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Abstract

This paper examines the evolution of leadership theories and their implications for educa-
tional settings through qualitative content analysis, adhering to a naturalistic paradigm.
Leadership theories have evolved significantly, beginning with traditional approaches like the
Great Man Theory, which posits that leaders are born with innate qualities. The Trait Theory
suggests that leadership traits may be inherent or developed, while the Behavioral Theory
emphasizes leaders’ actions over their attributes. Later, contingency and situational theories
highlighted the role of environmental factors, emphasizing adaptability. Modern perspec-
tives focus on the interactions among leaders, followers, and contexts, giving rise to shared,
collective, collaborative, and inclusive leadership theories. Complexity leadership further ex-
panded the focus to encompass entire organizational systems. This theoretical evolution has
profoundly influenced educational leadership, shifting the focus from individual traits to rec-
ognizing leadership as a dynamic social process. Educational leaders are now encouraged to
prioritize collaboration, shared decision-making, and empowerment. Transformational, ser-
vant, and distributed leadership approaches emphasize building strong relationships, foster-
ing a positive school culture, and engaging teachers and staff in decision-making processes.
Given the complexities of modern educational systems, no single theory can fully address
all leadership challenges. Thus, effective leaders must adapt and integrate multiple theories
to align with their institution’s goals and needs, fostering innovation and delivering quality
education.

1 Introduction

The evolution of leadership theories represents a comprehensive examination of leader-
ship trends across various contexts and theoretical foundations, with profound implica-
tions for educational settings. Leadership, as a multifaceted and intricate phenomenon,
has consistently captured the interest of researchers worldwide. Scholarly studies re-
veal diverse theoretical approaches to understanding leadership, ranging from trait and
behavior-based models to relational and information-processing perspectives (Northouse,
2016). Leadership has been extensively studied using both qualitative and quantitative
methods across various contexts, including small groups, therapeutic groups, and large
organizations (Benmira, 2021).

Despite extensive research, leadership continues to generate captivating debates due to
its complexity. Some researchers conceptualize leadership as a trait or behavior, while
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others adopt process-oriented or relational perspectives. Leadership theories in educa-
tion often originate from business management concepts but are adapted to meet the
unique demands of school environments, where factors such as size, demographics, and
context influence the type of leadership required.

This seminar project explores the evolution of leadership theories, beginning with early
models focused on traits and behaviors. It examines general and contingency theories
in educational leadership, instructional leadership approaches, and the emergence of
charismatic-transformational leadership within school-based management. The study
also addresses challenges posed by logical empiricism (Jude et al., 2022) and explores
contemporary models, including distributed leadership and postmodern perspectives
(Maslanka, 2004).

The study employs a literature review methodology, synthesizing a wide range of sources,
including books, journals, and reports. Data collection involved rigorous searches of
reputable databases such as Google Scholar, ERIC, JSTOR, ProQuest, and Sage Journals
to identify relevant literature on educational leadership theories and their application.

Using qualitative content analysis within a naturalistic paradigm, the researchers iden-
tified key concepts, coded data, and synthesized findings. The analysis was guided by
existing research frameworks, integrating data that aligned with these frameworks and
insights that provided alternative perspectives.

This approach offers a detailed narrative of the progression and application of leader-
ship theories over time, providing valuable insights into their influence on educational
practices. By examining the historical development of leadership theories, this paper
seeks to deepen the understanding of their relevance and applicability in educational
contexts, contributing to education policy discourse and advancing effective leadership
in education.

2 Literature review

2.1 Concepts of leadership theories

A theory is a principle or set of principles that explains the relationship between two or
more observable facts or events. Leadership theories are schools of thought developed
to explain how and why certain individuals become leaders. The evolution of leadership
theories signifies an ever-changing landscape of understanding and applying leadership.
Over time, these theories have adapted to incorporate novel research findings, respond
to societal shifts, and align with emerging trends (Benmira, 2021). The scientific study
of leadership traces back to the pioneering work of Max Weber (1864-1920), a founding
figure in sociology. A comprehensive review by Stogdill (1974) categorized leadership
studies into various frameworks that encapsulate the essence of leadership research in
the 20th century (Homer, 1997). Leadership theories generally reflect diverse approaches,
with some emphasizing traits and qualities, while others focus on behaviors, influence,
or situational factors that contribute to effective leadership (Northouse, 2016).

Educational leadership theories, often adapted from business management concepts,
continue to evolve through interdisciplinary research. Analyzing the evolution of these
theories offers valuable insights into their historical development, cultural influences, and
effectiveness in fostering positive change. By understanding and comparing various lead-
ership theories, educators can identify leadership styles best suited to address specific
needs.
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2.2 Historical development of educational leadership theories

The evolution of educational leadership theories reflects changes in understanding and
practices within the educational field. Since the 1970s, educational leadership theories,
primarily rooted in the United States, have drawn heavily from management principles in
industry and commerce (Hunt et al., 2019; Jude et al.,, 2022). These frameworks have con-
tinued to evolve, incorporating interdisciplinary ideas and models that remain dynamic
and open to further development.

Different perspectives on leadership have emerged, distinguishing leaders from non-
leaders based on various characteristics. The progression from the Great Man Theory to
Trait Theory, Behavioral Theory, Contingency Theory, and Transactional-Transformational
Theory highlights the historical trajectory of leadership theories (Halaychik, 2010; Khan
et al., 2017; Maslanka, 2004).

This paper examines the evolution of leadership theories in three distinct phases. The
first phase focuses on early theories centered on traits and behaviors. The second phase
explores general and contingency theories in education, along with instructional leader-
ship models. The third phase delves into the contemporary era of leadership theories,
encompassing distributed, transformational, and postmodern approaches.
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Figure 1: Evolution of Leadership Theories

Source: Adapted from Benmira (2021) and Maslanka (2004).

2.3 Early leadership theories (1930s-1980s): from control to influ-
ence

Between 1900 and 1929, leadership was primarily defined as centralized control, where
the leader imposed their will on followers to gain obedience, respect, loyalty, and coop-
eration. However, by the 1930s, the concept of leadership began to shift toward viewing
it as influence rather than mere control. Leadership was now understood as a dynamic
interaction between a leader’s personality traits and the characteristics of the group, rec-
ognizing that leadership could be shaped by both the leader and the followers. In the
1940s, a group-oriented approach emerged, defining leadership as the behavior of an
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individual directing group activities. This new understanding distinguished leadership
through persuasion from coercion, laying the groundwork for the Great Man and Trait
theories, which dominated leadership thinking during this era.

2.4 Great man theory (1940s)

The Great Man Theory, proposed by Thomas Carlyle in the 1840s, posited that leaders are
born with innate qualities that make them uniquely capable of leading. According to this
theory, leadership cannot be learned or acquired; it is an inherent gift. Historical figures
such as Julius Caesar, Mahatma Gandhi, Abraham Lincoln, and Napoleon Bonaparte were
often cited as examples of “great men” who possessed these exceptional traits. During
the 19th century, research focused heavily on identifying the personality traits and other
qualities of effective leaders, aligning with the core tenets of the Great Man Theory. This
perspective framed leadership as the domain of rare individuals born with the ability to
lead and shape history.

However, as the understanding of leadership evolved, criticisms of the theory emerged.
Modern research increasingly recognized that leadership could be cultivated through
education, training, and experience. This shift broadened the scope of leadership de-
velopment, acknowledging that while some individuals may have natural leadership ten-
dencies, others can acquire these skills through effort and practice.

The Great Man Theory has several strengths, including its recognition of exceptional in-
dividuals and its celebration of the achievements of remarkable leaders. It also empha-
sizes the inherent diversity in human capabilities, encouraging the appreciation of unique
strengths. Moreover, it promotes the belief in the potential of extraordinary individuals
to enact positive change. However, the theory has faced several criticisms. First, it lacks
scientific evidence and is not empirically validated. Second, its male-centric focus histor-
ically excluded women and overlooked diversity in leadership Lastly, it overemphasizes
innate traits while neglecting the influence of societal factors and the potential for skill
development.

In terms of educational implications, the Great Man Theory’'s emphasis on innate qualities
has led to the identification and nurturing of leadership potential in students. However,
its limitations highlight the importance of fostering collaborative, critical thinking, and
empathetic skills to address the diverse challenges of modern society.

2.5 Trait theory (1940s)

Ralph M. Stogdill in the late 1940s, aimed to identify specific personal characteristics that
distinguish effective leaders. Unlike the Great Man Theory, Trait Theory acknowledges
that leadership traits can be inherent or developed through training and practice. The
theory proposed that qualities such as high energy, integrity, expertise, intelligence, and
confidence are crucial for effective leadership (Johns & Moser, 1989). By outlining these
traits, the model sought to define common characteristics of successful leaders across
various contexts (Benmira, 2021).

One of the strengths of Trait Theory is that it is supported by decades of empirical re-
search, providing credibility and offering benchmarks for identifying and evaluating lead-
ership potential. It encourages self-development, helping leaders identify their strengths
and weaknesses, and offers practical applications for organizations in selecting and groom-
ing potential leaders. However, the theory has also faced significant criticisms. First, it
neglects the context in which leadership occurs, focusing solely on individual traits and
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ignoring the role of followers and situational factors. Additionally, it fails to identify uni-
versal traits applicable to all leadership contexts, and provides limited guidance on how
to develop leadership skills. Furthermore, the theory places undue emphasis on physical
traits like appearance, which may not be universally relevant.

In educational settings, Trait Theory has several implications. It is useful for identifying
and selecting educational leaders by assessing their traits and leadership potential. It
also helps teachers recognize students with leadership qualities and develop those skills
for future roles. Moreover, it encourages self-improvement among educational leaders,
motivating them to evaluate and develop their leadership abilities.

2.6 Modern perspectives

While Trait Theory contributed to understanding the role of personality in leadership,
modern leadership models now underscore the importance of integrating situational and
relational factors to gain a more holistic view of leadership. In summary, the early lead-
ership theories of the 1930s-1980s laid a foundational framework for modern leadership
studies. The Great Man Theory emphasized innate leadership qualities but was criticized
for its exclusivity and neglect of situational factors. Trait Theory built on this by iden-
tifying specific traits associated with effective leadership and acknowledging that these
traits could be developed. Together, these theories highlight the multifaceted nature of
leadership and paved the way for more comprehensive models that integrate individual
traits, behaviors, and contextual dynamics.

2.7 Behavioral theory (1940s-1950s)

Behavioral Theory focuses on the actions of leaders rather than their inherent traits. Un-
like Trait Theory, which focuses on inherent qualities, Behavioral Theory shifted the focus
to the actions and behaviors exhibited by leaders. This theory suggests that leadership
is largely a learned skill rather than an innate quality, and effective leadership behaviors
can be cultivated through training and development (Northouse, 2016). It emphasizes
what leaders do, rather than who they are, but does not extensively account for situa-
tional or environmental factors that influence leadership (Benmira, 2021). One prominent
model derived from Behavioral Theory is the Managerial Grid developed by Blake and
Mouton (1985), which posits that great leaders are made, not born. The theory further
suggests that leadership behaviors can be cultivated in the right environment through
proper training. Research from Ohio State University and the University of Michigan led
to the identification of two broad categories of leadership behaviors: task-oriented be-
haviors, often referred to as initiating structure, and people-oriented behaviors, known
as consideration. Task-oriented behaviors involve structuring roles and providing spe-
cificinstructions to enhance group performance, while people-oriented behaviors involve
showing concern for employees’ well-being and treating them with respect.

The strengths of the Behavioral Theory lie in its ability to shift leadership research from
innate traits to observable actions, broadening the understanding of leadership. It also
provides a valuable framework for leaders to assess and improve their leadership behav-
iors, allowing for a balance between task-oriented and relationship-oriented actions. In
educational settings, this theory has significant implications. It suggests that school lead-
ers, such as principals, should be mindful of their behaviors and how they interact with
students, teachers, and staff. Furthermore, it promotes the idea that leadership skills can
be developed through training, workshops, and mentoring, enhancing the leadership
abilities of educators. Additionally, the theory emphasizes the importance of creating
positive, motivating environments that inspire both students and teachers. Leaders are
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encouraged to seek continuous feedback and reflect on their practices to foster a culture
of improvement.

However, the Behavioral Theory has faced criticism for its lack of consistent research link-
ing specific leadership behaviors to performance outcomes such as morale, job satisfac-
tion, and productivity. Furthermore, the theory does not identify a universal leadership
style that works in all situations. While it suggests that the "high-high” style—charac-
terized by high task and high relationship behaviors—is most effective, research has not
consistently supported this claim. The effectiveness of this style may vary depending on
the specific context and situation (Northouse, 2016).

2.8 Situational theories (1960s)

Situational Leadership Theory emphasizes that effective leadership depends on the spe-
cific context in which it is applied (Khattak et al., 2023). This theory advocates for leaders
to tailor their approach based on the unique circumstances of their followers, arguing
that there is no one-size-fits-all leadership style. It suggests that a leader must assess
the readiness and competence of their followers before adapting their leadership style
to meet the needs of the situation (Northouse, 2016). The theory identifies four main
leadership styles: directing, coaching, supporting, and delegating. Directing involves
closely supervising followers with clear instructions, coaching provides guidance while
allowing followers to contribute, supporting focuses on building relationships and of-
fering encouragement, and delegating grants followers autonomy and decision-making
power. Each of these styles is best suited to different levels of follower competence and
commitment, which may vary depending on the task or situation (Khattak et al., 2023;
Maisyaroh et al., 2019).

One of the strengths of Situational Leadership Theory is its practicality. It offers clear,
actionable guidelines for leaders in various contexts, making it easy to understand and
apply. The theory encourages flexibility and adaptability, urging leaders to adjust their
style to suit the evolving needs of their followers. It also promotes individualized atten-
tion to followers, recognizing that each person may require different forms of guidance
and support. In educational settings, situational leadership is particularly useful.

Teachers and administrators can use it to adjust their teaching or leadership strategies
based on the specific needs and readiness levels of students and staff. By recognizing
and addressing individual differences, educational leaders can create more inclusive and
supportive environments that enhance student engagement and academic performance.
Situational Leadership Theory also emphasizes the importance of understanding the mo-
tivation levels of both teachers and students, helping leaders create positive learning
environments.

Despite its practical benefits, Situational Leadership Theory has faced criticism for its
lack of empirical research supporting its assumptions. Some scholars argue that the
theory’s conceptualization of followers' development levels is ambiguous, particularly
how competence and commitment are combined to define different development stages.
Furthermore, there is some uncertainty regarding the definition of commitment itself
and how it relates to confidence and motivation. These criticisms point to the need for
further research and clarification to better understand and evaluate the effectiveness of
Situational Leadership Theory (Khattak et al., 2023; Maisyaroh et al., 2019).
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3 The new leadership theories (1990s-2000s)

Recognizing the limitations of focusing solely on one aspect or dimension of leader-
ship, it became clear that a more comprehensive approach was needed (Khattak et al,
2023). The many empirical studies of early leadership theories revealed that leadership
meant different things to different people and in different contexts. This variability led
to a fragmented field, with no solid knowledge base that allowed for valid conclusions,
leaving scholars and practitioners disillusioned. The search for the essence of leadership
remained elusive (West-Burnham & John, 2013). Traditional leadership theories, which
typically concentrated on just one aspect of leadership, contributed to this fragmented
understanding. In response to the complexities of the modern world, a new approach
emerged, emphasizing the interactions among leaders, followers, situations, and the sys-
tem as a whole. This shift in perspective gave rise to the popularity of transformational
and transactional leadership theories.

3.1 Transformational leadership theory

Transformational leadership, developed by Burns (1978) and Bass (1985) and expanded
by Bennis and Nanus (1985) and Kouzes and Posner (1987), focuses on inspiring and mo-
tivating followers to achieve exceptional performance and personal growth. This leader-
ship style emphasizes creating a compelling vision, engaging followers, and fostering a
supportive and empowering work environment. Transformational leaders exhibit quali-
ties like charisma, intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration, and the ability to
inspire followers to prioritize collective goals over personal interests. Notable transfor-
mational leaders include Jeff Bezos, Steve Jobs, and Bill Gates (Shields & Carolyn, 2010).

This leadership approach is especially effective in organizations undergoing significant
change, seeking revitalization, or needing a new direction. Transformational leaders ar-
ticulate a clear and compelling vision, foster innovation, and adapt to the needs of their
followers. By leading through example and building trust, they empower others to reach
their full potential. Through behaviors such as intellectual stimulation, inspiration, and
individualized attention, Transformational leaders drive superior results, foster a culture
of growth, and contribute to their organization’s long-term success (Northouse, 2016).

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP
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Figure 2: Transformational and Transactional Leadership
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Source: Adapted from Bass and Avolio (1990).

3.1.1 Individualized consideration: the compassionate leader

In his 1978 book Leadership, J. M. Burns highlighted that exceptional leaders aim to
develop their followers into future leaders. Individualized Consideration (IC) is a corner-
stone of transformational leadership, focusing on the personal and professional growth
of followers. Leaders practicing IC engage in listening, coaching, mentoring, and teach-
ing behaviors to address their followers' unique developmental needs. By investing time
and effort into understanding and nurturing their team members, these leaders empower
individuals to achieve their full potential. This approach not only fosters loyalty and job
satisfaction but also creates mentoring opportunities that benefit both leaders and fol-
lowers.

In educational contexts, IC manifests when school leaders prioritize teachers’ professional
development, offering training and growth opportunities. Similarly, teachers demon-
strate IC by tailoring their educational methods to meet the diverse needs of students,
recognizing their unique abilities, and fostering an environment that enables them to
achieve their best results (Thaddeus et al., 2019).

3.1.2 Intellectual stimulation: thinking outside the box

Intellectual Stimulation (IS) promotes creativity, innovation, and problem-solving by chal-
lenging conventional assumptions and encouraging new approaches. Leaders who prac-
tice IS engage their followers in decision-making, support risk-taking, and create safe
environments for experimentation and learning from failure. This leadership style not
only enhances job performance but also fosters job satisfaction by cultivating a culture
of openness and creativity.

In education, IS is evident when school leaders encourage teachers to critically evaluate
traditional practices, innovate, and actively participate in shaping school policies. Teach-
ers who adopt IS create dynamic learning environments, inspiring students to think crit-
ically, explore novel ideas, and develop innovative solutions to challenges (Shields &
Carolyn, 2010).

3.1.3 Inspirational motivation: sharing the vision

Inspirational Motivation (IM) involves inspiring and motivating followers through a com-
pelling vision and encouraging words. Leaders with strong IM skills articulate a clear
and ambitious vision, setting new standards and targets that inspire others to exceed
expectations. By sharing their vision, these leaders foster a sense of direction and be-
longing, aligning individual efforts with organizational goals. In schools, IM is evident
when leaders inspire teachers and students by articulating a shared vision and setting
clear objectives. Teachers, in turn, use IM to motivate students to aim higher and work
toward shared goals. Through emotional appeal and team-building efforts, leaders and
teachers cultivate optimism and a sense of purpose, driving both individuals and the
organization toward success (Shields & Carolyn, 2010).
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3.1.4 Idealized influence: leading by example

Idealized Influence, often described as walking the talk, emphasizes ethical and moral
leadership. Leaders exhibiting Idealized Influence align their actions with shared values
and organizational missions. They demonstrate consistency, courage, and selflessness,
prioritizing the collective good over personal gain. Such leaders earn respect and trust
by setting positive examples and consistently acting with integrity.

In schools, both administrators and teachers embody Idealized Influence by serving as
role models. Their actions inspire admiration and encourage others to adopt ethical,
constructive behaviors, reinforcing the values of trust, responsibility, and collaboration
within the organization.

3.1.5 Strengths and weaknesses of transformational leadership

Transformational leadership offers numerous advantages, including its intuitive appeal
and emphasis on the growth and development of followers. Unlike transactional mod-
els, which focus on routine tasks and external motivators, transformational leadership
prioritizes personal growth, ethics, and long-term organizational success. This approach
fosters a culture of trust, innovation, and collective achievement.

However, transformational leadership has its limitations. Critics argue that it lacks con-
ceptual clarity, relies heavily on the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), and can
exhibit trait-like qualities. It has also been criticized for being elitist, undemocratic, and
overly reliant on "heroic leadership” models. In some instances, transformational leader-
ship can be misused or result in counterproductive outcomes. Despite these challenges,
it remains a widely valued leadership approach (Northouse, 2016).

3.2 Transactional leadership theory

Transactional leadership focuses on motivating followers through a structured system of
rewards and punishments. By clearly defining goals, setting performance expectations,
and linking outcomes to tangible rewards or consequences, transactional leaders prior-
itize order, efficiency, and productivity. This approach ensures that tasks are completed
effectively and consistently.

Key elements of transactional leadership include contingent rewards and Management
by Exception (MBE). Contingent rewards involve negotiating tasks and rewards, such as
offering bonuses for meeting targets or tenure for meeting publication requirements.
MBE, on the other hand, is a reactive approach that intervenes only when performance
falls below standards. MBE can be applied positively, using corrective measures to ad-
dress issues, or negatively, through disciplinary actions that may suppress creativity and
communication (Northouse, 2016).

3.2.1 Strengths and weaknesses of transactional leadership

Transactional leadership offers several strengths. It promotes motivation through clear
rewards and consequences, ensures efficiency by adhering to established procedures,
and is particularly effective during crises that require decisive action. This approach is
also well-suited for achieving short-term goals and managing routine operations.
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However, transactional leadership has notable weaknesses. It places minimal emphasis
on creativity and innovation, relying heavily on external motivators. The approach may
limit employee engagement and foster a short-term mindset, hindering long-term plan-
ning. Additionally, it does not prioritize personal development or cultivate strong rela-
tionships among team members, which can reduce collaboration and teamwork (Shields
& Carolyn, 2010).

3.2.2 Educational Implications of Transactional Leadership

Transactional leadership has significant implications in education, particularly in provid-
ing feedback, enforcing rules, and valuing performance. It employs two forms of Man-
agement by Exception: active and passive. Active MBE involves continuous monitoring
to ensure standards are met, while passive MBE intervenes only when deviations occur.

In schools, transactional leadership focuses on exchanging effort for rewards or penalties,
setting clear rules and expectations. Teachers and students receive praise or incentives for
success and face reprimands for failure. While this approach can motivate less-engaged
students through tangible rewards, it may stifle creativity and limit deeper engagement
with the learning process (Shields & Carolyn, 2010).

4 Contemporary leadership theories

Modern leadership theories address the complexities of today’s organizations by em-
phasizing shared, collective, and collaborative practices. These approaches aim to foster
coordination and innovation across all organizational levels.

4.1 Servant leadership

Servant leadership prioritizes the needs and development of followers, empowering them
to succeed. Leaders in this model focus on ethical behavior, community building, and
the well-being of their team members.

4.2 Inclusive leadership

Inclusive leadership centers on a person-focused approach, striving to develop and em-
power followers to become leaders themselves. It values diversity, equity, and collabo-
ration.

4.3 Complexity leadership

Complexity leadership addresses the dynamic interactions within organizations, acknowl-
edging that success depends on systemic collaboration rather than individual actions.

Other contemporary theories include:

« Distributed Leadership: Emphasizes shared leadership responsibilities across all lev-
els of an organization.

https://doi.org/10.20372/4n90rh09 73 Gelan Gagura et al. (2026)


https://doi.org/10.20372/4n90rh09

Ethiopian Journal of Education Studies Vol.4. No. 2, 2026 64-82

Authentic leadership: Focuses on genuine, transparent leadership rooted in in-
tegrity.

Adaptive leadership: Helps organizations navigate change and uncertainty.

Ethical leadership: Emphasizes decision-making guided by moral principles.

Digital leadership: Highlights the importance of leading in the context of digital
transformation (Northouse, 2016).

4.4 Distributed leadership: from "Me” to "We"

Distributed leadership emphasizes collective responsibility, drawing on sociology, psy-
chology, and anthropology to explore how leadership can emerge at all levels of an or-
ganization. This approach acknowledges that leadership is not confined to formal roles
but is shared among those best positioned to lead in specific situations (Spillane, 2005).

4.4.1 Strengths of distributed leadership

Distributed leadership fosters collaboration and innovation by involving diverse stake-
holders in decision-making. It enables educators to pool their expertise to improve
teaching and learning outcomes. By providing opportunities for leadership develop-
ment, it strengthens the overall capacity of schools and creates a sense of collective
accountability (Mohamed El Wafiq et al., 2021).

4.4.2 Weaknesses of distributed leadership

However, distributed leadership can be time-consuming and resource-intensive. Role
ambiguity and power imbalances may arise, leading to confusion and inequitable par-
ticipation. These challenges can slow decision-making and hinder the approach’s effec-
tiveness in urgent situations (Northouse, 2016).

4.4.3 Educational implications of distributed leadership

In education, distributed leadership promotes inclusivity by involving teachers, adminis-
trators, parents, and community members in decision-making. It enhances professional
development, encouraging teachers to assume leadership roles and collaborate on in-
novative practices. By fostering shared accountability, distributed leadership aligns all
stakeholders with the institution’s goals, driving continuous improvement and success
(Spillane, 2005).

5 Conclusion

Transformational, transactional, and contemporary leadership theories each offer unique
insights and tools for leading organizations. While transformational leadership empha-
sizes growth, innovation, and ethical principles, transactional leadership ensures struc-
ture and efficiency through clear rewards and consequences. Contemporary theories,
such as distributed and servant leadership, reflect the complexities of modern organi-
zations, promoting shared responsibility and collective success. By integrating elements
of these approaches, leaders can create environments that empower individuals, foster
collaboration, and drive sustainable organizational growth.
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6 Servant leadership theories

Servant leadership, introduced by Robert K. Greenleaf in the 1970s, redefines traditional
leadership by prioritizing the needs and development of followers over the leader’s au-
thority or power. Greenleaf's works (1970, 1972, 1977) laid the foundation for this lead-
ership model, which emphasizes service, ethical conduct, and a commitment to fostering
personal and professional growth. This approach has influenced leadership studies for
over four decades, offering a transformative perspective on how leaders interact with
their teams.

At its heart, servant leadership focuses on leaders’ behaviors and their approach to fol-
lowers. Servant leaders are attentive to their followers’ concerns, empathize with their
needs, and actively work to nurture their growth. The primary goal of a servant leader
is to empower others, helping them achieve their full potential while fostering a positive
impact on the organization and the broader community (Greenleaf, 1977).

What sets servant leadership apart is its focus on how leaders treat followers. Unlike
theories that attribute leadership to inherent traits or prescribe styles based on specific
situations, servant leadership emphasizes behaviors grounded in service and ethical val-
ues. It begins with the leader's commitment to prioritizing followers' needs, being honest,
and treating them fairly. Servant leaders listen actively, build strong relationships, and
support their followers in achieving both personal and professional aspirations.

By placing followers' needs first, servant leadership cultivates a culture of service and
collaboration. In such an environment, leaders and followers work together to promote
mutual respect, trust, and shared goals. When embraced across an organization, this
approach fosters a collective commitment to serving others—whether colleagues, clients,
or the broader community (Liden, Wayne, et al., 2008).

The characteristics of servant leadership, as identified by Liden and colleagues, include
listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stew-
ardship, commitment to growth, and building community. These traits are essential for
creating high-performance teams and a positive organizational culture. In educational
settings, for instance, servant leaders can enhance teaching effectiveness by removing
obstacles, providing necessary resources, and promoting open communication with all
stakeholders.

Servant leadership also builds a strong sense of community within organizations. Lead-
ers practicing this style focus on their team members’ well-being, fostering environments
where individuals can thrive. This nurturing approach contrasts with traditional hierar-
chical models, which often emphasize power dynamics. By adopting a servant leadership
mindset, leaders create a culture of mutual respect and shared responsibility, resulting in
higher satisfaction and stronger commitment among followers.
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Figure 3: Model of Servant Leadership

Source: Adapted from Liden et al. (2014) and van Dierendonck (2011).

6.1 Servant leadership in education: key components and implica-
tions

Servant leadership is grounded in three core components: antecedent conditions, ser-
vant leader behaviors, and outcomes. This leadership approach prioritizes behaviors that
foster a culture of service, including conceptualizing, offering emotional support, prior-
itizing others’ needs, helping individuals grow and succeed, acting ethically, empower-
ing followers, and creating value for the community. These behaviors are influenced by
factors such as the leader’s personal traits, the cultural context, and the willingness of
followers to embrace this leadership style. When applied effectively, servant leadership
can result in positive outcomes for individuals, organizations, and society.

In education, servant leadership offers numerous strengths. A primary advantage is its
focus on a student-centered approach, prioritizing students’ growth, well-being, and aca-
demic success. This creates a nurturing environment that enhances student engagement
and motivation. Servant leaders also work to foster a positive school culture by promot-
ing trust, collaboration, and mutual respect among staff and students.

This approach boosts morale, strengthens relationships, and establishes a shared sense of
purpose (Liden et al., 2014). Furthermore, servant leaders empower teachers by support-
ing professional development and mentorship, fostering innovation, and encouraging a
sense of ownership and creativity. Through effective communication and collaboration,
servant leadership enhances problem-solving capabilities and improves school function-

ing.

Ethical, values-based leadership is another hallmark of servant leadership. By modeling
empathy, fairness, and integrity, servant leaders create an ethical climate that influences
students and staff. This approach also emphasizes long-term sustainability by investing
in individuals’ growth and developing systems that endure beyond the tenure of any
single leader (Northouse, 2016).
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Despite its advantages, implementing servant leadership in education presents chal-
lenges. One key difficulty is the time and resource commitment required to prioritize
others’ needs. Educational leaders, often tasked with competing responsibilities, may
find it challenging to balance individual needs with institutional goals. Decision-making
can also be complex under this leadership model. The emphasis on inclusivity and con-
sensus can delay decisions, while managing diverse perspectives and resolving conflicting
interests within the school community can complicate the process.

Additionally, servant leaders may risk burnout by focusing excessively on serving oth-
ers, potentially neglecting their own well-being. Resistance to change poses another
challenge. Stakeholders accustomed to traditional, hierarchical leadership models may
perceive servant leadership as lacking authority, which can hinder its acceptance. Over-
coming such resistance requires clear communication, ongoing education, and demon-
strating the tangible benefits of this approach.

These challenges, however, can be addressed through strategic leadership development,
self-reflection, and adaptability. Establishing effective communication channels and pro-
viding support structures help mitigate potential weaknesses and enhance servant lead-
ership’s impact.

The educational implications of servant leadership are significant. It prioritizes student
well-being and success, creating an environment where students thrive. It empowers
teachers by fostering professional growth, encouraging leadership roles, and promot-
ing collaboration and shared decision-making. Additionally, it shapes a positive school
culture that values inclusivity, trust, and respect, leading to improved outcomes for stu-
dents and greater teacher satisfaction. Strong partnerships with the community further
enhance equity, inclusion, and external support for schools.

In conclusion, servant leadership fosters a culture of service, collaboration, and ethical
behavior in education. By prioritizing growth and well-being, it creates supportive and
high-performing environments that benefit the entire school community (Greenleaf &
Spears, 2002; Northouse, 2016).

7 Inclusive leadership theory

Inclusive leadership focuses on creating an environment where all individuals feel val-
ued, respected, and included. It goes beyond acknowledging diversity to actively pro-
moting and leveraging it for the benefit of the organization. Inclusive leaders listen,
empathize, and value differences, using them to enhance decision-making and foster
collaboration. They promote equity, fairness, and inclusion, building strong, inclusive
relationships within their teams and organizations (Carter & Abawi, 2018; Roberson &
Perry, 2022).

In the context of education, inclusive leadership has several strengths, including the pro-
motion of equity and inclusion, the enhancement of student achievement, and the cre-
ation of positive school climates. By recognizing and valuing diversity, inclusive leader-
ship improves engagement, supports students’ academic success, and fosters a sense of
belonging. This leadership style also contributes to positive school climates where indi-
viduals feel safe, respected, and motivated. Furthermore, inclusive leadership supports
professional growth by empowering educators and providing opportunities for learning
and development, which leads to greater innovation and creativity (Angelides, 2011). The
approach also builds stronger relationships among students, teachers, and stakeholders,
contributing to an overall sense of community and collaboration within schools.
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Despite its strengths, there are some challenges associated with implementing inclusive
leadership in education. One major challenge is the mindset shift required to overcome
resistance to change. Additionally, inclusive practices demand extra time and resources,
particularly when it comes to providing personalized support for diverse student needs,
which can be difficult in settings with limited resources. Cultural and systemic barriers
such as biases and discriminatory practices may hinder the full implementation of in-
clusive practices. Balancing individual needs with broader organizational goals can also
pose difficulties, especially in adhering to curriculum requirements and accountability
measures. Furthermore, measuring the impact of inclusive leadership practices can be
challenging because traditional assessment methods may not capture the full range of
outcomes. Finally, sustaining inclusive leadership practices over time can be difficult due
to leadership turnover and policy changes.

Educational implications of inclusive leadership theory are substantial. Inclusive lead-
ership promotes equity and inclusion by ensuring that all students, regardless of their
background or abilities, are valued and provided with equal opportunities. It enhances
student achievement by motivating and engaging students through personalized learn-
ing and culturally responsive teaching. Furthermore, it contributes to a positive school
climate, where respect, empathy, and collaboration thrive. Inclusive leadership also sup-
ports the professional growth of teachers through continuous development opportu-
nities and fosters community engagement. Overall, inclusive leadership aims to create
systemic change and address inequities within the educational system, benefiting stu-
dents, teachers, schools, and communities (Angelides, 2011; Carter & Abawi, 2018).

8 Complexity leadership theory

Complexity leadership theory acknowledges the dynamic and interconnected nature of
organizations, emphasizing the need for adaptive leadership in complex settings. It con-
ceptualizes organizations as complex adaptive systems where behaviors emerge unpre-
dictably from interactions within the system. Leaders, therefore, must respond effectively
to these emergent properties (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). The theory prioritizes adapt-
ability, non-linear interactions, self-organization, and fostering connections and networks
within the organization.

At its core, this theory views organizations as interconnected ecosystems where small
changes can yield significant outcomes. Leaders must be agile, responsive, and capable
of navigating uncertainty by experimenting, learning, and revising strategies. Complexity
leadership also underscores the importance of self-organization, enabling individuals and
teams to adapt and make decisions based on local expertise. Collaboration, knowledge
sharing, and relationship-building are central to navigating complexity, as they enhance
the organization’s ability to innovate and respond effectively to challenges.

However, implementing complexity leadership theory poses challenges. One limitation
is the lack of clear, actionable guidance, making practical application difficult for lead-
ers. Its abstract nature can hinder its translation into everyday strategies, and traditional
performance metrics often fail to capture its broader impacts. Additionally, hierarchical
structures and entrenched power dynamics can resist the change required for a more
adaptive and collaborative approach. Transitioning to complexity leadership may also
demand significant time, resources, and cultural shifts.

In education, complexity leadership theory has profound implications. Educational lead-
ers must adapt to emerging patterns and uncertainties, fostering a culture of experimen-
tation and learning from successes and failures. Leadership should be distributed across
roles, involving teachers, administrators, and staff to harness diverse perspectives and

https://doi.org/10.20372/4n90rh09 78 Gelan Gagura et al. (2026)


https://doi.org/10.20372/4n90rh09

Ethiopian Journal of Education Studies Vol.4. No. 2, 2026 64-82

promote collective decision-making. Encouraging team autonomy and self-organization
allows individuals to apply their expertise to navigate complex challenges effectively.
Collaboration and knowledge sharing within schools and with external stakeholders are
essential, creating networks that enhance resource flow, information sharing, and in-
novation. Educational leaders should also embrace interdisciplinary and inquiry-based
learning, fostering a curriculum that adapts to evolving needs.

By embracing complexity leadership, educational leaders can create adaptive, collabora-
tive, and innovative systems. This approach promotes resilience, improves educational
outcomes, and fosters a more dynamic and effective educational environment (Uhl-Bien
et al.,, 2007).

9 Digital leadership

As technology becomes increasingly integrated into educational settings, digital leader-
ship has emerged as a critical concept for effectively managing the use of digital tools
in teaching, learning, and administration (Martinez & Pefia-Acua, 2022). Digital leader-
ship is a relatively new but essential form of leadership that focuses on the strategic use
of digital technologies to enhance the educational experience and meet the needs of
students in a tech-driven world (Ordu et al., 2021).

Several definitions of digital leadership exist in the literature. The International Society
for Technology in Education (ISTE) defines digital leadership as the ability to bring about
change by using digital tools in educational management. This requires leaders to prior-
itize the mobilization, implementation, and integration of digital devices in teaching and
learning (International Society for Technology in Education, 2021). Other authors, such
as Masrur (2021), emphasize the role of digital leadership in influencing organizational
goals through digital tools. According to Nancy (2021), digital leadership is a method
of social impact, using modern technologies to alter behaviors, thinking, emotions, and
performance in organizations and workgroups.

In essence, digital leadership involves the effective use of digital tools to drive organiza-
tional change, improve learning outcomes, and influence behavior. Educational leaders
are tasked with adopting cutting-edge technologies to achieve objectives quickly and
efficiently, impacting both individual and collective goals within educational institutions.
The philosophy behind digital leadership is to harness technology to influence and trans-
form educational practices, shaping a more innovative and adaptable learning environ-
ment.

10 Lessons learned from the evolution of leadership theo-
ries

The evolution of leadership theories offers several valuable lessons. One key takeaway
is the recognition that effective leadership is not one-dimensional. Different leadership
styles such as transformational, servant, and situational leadership serve different con-
texts, and successful leaders adapt their approaches based on the situation. Moreover,
effective leadership is deeply connected with followership. Leaders must understand the
needs, motivations, and aspirations of their followers, aligning these with the broader
organizational goals. This reflects the idea that leadership is about inspiring and em-
powering others to achieve collective success.
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Another important lesson is the significance of continuous learning and development.
Leadership is an ongoing journey, and effective leaders must be willing to grow, adapt,
and meet new challenges. Similarly, the evolution of leadership theories in education
emphasizes that leadership is not confined to administrative roles. Teachers, principals,
and other stakeholders at various levels can demonstrate leadership. Successful edu-
cational leadership involves collaboration and shared leadership, empowering multiple
stakeholders such as teachers, students, parents, and the community to contribute to
decision-making processes and create a culture of teamwork and shared responsibility.

Theories like instructional leadership and adaptive leadership highlight the importance of
prioritizing teaching and learning improvements. Effective leaders in education provide
guidance and support to educators, promoting professional development and ensuring
that instructional strategies align with the needs of students. Additionally, leaders must
be adaptable, embracing innovation and anticipating changes in the educational land-
scape, such as technological advancements or evolving pedagogical practices.

11 Conclusion

Leadership theory has evolved significantly over time, with various models emerging to
explain and guide leadership practices in different contexts. These include transforma-
tional, transactional, instructional, servant, distributive, complexity, and digital leadership
theories. No single leadership theory can capture the full scope of leadership, particularly
in complex and dynamic environments like education. As a result, effective educational
leaders draw on a combination of these theories to guide their practice.

The evolution of leadership theories has deeply influenced educational settings. The shift
from focusing on individual traits to understanding leadership as a social and collabora-
tive process has been one of the most significant developments. Modern leadership in
education emphasizes collaboration, shared decision-making, and empowerment of all
stakeholders. This shift has contributed to more inclusive, positive school cultures and
more active involvement of teachers, students, and the community in the educational
process.

Furthermore, leadership theories have increasingly highlighted the need for adaptability
and responsiveness to change. Theories like situational leadership and adaptive leader-
ship stress the importance of leaders being flexible, adjusting their leadership style ac-
cording to the context, challenges, and needs they face. Additionally, the ethical dimen-
sion of leadership has become more prominent. Leaders are expected to demonstrate
integrity, fairness, and transparency in their decisions, which contribute to a moral foun-
dation within the educational environment. In conclusion, the evolution of leadership
theories provides valuable insights for educators and leaders. By embracing these di-
verse leadership approaches, educational leaders can create supportive, innovative, and
collaborative learning environments, empowering their staff and improving educational
outcomes for students. The emphasis on adaptability, shared leadership, and ethical
practices offers a robust framework for addressing the challenges and opportunities of
contemporary educational settings.
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