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Abstract 

Leadership is regarded as essential in life, in society and in organisations. It is 

for this reason that this article studies leadership, in particular employees’ 

perceptions of leadership, with regard to social exchange and institutional 

(behavioural) isomorphism theories, acknowledging the contextual differences 

between the private and the public sectors. The purpose of the article is to 

compare the perceptions of employees from organisations in the private and the 

public sector based on 12 independent cross-sectional studies (conducted over 

five years). Eight leadership styles were examined, namely, authentic, 

empowering, ethical, servant, transformational, transactional, and ubuntu or 

Afrocentric leadership, and leader–member exchange. One of the studies 

included a measurement of organisational culture, to be brought in relation with 

leadership. The results of this study indicate that the employees in the private 

sector have a significantly better perception of leadership compared to those in 

the public sector (except for transactional leadership). It was further found that 

the two sectors differ significantly with regard to the perceived cultures, and 

that the cultural types are related to the perception of leadership. 

Recommendations are not only made in general, but also with regard to 

improving the perception of leadership (which has an impact on employee 

behaviour, attitudes and organisational performance) in the public sector, based 

on the findings of this study. 
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Introduction 

Currently, around the world, leadership is considered to be an important element of 

society and organisations. According to Batistic, Cerne and Vogel (2017), this was the 

case even as far back as the ancient civilisations of Egypt and China; it thus remains a 

contemporary issue or phenomenon. The importance of leadership has been amplified 

during the Covid-19 pandemic at an international, national and organisational level. In 

South Africa, for instance, a plethora of statements by, inter alia, the President, 

Mr Cyril Ramaphosa, including his state of the nation address (Parliament of South 

Africa, 2021), has emphasised the role of leadership in organisations, in particular the 

public sector, in reaction to Covid-19. It is, however, concerning that leadership in the 

public sector is portrayed by the media as being incompetent (for instance the delays in 

the vaccination process), legitimising excessive wastage (the procurement of personal 

protective equipment as an example) and the inability to implement plans appropriately. 

Corsie (2018) suggests that public sector leadership is complex, but that the behaviour 

and decisions of leaders have a direct impact on people’s existence. This impact is often 

based on the perceptions of the leader, and is relevant to organisations, regardless of the 

context in which leadership is practised, for example religious, political, traditional and 

organisational. Accordingly, in this article, I focus on the perceptions of employees of 

leadership within an organisational context. 

Perceptions are regarded as important, as they determine and influence employee 

behaviour. This argument can be substantiated by the social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977), the social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and the institutional (behavioural) 

isomorphism theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The pillars of these three theories 

support the notion that leadership (the perception and experience of it) has a modelling 

and reciprocal effect, both of which shape and influence employee behaviour. 

The purpose of this study is to determine the perceptions of leadership, as it is regarded 

as an important determinant of employee behaviour. Such perceptions are analysed 

across both the private and public sectors, with the sector representing the context. This 

is because it is argued that there might be institutional differences (for example, the 

organisational culture) between the sectors, which may have an impact on leadership in 

general. 

The unit of enquiry for this study is employees’ perceptions of leadership in their 

organisations and their perceptions of the organisational culture (included as a variable 

in two of the studies) across 12 independent studies. 

In this study, I seek answers to the following research questions: 

• What are the perceptions of leadership in the private sector, compared to those in 

the public sector? 
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• How does the perceived organisational culture relate to the perception of 

leadership, and how do the cultures of the two sectors compare with each other? 

• What recommendations can be made to improve organisational performance 

through better employee behaviour and attitudes, which are based on their 

perceptions of the leaders in their organisations? 

The results of all 12 studies will be used to answer the first and last research questions. 

The results of studies 8 to 10 will be used to answer the second research question. 

Insights obtained from the findings of this study may contribute to the development of 

interventions to improve the perceptions of leadership not only in general, but also 

within the respective sectors. These interventions will, according to social learning, 

social exchange and the institutional/behavioural isomorphism theories, have a positive 

effect on employee behaviour and ultimately performance (individual, organisational 

and sectoral). 

This article is structured into two broad sections. First, I review the literature related to 

the eight leadership styles, sectoral similarities and differences, and organisational 

culture. Second, I report the results of the 12 empirical studies and conclude with a 

discussion of the findings. 

Leadership 

There is a plethora of academic literature on leadership and leadership styles, including 

authentic leadership (AL), ethical leadership (EL), empowering leadership (EmpL), 

transactional leadership (TrL), transformational leadership (TfL) and leader–member 

exchange (LMX). This is also the case with ubuntu leadership (UbL) or Afrocentric 

leadership which is more specific to the context of South Africa. All these styles are 

included in this study. In the academic discourse, scholars regard leadership and, in 

relation to this study, the perceptions of leadership, as an important element within an 

organisational setting. The perceptions of leadership (the eight leadership styles used in 

this study) have been empirically found to have a direct impact on employee behaviour 

(Amundsen & Martinsen, 2014; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012; Fong & Snape, 2015; 

Grobler & Holtzhausen, 2018; Grobler & Powell, 2018; Ilies, Morgenson, & Nahrgang, 

2005; Sharma & Kirkman, 2015; Shin, Sung, Choi, & Kim, 2015; Walumbwa, Avolio, 

Gardner, Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008). These relationships are usually explained by 

applying the principles of the social learning, social exchange and institutional 

(behavioural) isomorphism theories. A short discussion of each of these leadership 

styles is presented below. 

Authentic Leadership 

AL has been studied and defined by several authors, including George (2003), Ilies et 

al. (2005), Shamir and Eilam (2005) and Walumbwa et al. (2008). Grobler and Powell 
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(2018) summarise these definitions and conceptualisations of AL by suggesting that 

they consist of components of self-knowledge, congruency between the individual’s 

values and actions, maintaining truthful relationships by presenting the true self, and 

being impartial and non-biased when analysing possible resolutions and actions and 

taking decisions. 

Empowering Leadership 

Various definitions of EmpL exist, but the central theme of them all is power sharing, 

as postulated by Amundsen and Martinsen (2014), Zhang and Bartol (2010), Sharma 

and Kirkman (2015) and Wong (2018). This is based on establishing greater decision-

making autonomy (Zhang & Bartol, 2010), delegating authority to employees, 

coaching, sharing information (Sharma & Kirkman, 2015), interacting with the team 

effectively and informatively and, importantly, leading by example (Arnold, Arad, 

Rhoades, & Drasgow, 2000). 

Ethical Leadership 

Brown and Treviño (2006, p. 595) define EL as “the demonstration of normatively 

appropriate conduct through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the 

promotion of such conduct to followers through two-way communication, 

reinforcement, and decision-making”. Ethical leaders are honest and fair (Yasir & 

Mohamad, 2016) and display characteristics such as integrity, responsibility and 

accountability (Rossouw & Van Vuuren, 2013). Ethical leadership further entails an 

interpersonal component through the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 

(Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005; Resick, Hargis, Shao, & Dust, 2013). In addition, 

in their conceptualisation of EL, De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008) include behaviour 

that focuses on fair-mindedness, role clarification and power-sharing. 

Leader–Member Exchange 

LMX has been defined by Dansereau, Graen and Haga (1975), Graen and Cashman 

(1975) and Graen and Scandura (1987) as the quality of exchange between a supervisor 

and an employee at a horizontal (and not vertical or command) level (Uhl-Bien, Riggio, 

Lowe, & Carsten, 2014). LMX is underpinned by the social exchange theory, with 

regard to the reciprocal nature of leadership. LMX comprises elements of mutual effect, 

contribution, loyalty (Graen & Scandura, 1987) and professional respect (Liden & 

Maslyn, 1998). These dimensions are regarded as the modes of exchange (social) and 

currencies between the supervisor and the employee (Greguras & Ford, 2006). 

Servant Leadership 

Greenleaf (1977) is regarded as the originator of servant leadership theory, which 

appears to go against the grain of the basic human desire to serve our self-interests first. 

Parris and Peachey (2013) and Van Dierendonck, Stam, Boersma, De Windt and 

Alkema (2014) built on this original conceptualisation by postulating that SL is 
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essentially follower orientated. They are further of the opinion that SL is characterised 

by leaders who selflessly empower and develop their followers. SL leaders are also 

mindful and focused on the positive influence they can have on their followers by 

placing the needs, interests and aspirations of their followers above their own 

(Dansereau et al., 1975; Greenleaf, 1977; Laub, 2004). SL further entails a deep sense 

of ethics, morality (Wong & Page, 2003) and integrity (Parris & Peachey, 2013). 

Transformational Leadership 

Like many of the other leadership styles, TfL has been defined in many ways, but after 

studying the views of various scholars, three things stood out. First, TfL is future 

orientated with a clear and inspirational vision and long-term goals (Howell & Avolio, 

1993; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1996). Second, TfL is the unselfish 

(without any self-interest) development of employees—inspiring, motivating and 

transforming them (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Belias & Koustelios, 2015; 

Burns, 1978; Howell & Avolio, 1993). This is also achieved through the basic principle 

of the social learning theory, namely, role modelling (Kim, 2014), and the exchange 

between the leader and the employee (Carmeli, Atwater, & Levi, 2011) in accordance 

with the social exchange theory. Third, TfL is better organisational functioning (Belias 

& Koustelios, 2015; Kim, 2014; Podsakoff et al., 1996) through well-planned and 

communicated alignment of people and processes (Eustace & Martins, 2014). All three 

aspects related to TfL are aimed to improve the organisation and its employees (Avolio 

et al., 2009; Eustace & Martins, 2014; Pereira & Gomes, 2012) by transforming and 

aligning employee attitudes with a new vision in the organisation (Yukl, 2013). 

Subsequently, and for this study, Podsakoff et al. (1996) conceptualised the TfL style 

as multidimensional, which is evident in the discussion of the concept above. According 

to them, TfL comprises identifying and articulating a vision, providing an appropriate 

model, fostering the acceptance of group goals, having high expectations of 

performance, providing individual support and ensuring that employees are 

intellectually stimulated. 

Transactional Leadership 

TrL is based on exchange where leaders provide a reward to their followers on 

completion of a task or objective (Hamstra, Yperen, Wise, & Sassenberg, 2014; Howell 

& Avolio, 1993; Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Yukl, 2013). It is focused on the individual 

and not necessarily on group performance (Hamstra, et al., 2014). 

The nature of the interaction and subsequent rewards can be at a positive/active or a 

negative/passive level. The positive level is where employees are rewarded or 

recognised for accomplishing the agreed goals and targets, also referred to as contingent 

reward leadership. The negative level is where the focus of the leader is on mistakes, 

delaying decisions or avoiding interfering until something has gone wrong, also referred 

to as management by exception (Bass, 1985). 
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Odumeru and Feanyi (2013, p. 358) summarise TrL as “a style of leadership in which 

the leader promotes compliance of his followers through both rewards and 

punishments”. TrL is also referred to as managerial leadership, with the assumption that 

employees are motivated by the best system of rewards and punishments (Jensen, et al. 

2019; Nikezić, Puri, & Puri, 2012). 

Ubuntu Leadership 

UbL is a term that refers to a philosophical approach to human relationships, is used in 

several African cultures, and can also be applied to an organisational context (Grobler 

& Singh, 2018). Grobler and Singh (2018) regard ubuntu as a purely relational 

leadership philosophy that is underpinned by an awareness about the way in which a 

leader leads, with regard to choices and decisions that might have an impact on the 

collective. Within an organisational context, UbL is defined by Msila (2014, p. 1111) 

as “the management and nurturing of growth within an organisation”. Mbigi (2004) lists 

six basic values of UbL, namely, respect, group solidarity, teamwork, service to others, 

interdependence or connectedness, and persuasion. UbL is further regarded by Metz 

(2014) as having an ethical element attached to it as it is all about honouring 

relationships as well as a concern for the well-being of individuals in the group as a 

collective. Central to the notion of ubuntu is the belief that “I am because we are; I can 

only be a person through others” (Mbiti, 1989, p. 106). Finally, Yawson (2017) believes 

that ubuntu is a proxy to a different mode of leadership (Afrocentric leadership) and that 

it is the predominant (and required) style of leadership in Africa, regardless of the 

leader’s race or culture. 

Leadership and Employee Behaviour, Underpinned by the Social 

Psychological Theories 

Leadership and the impact it has on employee behaviour are often explained by applying 

the social learning, social exchange and institutional (behavioural) isomorphism 

theories. For the purpose of this study, it is deemed important to mention the overall 

principles that are related to leadership and employee behaviour. The social learning 

theory suggests that learning occurs within a social context, thus also in an 

organisational setting. Bandura (1977) believes that people learn from one another 

through the observation, imitation and modelling of leaders. The social exchange theory 

emphasises that the transactions between two parties are based on a sense of obligation 

to reciprocate the positive or negative actions of the other party (Blau, 1964). In practical 

terms, employees would feel obliged to reciprocate the support, trust and fair treatment 

that they receive from their leaders with high levels of performance and by acting 

ethically and with integrity. Consistent with the social learning and social exchange 

theories, institutional or behavioural isomorphism can be achieved through three types 

of pressure, namely, coercive, mimetic and normative pressure (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983). 
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Organisational Culture 

Schein (1985) defines organisational culture in terms of the shared beliefs and 

assumptions from which individuals learn within an organisational context, consisting 

of a complex mixture of values, control systems, structures and symbols, and other 

intangible elements (Schabrack, 2007; Schein, 2010). The complex mixture of all these 

elements is dependent on its appropriateness and fit in the specific organisation and has 

a direct impact on employee behaviour (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998). 

Various definitions and conceptualisations of organisational culture exist. For this 

study, it is conceptualised in terms of the competing values framework developed by 

Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1981) and refined by Quinn (1988). In short, the framework 

consists of four cultural types across an external/internal and a stability/flexibility 

dimension, respectively. A short description of each of the cultural types are provided 

as follows: 

• A clan or human relations culture (HRcul) is characterised by flexibility and an 

internal focus. It is broadly orientated towards human commitment, typically 

valuing human resources, training, cohesion and staff morale. 

• An adhocracy or open systems culture (OScul) is characterised by flexibility and 

an external focus. It is orientated towards expansion and adaptation to the 

external environment and values adaptability, readiness, growth, resource 

acquisition and external support. 

• A hierarchy or internal process culture (IPcul) has an internal focus and a control 

orientation. It is orientated towards consolidation and continuity and values 

information management, communication and stability. 

• A market or rational goal culture (RGcul) is characterised by an external focus 

and control orientation. It aims to maximise output and values productivity, 

efficiency, planning and goal setting (Quinn, 1988, pp. 47–48). 

Last, it is important to mention that all four cultures (or elements thereof) coexist in 

organisations, with some values more dominant than others as they are not mutually 

exclusive (Kimberly & Quinn, 1984). The overall conceptualisation (and reporting of 

the results in this study) will be on all four quadrants (cultural types), according to the 

two dimensions, namely, flexibility–control and an internal–external focus (see Figure 1 

for the depiction, which also includes the results of the cultural analysis). 
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Figure 1: Depiction of the perceived organisational cultures of the private and the 

public sector (on a five-point Likert scale) 

Sectoral Comparison 

The purpose of this study was to compare the perceptions of employees of leadership in 

private and public sector organisations in South Africa. Seminal writers and scholars 

such as Hersey and Blanchard (1969) and House (1971) believe context will to a large 

extent determine the nature and characteristics of an organisation (in this instance, the 

sector). This has been more recently supported and confirmed by Bedi, Alpaslan and 

Green (2016), Hararath (2017), Khuntia and Suar (2004), Orazi, Turrini and Valotti 

(2013), Ospina (2016), Uhl-Bien, Maslyn and Ospina (2012) and Wallace and 

Tomlinson (2010). Their research indicates that although there are similarities between 

the private and public sectors, they also have distinct characteristics that can be 

attributed to sector-specific, contextual differences. Various scholars, including Wallace 

and Tomlinson (2010), encourage context (sector) specific research, as it is viewed to 

be largely fragmented and underdeveloped (Ospina, 2016), and that finer nuances of the 

context (sector) are often ignored (Hansen & Villadsen, 2010). Hararath (2017, p. 575) 

postulates that studies in the domain of leadership across sectors are “scanty”. Orazi et 

al. (2013) highlight the necessity for methodological attention to context when, for 

instance, leadership is researched. This will assist leadership development agents to 

develop context-specific, relevant programmes and interventions to improve not only 

the perceptions of leadership, but also leadership in general. 
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It was not the purpose of this study to enter the debate about what constitutes public 

sector management compared to leadership in the private sector. Altwater and Wright 

(1996, p. 965) believe that 

the challenge for comparative scholars [read, sectoral comparison] is to study the more 

important differences and relate those differences to theory [read, leadership, social 

learning, the social exchange and institutional (behavioural) isomorphism theory] as 

well as to practical application. In other words, there should be less of a focus on whether 

differences clearly differentiate types of organizations [read, sectors]. Rather, 

researchers must examine how these differences affect organizations [read, sectors] and 

their employees. 

It was deemed necessary to highlight some contextual (sectoral) differences which may 

have an impact on leadership and the organisational culture. Altwater and Wright (1996) 

have indicated that there are more personnel procedures in the public sector, with the 

focus on control, whereas the private sector is more focused on trust, belief and 

discretion. Hansen and Villadsen (2010) believe the public sector is achieving its tasks 

through participation rather than the directive, task-oriented behaviour that is more 

prominent in the private sector. Bourantas and Papalexandris (1993) state that the public 

sector is exposed to external (often political) pressure, which is not that prominent in 

the private sector. They also suggest that there is a bureaucratic dominance in the public 

sector, a clear differentiating factor when the two sectors are compared with each other. 

For this reason, they believe that there are fewer possibilities to exercise leadership in 

the public sector. It seems, therefore, as if there are more constraints on leaders in the 

public sector which might result in less ability to fulfil a transformational role, having a 

negative impact on the perceptions of leadership, which is not necessarily the case in 

the private sector. 

Method 

A cross-sectional design supported by quantitative statistical analysis—a typical 

empirical paradigm—was used across all 12 independent studies that are combined in 

this study. The data were generated by means of a survey (see the discussion about the 

measurement instruments). 

Sample 

The population is employees from selected organisations in the public and the private 

sectors in South Africa. Convenience sampling (also known as availability sampling), 

which is categorised as a non-probability sampling method, was used to select 60 

employees per organisation to participate in each of the 12 studies. 
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Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Graduate School of Business Leadership of the 

University of South Africa for each of the independent studies included in this study. 

This entailed permission to conduct the research in the participating organisations, the 

consent of the respondents, and the training and mentoring of the fieldworkers (co-

researchers). 

Measurement Instruments 

It is important to mention that, owing to the magnitude and number of instruments used 

to measure the related constructs in this study, the constructs will be analysed 

throughout as unidimensional constructs and not in terms of their multidimensional 

factors (where applicable). A discussion about the instruments is given below. 

Authentic Leadership 

AL was measured in studies 2, 4, 6 and 7 with an adapted version of the Authentic 

Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ). The ALQ consists of 16 items, comprising four 

factors, namely, self-awareness, internalised moral perspective, balanced processing 

and relational transparency. The adaptation was done in terms of the unit of analysis, 

with the original instrument that was intended for the assessment of the leader in terms 

of AL. The adaptation took place with the inclusion of “The leaders in my 

organisation . . .” to assess the participant’s perception of the AL attributes of the leaders 

in the organisation. The initial questionnaire was developed by Walumbwa et al. (2008), 

who reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging between .74 and .85. The 

instrument uses a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. A typical item is “The actions of the leaders in my organisation reflect their core 

values” [item 2]. For this study, AL was measured as an overall construct, thus not in 

terms of the subdimensions. This strategy is supported by the results of an exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA) and a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) conducted on the 

instrument as part of this study. The measurement of AL as a unidimensional construct 

found Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .93 (across the three independent studies 

incorporated in this study). The fit statistics also confirm good fit of the one-factor 

solution, with (χ2/df = 13.34, CFI = .98, RMSEA = .048). 

Empowering Leadership 

EmpL was measured in study 9 with an instrument developed by Arnold et al. (2000). 

It is regarded as a multidimensional construct with eight dimensions, namely, leading 

by example, coaching, encouraging, participative decision-making, informing, showing 

concern, and interacting with the team and group management (Arnold et al., 2000). 

The first item reads as follows: “Leaders in my organisation set high standards for 

performance by their own behaviour.” A five-point Likert scale was used in the 

instrument, where 1 = “never” and 5 = “always”, and reliability coefficients for all the 

factors exceeded .85 (Arnold et al., 2000). 
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Ethical Leadership 

EL was measured using two different instruments: a 17-item instrument developed by 

De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008), and an eight-item instrument developed by Yukl, 

Hassan, Mahsud and Prussia (2013). 

The 17-item instrument of De Hoogh and Den Hartog (2008), as used in studies 1, 3, 4, 

8 and 9, consists of three dimensions/factors and uses a seven-point Likert scale, ranging 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. A typical item reads “The leaders in my 

organisation explain who is responsible for what” [item 7]. Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients of .78 to .88 were reported for the dimensions/factors. Grobler (2017) 

investigated the factorial validity of the instrument within the South African context 

from an etic perspective (the instrument is of non-African origin), reporting Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficients ranging between .85 and .93 for the three factors. The CFA indexes 

suggest a good fit (χ2/df = 5.11, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .033). Grobler (2017) further 

suggests that the instrument could be used as a unidimensional measure. 

The eight-item EL instrument (Yukl et al., 2013) was used in study 12. It uses a six-

point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. A typical item reads 

“Communicates clear ethical standards for members” [item 2]. The Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient reported by the developers of the instrument was .96. 

Leader–Member Exchange 

The measurement of LMX in this study was done using three versions of LMX scales. 

The unidimensional LMX7 version developed by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) was used 

in study 2. A differentiated five-point scale is used to measure the construct, ranging 

from rarely to very often, not a bit to a great deal, not at all to fully and none to very 

high. A typical item reads “Regardless of how much formal authority your leader 

(follower) has built into his or her position, what are the chances that your leader 

(follower) would use his or her power to help you solve problems in your work?” 

[item 4]. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients reported by the developers of this 

unidimensional instrument range between .80 and .90, whereas Grobler and Mathafena 

(2020) reported acceptable reliability (α = .90), convergent validity and good fit 

statistics for the unidimensional measurement of LMX (χ2/df = 3.71, CFI = .99, 

RMSEA = .037) in the South African context. 

The LMX11 developed by Liden and Maslyn (1998) was used in study 4. The 

instrument is multidimensional, with affect, loyalty, and contribution and professional 

respect as dimensions/factors. A typical item reads “My supervisor would defend me to 

others in the organisation if I made an honest mistake” [item 5] and is based on a five-

point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients of .90, .78, .59 and .89 were reported for the respective factors by Liden 

and Maslyn (1998). Grobler and Mathafena (2020) reported a Cronbach’s alpha 
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coefficient of .90 for LMX (the overall construct), as well as good convergent validity 

and fit statistics of χ2/df = 5.69, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .052. 

The third LMX instrument used was the LMX12 item version (used in studies 6 and 7). 

It is important to mention that this version is the same as the LMX11, also developed 

by Liden and Maslyn (1998). However, it consists of one additional item, namely, “I do 

not mind working my hardest for my supervisor” [item 9]. Liden and Maslyn (1998) 

reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .90, .78, .60 and .92 for their student sample 

and .90, .74, .57 and .89 for their organisational sample respectively across the four 

factors. Within the South African context, Grobler and Mathafena (2020) reported good 

fit statistics of χ2/df = 8.02, CFI = .99, RMSEA = .055, a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 

of .92 and excellent convergent validity, in terms of its correlations with cognate 

leadership constructs (such as TfL) and various hypothesised related organisational 

behaviour constructs, for example, person–organisational fit. 

Servant Leadership 

Servant leadership was measured using the seven-item Servant Leadership 

Questionnaire (SLQ7) developed by Liden, Wayne, Zhao and Henderson (2008). It was 

used in studies 7 and 9. Grobler and Flotman (2020) confirmed the unidimensional 

nature of the servant leadership construct, as measured by the SLQ7. A typical item of 

the SLQ7 reads “I would seek help from my leader if I had a personal problem” [item 4]. 

The SLQ7 uses a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 

agree (7). Liden et al. (2015) reported acceptable reliabilities of .80, .81 and .89 across 

three independent samples for the SLQ7, whereas Grobler and Flotman (2020) reported 

a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .88 and acceptable CFA results (χ2/df = 2.76, 

CFI = .99, RMSEA = .032) and convergent validity. 

Transformational Leadership 

TfL was measured in studies 2, 4 and 9 with the Transformational Leadership Behaviour 

Inventory (TLI) developed by Podsakoff et al. (1996). The developers found that TfL 

consists of six dimensions/factors, namely, articulating a vision, providing an 

appropriate model, fostering the acceptance of group goals, high performance 

expectations, providing individualised support, and intellectual stimulation. TfL will, 

however, be analysed as an overall construct and not the dimensions/factors. The 

instrument consists of 22 items, with a typical item that reads as follows: “My leader is 

always seeking new opportunities for the unit/department/organisation” [item 2]. The 

scale used in the measure is a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients reported by Podsakoff et al. (1996) 

range from .78 to .92 

Transactional Leadership 

TrL was measured in study 9, using a section of the Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire (MLQ), initially developed by Bass (1985). Avolio, Bass and Jung (1999) 
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did further work on the original instrument and found that it consists of three 

dimensions, namely, contingent reward, active management by exception, and passive 

management by exception. For this study, the analysis will be conducted on overall TrL, 

and not in terms of the three dimensions. The measurement of TrL will be done using a 

section of the MLQ, by applying the 12 items concerning TrL. An example of a typical 

item is: “Leaders in my organisation concentrate their attention on dealing with 

mistakes, complaints and failures” [item 6]. The measurement of TrL is based on a five-

point Likert scale, where 1 is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree. The Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficients reported by Avolio et al. (1999) range from .63 to .92 for the 

subfactors of the construct. 

Ubuntu Leadership 

The instrument used to measure UbL consists of 12 items from the Management 

Practice Survey (MPS) developed by Yukl, Gordon and Taber (2002) and was used in 

studies 9, 10, 11 and 12. The MPS measures leadership behaviour in terms of a four 

meta-category taxonomy, namely, task, relations, change and external categories (Yukl, 

2012). In a study by Grobler and Singh (2018), an EFA and CFA were conducted on 

the MPS. It was subsequently found that the African taxonomy of leadership behaviour 

(the southern Africa regional taxonomy) includes all the aspects proposed by Yukl et al. 

(2002) and Yukl (2012). However, a unique African meta-category was reported. This 

category has a participatory, democratic and communalistic focus, and the 12 items 

(from the MPS) associated with this unique category were selected to measure UbL. 

One of the items read: “My leader modifies a proposal or plan to include member 

suggestions and deal with their concerns.” The scale used in the measure is a five-point 

Likert scale, and Grobler and Singh (2018) found good convergent validity and a 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this factor of .95. 

Organisational culture was measured in studies 8 to 10 in accordance with the 

competing values framework. It was measured with a slightly modified version of the 

14-item instrument of Helfrich, Li, Mohr, Meterko and Sales (2007), which was based 

on the instrument developed by Quinn and Spreitzer (1991). Like the original scale, this 

adapted instrument measures the four competing organisational cultural types with four 

items associated with each culture, thus 16 items. A five-point Likert scale was used, 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Typical items of each of the cultures are OScul: “My organisation is a very dynamic 

and entrepreneurial place. People are willing to stick their necks out and take risks”; 

IPcul: “My organisation is a very formalised and structured place. Bureaucratic (red 

tape) procedures generally govern what people do”; HRcul: “Managers in my 

organisation are warm and caring. They seek to develop employees’ full potential and 

act as their mentors or guides”; and RGcul: “The glue that holds my organisation 

together is the emphasis on tasks and goal accomplishment. A production orientation is 

commonly shared.” 
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Statistical Analysis 

The statistical analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) version 25 (IBM, 2017). To determine the nature and the distribution 

of the data, descriptive statistics were calculated with the mean score, standard 

deviation, skewness and kurtosis. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (α) were calculated to 

test the proportional variance error and the internal consistency of the instruments used 

in this study. A coefficient of .70 or higher was considered acceptable (Nunnally & 

Bernstein, 1994). 

T-tests were conducted to determine the differences in mean scores reported by the two 

respective sectors, and Cohen’s d was applied to determine the practical significance of 

the differences. The parameters of the practical significance or effect size were 

interpreted according to Pallant’s (2013) guide, namely, a d value of .10 being small, 

.30 medium and .50 large effect. Pearson’s product–moment correlations were used to 

determine the bivariate relationships. Correlations of .30 to .69 and .70 and higher are 

regarded as moderate and strong, respectively. Below .30 is regarded as weak (Pallant, 

2013). Differences in the strength of the relationship between the variables, as reported 

for each of the sectors, were determined with z-observed values following a Fisher r-to-

z transformation. Interpretation was based on the z-observed value, with the difference 

in the correlations deemed to be statistically significant when greater than 1.96 or 

smaller than −1.96. 

Results 

The detail in terms of the sample size, across the 12 studies over five years, is reported 

in Table 1. 

Table 1: Architecture of the respective studies, in terms of the sample properties 

(N = 19 549) 

 2015 

N = 3 235 

n 2016 

N = 2 634 

n 2017 

N = 5 534 

n 2018 

N = 5 206 

n 2019 

N = 2 940 

n 

Pr 

St1(E) 

1020 

St3(E) 

683 

St5(E) 

703 

St8(E) 

763 

St11(E) 

540 

Pub 240 180 570 776 840 

Tot 1260 863 1273 1539 1380 

Pr 

St2(L) 

1436 

St4(L) 

992 

St6(L) 

835 

St9(L) 

1435 

St12(L) 

780 

Pub 539 779 934 842 780 

Tot 1975 1771 1769 2277 1560 

Pr  

St7(OC) 

1170 

St10(HC) 

609  

Pub 1322 781 

Tot 2492 1390 

Note: Pr = private sector; Pub = public sector; St1-12 = studies 1 to 12; E = ethics project; 

L = leadership project; OC = organisational change project; HC = human capital project 
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The information in Table 1 indicates that the total sample consisted of 19 549 

respondents across the 12 studies over five years. The private sector was slightly better 

represented in the sample with 10 966 respondents (56.1%) compared to the public 

sector with 8 583 respondents (43.9%). 

The mean scores and standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis of the constructs (all 

treated as unidimensional constructs), and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (α) of the 

scales are reported in Table 2. These results are based on the combination of data sets 

where instruments were used in more than one study. 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the constructs and reliability of the instruments 

combined (if applicable) 

Construct Sector M SD Skewness Kurtosis α 

UbL 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.59 .82 −.59 −.04 .93 

Pub 3.41 .93 −.47 −.39 .95 

Total 3.50 .88 −.56 −.18 .94 

SL 

(7-point Likert scale) 

Pr 4.68 1.22 −.47 −.24 .84 

Pub 4.42 1.38 −.37 −.56 .90 

Total 4.55 1.31 −.44 −.39 .88 

EL8 

(6-point Likert scale) 

Pr 4.69 1.11 −.81 .13 .91 

Pub 4.66 1.17 −.98 .49 .95 

Total 4.68 1.14 −.90 .33 .93 

EL17 

(7-point Likert scale) 

Pr 4.91 1.14 −.36 −.19 .92 

Pub 4.56 1.16 −.26 −.32 .92 

Total 4.79 1.16 −.32 −.25 .92 

EL15 

(7-point Likert scale) 

Pr 4.40 1.11 −.78 .12 .97 

Pub 4.28 1.12 −.56 .12 .97 

Total 4.35 1.12 −.67 .09 .97 

EmpL 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.54 .68 −.34 .05 .94 

Pub 3.29 .76 −.29 −.20 .95 

Total 3.45 .72 −.36 −.02 .95 

LMX12 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.86 .71 −.75 .78 .91 

Pub 3.73 .76 −.56 .16 .91 

Total 3.79 .74 −.65 .41 .91 

LMX11 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.74 .72 −.64 .23 .92 

Pub 3.66 .65 −.49 −.16 .88 

Total 3.71 .69 −.62 .49 .90 

LMX7 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.59 .83 −.66 .17 .89 

Pub 3.43 .88 −.25 −.22 .92 

Total 3.55 .84 −.61 .06 .90 

AL 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.38 .73 −.22 −.01 .93 

Pub 3.26 .79 −.25 −.22 .94 

Total 3.33 .76 −.25 −.08 .93 

TfL 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.58 .68 −.59 .28 .94 

Pub 3.38 .73 −.60 .15 .95 

Total 3.51 .70 −.61 .27 .94 
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Construct Sector M SD Skewness Kurtosis α 

TrL 

(5-point Likert scale) 

Pr 3.12 .47 .00 .80 .70 

Pub 3.24 .50 −.10 .38 .71 

Total 3.17 .48 −.02 .59 .71 

Note: Pr = private sector; Pub = public sector; the UbL, SL and EL are measured by 8, 17 and 

15 item instruments respectively; the LMX is measured by 12, 11 and 7 item instruments 

respectively. 

The descriptive statistics in Table 2 indicate that the data are normally distributed based 

on the skewness and kurtosis values. All values (except TrL) on the skewness scale were 

negative, which is an indication that the distribution has relatively few small values and 

tails off to the left. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the instruments are acceptable 

(α >  .70) and therefore it would appear that the instruments possess acceptable levels 

of internal consistency. The results of the T-tests performed to determine the statistical 

significance of the differences in the mean scores when the two sectors are compared 

with each other are reported in Table 3. Positive mean differences are an indication that 

the private sector reported higher mean scores. 

Table 3: Results of T-tests to determine the difference in mean scores on all the 

leadership constructs between the private sector and public sector, including the 

practical significance of the differences 

 

Levene's Test for Equality of Variances    

 F Sig. t df 
Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

(St error) 

Cohen’s 

d 

  

UbL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
67.52 ≤  .001 8.63 

6 425

  
≤  .001 .19 (.02) .19 

  

SL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
31.77 ≤  .001 5.82 3 312 ≤  .001 .26 (.05) .21 

  

EL8 
Equal variances 

assumed 
.49 .48 .49 1 558 .62 .03 (.06) .03 

  

EL17 
Equal variances 

assumed 
1.13 .29 13.04 7 708 ≤  .001 .35 (.03) .30 

  

EL15 
Equal variances 

assumed 
.05 .82 2.00 1 271 .05 .13 (.06) .11 

  

EmpL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
12.96 ≤  .001 7.88 1 618 ≤  .001 .25 (.03) .33 

  

LMX12 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
8.88 ≤  .001 5.60 4 248 ≤  .001 .13 (.02) .17 

  

LMX11 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
18.77 ≤  .001 2.57 1 738 .01 .08 (.03) .11 

  

LMX7 
Equal variances 

assumed 
2.35 .13 3.77 1 973 ≤  .001 .16 (.04) .19 

  

AL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
23.48 ≤  .001 5.84 4 580 ≤  .001 .12 (.02) .14 

  

TfL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
15.59 ≤  .001 10.45 4 186 ≤  .001 .20 (.02) .41 
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Levene's Test for Equality of Variances    

 F Sig. t df 
Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

(St error) 

Cohen’s 

d 

  

TrL 
Equal variances not 

assumed 
3.71 .05 −5.40 1 667 ≤  .001 −.11 (.01) .24 

  

Note: UbL, SL and EL are measured by 8, 17 and 15 item instruments respectively; LMX is 

measured by 12, 11 and 7 item instruments respectively. 

All the differences reported in Table 3 are statistically significant (p < .05), except for 

EL measured by the EL8. The t-tests further yielded consistent results, with the private 

sector reporting higher mean scores on all the leadership constructs except TrL. The 

differences with the highest practical significance of effect size are EL (measured by 

the EL17), EmpL and TfL, with Cohen’s d values of .30, .33 and .41, respectively 

(medium effect). 

To determine whether the private and public sectors differ significantly in terms of 

context (the organisational culture), a measurement of the perceived organisational 

culture was performed in studies 8 and 9. It is hypothesised that the context might have 

an impact on the perception of leadership; the sector differences are reported in Tables 4 

and 5. 

Table 4: Descriptive statistics of the constructs and reliability of the organisational 

culture instrument (a five-point Likert scale was used) 

Organisational Culture Sector M SD Skewness Kurtosis α 

Open/ad hoc 

(OScul) 

Private 3.15 .84 −.20 −.24 .76 

Public 2.72 .91 .03 −.43 .80 

Internal/hierarchical 

(IPcul) 

Private 3.58 .71 −.58 .58 .70 

Public 3.71 .73 −.64 .47 .72 

Clan/human 

(HRcul) 

Private 3.35 .89 −.31 −.26 .83 

Public 3.04 .92 −.17 −.48 .83 

Rational/market/goal 

(RGcul) 

Private 3.65 .74 −.67 .70 .77 

Public 3.28 .86 −.37 −.14 .83 

 

From the mean scores reported in Table 4, the dominant organisational culture, as 

perceived by the respondents in the private sector, is the RGcul (M = 3.65, SD = .74), 

followed by the IPcul (M = 3.58, SD = .71). The public sector, on the other hand, 

reported the highest mean score on the IPcul (M = 3.71, SD = .73). The organisational 

culture that reported the lowest mean score for both sectors is the OScul, with the private 

sector slightly higher with M = 3.15 (SD = .84) compared to the public sector 

(M = 2.72, SD = 91). This is most probably owing to the inclusion criteria of 
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organisations with 60 or more employees. The OScul is mostly found in smaller 

organisations. 

Pearson’ product–moment correlation analysis was performed to determine the 

relationship between the various leadership constructs and the four organisational 

cultures. The results are reported in Table 5; the statistical differences between the 

correlations, in terms of the Fisher r-to-z transformation, are also reported. 

Table 5: Correlations between the four perceived organisational cultures and the five 

leadership constructs 

Culture Sector UbL EL EmpL TfL TrL 

Open/ad hoc 

(OScul) 

Private (ra) .44 .51 .54 .43 −.09 

Public (rb) .50 .56 .63 .44 −.18 

Fisher z-observed a,b −2.35† −2.14† −4.19† −.38 2.80† 

Internal/hierarchical 

(IPcul) 

Private (ra) .21 .22 .22 .19 .11 

Public (rb) .22 .22 .30 .19 n/s 

Fisher z-observed a,b −.32 – −2.62† – – 

Clan/human 

(HRcul) 

Private (ra) .55 .65 .65 .52 −.14 

Public (rb) .52 .63 .67 .55 −.26 

Fisher z-observed a,b 1.28 1.03 −1.08 −1.28 3.82† 

Rational/goal/market 

(RGcul) 

Private (ra) .52 .60 .60 .49 −.09 

Public (rb) .50 .58 .66 .49 −.12 

Fisher z-observed a,b .82 .94 −.304† – −.93 

All correlations: sig. ≤ .001; n/s: non-significant; †: Difference between correlations are 

statistically significant (≤ .001) 

All the leadership constructs, except TrL, have a positive relationship with the four 

respective organisational cultures, with correlation coefficients (r) ranging between .43 

and .67. TrL, however, reported negative correlation coefficients (although smaller r 

values, ranging between −.09 and −.26) with OScul, HRcul and RGcul. The IPcul 

reported a positive relationship with TrL (although non-significant for the public 

sector). 

When analysing the correlations across the two sectors, it was found that some of the 

correlations differed significantly (−1.96 ≤ zobs ≥ 1.96), specifically UbL, EL and EmpL 

constructs with OScul, with the public sector reporting higher correlations. Significantly 

stronger correlations were also reported for the public sector (all p ≤ .001) between 

EmpL and IPcul, and RGcul. A significant difference in the correlations was reported 

between TrL and HRcul, with the public sector reporting a significantly stronger but 

negative relationship compared to that of the private sector. 

To determine whether the differences between the mean scores reported on the four 

culture types are statistically and practically significant, T-tests were conducted. The 

results are reported in Table 6. 
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The sectors differ significantly with regard to the perceived organisational cultures 

(p < .05), with the private sector measuring higher on OScul (large effect, d = .50), 

HRcul (small effect, d = .18), and RGcul (medium effect, d = .30). The public sector 

reported a significantly higher mean score on IPcul, although the practical significance 

is a small effect (d = .21). 

Table 6: Results of T-tests to determine the difference in mean scores on the four 

organisational cultures for the private sector and public sector, including the 

determination of practical significance (Cohen’s d) 

Organisational 

Culture 

Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances 

 F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

(St error) 

Cohen’s 

d 

Open/ad hoc 

(OScul) 

Equal variances 

not assumed 
10.61 ≤  .001 15.01 4974.11 ≤  .001 

.35 

(.02) 
.50 

Internal/hierarchical 

(IPcul) 

Equal variances 

not assumed 
19.73 ≤  .001 −5.36 4937.76 ≤  .001 

-.11 

(.02) 
.21 

Clan/human 

(HRcul) 

Equal variances 

not assumed 
14.37 ≤  .001 7.47 4954.55 ≤  .001 

.19 

(.02) 
.18 

Rational/goal/market 

(RGcul) 

Equal variances 

not assumed 
80.66 ≤  .001 14.95 4725.14 ≤  .001 

.33 

(.02) 
.30 

Note: Positive mean differences are an indication that the private sector reported higher mean 

scores. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions of employees of their leaders 

in the private and public sectors, and to conduct a sectoral comparison. The importance 

of leadership in organisations in both the private and public sectors forms the basis of 

this study, supported by literature and the social learning, social exchange and 

institutional isomorphism theories. All three of these theories emphasise the role of 

perceptions (of leadership) in the behaviour and attitudes of individuals (employees). 

The perception of leadership in both the private and the public sectors was studied in 

terms of authentic, ethical, servant, transformational, transactional and ubuntu or 

Afrocentric leadership and leader–member exchange, over five years and in terms of 12 

independent cross-sectional studies. 

The results of the comparison of the private and public sectors, with regard to the 

employees’ perceptions of leadership support the general leadership literature with 

regard to the importance of context (in this case the specific sector). Significant 

differences were reported on all the leadership constructs that were measured, with the 

public sector reporting lower mean scores compared to the private sector. It was only 
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on the construct of transactional leadership that the public sector reported a higher mean 

score. 

This supports the literature that suggests that there are similarities between the private 

and public sectors, but also distinct differences in terms of a higher degree of 

bureaucratic dominance in the public sector, which makes it more difficult to lead. This 

is supported by the results of this study in terms of all the leadership constructs except 

transactional leadership, which is more task oriented (and bureaucratic) and less focused 

on relationships and transformation. 

The difference in context was accounted for by measuring the prevailing (perceived) 

organisational culture in the sectors, conceptualised in accordance with the Competing 

Values Framework. Significant differences between the two sectors were reported, 

which once again supports the general literature regarding the characteristics of the 

respective sectors. The dominant organisational culture in the private sector is the 

rational/market/goal culture, which is an indication that the sector generally has an 

external focus with the aim of maximising output, productivity and efficiency. The 

public sector on the other hand is more internally focused (hierarchy or internal process 

culture) with a high level of structure, control and stability. 

A basic correlational analysis was performed to assess the relationship between the 

context (the organisational culture) and the employees’ behaviour and attitudes (the 

perception of leadership), as found in the organisational behaviour literature and 

research. Leadership is perceived to be better (especially empowering leadership) where 

there is an open/ad hoc culture and a rational/market culture—with the two cultures 

sharing the dimension of an external focus. Also, transactional leadership has a negative 

relationship with the clan/human culture. This implies that where the leadership is 

perceived to be task oriented, strong in terms of control and outcome driven, employees 

might experience the organisation as not valuing its human resources, with less cohesion 

and lower staff morale. 

Where an open/ad hoc culture (which is more flexible, externally focused and adaptive, 

thus less bureaucratic) is perceived to be the prevailing culture, a more positive 

perception of leadership, more particular ubuntu, ethical and empowering leadership, 

exists. These relationships are even stronger in the public sector. 

Essentially, these results entail that strategies and processes should be devised to 

improve the perceptions of leadership in both sectors, but more so in the public sector, 

as they have a direct impact on employee behaviour and attitudes, and ultimately 

organisational performance. It is further recommended that the public sector deal with 

its organisational culture through less control and bureaucracy in its operations. Leaders 

should be afforded the opportunity (and be trained) to lead with fewer leadership 

constraints. This will result in better performing organisations, something that is 
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important owing to the criticism received from a wide array of stakeholders, especially 

in the public sector, and even more so in times of crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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