Dissertation 



[image: A logo with black text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Transformational Leadership and Organisational Change within Newport City Council: A Qualitative Study

Name: Jay McCabe
Student ID: 2317251
Module: BMMB7028D














	
 
EXAMINATION OF TAUGHT MASTER'S DEGREE DISSERTATION:
NOTICE OF CANDIDATURE FORM
 
Please complete this form when your dissertation is ready to be submitted for examination.
 

	 
Surname/Family Name: McCabe                                      Date of Birth: 16.04.1979
Forenames (in full) Jay                                                   Title Mr      
Institution Number, if known: N/A
Title of Degree (e.g., MA, MSc, MBA): MBA
Title of Taught Master's degree scheme followed (e.g., Equine Studies): N/A
Department/School in which study was pursued: Distance Learning
Name of Supervisor: Anthony Burns
Full title of dissertation submitted: Transformational Leadership and Organisational Change within Newport City Council: A Qualitative Study

 
Please indicate that the following will all be submitted along with this form:
 
P 1 electronic copy submitted via Turnitin;
           

	





DECLARATION
        
This work has not previously been accepted in substance for any degree and is not being concurrently submitted in candidature for any degree.
 
Signed: Jay McCabe (candidate)[image: Jay's signature.jpg]
 
Date: 07/09/2026
 


 
STATEMENT 1
 
This work is the result of my own investigations, except where otherwise stated.
 
Other sources are acknowledged by references. A bibliography is appended.
Signed: Jay McCabe[image: Jay's signature.jpg]
 
Date: 07/09/2026
 
STATEMENT 2
 
I hereby give consent for my work, if accepted, to be available for photocopying and inter-library loan, and for the title and summary to be made available to outside organisations.
 
Signed: Jay McCabe[image: Jay's signature.jpg]
 
Date: 07/09/2026
 
 



















	Contents

	Page no

	Abstract

	9

	Chapter 1: Introduction

	11

	1.1 Opening

	11

	1.2 Structure

	11

	1.3 Background

	12

	1.4 The Research Problem

	14

	1.4.1 Existing Knowledge in the Literature

	14

	1.4.2 Gaps in the Literature

	14

	1.4.3 Significance of the Research Problem

	15

	1.5 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions

	15

	1.5.1 Aims

	15

	1.5.2 Objectives

	16

	1.5.3 Research Questions

	16

	1.6 Significance

	17

	1.7 Limitations

	17

	1.8 Chapter Summary

	18

	Chapter 2: Literature Review

	19

	2.1 Introduction and Structure of the Chapter

	19

	2.2 Theoretical Foundations of Transformational Leadership

	19

	2.3 Traits and Key Components of Transformational Leadership

	20

	2.3.1 Key Aspects of Transformational Leadership within Organisational Change

	21

	2.4 Transformational Leadership in Organisational Change within Local Authorities

	25

	2.5 Influence on Employee Motivation, Engagement and Performance

	26

	2.5.1 Organisational Performance Outcomes

	27

	2.5.2 The Relationship Between Transformational Leadership and Employee Motivation, Engagement and Performance

	29

	2.6 Contextual Challenges in Local Authorities

	30

	2.7 Understanding Transformational Leadership in Local Authorities

	30

	2.8 Key Practices and Behaviours in Local Government

	31

	2.9 Opportunities and Barriers to Implementation

	32

	2.9.1 Opportunities

	32

	2.9.2 Barriers

	32

	2.10 The Influence of Organisational Culture, Structure and Community Expectations

	34

	2.10.1 Interplay Between Culture, Structure and Community

	35

	2.11 Summary and Areas for Further Research

	37

	Chapter 3: Methodology

	39

	3.1 Introduction

	39

	3.2 Research Rationale, Aim and Objectives

	39

	3.3 Research Design

	40

	3.3.1 Research Philosophy (Layer One): Interpretivism

	41

	3.3.2 Research Approach (Layer Two): Inductive

	42

	3.3.3 Research Strategy (Layer Three): Qualitative Case Study

	42

	3.3.4 Methodological Choice (Layer Four): Mono-method Qualitative Approach

	43

	3.3.5 Time Horizons (Layer Five): Cross-sectional

	44

	3.3.6 Techniques and Procedures (Layer Six): Interviews and Thematic Analysis

	45

	3.4 Validity and Reliability

	46

	3.5 Data Analysis Procedures

	47

	3.6 Findings and Analytical Procedures

	48

	3.7 Ethical Considerations

	49

	3.8 Evaluation: Potential Impact and Limitations

	50

	Chapter 4: Qualitative Results

	52

	4.1 Theme 1: Organisational Culture

	52

	4.2 Theme 2: Relational and Enabling Leadership

	53

	4.3 Theme 3: Collaboration, Partnership and Silos

	55

	4.4 Theme 4: Governance, Bureaucracy and Accountability

	56

	4.5 Theme 5: Communication, Trust and Visible Leadership

	57

	4.6 Theme 6: Resource Pressure, Workload and Complexity

	58

	4.7 Theme 7: Public Value and Community Outcomes

	59

	4.8 Theme 8: Leadership Development and Cross-Service Learning

	60

	4.9 Chapter Summary

	61

	Chapter 5: Discussion

	63

	5.1 Summary of Key Findings

	63

	5.2 Interpreting Transformational Leadership as Relational and Values-Led

	64

	5.3 Organisational Culture as an Enabler and Constraint

	65

	5.4 Collaboration, Silos and the Limits of Individual Leadership

	66

	5.5 Governance, Bureaucracy and the Public Sector Paradox

	67

	5.6 Communication, Trust and Sense-Making During Change

	68

	5.7 Resource Pressure, Workload and the Conditions for Transformation

	69

	5.8 Public Value, Community Outcomes and Child-Centred Purpose

	70

	5.9 Answering the Research Questions

	71

	5.10 Theoretical Implications

	72

	5.11 Practical Implications

	73

	5.12 Strengths, Limitations and Reflexivity

	74

	5.13 Recommendations for Future Research

	75

	5.14 Chapter Summary

	75

	5.15 Conclusion

	77

	References

	79

	Appendices

	92

	Appendix 1 Participation consent form 

	92

	Appendix 2 Transcripts

	96

	Appendix 3 Qualitative analysis of each transcript A-S

	798

	Appendix 4 Qualitative analysis: Synthesis of all participants A-S

	913

	Appendix 5 Ethics Form

	928













Abstract
This dissertation explores how transformational leadership is understood, experienced and enacted within Newport City Council. It addresses a gap in the literature by examining transformational leadership not as an abstract or universal model, but as a relational and context-dependent practice shaped by public accountability, organisational culture, resource pressures and community expectations. The study asks how managers and staff interpret transformational leadership, which behaviours they associate with it, what enables or constrains its use, and how it influences motivation, engagement and organisational change.
A qualitative research design was used to capture detailed participant perspectives across different roles and service areas. Interview data were analysed thematically to identify patterns in how leadership, culture, communication, collaboration, governance and change were experienced. The findings show that transformational leadership was understood primarily through relational and enabling behaviours, including trust, visibility, empathy, autonomy, ethical practice, communication and staff development. Participants valued leadership that was accessible, values-led and connected to public service purpose, particularly where it supported children, families, communities and service improvement.
The study also found that transformational leadership was constrained by uneven organisational culture, silo working, bureaucracy, workload pressure, limited resources and inconsistent communication. These findings challenge overly leader-centred accounts of transformational leadership by showing that its effectiveness in local government depends on both interpersonal leadership behaviours and the wider organisational conditions that enable or restrict change. The dissertation therefore argues that transformational leadership in a local authority should be understood as relational, values-led and systemic.
The research contributes to leadership theory and local government practice by showing that transformational leadership operates through the interaction of relationships, systems and public value. It recommends strengthening relational leadership capability, cross-service learning, communication during change, proportionate governance and staff capacity for improvement. The study concludes that transformational leadership can support motivation, innovation and service improvement, but only when embedded within organisational systems that make change realistic, accountable and connected to community outcomes.











Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Opening
This research examines leadership in public sector organisations, with a particular focus on local government and the role of transformational leadership in supporting organisational adaptation, innovation, staff engagement and service improvement (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). The study explores how transformational leadership is enacted in practice and how it may contribute to positive outcomes for staff and service users (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Wang et al., 2011; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018).
The central issue explored in this study is that there remains limited empirical evidence about how transformational leadership is enacted and experienced within local authorities (Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Nordin et al., 2023). The research therefore examines how this leadership approach influences organisational change, staff engagement and service quality in a local government context (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Bass and Riggio, 2006).
1.2 Structure
This chapter establishes the framework for the dissertation by introducing the background to the study, defining the research problem and setting out the research aims, objectives and questions. It situates the research within wider debates on transformational leadership, organisational change and public sector leadership, while explaining the academic and practical rationale for examining these issues in a local authority context.
The research problem section identifies the evidence gap addressed by the study, while the research questions provide the analytical focus for the literature review, methodology, findings and discussion. The chapter also outlines the study’s significance and limitations, ensuring that the scope of the research is defined clearly from the outset.
Overall, the chapter provides the foundation for the literature review that follows by clarifying why transformational leadership in local government warrants further investigation and how the dissertation is organised to address this focus.
1.3 Background
Leadership is central to the effectiveness, adaptability and accountability of public sector organisations (Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009). Within local government, this is particularly important because local authorities deliver complex services while responding to changing community needs, financial constraint, policy reform and increasing scrutiny (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013). Leadership approaches in this context therefore have implications for organisational performance, service quality, staff engagement and public value (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018; Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
Transformational leadership is relevant to this study because it provides a framework for examining how leaders influence change through vision, motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualised support (Bass, 1985; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021). Burns (1978) conceptualised transformational leadership as a process through which leaders and followers raise one another’s motivation and moral purpose, while Bass (1985) later developed this into a model concerned with vision-setting, inspirational motivation, innovation and individualised consideration (Bass, 1985; Bass and Riggio, 2006). However, its relevance to local government must be examined critically, as leadership practice in this context is shaped by public accountability, professional boundaries, resource constraints and community expectations (Northouse, 2021).
In practice, transformational leadership may support trust, teamwork and shared purpose by enabling staff, encouraging creativity and helping teams adapt to change (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021). These features are especially relevant where leaders must respond to complex social issues, limited resources, professional boundaries and competing stakeholder expectations (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018).
Transformational leadership has received growing attention in public sector research because it may contribute to staff engagement, satisfaction, innovation and organisational adaptability (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018). At the same time, its application depends on factors such as organisational culture, structure and resource availability (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018; Van Wart, 2013).
Although research links transformational leadership with motivation, adaptability and improved service delivery, much of the evidence is drawn from broad public sector or private sector studies rather than local authorities specifically (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). This matters because local culture, structure and community expectations shape how leadership is understood, enacted and evaluated in practice (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018).
Examining transformational leadership within local authorities is therefore timely and relevant. This study contributes to understanding how transformational leadership is interpreted and practised in this setting, and how this understanding may inform leadership development, organisational change and service improvement (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Nordin et al., 2023; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
1.4 The Research Problem
The research problem is established by examining what is already known about transformational leadership, identifying gaps in the existing literature and explaining why these gaps matter for local authority leadership and organisational change.
1.4.1 Existing Knowledge in the Literature
Existing research indicates that transformational leadership can support organisational change and improve performance in public sector settings (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Park and Rainey, 2008; Trottier, Van Wart and Wang, 2008; Van Wart, 2013). Leaders using this approach are commonly associated with inspiring teams, encouraging innovation and supporting adaptability (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Northouse, 2021). Evidence also links transformational leadership to higher levels of employee engagement, satisfaction and service effectiveness across public and private sector settings (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Park and Rainey, 2008; Dvir et al., 2002; Northouse, 2021).
1.4.2 Gaps in the Literature
Despite this body of evidence, there remains limited research on how transformational leadership is enacted and experienced within local authorities (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Nordin et al., 2023). These organisations have distinctive structural, political and community-facing features that shape leadership practice, yet relatively little is known about how managers and staff interpret transformational leadership or the practical challenges they encounter when applying it (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006).
1.4.3 Significance of the Research Problem
Understanding this gap is important because local authorities must deliver high-quality services while operating within constrained resources and changing policy environments (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018). Without clearer evidence about how transformational leadership is enacted and experienced in practice, leadership development may not reflect the realities of local authority work (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Ospina, 2017; Nordin et al., 2023). Addressing this gap can support leaders and policymakers to make more informed decisions and strengthen service improvement in local government (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018; Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
1.5 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions
1.5.1 Aims
The main aim of this study was to explore how transformational leadership is understood, experienced and enacted within Newport City Council, and to examine how it influences organisational change, staff engagement and perceived performance in relation to culture, structure, public accountability and community expectations (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010).
1.5.2 Objectives
· To review the literature on the influence of transformational leadership within public sector organisations.
· To interview managers and staff to explore their experiences and interpretations of transformational leadership within a local authority.
· To identify practical transformational leadership practices that may support organisational change, staff engagement and performance improvement within a local authority context.
1.5.3 Research Questions
The research questions provide the analytical focus for the study by defining the areas of evidence required and guiding data collection, analysis and interpretation. They also support the assessment of the study’s contribution to existing knowledge (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
1. How do managers and staff in a local authority understand and interpret transformational leadership? 
2. What are the main practices and behaviours linked to transformational leadership in local government? 
3. What opportunities and challenges are there for using transformational leadership in local authorities? 
4. How does transformational leadership affect staff motivation, engagement and organisational performance in local authorities?

5. How do organisational culture, structure and community expectations influence transformational leadership in local government?

1.6 Significance
This research is significant because it addresses a gap in understanding transformational leadership within local authorities (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Nordin et al., 2023). By examining how leadership is experienced and enacted in this organisational context, the study offers insights that are more specific than broader public sector research (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2018). The findings may inform local authority leaders, human resources professionals and policymakers when considering leadership development approaches that are appropriate to this setting (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Van Wart, 2013).
The study also contributes to wider debates about public sector leadership by examining how leadership, organisational culture and community expectations interact within a local authority context (Schein, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Ospina, 2017). Its insights may support more effective leadership practice, staff motivation and service improvement (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). In a period of reduced resources and increased scrutiny, evidence-informed leadership approaches are important for supporting sustainable change and maintaining public service quality (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).

1.7 Limitations 
However, the study has several limitations. It is confined to a local authority context, meaning that its findings may not be generalisable to other contexts or organisational types (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The perspectives gathered reflect those of managers and staff from a selected authority and may not represent the diversity found across the broader public sector (Bryman, 2012).
The research adopted qualitative methods, using interviews, which were valuable for exploring lived experiences but could be subject to researcher bias and subjectivity (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The richness and reliability of the data depended on participants’ openness and honesty, while practical constraints such as time and resources may have limited the breadth of data collection (Silverman, 2016).
External factors, such as policy changes, organisational restructuring or shifts in community expectations during the research period, may also have influenced the findings (Andrews and Van de Walle, 2013). These limitations were acknowledged and addressed to ensure the research remained as rigorous and balanced as possible (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
1.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter has introduced the dissertation by establishing the background to the study, defining the research problem and setting out the research aims, objectives and questions. It has explained the significance of the research and identified its principal limitations. Together, these sections provide the rationale for examining transformational leadership within a local authority context and establish the foundation for the literature review that follows.
Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 Introduction and Structure of the Chapter
This chapter reviews transformational leadership and its relevance to organisational change in local government. It first explains the theoretical foundations and key behaviours associated with transformational leadership, then examines how these ideas relate to motivation, engagement, performance, culture, structure and community expectations. The chapter evaluates the strengths and limitations of existing research and identifies the gap that informs this qualitative study of Newport City Council. Attention is given to public value, public governance, organisational culture, sense-making, staff engagement and the distinctive conditions of public service work (Moore, 1995; Osborne, 2006; Osborne, 2010; Stoker, 2006; Weick, 1995).
2.2 Theoretical Foundations of Transformational Leadership
Bass and Avolio’s four dimensions of transformational leadership provide a useful framework for examining how leaders build trust, strengthen motivation, encourage independent thinking and support professional development (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Rafferty and Griffin, 2004). However, these behaviours should not be assumed to improve morale, commitment or innovation in all settings. Their effectiveness depends on whether organisational conditions allow vision, empowerment and intellectual stimulation to be translated into practice (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). This is particularly important in public sector organisations, where culture, structure, resources and resistance to change influence leadership outcomes (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002).
These foundations identify the core behaviours associated with transformational leadership: vision, motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualised support (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Bass, 1999). Later research cautions that their impact is contingent on culture, hierarchy, resource availability and the discretion available to leaders and staff (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Antonakis, Avolio and Sivasubramaniam, 2003; Rafferty and Griffin, 2004).
A key debate concerns the balance between leader-centred and context-centred explanations of change. Burns (1978), Bass (1985) and Bass and Riggio (2006) explain how leaders may inspire, empower and develop followers, while Yukl (1999), Tourish and Pinnington (2002) and Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich (1985) question whether leadership theory overstates individual agency and underestimates organisational constraint. This distinction is central to local authorities, where statutory duties, political accountability, financial limits and professional cultures restrict leaders’ discretion (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).
This debate frames the central analytical position of the chapter: transformational leadership is relevant to local government, but only when examined alongside the organisational systems that enable or constrain leadership practice (Yukl, 1999; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017).
2.3 Traits and Key Components of Transformational Leadership
Transformational leaders are associated with vision, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, individualised consideration, ethical standards and cultural sensitivity (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Wang et al., 2011). These qualities may support organisational change, but they should not be treated as universally effective traits. Their impact depends on context, resources, hierarchy, autonomy and authority (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). This creates a gap between the theoretical appeal of transformational leadership and its practical application in local authority settings shaped by governance, professional boundaries and capacity constraints (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009).
2.3.1 Key Aspects of Transformational Leadership within Organisational Change
Vision and Inspiration: Transformational leaders may motivate staff by articulating a shared vision and encouraging new ideas. A clear vision can inspire employees (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Conger and Kanungo, 1998; Shamir, House and Arthur, 1993), although critics argue that it may suppress dissent and inhibit substantive change if it is not supported by meaningful action (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003).
Motivation and Empowerment: Transformational leaders may enhance motivation by recognising individual strengths and distributing responsibility (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Judge and Piccolo, 2004). However, empowerment may be constrained by hierarchical structures or uneven resource distribution, and its effectiveness is shaped by organisational context and culture (Yukl, 1999; Podsakoff et al., 1996).
Cultural and Structural Change: Transformational leaders may contribute to cultural and structural change, although the literature cautions that transformational leadership can underestimate resistance within established systems (Schein, 2010; Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999). Successful change therefore depends not only on leadership behaviour, but also on wider organisational conditions (Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985).
Participatory Governance: In local government, transformational leaders may support participatory governance by enabling staff, partners and communities to contribute to decision-making (Kutsenko, 2020; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000). However, participation may remain symbolic if it is not embedded in genuine decision-making processes (Bryman, 1992; Arnstein, 1969).
Leadership Power: Change management is influenced by legitimate, reward and expertise power (French and Raven, 1959). Over-reliance on positional or reward-based power may reduce trust, fairness and intrinsic motivation (French and Raven, 1959; Pfeffer, 2010). Leaders in local government therefore need to exercise power carefully and ethically within accountable public service systems (French and Raven, 1959; Pfeffer, 2010; Van Wart, 2013).
Current research suggests that transformational leadership has potential value in local government, although evidence remains limited on how it is enacted in practice and what outcomes it produces (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Judge and Piccolo, 2004). Theory identifies vision-setting, trust-building, innovation, participation and staff development as important practices (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001), but gives less attention to how these operate under resource pressure, hierarchy, informal networks, risk-aversion and scepticism (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985; Western, 2019; Collinson, 2014). Leadership in local authorities is therefore shaped by organisational systems as well as individual behaviour (Schein, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017).
The evidence base is also uneven in relation to motivation, engagement and performance (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Nielsen et al., 2009). Existing studies indicate potential positive effects, but do not fully explain how these effects are produced in local government settings (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). This supports the need to examine employee outcomes through the specific conditions of local authority work rather than the assumption that general leadership findings transfer directly to this context.
The four components of transformational leadership remain useful for identifying leadership behaviours, but they can present leadership as detached from organisational context (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Yukl, 1999). In local government, inspiring, empowering or innovating is shaped by statutory duties, professional boundaries, resource availability and governance processes (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Schein, 2010). Transformational leadership is therefore relevant only where organisational conditions enable these behaviours to be enacted meaningfully.
The literature therefore shifts the focus from identifying ideal leadership traits to examining the conditions under which those traits can be enacted, recognised and sustained in practice (Yukl, 1999; Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013).
2.4 Transformational Leadership in Organisational Change within Local Authorities
Transformational leadership has gained attention in local government because it appears to align with collaborative, developmental and values-led public service agendas (Anderson and Sun, 2017; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Nordin et al., 2023). Leaders who share a clear vision and involve staff in decision-making may strengthen motivation and creativity, but this is likely to produce ownership only where staff have sufficient authority, confidence and capacity to act (Kadir and Sariningsih, 2018; Yukl, 1999; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010).
Transformational leaders may help shape organisational culture and values to support changing visions (Schein, 2010; Bass and Avolio, 1994). They can influence performance by setting expectations, providing support and creating opportunities for development (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001). However, the literature provides limited explanation of how these practices are enacted in local authorities, where formal governance, professional accountability and service pressures can shape what leaders are realistically able to do (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).
Despite these potential benefits, scholars question the extent to which transformational leadership can operate effectively in hierarchical organisations with constrained resources, as these conditions may restrict empowerment and innovation (Yukl, 1999). Over reliance on positional or reward-based power may weaken trust and intrinsic motivation, resulting in compliance rather than genuine engagement (French and Raven, 1959; Pfeffer, 2010).
A gap remains between the theoretical claims made for transformational leadership and evidence on how consistently it is implemented in local authorities (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Judge and Piccolo, 2004). Existing theories define ideal behaviours, but fewer studies examine how leaders translate these into organisational change amid resource limits, hierarchy, resistance and institutional constraint (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999; Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985). This strengthens the rationale for examining transformational leadership as situated practice within local authority conditions (Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Ospina, 2017).
In local authorities, managers’ and staff members’ interpretations of transformational leadership are likely to be shaped by hierarchy, professional identity and bureaucratic routines (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013; Schein, 2010). Earlier studies often focused on charismatic leaders driving change from the top (Burns, 1978), whereas more recent work stresses shared and distributed leadership that is sensitive to local context (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Ospina, 2017). Although empowerment and participation are increasingly valued, the literature still gives limited attention to how these ideas are enacted through everyday leadership practice in local government (Yukl, 1999; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017). It is therefore important to examine how transformational leadership affects employee motivation, engagement and performance within local authorities (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009).
Taken together, the literature suggests that transformational leadership may support organisational change, but its effects are likely to be indirect and context-dependent (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Wang et al., 2011). Studies reporting positive outcomes often rely on self-report data or broad organisational samples, making it difficult to establish whether transformational leadership directly causes improvement or operates alongside culture, resources, team climate and managerial discretion (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Nielsen et al., 2009; Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). This supports the need for qualitative research into how staff and managers experience leadership in local authorities (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018).
This synthesis links directly to the present study because it shows that leadership outcomes must be understood in relation to culture, governance, capacity and public service expectations within the organisational setting (Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017).
2.5 Influence on Employee Motivation, Engagement and Performance
Transformational leadership is frequently examined because of its association with employee motivation, engagement and performance (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Bass and Avolio, 1994). In local government, where resources are constrained and reform is continuous, transformational leadership presents both opportunities and limitations (Yukl, 1999; Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999).
Research suggests that transformational leaders can support satisfaction, commitment and engagement by communicating vision and providing individualised support (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Bass and Avolio, 1994). However, bureaucracy, limited resources and resistance may reduce their impact, complicating claims that transformational leadership produces straightforward improvements in motivation or performance (Yukl, 1999; Wang et al., 2011; Nielsen et al., 2009). The literature has therefore moved from celebrating charismatic leadership towards recognising context, power and implementation conditions (French and Raven, 1959; Pfeffer, 2010; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021).
The field increasingly recognises context and organisational culture as critical to understanding transformational leadership’s effect on motivation, engagement and performance in local government (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999; Wang et al., 2011; Nordin et al., 2023). The analytical focus therefore shifts from whether transformational leadership is effective in general to how, when and under what organisational conditions it becomes effective (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013).
A key strength of this literature is its evidence base linking transformational leadership with positive employee outcomes (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Wright and Pandey, 2010). However, performance is defined inconsistently across studies and often measured through productivity, satisfaction or perceived effectiveness. In local authorities, performance also includes service quality, safeguarding, collaboration, public accountability and public value, which are not always captured by conventional measures (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Moore, 1995). This distinction is central to the present study, which examines how far leadership can influence motivation, engagement and performance under local authority conditions.
Consequently, the relationship between transformational leadership and performance should be understood as negotiated rather than direct, with organisational capacity, culture and governance influencing whether leadership behaviours translate into outcomes (Nielsen et al., 2009; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Schein, 2010; Van Wart, 2013).
2.5.1 Organisational Performance Outcomes
Transformational leadership has been associated with improved organisational performance through empowerment, innovation and motivation (Wang et al., 2011; Kadir and Sariningsih, 2018). However, much of the evidence derives from private sector contexts and may not transfer directly to local government settings, where resource constraints, bureaucracy and diverse stakeholder expectations shape organisational outcomes (Yukl, 1999; Bryman, 1992). Leaders may support change through vision and coalition-building (Kotter, 1996), but positive outcomes require supportive structures, psychological safety and effective approaches to change leadership (Edmondson, 1999; Schein, 2010; Higgs and Rowland, 2005; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010).
Research increasingly recognises that bureaucratic barriers, resource shortages and regulatory requirements can limit transformational leadership in local government by affecting trust, discretion and motivation (French and Raven, 1959; Pfeffer, 2010). More recent work emphasises shared leadership and participatory governance, although genuine engagement and organisational adaptation remain underexplored (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Arnstein, 1969).
Studies specific to local authorities remain limited, and many existing studies rely on models developed in other sectors (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). This creates a risk that the distinctive features of local government, including public accountability, statutory duties, political scrutiny and community-facing work, are under-theorised (O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006). The effects of reform, bureaucracy and resistance on transformational leadership therefore need to be interpreted within this sector-specific context rather than treated as general organisational barriers (Eisenbach, Watson and Pillai, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Nordin et al., 2023).
Claims about performance improvement therefore need to be interpreted in relation to public sector complexity (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013). Quantitative studies identify broad patterns, while qualitative case studies are better suited to explaining meaning, context and lived experience (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995). This is appropriate for the present dissertation, which seeks to understand how transformational leadership is interpreted and practised within one local authority rather than prove a universal causal relationship.
2.5.2 The Relationship Between Transformational Leadership and Employee Motivation, Engagement and Performance
Research suggests that transformational leadership may improve engagement, productivity and job satisfaction, particularly within wider organisational and public administration contexts (Kadir and Sariningsih, 2018; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). However, in local government its effectiveness remains uncertain because bureaucracy, hierarchical structures, limited resources and political pressures may constrain implementation (Yukl, 1999; Bryman, 1992; Pettigrew et al., 1992). Methodological limitations, including reliance on self-report data and limited longitudinal evidence, also restrict the extent to which general conclusions can be drawn (Pfeffer, 2010; French and Raven, 1959).
Some evidence supports positive outcomes in wider public sector settings (Jung, Chow and Wu, 2003; Nielsen et al., 2009), but results in local government are less consistent because resistance, workload, limited resources and procedural requirements shape implementation (Nordin et al., 2023; Yukl, 1999). This suggests that transformational leadership should be examined not only as a source of motivation, but as a practice that is enabled or constrained by the institutional conditions of local government (Yukl, 1999; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).

2.6 Contextual Challenges in Local Authorities
Transformational leadership in local government is shaped by bureaucracy, hierarchy, resource constraints, stakeholder complexity and resistance to change (Yukl, 1999; Bryman, 1992; Pettigrew et al., 1992; Armenakis and Bedeian, 1999; By, 2005; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). These conditions can restrict innovation and empowerment, particularly where compliance and risk-aversion dominate. However, staff development, collaboration and trust may create more adaptive conditions for change (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Northouse, 2021). Public sector innovation must therefore be understood in relation to governance, legitimacy and public value rather than accepted uncritically from private sector models (Hartley, 2005; Hartley, Sørensen and Torfing, 2013; Osborne, 2006; Stoker, 2006).
Motivation and engagement are shaped not only by leadership style, but also by job design, resources and socio-political pressures (Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). This has moved the literature away from private sector assumptions towards more context-sensitive accounts of public sector complexity (Bryman, 2013; Northouse, 2021), strengthening the case for research that examines how leadership interacts with structure, culture and capacity in local government (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Van Wart, 2013).
2.7 Understanding Transformational Leadership in Local Authorities
Transformational leadership in local government is shaped by both theory and organisational context. Managers may emphasise change, strategy and vision (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Grint, 2010), while staff may value empathy, support and accessibility (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). Organisational culture, collaboration, community engagement, hierarchy and resource pressure influence how leadership is experienced (Bryman, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Pettigrew et al., 1992; Yukl, 1999). The literature therefore cautions against treating transformational leadership as a universal solution and highlights the need for context-specific and longitudinal research in local authorities (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Trottier, Van Wart and Wang, 2008; Nordin et al., 2023).
2.8 Key Practices and Behaviours in Local Government
Transformational leadership in local government combines vision, innovation, staff empowerment and development with public sector realities such as hierarchy, bureaucracy and accountability (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Bryman, 2013). Leaders may encourage collaboration and improvement, but organisational stagnation, risk-aversion and limited participation can restrict innovation (Pettigrew et al., 1992; Yukl, 1999; Arnstein, 1969). Reliance on self-report evidence also raises questions about validity and the assessment of ethical leadership (Pfeffer, 2010).
Recent research gives greater attention to context, departmental objectives, resource conditions and collaborative leadership (Bryman, 2013; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Crosby and Bryson, 2018; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). Motivation is shaped by multiple organisational factors, meaning that leadership practice must remain responsive to culture, identity, workload and capacity (Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee, 2013; Haslam, Reicher and Platow, 2011; Pfeffer, 2010). There remains a need for longitudinal and context-specific research on how transformational leadership is implemented and sustained in local government (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021; Bryman, 2013).


2.9 Opportunities and Barriers to Implementation
Transformational leadership aligns with collaborative, developmental and values-led public service agendas, but its benefits for change, staff development and performance are conditional rather than automatic (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Van Wart, 2013; Nordin et al., 2023).
2.9.1 Opportunities
The main opportunities associated with transformational leadership in local government relate to its potential to build trust, strengthen motivation and support collaboration through a community-focused orientation (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). It may also support innovation and change by articulating vision, improving communication and creating shared purpose (Bass and Riggio, 2006). In addition, transformational leadership can contribute to staff growth and future leadership development (Bass and Avolio, 1994) and may support improved employee satisfaction and perceived performance where organisational conditions enable these behaviours to be enacted meaningfully (Bryman, 2013).
2.9.2 Barriers
The barriers to implementation are closely linked to the institutional conditions of local government. Limited financial and staffing resources may restrict investment in leadership development and change capacity (Pfeffer, 2010), while bureaucratic structures can reduce flexibility and weaken empowerment (Yukl, 1999). Cultural resistance to new leadership styles may occur (Burns, 1978), and changing policy demands can undermine consistency over time (O’Toole and Meier, 2009). Limited leadership development may also reduce organisational readiness to implement transformational practices effectively (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001).
The literature identifies persistent gaps in the practical application of transformational leadership, particularly around culture, structure, leadership development and implementation (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Schein, 2010; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001). Earlier work emphasised vision and leader behaviour, while later research highlights resources, collaboration and accountability as key influences on whether transformational leadership can be practised meaningfully in local government (Burns, 1978; Bryman, 1992; Pfeffer, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).
Opportunities and barriers should not be viewed as separate categories. Governance can protect accountability but slow innovation; professional commitment can motivate staff but increase emotional labour; and empowerment can become hollow without resources and authority (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Hochschild, 1983; Perry and Hondeghem, 2008). Implementation therefore depends on the interaction between leadership behaviour and organisational conditions rather than leadership style alone (Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Andrews and Boyne, 2010).
This reinforces the need to analyse transformational leadership as an interaction between individual leadership behaviour and the wider institutional conditions of local authority work (Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Ospina, 2017).

2.10 The Influence of Organisational Culture, Structure and Community Expectations
Transformational leadership in local government is shaped by organisational culture, formal structures and community expectations (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Schein, 2010; Bryman, 2013). Supportive cultures may enable innovation and participation, while bureaucracy, risk-aversion, institutional routines and funding instability can restrict change (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Yukl, 1999; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Pfeffer, 2010). Organisational culture should therefore be understood as dynamic and embedded in everyday routines rather than as a simple variable controlled by leaders (Hatch, 1993; Martin, 2002; Cameron and Quinn, 2011).
Formal structures can restrict innovation, and decentralisation alone does not guarantee improvement without cultural change and sufficient organisational capacity (Burns, 1978; Yukl, 1999; Bradbury and Williams, 2006; Bryman, 1992). Statutory duties, national standards and resource constraints may limit autonomy, while local identity, governance and public legitimacy shape what leadership can achieve (O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Northouse, 2021; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Arnstein, 1969).
Effective leadership in this context depends on transparency, stakeholder engagement and adaptation to political and financial environments (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Northouse, 2021; Pfeffer, 2010). A supportive culture is necessary for decentralisation and collaboration to become meaningful rather than symbolic, particularly where leaders must balance autonomy, accountability and public legitimacy (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Bradbury and Williams, 2006; Bass and Riggio, 2006).
Community expectations further emphasise transparency, accountability and responsiveness (Arnstein, 1969; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000). However, stakeholder engagement may be constrained by bureaucracy, unequal power relations and limited resources (O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Burns, 1978; Pfeffer, 2010). Leadership effectiveness therefore depends on both individual practice and the wider organisational and political context in which it occurs (Northouse, 2021; Bryman, 2013).
2.10.1 Interplay Between Culture, Structure and Community
Transformational leadership in local authorities depends on the interaction between organisational culture, formal structures and community expectations (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Schein, 2010; Bryman, 2013). Staff development, collaboration and community alignment can enable legitimacy and participation, but bureaucracy, informal networks, resource constraints and policy change may limit innovation and empowerment (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Burns, 1978; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Pfeffer, 2010). Leadership therefore requires the balancing of internal organisational priorities with wider public expectations, rather than the application of a generic transformational model (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Arnstein, 1969; Van Wart, 2013).
Although theory recognises culture, structure and community context, it provides limited explanation of how leaders manage these factors in daily local government practice (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Schein, 2010; Bryman, 2013). Less is known about how leaders work through bureaucracy, informal networks, shifting policy priorities and limited resources while sustaining empowerment, participation and public value (Burns, 1978; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Arnstein, 1969). This reinforces the need to examine transformational leadership as situated practice within local authority conditions (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009; Yukl, 1999; Ospina, 2017).
Recent research has moved away from narrowly leader-centred accounts towards approaches that consider organisational and community context (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021). Earlier transformational leadership theories gave limited attention to bureaucracy and institutional constraint, whereas later work emphasises collaboration, transparency, empowerment and public legitimacy (Burns, 1978; Bass and Avolio, 1994; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Arnstein, 1969; Pfeffer, 2010). However, empirical evidence on how leaders overcome these barriers in local government remains limited.
Overall, the literature on culture, structure and community expectations supports a contextual interpretation of transformational leadership (Schein, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Ospina, 2017). In local government, leadership is shaped by public scrutiny, statutory responsibility, risk, resource scarcity and community legitimacy (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013). This helps explain why transformational leadership may be more complex in local authorities than in settings where leaders have greater control over resources and decision-making (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
The cumulative literature therefore points to a need for research that examines transformational leadership not as a universal model, but as a situated practice shaped by culture, structure, legitimacy and community-facing responsibilities (Schein, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017).

2.11 Summary and Areas for Further Research
This review demonstrates that transformational leadership is relevant to organisational change in local government, but only when understood critically and contextually (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Kutsenko, 2020; Nordin et al., 2023). It may support vision, empowerment, culture change and participation, but resistance, bureaucracy, resource pressure and uneven evidence on motivation and performance mean it should not be treated as a guaranteed route to improvement (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Deci and Ryan, 1985; Wang et al., 2011).
The main gap is that existing literature does not fully explain how transformational leadership is enacted within local authority structures or how it interacts with culture, governance, resources and community expectations (Schein, 2010; Bryman, 2013; Bass and Riggio, 2006). Further evidence is needed on how leaders work through bureaucracy, informal networks, shifting policy priorities and limited resources while sustaining empowerment, participation and public value (O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Arnstein, 1969; Northouse, 2021).
Comparative analysis shows a shift from early leader-centred models towards frameworks that include context, relationships, systems and public value (Burns, 1978; Bass and Avolio, 1994; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Ospina, 2017). While early theories established the core features of transformational leadership, they failed to acknowledge organisational conditions. More recent research recognises complexity and collaboration but still offers limited evidence on how managers and staff experience transformational leadership in local government day to day (Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009). This study addresses that gap through a qualitative case study of Newport City Council (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018).
These gaps directly inform the research questions by requiring exploration of how managers and staff understand transformational leadership, which behaviours they associate with it, what enables or constrains its use, how it affects motivation and performance, and how culture, structure and community expectations shape practice (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Yukl, 1999; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). The literature therefore provides the conceptual foundation for the qualitative case study that follows by connecting leadership theory to the lived organisational conditions of local authority work (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995).
Future research should prioritise longitudinal, comparative and context-specific studies of transformational leadership in local government (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021). Particular attention should be given to leadership development, public value governance, collaborative innovation, public service motivation and organisational sense-making, so that theory reflects the political, organisational and community-facing realities of local authorities (Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Moore, 1995; Perry and Wise, 1990; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005).





Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological approach used to investigate transformational leadership within a local authority context. It explains the rationale for the research design, philosophy, strategy, data collection methods and analysis, and summarises how validity, credibility and ethical integrity were addressed.
3.2 Research Rationale, Aim and Objectives
This research addressed a gap in understanding how transformational leadership is enacted in local authorities operating within regulatory requirements, changing policy contexts and community expectations (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2021). Existing evidence is often drawn from other sectors and offers limited insight into the practical constraints faced by public sector leaders (Burns, 1978; Bryman, 1992; Ospina, 2017; Diefenbach, 2009). The study therefore explored how transformational leadership was understood and practised, how culture and structure shaped its use, and how leadership development could support local authority practice (Schein, 2010; Tourish, 2013).
The objectives were to review literature on transformational leadership in public sector organisations, explore managers’ and staff members’ experiences within a local authority, and identify leadership practices that may support organisational change, staff engagement and performance improvement (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Northouse, 2021).
The design therefore needed to capture both individual interpretation and organisational context. A methodology based only on measurement would have been unlikely to explain how staff and managers made sense of leadership behaviours, why particular practices were experienced as supportive or constraining, or how organisational systems shaped the possibility of change (Creswell, 2013; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2018). An emphasis on meaning, context and experience was consequently aligned with the purpose of the study and with the research questions (Creswell, 2013; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2018).
3.3 Research Design
The research design was informed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s (2019) ‘research onion’, which supported alignment between the research aim, methodological assumptions and practical procedures.
The study adopted an interpretivist philosophy, an inductive approach and a qualitative single case study strategy (Creswell, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Bryman, 2012; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018). Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed thematically to explore how leaders and staff made sense of transformational leadership within one local authority context (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).
Together, these choices created methodological coherence. Interpretivism supported the focus on meaning; the inductive approach allowed themes to emerge from participant accounts; the case study strategy located leadership within its organisational context; interviews generated detailed experiential data; and thematic analysis provided a structured method for identifying patterns relevant to the research questions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018; Braun and Clarke, 2006).
This alignment was important because the study did not seek to test the effectiveness of transformational leadership through predefined variables. Instead, it sought to understand how leadership was interpreted and enacted within everyday organisational practice. The research design therefore prioritised depth, context and interpretive insight over breadth, prediction or statistical comparison (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Creswell, 2013; Bryman, 2012).
3.3.1 Research Philosophy (Layer One): Interpretivism
Interpretivism is concerned with how individuals construct meaning and interpret social and organisational realities. It was appropriate because the study sought to understand participants’ experiences and interpretations of leadership rather than measure generalisable patterns statistically (Creswell, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2013).
Qualitative methods enabled detailed exploration of leadership experience, organisational relationships and contextual complexity (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2016). Limitations relating to researcher subjectivity and transferability were addressed through reflexivity, participant review and transparent reporting (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013; Bryman, 2012).
An interpretivist position was also appropriate because leadership in this study was treated as socially constructed rather than fixed or objectively measurable. Participants’ accounts were therefore understood as valuable evidence of how leadership was experienced, negotiated and given meaning within the local authority (Creswell, 2013; Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Mason, 2018). This enabled the analysis to consider differences between roles, teams and services without assuming that there was a single organisational reality (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013; Mason, 2018).
3.3.2 Research Approach (Layer Two): Inductive
The study adopted an inductive approach so that concepts and themes could be developed from participant accounts rather than tested against predetermined hypotheses (Thomas, 2006; Bryman, 2012; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This was appropriate for examining under-researched aspects of transformational leadership in local authorities and for generating context-specific insights (Thomas, 2006; Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2016).
Inductive research can be affected by confirmation bias, researcher subjectivity and limited generalisability (Silverman, 2016; Diefenbach, 2009; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). These risks were addressed through reflexive practice, transparent documentation, participant review and continued engagement with relevant literature (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013).
The inductive approach did not mean that the study ignored existing theory. Rather, the literature informed the research focus and interview design, while the coding and theme development remained open to participants’ accounts (Thomas, 2006; Bryman, 2012; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This balance allowed the analysis to remain theoretically informed without forcing data into predetermined categories.
3.3.3 Research Strategy (Layer Three): Qualitative Case Study
A qualitative case study strategy was used to examine transformational leadership within one local authority. This was appropriate because the study aimed to understand leadership experiences, organisational culture and change processes in depth within a real organisational setting rather than generate a formal grounded theory (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018; Creswell and Poth, 2018).
Focusing on one local authority enabled detailed examination of how culture and structure interacted within a specific institutional context (Yin, 2018). However, findings from a single case have limited transferability, although internal variation across departments strengthened contextual understanding (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).
Potential subjectivity in the case study design was addressed through reflexivity, participant review and transparent reporting (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Silverman, 2016; Flick, 2018).
The case study strategy was particularly suitable because transformational leadership was examined as a practice embedded within organisational culture, governance arrangements, professional relationships and public service responsibilities (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Schein, 2010). This enabled the study to move beyond general leadership theory and explore how leadership was made meaningful within a specific institutional setting (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Schein, 2010).
3.3.4 Methodological Choice (Layer Four): Mono-method Qualitative Approach
The research adopted a mono-method qualitative design using interviews and thematic analysis. This was suitable because the study required detailed exploration of leadership experiences and staff perspectives that could not be captured adequately through a quantitative measurement approach  (Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2016; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Charmaz, 2014; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018).
Using only qualitative data meant the study may have missed broader patterns and had limited transferability, as qualitative mono-method designs prioritise depth, meaning and context rather than statistical generalisation (Bryman, 2012; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Silverman, 2016). These limitations were addressed through methodological rigour, reflexivity and transparent documentation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Berger, 2015; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The decision not to use a mixed-methods design was deliberate. Quantitative data may have identified broader patterns but would not have captured the depth of explanation required to understand how participants interpreted leadership, culture and change (Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2016; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Given the exploratory nature of the research, the mono-method qualitative approach provided the most appropriate fit with the study’s aim (Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2016; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).
3.3.5 Time Horizons (Layer Five): Cross-sectional
The study used a cross-sectional design, collecting data at one point in time to capture participant views and organisational conditions during the research period (Bryman, 2012; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Ritchie et al., 2014). This was suitable for obtaining a snapshot of current leadership practice within one local authority.
A limitation of this design was that it could not show change over time and may have been influenced by contextual events during data collection. Longitudinal designs can capture change, but require greater time and resources (Yin, 2018).
Although a longitudinal design could have provided insight into how leadership perceptions changed over time, this was not feasible within the scope and timescale of the dissertation. The cross-sectional design was therefore proportionate and appropriate for capturing a focused account of leadership practice during the research period (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Bryman, 2012; Ritchie et al., 2014; Yin, 2018).
3.3.6 Techniques and Procedures (Layer Six): Interviews and Thematic Analysis
Semi-structured interviews were used because they enabled detailed participant accounts while allowing follow-up questions and clarification (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman, 2012). Interviews with participants from different roles supported a broader understanding of leadership practice, organisational change and staff experience within the case study setting (Silverman, 2016; Creswell, 2013).
Participants were selected purposively to obtain relevant and varied perspectives, consistent with qualitative sampling approaches that prioritise information-rich data and depth rather than statistical representativeness (Patton, 2015; Palinkas et al., 2015; Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006). Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns in the interview data, supported by qualitative software for data organisation and informed by guidance on systematic coding, data reduction and interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014; Saldaña, 2021).
This combination of purposive sampling, semi-structured interviewing and thematic analysis was aligned with the study’s aim because it enabled comparison across roles while retaining the depth required to understand how transformational leadership was interpreted, enabled and constrained within the local authority (Patton, 2015; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Creswell and Poth, 2018).
Interviews were conducted online, audio recorded and transcribed to support accuracy and systematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Potential bias, including social desirability and favourable organisational presentation, was addressed through careful questioning, reflexivity and transparent documentation of any adaptations during phased data collection (Grimm, 2010; Creswell, 2013; Silverman, 2016; Patton, 2015; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Recruitment through formal invitations and gatekeeper approval provided ethical oversight, although gatekeeper involvement may have introduced selection bias by identifying participants who were more accessible or likely to provide favourable accounts (Creswell, 2013; Palinkas et al., 2015). Transparency was maintained throughout recruitment (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Ethical approval, information sheets and consent forms protected participant rights, while confidentiality and anonymity were carefully managed because of the small organisational context (Bryman, 2012; Wiles, Crow, Heath and Charles, 2008; Silverman, 2016).
Semi-structured interviews were particularly appropriate because they provided consistency across participants while allowing flexibility to explore issues that emerged during discussion (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman, 2012; Patton, 2015; Creswell and Poth, 2018). This was important for a study concerned with leadership practice, as participants were able to explain not only what they experienced, but also why particular leadership behaviours, organisational processes or cultural conditions mattered to them (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman, 2012; Patton, 2015; Creswell and Poth, 2018).
3.4 Validity and Reliability
Trustworthiness was strengthened through triangulation across participants, member checking, audit trails and reflexivity (Denzin, 1978; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Bryman, 2012; Flick, 2018). These strategies improved credibility and transparency, although qualitative interpretation remained shaped by context and researcher judgement (Creswell, 2013; Silverman, 2016).
As qualitative research is context-specific and not intended for statistical generalisation, detailed contextual description supported judgements about transferability to other settings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Creswell, 2013).
These quality assurance measures were integrated throughout the research process rather than treated as separate technical procedures. They supported the overall coherence of the methodology by linking data collection, analysis and interpretation to the study’s concern with credible, context-sensitive understanding (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017; Tracy, 2010).
The use of several trustworthiness strategies was important because the research relied on interpretation rather than numerical measurement. Credibility was strengthened by comparing accounts across participants, dependability was supported through documentation of analytical decisions, and reflexivity helped the researcher remain alert to the influence of professional experience and assumptions (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017; Tracy, 2010; Shenton, 2004).
3.5 Data Analysis Procedures
Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage thematic analysis: familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, definition and reporting. This systematic but flexible approach supported identification of meaningful patterns, while qualitative software assisted data management and organisation (Nowell et al., 2017; Woods, Paulus, Atkins and Macklin, 2016).
Because thematic analysis can be shaped by researcher subjectivity, coding consistency, audit trails and reflexive documentation were used to strengthen credibility and dependability (Braun and Clarke, 2019; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Silverman, 2016; Tracy, 2010; Shenton, 2004; Finlay, 2002).
Thematic analysis was suitable because it enabled both common patterns and differences across participant accounts to be examined (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 2019; Nowell et al., 2017; Saldaña, 2021). This was important because the study aimed to understand leadership across different roles and service areas rather than produce a single uniform account of organisational culture. The approach therefore supported comparison while retaining attention to meaning and context (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 2019; Nowell et al., 2017; Saldaña, 2021).
3.6 Findings and Analytical Procedures
The analysis generated rich qualitative data on participants’ experiences of transformational leadership within a local authority context (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009; Ospina, 2017). Systematic coding, transparent analysis, reflexivity and documentation of analytical decisions were used to reduce bias and strengthen credibility (Creswell, 2013; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Findings about organisational culture and leadership were interpreted in relation to Schein’s (2010) theory, while recognising the potential influence of social desirability and the limits of the single case study approach (Silverman, 2016; Grimm, 2010; Creswell, 2013).

3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations centred on participant welfare, informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity and research integrity (Bryman, 1992). Participants were anonymised as Participant A, B, C and so forth, protecting identities while maintaining clarity in reporting.
Informed consent was supported through clear participant information, consent procedures, password-protected storage, restricted data access and pseudonymised reporting (Bryman, 1992; Wiles, Crow, Heath and Charles, 2008).
The methodology followed ethics committee requirements and included support information, feedback channels, supervisor oversight and procedures for responding to unforeseen ethical issues (Diefenbach, 2009; Silverman, 2016; Berger, 2015; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013; Ospina, 2017).
The ethical approach was particularly important because participants were discussing leadership, culture and organisational practice within a relatively bounded professional setting. Maintaining anonymity, confidentiality and voluntary participation helped reduce potential risks to participants and supported more open discussion of sensitive organisational issues (Bryman, 2012; Wiles, Crow, Heath and Charles, 2008; Silverman, 2016; Berger, 2015).
Overall, the methodology formed an integrated design in which each decision supported the research aim and questions. The interpretivist philosophy enabled attention to meaning and experience; the inductive qualitative case study strategy situated those experiences within one local authority; semi-structured interviews generated detailed accounts across roles; thematic analysis provided a systematic approach to identifying patterns; and trustworthiness and ethical procedures strengthened the credibility, transparency and integrity of the research process (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
3.8 Evaluation: Potential Impact and Limitations
Overall, the qualitative case study design was appropriate because the research sought to understand how transformational leadership was experienced and interpreted within a specific local authority context. The design enabled detailed exploration of leadership practice, organisational culture, governance, communication and change from the perspectives of managers and staff, thereby addressing the gap between transformational leadership theory and local government practice (Ospina, 2017; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018).
The main limitations related to the single-case focus, qualitative sample, cross-sectional design and potential researcher subjectivity. These constraints limited statistical generalisation and meant that findings should be interpreted as context-specific rather than representative of all local authorities (Bryman, 2012; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018; Silverman, 2016). However, reflexivity, transparent documentation, participant review, ethical oversight and systematic thematic analysis helped strengthen credibility and analytical rigour (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Creswell, 2013; Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Despite these limitations, the methodology was fit for purpose because it generated rich, practice-based insight into an under-researched area (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Its value lies in providing an in-depth and credible account of how transformational leadership operates within one local authority, offering findings that may inform leadership development, organisational learning and future comparative research (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Ospina, 2017).
The strength of the methodology lies in its alignment between research purpose, design and analysis. Each methodological choice supported the central aim of understanding transformational leadership as experienced in practice, while limitations were acknowledged and managed through transparency, reflexivity and systematic analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).












Chapter 4: Qualitative Results
This chapter presents the qualitative findings generated through thematic analysis. It reports patterns across participant accounts using themes and illustrative quotations, while detailed theoretical interpretation is reserved for Chapter 5 (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Creswell and Poth, 2018).
The findings are organised thematically because the analysis identified cross-cutting patterns across participant accounts. Participants often discussed culture, leadership behaviours, collaboration, governance, resources and service outcomes together; therefore, thematic organisation reduces repetition and reflects the interconnected nature of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
Themes 1, 3, 5 and 6 present organisational conditions shaping leadership practice, including culture, collaboration, communication, workload and resources. Theme 2 examines participants’ understandings of transformational leadership, while Themes 4, 7 and 8 address governance, public value and development opportunities. Together, the themes show how leadership, culture and change were experienced across roles and service areas while preserving qualitative context (Yin, 2018; Silverman, 2016).
4.1 Theme 1: Organisational Culture
This theme addresses the research question concerned with how organisational culture shapes the experience and practice of transformational leadership.
Participants commonly described the case study local authority’s culture as open, approachable, supportive, collaborative and values led. Several referred to an “open door” culture, with Participant G describing “a very open-door culture” and Participant Q noting that staff did not always need to “go through a chain” to contact senior leaders.
Supportive management was also prominent. Participants described being treated as whole people rather than simply employees. Participant L stated, “It’s not just being a number,” while Participant O linked wellbeing to service quality, stating, “without our staff, we haven’t got anything.” Participants R and S similarly connected positive culture to values, support, CPD, innovation and the view that “people are what makes the difference.” These accounts indicate that culture was experienced through everyday leadership behaviours and whether staff felt supported, trusted and valued.
However, culture was not experienced uniformly. Participant B stated that “culture depends on the department,” while Participant F described a specialist statutory service area as having “its own culture, its own tempo, its own kind of ecosystem.” Participants R and S also described the organisation as broadly positive and ambitious but noted variation in how corporate values were embedded across departments. These accounts suggest that organisational culture was plural rather than singular.
Organisational culture therefore operated as both an enabling condition and a constraint for transformational leadership, depending on how consistently stated values were translated into everyday practice across services.
4.2 Theme 2: Relational and Enabling Leadership
This theme addresses the research question concerned with how transformational leadership is understood and which leadership behaviours participants associated with it.
Participants understood transformational leadership mainly through everyday relational behaviours rather than abstract theory. Leadership was associated with trust, visibility, accessibility, encouragement, empowerment, ethical practice and the ability to bring people with you. Participant O described it as having “a clear vision, being values led, being relational,” while Participant D linked leadership to coaching, autonomy and access to decision-making spaces.
Trust and autonomy were particularly important. Participants J, M and R described being trusted to act without micromanagement, with Participant R stating, “There’s a nice level of autonomy that I get given.” Across these accounts, trust enabled initiative, confidence, professional ownership and service improvement.
Leadership was also described as developmental. Participants referred to managers encouraging progression, building confidence and creating learning opportunities. Participant L described being encouraged to apply for a higher-grade role, while Participant S linked supportive and ethical leadership to creativity, confidence and role-modelling. These examples show how positive leadership behaviours were reproduced through practice.
Effective leadership was also described as informed and context aware. Participant R valued leaders who understood the work and could act as a “useful sounding board,” while Participant S described a collaborative style based on discussing ideas and seeking feedback. These accounts suggest that leadership was strongest when relational behaviours were combined with subject knowledge, ethical judgement and practical understanding.
These accounts position transformational leadership less as a formal model and more as a practical set of relational, ethical and enabling behaviours embedded in everyday management practice.

4.3 Theme 3: Collaboration, Partnership and Silos
This theme addresses the research question concerned with how collaboration, partnership and organisational structure enable or constrain transformational leadership.
Collaboration was one of the strongest recurring themes. Participants described partnership working across teams, departments, education settings, partner agencies and wider organisational structures. Participant A emphasised “cross working” and “cross understanding,” Participant P stated that “partnership working is at the forefront,” and Participant K described corporate values such as “working together” as visible in practice.
Participants linked collaboration to the complexity of local government work. Participant A connected demand in one statutory service with wider community-facing services; Participant D described local government as a “melting pot” of services and professional identities; and Participant R highlighted multi-agency partnership work, relationship-building and accountability for actions. These accounts show that transformation often depended on working across boundaries.
Silo working remained a barrier. Participants referred to poor joined-up working, limited communication and uneven understanding of other services. Participant F warned that weak interdepartmental collaboration risked creating “20 different cultures,” while Participant R described some departments as “nigh on impossible to work with.” These accounts indicate that collaboration was valued but not consistently embedded.
Participant S extended this theme through a digital engagement project with young people, which involved cross-service collaboration and consultation with young people. This illustrated collaboration as both internal partnership and co-production with those affected by services.
Collaboration therefore emerged both as an expression of transformational leadership and as a necessary condition for transformation to extend beyond individual teams or services.
4.4 Theme 4: Governance, Bureaucracy and Accountability
This theme addresses the research question concerned with structural and procedural factors that shape the pace and implementation of transformation.
Participants described governance as both necessary and constraining. They recognised the need for scrutiny, accountability and responsible use of public resources. Participant C referred to formal proposals and approval routes as safeguards, while Participant O emphasised the need to evidence that change was in the public interest.
However, bureaucracy was also described as slowing innovation. Participant H noted that one organisational procedure took “around 2 years” to move into practice; Participant F described excessive assurance as “stifling creativity”; and Participant N highlighted the delay created by documentation, financial approval and multiple sign-off stages.
Participants did not reject governance itself; rather, they called for clearer, more proportionate and more agile processes. Participant Q described improvement when colleagues took ownership of formal documentation, while Participant S referred to challenging static practice within systems that slowed progress. Overall, transformation was described as most effective when ambition was balanced with public accountability and realistic implementation.
In this context, transformational leadership required not the removal of governance, but the capacity to work within accountable systems while sustaining momentum, clarity and practical implementation.
4.5 Theme 5: Communication, Trust and Visible Leadership
This theme addresses the research question concerned with the role of communication, visibility and trust in enabling change.
Communication was repeatedly identified as central to culture and change. Participants valued visible senior leadership, staff briefings, newsletters, conferences, blogs and local manager communication. Participant J described communication through videos, blogs, newsletters and staff conferences, while Participant G referred to inclusive senior leadership briefings. These examples suggest that communication was experienced as a leadership behaviour rather than simply a corporate process.
Trust was closely linked to communication. Participants viewed leaders as credible when they were visible, honest and able to explain decisions clearly. Participant D called for greater transparency, Participant O stated that “you can’t have enough communication and consistency,” and Participant L noted that messages could lose clarity as they moved through the system.
Communication was particularly important during uncertainty. Participants D and F raised concerns about automation, artificial intelligence and digital change, noting the need for clearer expectations, reassurance and support. Participant S similarly linked future improvement to openness and readiness to embrace new systems. These findings show that communication supported sense-making and confidence during change.
Communication enabled transformation when it helped staff interpret change, trust leadership intentions and understand their role within wider organisational priorities.
4.6 Theme 6: Resource Pressure, Workload and Complexity
This theme addresses the research question concerned with constraints on transformational leadership, particularly resources, workload and organisational complexity.
Participants described transformation as occurring within financial pressure, statutory demand, workforce challenges and increasing complexity. Participant G stated that “finance is always going to be an issue,” while Participant O referred to “limited resource,” “high demand and complex situations,” and workforce pressures.
Workload pressure was both an operational reality and a barrier to change. Participant F described busyness as “armour” against improvement activity, while Participants E and K referred to short timescales, competing requests, consistency challenges and capacity limits.
Despite these pressures, participants described resilience and practical problem-solving. Teams adapted, shared work, created forums and developed new processes. These examples show that resource pressure did not prevent improvement, but it affected the pace, sustainability and emotional load of change.
Participants R and S linked workload and resources to culture, wellbeing and development. Participant R argued that “more staff would improve the culture” and connected burnout with reduced capacity for collaboration. Participant S similarly identified workload, funding and time as risks to CPD and leadership development. This connects resource pressure directly to culture, collaboration and improvement capacity.
The sustainability of transformational leadership therefore depended on whether staff had sufficient capacity, time and support to participate in improvement rather than simply absorb additional change demands.
4.7 Theme 7: Public Value and Community Outcomes
This theme addresses the research question concerned with how public value, community outcomes and child-centred purpose influence leadership practice.
A strong finding was that leadership and culture were often described through public value and outcomes for children, families, communities and residents. In Children’s Services and Education, child-centred purpose was particularly prominent. Participant O described the organisation as child-centred, Participant L stated that “Everyone’s focus is not about the business, but about the families we help,” and Participant N emphasised that “the child comes first.”
Other participants connected leadership to wider civic purpose and place. Participant A linked prevention to employment, wages, housing and regeneration, while Participant J noted that corporate functions can lose sight of the organisation’s purpose of supporting the people of Newport. These accounts show that public value extended beyond statutory services to place, opportunity and community outcomes.
Participants did not view transformation as a purely internal exercise. It was connected to fairness, safeguarding, inclusion, accountability and use of public money. Participant R described White Ribbon activity as an example of values becoming whole-organisation practice through training, policy review and cross-departmental engagement.
Participant S linked transformation to public value through the Children and Young People’s app, describing it as “working together” and “making a difference” through consultation with young people. This illustrates values-led transformation as strongest when service development is connected to voice, co-production and practical outcomes.
This theme demonstrates that leadership was experienced as transformational when organisational change was connected to public value, participation and tangible outcomes for communities.
4.8 Theme 8: Leadership Development and Cross-Service Learning
This theme addresses the research question concerned with what participants identified as opportunities for strengthening leadership, organisational learning and cross-service understanding.
Participants identified opportunities to strengthen leadership and organisational culture through greater organisational literacy, cross-service learning and relationship-building. Participant M suggested better understanding of council structures, while Participant P highlighted the value of newer staff meeting different teams and seeing varied leadership examples. These suggestions reflected a wider need to reduce silos and improve cross-service understanding.
Leadership development was also a repeated improvement area. Participant J identified underuse of the coaching and mentoring network, while Participant N proposed a “passport to leadership” model to build cross-departmental exposure, role understanding and progression.
Participants also called for stronger manager networks and greater diversity of thought. Participant O suggested more systematic networks for operational and senior managers, while Participant F warned against leadership teams being shaped only by harmony and reassurance. Participant S linked CPD, coaching, mentoring and leadership development to confidence, creativity and team development. These accounts connect individual development to wider organisational learning.
Leadership development was therefore viewed not only as individual skill-building, but as a mechanism for strengthening organisational learning, cross-service understanding and future transformation capacity.
4.9 Chapter Summary
Overall, the findings indicate that transformational leadership within Newport City Council was experienced through the interaction of relational leadership behaviours and organisational conditions. Participants described the council as broadly supportive, values-led and open to improvement, while also highlighting variation across teams, services and professional contexts. Transformational leadership was therefore not experienced as a fixed leadership model, but as an everyday practice shaped by culture, trust, communication, autonomy, public value and the practical realities of local authority work.
Across the themes, participants consistently connected effective leadership with visibility, honesty, empowerment, staff development, collaboration, communication and contextual understanding. They also identified governance, bureaucracy, workload, resource constraints, system rigidity and silo working as factors that limited the pace and consistency of change. Participants R and S reinforced this synthesis by showing how values, CPD, partnership, informed leadership, co-production and digital readiness operated alongside continuing barriers relating to workload, uneven leadership understanding and cross-departmental boundaries.
Taken together, the results address the research questions by demonstrating that transformational leadership in this local authority context was relational, values-led and enabling, but mediated by culture, governance, collaboration, communication, resources and public service purpose. The chapter shows that transformational leadership was most effective where interpersonal leadership behaviours were supported by organisational conditions that allowed staff to participate meaningfully in change. Chapter 5 develops this interpretation by relating the findings to leadership theory, organisational change literature and the wider public sector context.













Chapter 5: Discussion
This chapter interprets the qualitative findings in relation to the research aim, research questions, literature and theoretical framework (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Silverman, 2016). It examines the explanatory significance of the findings, including where they support transformational leadership theory and where they expose its limitations in local government (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). The central argument is that transformational leadership in a local authority is not a straightforward solution to change, but a relational, values-led and context-sensitive practice mediated by public accountability, resource constraint, organisational culture and community expectations (Schein, 2010; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
5.1 Summary of Key Findings
The findings revealed eight connected themes: a broadly supportive but uneven culture; relational and enabling understandings of transformational leadership; valued collaboration alongside persistent silos; governance that protected accountability but slowed change; communication and trust as conditions for sense-making; workload and resource pressure as constraints; public value and child-centred purpose as anchors for leadership; and opportunities to strengthen leadership development, organisational literacy and cross-service learning (Schein, 2010; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Ospina, 2017; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Kotter, 1996; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001).
Together, these findings show that transformational leadership in a local authority is both interpersonal and systemic (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013). Participants did not describe transformation as dependent on charismatic leaders alone, but as produced through trust, shared purpose, collaboration, proportionate governance, staff development and cross-boundary working (Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). However, these conditions were uneven, indicating that leadership effectiveness depended on culture, capacity, systems and resources as much as individual leadership qualities (Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Schein, 2010)
5.2 Interpreting Transformational Leadership as Relational and Values-Led
Participants understood transformational leadership less as formal theory and more as lived relational practice. The findings support Bass and Riggio’s core dimensions of idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualised consideration, but show how these were enacted locally through ethical decision-making, shared public purpose, encouragement of innovation, support, empathy, coaching and development (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Bass and Avolio, 1994; Rowold and Heinitz, 2007; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021).
The findings therefore confirm aspects of transformational leadership theory while qualifying its leader-centred assumptions. Participants valued leaders who were accessible, informed, consistent and trustworthy, rather than heroic or charismatic. This aligns with public leadership literature that emphasises collective, distributed and context-sensitive leadership, and suggests that transformational leadership is most useful here when interpreted as a relational process rather than exceptional individual influence (Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
This implies that leadership development should strengthen relational capabilities such as listening, coaching, psychological safety, ethical judgement, communication and trust-building (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Goleman, Boyatzis and McKee, 2013; Edmondson, 1999). However, relational leadership cannot compensate for excessive workload, fragmented systems or limited resources. Transformational leadership becomes meaningful through everyday interactions, but sustainable only when organisational conditions allow staff to act on it (Schein, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Van Wart, 2013).
5.3 Organisational Culture as an Enabler and Constraint
Organisational culture was central to how transformational leadership was experienced. Participants described the council as open, supportive and values-led, but also identified variation across teams and services. This supports Schein’s view that culture consists not only of stated values but also everyday assumptions, norms and practices (Schein, 2010). The findings suggest that formal values provided a shared language, but their enactment depended on local team culture, management behaviour, workload and service context (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013).
This confirms that transformational leadership may help shape culture through values, innovation and empowerment (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Bass and Riggio, 2006), but also shows that culture cannot be changed by vision alone. Professional identities, statutory duties, emotional labour, risk, governance and workload all shaped cultural experience (Schein, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013). The findings therefore support critiques warning that leadership theories can overstate individual agency and underestimate structural constraint (Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002).
Cultural transformation in local government therefore requires more than desirable leadership behaviours. Leaders can model values and create supportive conditions, but sustained change also depends on workload, structures, decision-making routes, cross-service relationships and the practical conditions under which staff work (Schein, 2010; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). Positive values risk becoming rhetorical if staff experience them unevenly or cannot enact them through existing systems (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Ospina, 2017).
5.4 Collaboration, Silos and the Limits of Individual Leadership
The findings indicate that transformational leadership in local government depends on collaboration. Participants emphasised cross-service working, partnership, whole-council thinking and co-production with children, young people and communities. This aligns with public leadership and New Public Service literature, which emphasises collaboration, democratic values and public interest rather than managerial control alone (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013).
Silo working remained a persistent barrier. This reflects public management literature showing that local authorities are shaped by departmental boundaries, professional specialisms and competing priorities (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009). The findings demonstrate that vision alone is insufficient if structures prevent collaboration; therefore, collaboration is not simply a leadership behaviour but a condition for transformation (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Yukl, 1999; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
Participants’ suggestions for leadership passports, manager networks, coaching, mentoring and cross-service learning indicate that collaboration needs to be designed into organisational systems. This extends the literature by showing that transformational leadership may be strengthened through deliberate organisational literacy and cross-boundary learning, rather than informal relationships or individual initiative alone (Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013; Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006).
5.5 Governance, Bureaucracy and the Public Sector Paradox
The findings show that transformational leadership in local government operates within a public sector paradox. Participants valued innovation, empowerment and faster change, but also recognised the need for accountability, transparency and responsible use of public money. Governance was therefore experienced as both protective and restrictive. This supports research arguing that public sector change requires political support, communication, participation, resources and institutional alignment, rather than leadership enthusiasm alone (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006). The issue was not governance itself, but governance that became disproportionate, unclear or disconnected from operational reality (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Van Wart, 2013).
This extends transformational leadership theory by conceptualising local authority change as accountable transformation. Leaders must inspire and enable change while navigating scrutiny, finance approval, statutory duties, risk management and democratic accountability (Van Wart, 2013; O’Toole and Meier, 2009). In local government, innovation must be not only efficient but legitimate, equitable, lawful and publicly defensible (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
This is significant because calls for transformational leadership must remain realistic about organisational conditions. Participants wanted clearer, more proportionate and enabling governance, not the removal of accountability. The practical challenge is therefore to design governance that protects public value while allowing timely improvement. Empowerment without authority, resources or procedural clarity may increase frustration rather than transformation (Yukl, 1999; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009).
5.6 Communication, Trust and Sense-Making During Change
Communication was central to how staff interpreted leadership credibility, organisational priorities and change. Participants valued visible leadership and honest messaging, but also described inconsistent messages, loss of clarity through organisational layers and uncertainty around digital change. This supports change and sense-making literature, which emphasises that staff interpret change through available cues, narratives and explanations within their immediate working context (Kotter, 1996; Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005; Balogun and Johnson, 2004).
Trust was strengthened when communication explained what was changing, why it was necessary, how it would affect staff and what support was available. This was especially important for digital transformation and artificial intelligence, where change could be interpreted as a threat to role security, professional identity or established practice. Communication became weaker where messages were not matched by transparency, participation or visible follow-through.
This links to individualised consideration because staff require communication that recognises their concerns, professional realities and emotional responses to change. Effective communication should therefore be two-way, iterative and locally interpreted through line managers, who often translate strategic messages into operational meaning (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Kotter, 1996; Balogun and Johnson, 2004). Communication should be understood as a relational and interpretive leadership practice that builds trust by providing clarity, acknowledging uncertainty and connecting change to staff roles, service purpose and public value.
5.7 Resource Pressure, Workload and the Conditions for Transformation
Resource pressure, workload and complexity were major constraints on transformational leadership. Participants described financial pressure, rising demand, workforce capacity issues, statutory complexity and emotional labour. This supports public sector, emotional labour and job demands-resources literature, which shows that leadership effectiveness, wellbeing and engagement are shaped by resources, capacity and support (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Hochschild, 1983; Lee and Ashforth, 1996; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2006). It also challenges any assumption that vision and motivation alone can overcome structural constraints.
Staff may support transformation in principle but lack the time, energy or capacity to engage with it in practice. Workload can narrow attention to immediate pressures and make improvement activity feel like an added burden. Transformational leadership therefore depends not only on motivation, but on organisational capacity; without this, empowerment risks becoming responsibility without sufficient resources.
In practice, leadership development should be accompanied by workload realism, prioritisation and implementation support. Leaders need to create conditions for transformation by protecting time for learning, reducing unnecessary bureaucracy, clarifying priorities and recognising the emotional impact of public service work (Andrews and Boyne, 2010; O’Toole and Meier, 2009; Nielsen et al., 2009).

5.8 Public Value, Community Outcomes and Child-Centred Purpose
Participants anchored leadership in public value, community outcomes and child-centred purpose, particularly in Children’s Services and Education. This aligns with public service and public value theory, which emphasise citizenship, legitimacy, trust, outcomes and service delivery capacity rather than efficiency alone (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Moore, 1995; Benington and Moore, 2011; Stoker, 2006; Bryson, Crosby and Bloomberg, 2014).
The findings connect with transformational leadership theory because shared purpose is central to inspirational motivation. In local government, however, shared purpose is rooted in outcomes for residents, children, families and communities. Public purpose can motivate change, but it must be linked to measurable improvement, participation and transparent choices rather than assumed as an inherent feature of public service work (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Moore, 1995; Bryson, Crosby and Bloomberg, 2014).
Transformational leadership in local government should therefore be evaluated not only by motivation or performance, but by whether it strengthens fairness, accountability, co-production and outcomes for citizens. This adds a public value lens to transformational leadership theory and connects local authority leadership to wider debates about collaborative public leadership and governance (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2000; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Moynihan, Pandey and Wright, 2012; Crosby and Bryson, 2018; Hartley, 2018).



5.9 Answering the Research Questions
Research Question 1: How do managers and staff understand and interpret transformational leadership? 
Participants understood transformational leadership as relational, values-based and enabling. It was associated with trust, empathy, visibility, autonomy, support, encouragement and ethical behaviour rather than formal theory or charismatic authority (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Ospina, 2017; Northouse, 2021).
Research Question 2: What practices and behaviours are linked to transformational leadership? 
Key practices included communicating purpose, building trust, enabling autonomy, supporting development, encouraging innovation, creating psychological safety, collaborating across boundaries and connecting change to public value (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Bass and Avolio, 1994).
Research Question 3: What opportunities and challenges affect transformational leadership? 
Opportunities included supportive culture, public service values, partnership, innovation, co-production and leadership development. Challenges included silos, workload, limited resources, bureaucracy, inconsistent communication and uneven culture. These factors interacted, showing that transformational leadership depends on organisational conditions as well as individual behaviours (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Schein, 2010).

Research Question 4: How does transformational leadership affect motivation, engagement and performance? 
Transformational leadership supported motivation and engagement when staff felt trusted, valued, informed and connected to meaningful public outcomes. Its effect on performance was mediated by resources, workload, governance and systems, challenging a direct causal assumption between leadership and improved performance (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Andrews and Boyne, 2010).
Research Question 5: How do culture, structure and community expectations influence leadership? 
Culture shaped whether leadership was experienced as supportive and values-led; structure shaped pace and feasibility through governance and departmental boundaries; and community expectations anchored leadership in fairness, public value and outcomes for residents. These factors interacted continuously, confirming the context-dependent nature of transformational leadership in local government (Schein, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Van Wart, 2013).
5.10 Theoretical Implications
The study makes three theoretical contributions. It supports transformational leadership theory by showing that participants valued vision, empowerment, support, development and intellectual stimulation (Bass and Riggio, 2006). It extends the theory by showing that these behaviours are interpreted through democratic accountability, statutory duty, service complexity and public value (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Van Wart, 2013; Andrews and Boyne, 2010). It also challenges leader-centred assumptions by showing that transformational leadership is enabled or constrained by culture, structure, resources and systems (Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985; Schein, 2010).
Transformational leadership in local government should therefore be understood as relational public transformational leadership: values-led and enabling, but also accountable, collaborative, politically aware, resource-conscious and rooted in community outcomes (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Van Wart, 2013; Ospina, 2017; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015).
5.11 Practical Implications
The findings have practical implications for local authority leadership. Leadership development should prioritise coaching, communication, emotional intelligence, reflective practice, ethical decision-making and trust-building, while also incorporating cross-service learning to reduce silos and strengthen organisational literacy (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Northouse, 2021; Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013). Governance processes should be reviewed for proportionality and clarity, while recognising that leadership development will have limited impact if systems continue to reward siloed working or if workload prevents learning and reflection (Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Schein, 2010).
Communication during change should be treated as a leadership function, with staff receiving timely, consistent and honest explanation of purpose, impact and support (Kotter, 1996; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006). Transformation should also be linked explicitly to public value and outcomes for citizens, while workload, staffing, resources and emotional labour must be addressed if transformational leadership is to be sustainable (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Nielsen et al., 2009; Van Wart, 2013).
Recommendations for practice: Newport City Council could develop a structured leadership pathway incorporating coaching, mentoring, reflective supervision and cross-departmental learning. It could also strengthen manager networks, improve change communication, review governance routes for proportionality, protect capacity for improvement activity and ensure innovation is assessed by its contribution to children, families, communities and service quality (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Van Wart, 2013).
5.12 Strengths, Limitations and Reflexivity
A key strength of the study is its qualitative design, which generated detailed, context-specific insights into how leadership, culture, governance, collaboration and public value were experienced in practice (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Silverman, 2016; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Including participants from different roles and service areas also helped reveal organisational variation rather than presenting a single account of culture or leadership (Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995). However, the study offers analytical rather than statistical generalisation, so its value lies in interpretation, transferability and contribution to understanding rather than universal applicability (Yin, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Limitations include the single local authority case, purposive sample and cross-sectional design, which restrict statistical generalisation and do not capture change over time (Yin, 2018; Patton, 2015; Bryman, 2012; Ritchie et al., 2014). Interview responses may also have been shaped by social desirability, organisational loyalty, fear of criticism or individual experience (Silverman, 2016; Grimm, 2010; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).
Reflexivity was important because the researcher’s professional background and familiarity with the sector may have informed understanding while also creating assumptions about participants’ meanings (Berger, 2015; Creswell and Poth, 2018). This was addressed through attention to participant accounts, transparent theme development and critical reflection on the researcher’s position (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017)
5.13 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should compare transformational leadership across several local authorities and use longitudinal designs to examine how leadership culture develops during reform, digital transformation or financial pressure. Further work should also examine middle managers, who appear important in translating senior leadership messages into everyday practice (Yin, 2018; Bryman, 2012; Van Wart, 2013).
Additional research could explore transformational leadership, staff wellbeing, workload and emotional labour, particularly where resources are constrained (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Maslach and Leiter, 2016). Studies involving service users, children, young people and community partners would also show whether values-led leadership is experienced beyond the organisation. Future evaluations of coaching networks, leadership passports or manager forums would strengthen evidence on leadership development interventions (Malterud, Siersma and Guassora, 2016; Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell and Walter, 2016).
5.14 Chapter Summary
This chapter has interpreted the findings in relation to the research questions, literature and theoretical framework. It has argued that transformational leadership in local government is relational, values-led, enabling and public-value focused, but constrained by governance, resources, workload, silos and uneven culture (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). The findings confirm aspects of transformational leadership theory while showing that local authority leadership also requires accountability, collaboration, public service purpose and organisational capacity (Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Ospina, 2017; O’Toole and Meier, 2009).
The central contribution is that transformational leadership in a local authority should be understood as practical, relational and systemic rather than heroic or purely visionary (Yukl, 1999; Tourish and Pinnington, 2002; Ospina, 2017). It depends on trust, communication, development, collaboration, proportionate governance and connection to community outcomes, but these conditions are fragile where communication is inconsistent, silos persist, capacity is limited or public value is not translated into operational change (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). Transformational leadership can therefore support motivation, innovation and service improvement only when organisational conditions enable staff to participate meaningfully in change.
Overall, the dissertation addressed its objectives and answered the research questions. The literature review examined transformational leadership in public sector and local government contexts; the qualitative findings captured managers’ and staff members’ experiences within Newport City Council; and the discussion translated these findings into implications for leadership development, governance, communication, collaboration and performance improvement (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006). The study shows that transformational leadership can support change when relational behaviours are reinforced by organisational structures, capacity and commitment to public value.
5.15 Conclusion
This dissertation examined how transformational leadership is understood, experienced and enacted within Newport City Council, and how it influences organisational change, staff engagement and perceived performance. It found that transformational leadership was not primarily experienced as heroic or charismatic leadership, but through relational, values-led and enabling behaviours such as trust, visibility, empathy, communication, autonomy, support, collaboration and ethical practice (Yukl, 1999; Bass and Riggio, 2006; Ospina, 2017).
The research also showed that transformational leadership was mediated by organisational conditions. Culture, governance, resources, workload, silos, communication and public value expectations shaped whether leadership behaviours could be enacted meaningfully (Schein, 2010; Andrews and Boyne, 2010; Van Wart, 2013). Transformational leadership may support motivation, engagement, innovation and service improvement, but only where staff have sufficient clarity, capacity, authority and organisational support to act (Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Wang et al., 2011; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006).
The study contributes to leadership theory and practice by arguing that transformational leadership in local government should be understood as relational, systemic and context-dependent (Ospina, 2017; Schein, 2010; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015). For Newport City Council, leadership development is likely to be most effective when connected to organisational learning, proportionate systems, protected capacity and sustained commitment to outcomes for children, families and communities (Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe, 2001; Fernandez and Rainey, 2006; Northouse, 2021).
The original contribution of this study is therefore its demonstration that transformational leadership in local government is best understood not as a universal leadership model, but as a relational, public-value-driven and system-dependent practice shaped by the realities of local authority work (Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2013; Denhardt and Denhardt, 2015; Schein, 2010).
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