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Critical reflection on the paper “Effective leadership: Transformational or transactional?” 

To effectively reflect on Brymer and Gray’s paper, it is important to first establish the context of theory that preceded the transactional and transformational theories of leadership. Leadership theory as a field of research has shown increasing complexity over the years, each development building upon the last and leaving a number of theories to examine. Early theories can be considered direct progressions from each other, but later theories, such as COLT, transformational, and servant leadership, developed more alongside each other and target different areas of leadership.

One of the earlier established concepts of leadership is the Great Man theory originating in the 1840s from talks and writing by Thomas Carlyle (Spector, 2015). This theory suggests that some individuals are simply born with the skills and characteristics of a leader, and that those not born with this innate ability could not learn to lead with the same effectiveness of these ‘great men’ (Benmira and Agboola, 2021). Drawing examples from historically relevant figures, Great Man theory was formed under a religious context, deeming it the task of followers to recognise the ‘great men’ intended by God to be leaders and allow them to be raised to positions of power (Spector, 2015).

This understanding of leaders was later extended to incorporate new theoretical ideas with the introduction of Trait Theory, which proposes that the traits of leadership can be learned as well as inherited (Benmira and Agboola, 2021). Research into leadership under this context focused primarily on examining the exact combinations of skills and traits that were found in affective leaders across different fields (Fleenor, 2006; Goff, 2003). 

In contrast to the previous focus specific traits, the following Behavioural Theory suggests a factor more important than a leader's personality is their behaviours when leading (Dong, 2023). Whether a leader's behaviour was task-oriented or follower-oriented shows significant differences in effectiveness, in favour of leaders that are more attentive to their followers (Bass and Stogdill,1990; Goff, 2003). Behavioural theory presents the greatest commitment so far to the idea that the necessary behaviours for leadership can be learned by anyone through study and practice (Muftahu, 2019).

This transitions smoothly into the situational theory of leadership, which suggests the various traits and behaviours of leaders must be used differently depending on the situations that a leader finds themself in (Benmira and Agboola, 2021). Situational theory acknowledges that followers are not invariable and may in fact require different leadership approaches to achieve the most effective results (Waller et al, 1989; Walls, 2019). This understanding leads to the suggestion that the use of task-focused and follower-focused leading should correlate with factors such as the commitment and competence of followers, resulting in a dispersal of styles identified as telling, selling, participating, and delegating (Thompson, and Vecchio, 2009).

Another theory which is often used in tandem with others is the notion of leadership styles. These styles are usually presented as three distinct ways of directing and interacting with followers: autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire (Bhatti et al, 2012). The autocratic style is expressed by leaders who hold absolute authority over individually made decisions, the democratic style explores the knowledge and opinions of followers for a leader to consider before making a decision, and lastly the laissez-faire style leader relinquishes control of decisions to their followers, becoming a leader only in technicality (Khan et al, 2016; Communication Coach Alexander Lyon, 2021).

The Conditional Outdoor Leadership Theory (COLT) considers many factors of preceding theories (such as style and behaviour orientation) and adds an additional vital factor when practicing leadership; conditions of favourability (Martin et al, 2025). COLT positions conditions of favourability as the most important variable when determining how a group should be led, more essential than the task or relationship orientation used by the behavioural theory (Priest, 1992). Priest (Priest, 1992) introduces environmental dangers, individual competence, group unity, leader proficiency, and decision consequences as the five primary factors influencing the favourability of conditions during any activity. Understanding these conditions then allows leaders to behave accordingly, a situation with high conditions of favourability (e.g. clear weather, competent group, experienced leader) allows a leader to use an abdicratic leadership style, letting followers operate with more independence. Conversely, if conditions change to a lower favourability (e.g. stormy weather, group conflict) the leader will switch to a more autocratic style to manage the changing scenario.

Servant leadership operates under the idea that followers perform best when a leader's primary goal is to ensure their complex personal needs are being met. Task-oriented behaviour is secondary to serving followers through multiple dimensions, such as relational, ethical, emotional, or spiritual needs (Eva et al, 2019). Focusing on supporting the development of followers creates engaged and competent individuals with a connection to their leader and willingness to fulfil objectives (Coetzer, 2017).

This description is a simplification of the history of leadership research and thus may obscure some of the variation in early theories, however it provides an adequate basis for understanding the theory which precedes transactional and transformational leadership.

In shorter terms, Brymer and Gray describe transactional leadership as “an interchange of bargains between followers and their leaders”. With support from further sources, transactional leadership theory relies on the relationship of costs and benefits between leaders and followers, where the leader controls the distribution of rewards in return for certain behaviours or actions by followers (Jaqua, and Jaqua, 2021; Benmira and Agboola, 2021). 

In contrast to the stylings of transactional leadership, a transformational leader uses intrinsic motivations to inspire followers beyond the basic level achieved via a normal exchange (Bass and Riggio, 2006). Transformational leadership means working closely with followers to guide and support them in unique ways that accommodate their needs and desires, instilling in them the desire to surpass the expectations of a standard transaction (Hsu et al, 2008). Followers are encouraged to develop as people, improving motivation and morale and inspiring them to work towards wider or more challenging shared goals (Bass, 1999; Bass and Riggio, 2006).

Brymer and Gray identify the role of an outdoor leader as being more complicated than simple goal-based task completion with a group, instead a leader in this field is expected to facilitate experiences that cause unique personal growth, social interactions, develop environmental awareness, improve wellbeing or educate, all while managing the various risks posed to followers (Brymer and Gray, 2006). Brymer and Gray argue that with evidence from other fields suggesting the effectiveness of transformational leadership, and how well it suits itself to the complex tasks required of outdoor leaders, that this theory provides an ideal model for the field of outdoor leadership.

It could be suggested that when discussing outdoor adventure activities, a transformational style of leadership could be considered somewhat redundant, as adventure is often seen as inherently transformational. Benefits of outdoor adventure are often posed to be a variety of psychological, sociological, educational, and physical developments in a participating individual or group (President's Commission on Americans Outdoors, 1986). This is achieved through the challenging, risk-taking activities that are standard practice for outdoor adventure, and the reflection that follows these experiences (Goldenberg et al, 2002; Haegeli and Pröbstl-Haider, 2016; Hickman and Stokes, 2016). On the other hand, transformational leadership could enhance the naturally transformative nature of adventure, providing guidance and ensuring ideal outcomes, while fulfilling the more social aspects of a transformational experience.

One issue that can be raised with Brymer and Gray’s paper (which is a relevant issue with all leadership theory in the outdoors) is the criticism that intense focus on individual theories and models oversimplifies the complexity inherent in real-world outdoor adventure leadership (Mahon and Smith, 2019). Leadership can be highly personal, unique, and individualised between different leaders and followers, who may require different approaches at different times, especially in groups where multiple followers have differing needs. Becoming reliant on a ‘best’ theory for practice risks developing a linear focus on performing leadership like its own task, rather than a way to inform the dynamic interactions between leaders and groups (Smith, 2021). The relationship between theory and practice is, in reality, more complex than a checklist of transformational leadership, instead requiring leaders to consider their nuanced, ever-changing environment, both literally and in the context of individuals or relationships (Mahon and Smith, 2019; Smith, 2021).

Leadership is perhaps better characterised as a continuous, non-standardised learning process, requiring routine renewal of previously learned theory, and an attentiveness to new developments in the field (Galloway, 2002). In my own personal experience transformational leadership can be practiced without knowledge of the theory itself. When reflecting on my role as a scout leader working mainly with scouts with additional support needs, I can recognise the elements of transformational leadership in my own behaviour. My focus for those scouts has always been more complex than just helping them to complete the day's activities, instead I try to develop their understanding of personalised needs, offer understanding and connection, and encourage the confidence needed to engage in activities more independently. When considering leadership in this way, it is also possible to discern other leadership theories at play: behavioural theory from my focus on the scouts over task; or servant theory due to primarily ensuring their needs are met. It could also be suggested that none of these theories perfectly fit this example, reinforcing Mahon and Smith’s (2019) ideas that leadership is, in practice, more complex than written theory can account for.

When examining leadership theory from the perspective of practice, the lines between concepts become blurred, and leadership decisions must be made in actively changing environments and situations. Often there will be very little direct consideration for the individual styles and theories in use at any given moment, however this does not mean that leadership theory is not being utilised. Instead, leadership theory finds its value in the sub-conscious understanding of its core concepts (Galloway, 2002). Leaders in conditions of low favourability will use autocratic leadership styles, not as an active choice regarding the appropriateness of the theory, but due to a core understanding of the needs of the situation. In this way, any selection of a most appropriate theory of leadership for the outdoors (transformational leadership in Brymer and Gray's case), fails to account for the reality of leading.

Instead, from my understanding of leadership theory and outdoor adventure education, I would argue that leaders must develop a solid understanding of all leadership theory, from foundational stages through to the modern theories in use today, to develop a practical knowledge base that can be applied in practice without resulting in an overreliance on theory as a rule-set for how to succeed. Even the earliest theories, such as trait theory, can be relevant. For example, a scout from my group, S, recently took on the role of helping a new member integrate on their first day completely independently. Despite no research or direct education in leadership, S’s natural inclination was to direct the group to reorganise their game to welcome in the new member. Occasions like this suggest that, though insufficient alone, even classic leadership theory has its value. Even more so when considering how leadership theory has developed by building upon previous concepts, as demonstrated in this paper, older theories create a solid basis on which newer theory has been constructed.

Whilst Brymer and Gray paper is relevant and of value to outdoor education leaders, it is primarily based on theoretical knowledge rather than data-based research and concludes that transformational is the primary model for leadership. This reflection highlights the exceedingly complex nature of leadership, extending on Brymer and Gray’s work to highlight relevant other theories that should be included in a general knowledge base for outdoor leaders. Instead Brymer and Gray (2006) should be considered as a start point or “gateway” to other theories that can improve practice for people interested in leading in the outdoors. Going forward I can remain current with research in the leadership field, refreshing my basis routinely to maintain an evolving knowledge base for my practice. Undertaking this alongside reflective practice will allow me to extend my knowledge and upscale my ability as an outdoor leader, having a wide set of skills and knowledge to identify and respond appropriately to the numerous factors at play when leading and how to manage them effectively. 
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