Online business organisations
	Knowledge Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Social Exchange Theory; Knowledge-Based View

	Oh & Sabharwal (2025)
	United States
	Public sector organisations
	Public Administration
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Peng et al. (2021)
	International
	Multiple industries
	Organisational Behaviour
	Meta-analysis
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	Piaralal et al. (2026)
	Malaysia
	Telecommunications industry
	Administrative Sciences
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory

	[bookmark: _yclz8v85xjmv]Rafique et al. (2022)
	China
	Business organisations
	Innovation Management
	Quantitative Survey (PLS-SEM)
	Social Exchange Theory

	Saif et al. (2024)
	Malaysia
	Business organisations
	Psychology/Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Social Exchange Theory

	Sloof & Siemens (2021)
	Netherlands
	General organisations
	Leadership Economics
	Theoretical/Analytical
	Economic Theory of Leadership

	van Dun & Kumar (2023)
	Netherlands
	Manufacturing organisations
	Operations Management
	Mixed Survey Analysis
	Resource-Based View

	Vu et al. (2025)
	Vietnam
	Business organisations
	Organisational Behaviour
	Quantitative Survey
	Psychological Empowerment Theory

	Yang et al. (2025)
	China
	SMEs
	Psychology
	Quantitative Survey
	Social Exchange Theory

	Zhang & Xu (2024)
	China
	Business organisations
	Management
	Quantitative Survey
	Transformational Leadership Theory


Source: Developed by the researcher
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