BMOE5005: Understanding Adventure Leadership
Max Leech Essay Assessment 1:  
Read and then critically reflect on the paper by Brymer and Gray (2006) "Effective Leadership : Transformational or Transactional?"

Brymer’s and Gray's paper gives an interesting insight into models of leadership and also what defines a leader, addressing outdoor leadership, which links to activities we are undertaking as students. There seems to be a very rigid and analytical approach of who can be a leader and what kind of leadership an individual can choose or an organization decides to choose for them as a leader of a specific field/area. Brymer and Gray also back up their findings with other academic theories, starting with a statement that some of the theories may seem outdated. ‘Theory and research in outdoor leadership is often based on studies undertaken in the 1980s, however, whilst such findings are valuable, it is interesting that leadership theory in other fields such as sport, education, leisure, health, management studies and the military have taken on a different perspective.’(Brymer & Grey, 2006). Also, the leadership model that is still in practice may no longer fit societal norms and seem outdated in the modern world. They also stipulate that although other forms of leadership in health, sport and education undergo some level of innovation, outdoor leadership seem to lack a new approach. (Brymer & Grey, 2006)

Firstly, they tackle the question of what makes you the leader and how psychologically one can determine their leadership qualities. This is done by understanding the evolution of leadership: are you a born leader; do you have specific traits that make you a leader; the natural ability to lead; ‘leaders can also have complexity within their characters; the ability of the leader to adapt and be flexible enough’. (Peart, 1991)(Brymer & Grey, 2006) ‘It focuses on the importance of leadership style, which incorporates the marriage of technical skills, affective skills and personality.’(Brymer & Grey, 2006). So even before the question of the choice of leadership model, a leader must be defined by careful segregation and complex psychological and physical analysis, although the physical part is not mentioned in the findings, which is an important factor when it comes to the outdoor leadership, meaning alongside the mental stability an outdoor leader should be healthy and physically fit, regardless of gender. ‘Leading groups in rugged environments demands not only physical stamina but also a broad range of technical skills such as navigation, first aid, and survival techniques. Regular physical training and skill development activities are crucial to ensure that wilderness leaders can perform their duties effectively and safely.’ (Secureteen, 2024) 

Further on there seems to be a strong focus on the ‘situational leadership’ that includes the relationship between leader and follower, based on the principle of agreeing and following the leader without questions asked, but also ‘soft and conceptual leadership’ where a leader encourages social skills and creativity hence is more adaptable and flexible. Yet for outdoor leadership the concept of ‘situational leadership’ seems to still be favored, which links us to two preferred models of leadership: transactional and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985)(Brymer & Grey, 2006).

Transactional leadership is based on a system which is defined by clear division between the leader and the follower. ‘In the view of Ford and Blanchard (1985), followers required leaders to take responsibility when followers chose to abdicate responsibility.’ (Brymer & Grey, 2006). The leader has full control, and their system of operation is based on an exchange, reward and punishment basis. Although it does not seem that punishment is much exercised when it comes to outdoor leadership and dealing with adults. Punishment can be exercised when dealing with children or teenagers in an educational environment which could potentially include lower grades or letters being sent to the parents. However, in an adult environment that would be hard to achieve. Hence the most efficient element in transactional leadership seems to be the reward system and also knowledge that a leader has full control, and their actions might not be possible to question as much as in transformation leadership. Also, a transactional leader, although still in need of some level of flexibility, follows a specific pattern of action. This task-based leadership rules out long-term development of the followers, mainly focusing on activities happening at this specific moment rather than thinking about transformational values affecting an individual after the leadership event took place. Transactional leaders need to undertake group management courses, understand the process including completing risk assessment and also have educational and teaching skills. 

During my university expedition leadership experience, one of my colleagues undertook transactional leadership, applying contingent reward leadership. Contingent reward leadership is considered to be both an active and positive exchange between the leader and follower. Followers are rewarded or recognized for successfully completing previously agreed goals or objectives (Barling, Weber, & Kelloway, 1996; Bycio, Hackett, & Allen, 1995; Sosik, Avolio, & Kahai, 1997) (Brymer & Grey, 2006). His reward system was based on promising us food & beverages if we achieve the goal of walking a specific amount of time and reaching a specific location. Here the food & beverages  (reward) seem to not actually be as important as the fact of a reward being applied. Everyone likes to receive rewards and also no one likes to be singled out to be the one not deserving the reward. So, in this sense the reward system may work. However, this system may also pose some challenges. Firstly, this system can be ego driven (Gerstner and Day, 1997) (Brymer & Grey, 2006), where the primary motivation is to satisfy the leader’s need to control and have power over others, deciding by one person (not collectively) who should get the rewards. For example, for some people competition and rewards driven outdoor activity may be impossible as they have certain psychological issues the leader is not aware of, hence the follower may feel mistreated. It is also hard for the leader to be fully fair as the only person in charge is themselves and others need to obey and follow. There seems to be two levels of this type of management; active where you monitor the followers performance the whole time (meaning you can help or repair their actions) and this way avoid errors or behavior issues, or passive management where the leader waits until the task is completed and then decides who is worthy of reward. Both approaches can pose some challenges, as a follower being constantly supervised or reprimanded may lead to lowering the level of motivation while the second management type (passive) may lead to follower making mistakes that later on could result in some sort of consequences.(Klimosky & Hayes, 1980) (Brymer & Grey, 2006). 

Another model of leadership is transformational. Transformational leadership’s core is to move beyond the rewards and transactional model. A transformational leader has to also possess a social intelligence ‘According to Salovey and Mayer (1990), emotional intelligence refers to "the subset of social intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one's own and others' feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one's thinking and actions" (p.189).’ (Journal of Experiential Education, 2006). Here the followers should be developing self-thinking and self-recognition, encouraging individual development and creativity. The leader on the other hand should possess charismatic and inspirational characteristics, which in the end should transform life for the better, building personal relationships and focusing on a two way communication format between leader and the followers. Also, transformational leadership works at a collective rather than individual level. As a leader of such a model one needs to stay flexible, open towards changes or other people's circumstances and think outside the box facing positive but also challenging aspects, like perhaps other people's mental health or special circumstances. An example would be my latest university expedition experience where my peer tried to lead the group under a transformational leadership model. What I personally found interesting is that the group was quite relaxed, and I felt happy and calm. There was no reward like in the transactional approach but that seemed not to be that crucial at that stage. It was more about the moment and about the feeling of freedom that I could see the group was feeling and their behavior was normal without anyone trying to take the place of a leader or separate from the group. However, this model is also criticised, as it may lead to manipulation from the side of the leader and also the leader’s ego may stand in the way resulting in unethical behavior. Having said that, also in the transactional approach there is criticism of the ego being a negative force and danger. (Bentley, DeRuyen 2002, 2001)(Brymer & Grey, 2006)

When it comes to my leadership model, I chose the laissez faire leadership approach. It is a model where the leader trusts their followers and they are aware of the trust that is placed in their hands without exercising control. Research suggests that non-controlling leadership behaviours result in improved performance and psychological well-being. This empowering and supportive style ensures that the group members are central to, and actively involved in, the process.’ (Cooper, 2016) This approach requires minimum supervision and works by empowering the employees or in this case the followers to take more responsibility, this way increasing their management skills. I chose this style as I wished to experiment and observe human behaviour when individuals are responsible for their own leadership. In this specific case this model did not backfire as all followers seem to enjoy their place within the group, being able to feel like they are all leaders. However, perhaps this model is more suited for less outdoor or possibly risk prone leadership ‘Industries where laissez-faire leadership is most effective including advertising, entertainment, technology, and retail buying.‘ (National Society of Leadership and Success, 2022) Laissez faire approach differs entirely from transactional and transformation models, staying away from micromanagement (transactional) or motivational model (transformational). 

It seems all three models have positive but also negative elements. As Brymer and Gray argue; outdoor leadership still seems to apply mostly the traditional transactional leadership model, although the transformational model recently seems to be more favoured having more factors that support people's psychological health and personal development. (Brymer & Grey, 2006) The Laissez faire model of leadership on the other hand seems quite risky in our context as outdoor leadership does need to be perhaps more controlled due to the leader needing more knowledge and experience when it comes to the risk and possible dangers attached to outdoor activities, also in case of panic, where the leader has the skill to control the situation. 

Another aspect worth mentioning is the fact that nowadays the followers have lots of knowledge gained from digital platforms like social media (Instagram, Facebook, TikTok) and YouTube videos. That changes the landscape entirely. ’The digital era, in addition to bringing benefits to educational institutions, on the one hand, also brings challenges that leaders in educational institutions must face. The leaders of these educational institutions need to answer these challenges to continue to exist and compete globally.’(Lestari, 2024) This can be applied to outdoor leadership and compared with the educational system. For example, when it comes to the relationship between leader and followers, some followers, after watching specified videos may even know more about outdoor leadership and the journey undertaken than the leader himself/herself. This positions the transactional but also transformational leadership in question. Additionally, the follower may google the leader’s information online, prior to the outdoor activity, already making judgments and have biased opinions which in the end may undermine the leader’s control or change the overall chemistry of their relationship. 

Although all models seem to gain some criticism, there are still some valuable elements in all models that can be very useful for my future career development. The main idea behind learning and practicing these models is to apply it to outdoor leadership but also it can be applied to other mediums, like sports, health, education or business. Being a leader seems to be a combination of some inner leadership qualities but also skills that are possible to learn. Also, being aware of leadership skills and theories and its background, I have a better scope of understanding of what as a follower I can expect from a leader, but also to realize the complex nature of it. For outdoor leadership the traditional form of transactional leadership model still seems to be applied the most, although Brymer and Gray mention that it is outdated.(Brymer & Grey, 2006) This invites  the shift ahead to perhaps a more current understanding of what followers require from their leaders and how leadership can sustain its importance.  
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