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Abstract
Leadership has attracted growing attention among scholars and practitioners in
public administration. With the rising availability of study results, however, it
becomes increasingly difficult to keep track under which conditions leadership
does or does not make a difference in the public sector. This study provides a
meta-analysis of administrative leadership and various correlates that research has
theorized as outcomes of leadership. The results of a multi-level random-effects
meta-analysis based on 486 effect sizes from 151 studies show that correlations
are stronger for the achievement of beneficial than for the prevention of detrimen-
tal outcomes, as well as for group- and organization-related than for employee-
related outcomes. Moderation analyses reveal that leadership style, administrative
tradition, administrative subfield, and methodological factors explain heterogene-
ity in effect sizes.

Evidence for Practice
• Leadership in the public sector is positively and largely consistently related to
beneficial outcomes, such as performance, and negatively associated with detri-
mental outcomes, such as turnover.

• Within the range of the analyzed leadership styles, it is not particularly important
how public leaders lead — as long as they do lead. Laissez-faire leadership is
confirmed to be a largely ineffective style of leadership. Leaders should be simi-
larly cautious with the exercise of controlling forms of leadership.

• The broad range of leadership styles helps HR practitioners to adjust leadership
trainings to the available talents and given settings. Public leaders may feel
encouraged that there are many ways to become effective leaders.

• Administrative tradition matters, as the leadership-outcome relationship is less strong
in some continental European as well as East Asian traditions than in the Anglo-
American tradition. For example, this applies to transformational leadership.

INTRODUCTION

Leadership is among the core concepts in public adminis-
tration (PA) scholarship (Chapman et al., 2016; Crosby &
Bryson, 2018; Ospina, 2017; Van Wart, 2003, 2013a). Two
decades ago, research on leadership in the public sector was
at a nascent but still limited stage, severely lagging behind
general leadership studies. Van Wart (2003), in his review of
the then available literature, arrived at the conclusion that
“the needs are great and the research opportunities are

manifold” (p. 225). Since then, PA scholars have frequently
echoed this call and seized the opportunities for leadership
research (Chapman et al., 2016; Van Wart, 2013a; Vogel &
Masal, 2015). The number of available studies has grown con-
siderably, forming a flourishing stream in PA scholarship.

The growing availability and diversity of studies, however,
does not make it easier to answer one of the core questions
of leadership: “To what degree does leadership make a differ-
ence?” (Van Wart, 2003, p. 221). Although scholars and practi-
tioners would largely agree that leadership is an important
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phenomenon that can make a difference in public organiza-
tions, there is little clarity beyond this general consent. The
polyphony begins with different conceptualizations of leader-
ship characteristics and behaviors. A majority of scholars has
focusedon transformational leadership (Chapmanet al., 2016),
but many more leadership styles have recently been exam-
ined. Some scholars have voiced concerns about the adop-
tion of generic leadership styles and have begun to develop
leadership constructs that account for the specificities of pub-
lic leadership (Fernandez et al., 2010; Tummers & Knies, 2016;
Vogel et al., 2020). There is thus a plethora of leadership
styles, and it is unclear if there are differences in the differ-
ence they potentially make.

Conceptual diversity does not only characterize leader-
ship as an independent variable, but also the outcomes of
leadership, that is, the dependent variables in the leader-
ship equation. Consistent with an understanding of
leadership as a process of influencing others (Yukl &
Gardner, 2020), many scholars have examined how leader-
ship influences the attitudes, motivations, and behaviors of
followers, such as job satisfaction (e.g., Park & Rainey, 2008),
work engagement (e.g., Ancarani et al., 2020), or individual
performance (e.g., Hassan, Park, & Raadschelders, 2019).
However, the outcomes differ strongly in kind and may
relate, for instance, to employees (such as work engagement;
Tummers & Knies, 2013), groups (such as team climate;
Kroll & Vogel, 2014), or the organization (such as organiza-
tional performance; Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). Further-
more, leadership may not only be effective in bringing about
beneficial outcomes but also in preventing detrimental out-
comes, such as turnover intentions (e.g., Park & Rainey, 2008).
It is unclear, however, if leadership makes the same differ-
ence across outcomes of different kinds and valence.

With the growth of leadership studies in PA, more
insights from various subfields of the public sector and
from different national sites have become available. While
this diversity is both needed and welcomed, it also raises
the question whether leadership is effective in different
contexts to similar extents (e.g., Slyke et al., 2006). For
example, leadership has been studied in subfields of the
public sector as diverse as the federal government
(e.g., Caillier, 2014), education (e.g., Bauwens et al., 2019),
and the military (e.g., Hattke et al., 2018). The emergence
and effectiveness of leadership may be contingent on the
distinct professional cultures in each of these subfields.
Leadership may also co-vary with national and adminis-
trative traditions and cultures (House et al., 2004; Painter
& Peters, 2010). Administrative systems are likely to be
characterized by different configurations of “substitutes
for leadership” (Kerr & Jermier, 1978), which may enhance
or neutralize the effects of leadership. In short, the extent
to which insights from leadership studies can be general-
ized and transferred across different administrative sub-
fields and systems remains an open issue. It is therefore
fair to say that scholarship has not yet fully accounted for
the context in which leadership occurs (e.g., Ospina, 2017;
Van Wart, 2013a; Vogel & Masal, 2015).

Considerable variation occurs not only in the what and
where of studying leadership in the public sector, but also in
the how. Leadership scholars can choose from a large pool of
research instruments and designs when they decide how to
gather data and how to arrange the analysis. Among the
decisions with which researchers frequently struggle is whom
to ask for leadership ratings, which data sources to combine,
and when to measure the variables. Such decisions may have
important consequences for the results that will be obtained
and for the claims that can be made. In the broader PA com-
munity, there is increasing awareness of these issues, most
evidently reflected in discussions about common method
bias (George & Pandey, 2017; Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015;
Meier & O’Toole, 2013). How methodological factors interfere
with the association between leadership and outcomes, how-
ever, has not yet been assessed on a broad scale.

To conclude, readers of PA journals face a growing
body of leadership research but are increasingly left puz-
zled with what they can learn from single studies and pass
on to practitioners, given the variety of styles, outcomes,
contexts, and methods in this scholarship. The present
study aims to synthesize previous findings in an up-to-date
and integrative review of quantitative leadership research
in the public sector. The focus is on administrative leader-
ship, that is, the leadership of non-elected leaders in public
sector settings, rather than on political or community lead-
ership (Van Wart, 2013a). To what extent is administrative
leadership related to outcomes of different kinds and valence?
How do leadership styles as well as administrative traditions
and subfields moderate these relationships? Which role do
methodological factors, such as rating methods, data sources,
and research designs, play in explaining variance in the
leadership-outcome relationship?

To address these questions, this article presents a meta-
analysis of the relationship between administrative leader-
ship and various correlates that previous scholarship has
conceptualized as outcomes of leadership. The study builds
on 151 studies (N = 2,819,591) published in PA journals
since 2000 and conducts a multi-level random-effects
meta-analysis with moderator analyses. The detailed find-
ings improve the development of theory and research and
inform administrative practice. Scholars learn about under-
researched phenomena and important contingencies of
leadership in the public sector, thus being provided with
guidance in setting the agenda for future research and
moving the field forward. Practitioners can conclude which
leadership styles are worth developing and where to pay
attention when transferring these styles from one context
to another.

LEADERSHIP IN THE PUBLIC SECTOR: STYLES,
OUTCOMES, CONTEXTS, AND METHODS

This section develops the conceptual framework for the
meta-analysis along the four lines introduced above, each
addressing an important question that needs to be
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answered in leadership studies: what to study on both
sides of the leadership equation (i.e., styles and out-
comes), where to study it (i.e., contexts), and how to study
it (i.e., methods). These questions arise for each individual
researcher but also relate to broader discussions in the
public leadership community and beyond. The framework
balances this relevance with the practical requirements of
a meta-analysis, as only those aspects can be examined
that have been reported in primary studies and are avail-
able in sufficient numbers.

Leadership styles

Few scholars and practitioners would disagree that lead-
ership can make a difference in public organizations.
However, it is less clear what kind of leadership makes a
difference in what outcomes, and how significant this dif-
ference is. Along with the considerable growth in publica-
tions over the past two decades, PA scholarship has
examined an increasingly wide range of leadership con-
cepts. This diversification particularly applies to leadership
styles, that is, the “mid-range conceptualization of recog-
nizable patterns of leader characteristics and behaviors”
(Van Wart, 2013b, p. 531). Leadership styles are thus char-
acteristics and behaviors of leaders which recur in consis-
tent combinations. While the adoption and development
of new leadership styles expand the field’s variety and
richness, it may also facilitate a process that has been
referred to as a “Balkanization of the field with innumera-
ble aspects of leadership, each with its own special and
often conflicting terms” (Van Wart, 2013b, p. 537). As a
result, scholars increasingly face the issue of how the vari-
ous leadership styles relate to and are distinct from each
other in terms of both conceptualization and measure-
ment. Practitioners are left in doubt about which of the
many styles to prioritize when it comes to developing
and promoting leadership within given constraints of
time and resources.

The range of leadership styles discussed in PA scholar-
ship is indeed impressive and has recently further
expanded, for instance, entrepreneurial leadership (e.g.,
Miao et al., 2018), ethical leadership (e.g., Hassan et al., 2014),
servant leadership (e.g., Schwarz et al., 2016), shared leader-
ship (e.g., Umans et al., 2018), and paradoxical leadership
(e.g., Backhaus et al., 2021). These styles are very likely to
have aspects in common, but also vary in the source,
object, and result of leadership (Ospina, 2017). The most
widely discussed style of leadership, both in PA scholarship
and beyond, is transformational leadership (e.g., Jacobsen &
Staniok, 2020; Sun & Wang, 2017; Wright & Pandey, 2010),
figuring as an individual substream in public leadership
research (Vogel & Masal, 2015). In this case, the leader is the
source, employees are the “object,” and heightened levels
of motivation and empowerment are the result of leader-
ship (Ospina, 2017). Among the reasons why transforma-
tional leadership receives both scholarly and practical

attention is that studies have repeatedly proven that it
actually delivers these results (e.g., Ancarani et al., 2020;
Muterera et al., 2018). It is unclear, however, if other leader-
ship styles deliver under the same conditions to a similar
extent, as only a few studies investigate multiple styles
simultaneously.

Leadership outcomes

The extent to which leadership styles attract scholarly and
practical attention depends largely on their effectiveness in
bringing about desired outcomes in public organizations.
Therefore, many if not most studies in the field relate lead-
ership styles to various outcome variables as cornerstones
of effectiveness (Vogel & Masal, 2015). A prime example is
the association between leadership styles and job satisfac-
tion which is among the best-researched attitudes of public
employees (Cantarelli et al., 2016). The common saying that
people quit their bosses, rather than their jobs, underscores
the pivotal role of leaders in employees’ job satisfaction.
The PA scholarship is largely consistent in establishing sta-
tistically significant relationships between leadership and
job satisfaction of followers, but the strength of this associa-
tion may vary considerably across leadership styles. For
example, Muterera et al. (2018) focus on transformational
leadership and find an exceptionally strong correlation with
job satisfaction (r = .83), while Park and Rainey (2008)
examine transactional leadership and report only a weak
correlation (r = .30). These anecdotal pieces from the litera-
ture illustrate that different leadership styles may relate to
the same outcomes in very different strengths. They also
question whether single studies allow for any general con-
clusions on the effectiveness of leadership styles.

The effectiveness of the same leadership style may also
vary considerably across different kinds of outcomes. Consis-
tent with an understanding of leadership as a process of
influencing others (Yukl & Gardner, 2020), most studies in
the field focus on the implications of leadership on attitudes,
motivations, and behaviors of employees (e.g., Hassan, Park, &
Raadschelders, 2019; Miao et al., 2018; Wright et al., 2012).
Leadership outcomes may also relate to jobs, such as per-
ceptions of job autonomy (Tummers et al., 2018), or to man-
agerial practices, such as the use of performance information
(Masal & Vogel, 2016). However, scholars and practitioners
are often even more interested in the consequences of lead-
ership at collective levels, such as group climate (Hassan
et al., 2014), organizational performance (Jacobsen &
Andersen, 2015), or societal impact (Luu, 2018b). These are
less proximal and more distal outcomes of leadership, and
it is unclear whether leadership yields the same effects
across all these outcomes, and how leadership styles differ
in this regard.

Leadership outcomes also vary in terms of desirability.
For example, outstanding performance of followers has argu-
ably a positive valence as a leadership outcome (Hassan,
Park, & Raadschelders, 2019), while ethical misbehavior is
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clearly among the negative workplace behaviors that should
be prevented (Hassan et al., 2014). Scholars and practitioners
usually consider leadership effective when it facilitates benefi-
cial outcomes but inhibits detrimental outcomes, but the
underlying social-psychological mechanisms through which
leadership yields these effects may be very different. Hence,
the implications of leadership in general and the various lead-
ership styles in particular are also likely to differ depending on
the valence of outcome variables (i.e., beneficial or
detrimental).

Leadership context

The previous sections suggest that there is heterogeneity
both in the association of different leadership styles with
the same outcome and in the relationship of the same style
with different outcomes. Moreover, and probably more
puzzling, leadership studies are also remarkably heteroge-
neous in how the same leadership style is associated with
the same outcome. For example, while Muterera et al. (2018)
report a very strong correlation between transformational
leadership and job satisfaction (r = .83), the same relation-
ship is much weaker (r = .30) in the study by Masal and
Vogel (2016). In explaining such differences, the context in
which leadership occurs is likely to be an important yet
often neglected factor. Scholars have repeatedly stressed
the need to understand leadership as a context-dependent
phenomenon (Ospina, 2017; Vogel & Masal, 2015; Wright &
Pandey, 2010). Context is a blind spot not only in public
leadership studies, but also in PA scholarship more gener-
ally (Meier et al., 2017; O’Toole & Meier, 2014). As a conse-
quence, insights into the generalizability and transferability
of research findings and their practical implications across
different contexts remain limited.

While many contextual variables may have an influ-
ence on the leadership-outcome link, few of them are
both of broader relevance and available from the
reporting in leadership studies. Administrative subfields
and traditions are two important exceptions worth consid-
ering here: First, leadership contexts differ profoundly
across administrative subfields. While Muterera et al. (2018)
conducted their study on county governments, Masal and
Vogel (2016) examined leadership in police force. These
fields differ strongly in, for example, task characteristics,
professional cultures, and organizational structures. The
police is a prime example of “command-and-control”
organizations in which the effectiveness of transforma-
tional leadership may be limited, as law enforcement
operations may require clear instructions rather than char-
ismatic visions. In contrast, the provision of public service
at the county level may set a better stage for sense-giving
by transformational leaders. Indeed, substitutes for leader-
ship theory suggests that situational factors may enhance,
neutralize, or entirely substitute for leadership (Kerr &
Jermier, 1978). Scholarship in PA is thus well advised to
account for the context of administrative subfields when

leadership is of interest (Slyke et al., 2006). This applies all
the more as scholars studying administrative subfields
often form their own subcommunities, with often undi-
scovered potential to engage in exchange with each
other. Insights into the commonalities and differences of
leadership across subfields help to assess this potential.

Second, leadership may also differ across administrative
traditions. With the growth of publications over the past
decades, more leadership studies from a broader range of
countries have become available (Van Wart et al., 2015).
However, the extent to which insights from these studies
can be transferred from one national site to another
remains unclear. Administrative systems have evolved over
long periods of time within broader administrative tradi-
tions (Kuhlmann & Wollmann, 2019; Painter & Peters, 2010),
and the idiosyncrasies of these traditions may matter for
the emergence and effectiveness of leadership. For exam-
ple, Muterera et al. (2018) collected data in the US, whereas
Masal and Vogel (2016) conducted their study in Germany.
The US is a prime example of the Anglo-American adminis-
trative tradition in which management and policy educa-
tion plays a major role and emphasis is put on pragmatism,
flexibility, and managerial autonomy. In contrast, Germany
represents the continental European tradition with primacy
on the legal profession and more emphasis on legality, hier-
archy, and neutrality (Kuhlmann & Wollmann, 2019; Painter
& Peters, 2010). Scholarship in PA has repeatedly acknowl-
edged such differences as important antecedents of admin-
istrative structures and behavior (Mohr et al., 2021; Raudla
et al., 2021; Van der Wal et al., 2021) and therefore consid-
ered administrative traditions in other meta-analyses
(George et al., 2021).

Research methods

Scholarship also varies considerably in how leadership in
the public sector is studied. While surveys are still the
overall method of choice in a vast majority of studies,
there are many questions left in the detailed configura-
tion and implementation of questionnaires. The first issue
is whom to ask about leadership. For example, Muterera
et al. (2018) have asked both leaders and followers for
their ratings of the leader’s transformational leadership.
They find an exceptionally high correlation with job satis-
faction when leadership is rated by followers (r = .83), but
this correlation drops considerably when leaders rate
their own behaviors (r = .26). Public management
scholars have elaborated on the substantial differences
between self- and other-ratings of leadership, providing
vast support for leaders’ tendency to overestimate their
behaviors as compared to employee-perceived leadership
(Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015; Vogel & Kroll, 2019). There-
fore, the type of leadership rating (i.e., self- or other-rat-
ings) should be considered as a methodological factor
that may explain heterogeneity in effects across leader-
ship studies.
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A second and related issue is the choice and combination
of data sources. Researchers may ask the same respondents
for both the leadership and the outcome variable, or they
may ask different informants and combine their responses
afterward. The former case gives rise to severe concerns of
common source bias, as self-reported measures from the
same source may inflate results (George & Pandey, 2017;
Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015; Meier & O’Toole, 2013). Accordingly,
leadership scholars may have strong reasons for asking differ-
ent people, or not to ask people at all when measuring the
outcome variable. Perceptional measures of leadership,
whether they are self- or other-rated, may be combined with
objective measures of the outcome, such as actual turnover
(Tavares et al., 2021). In any case, the use of multiple data
sources is likely to make a difference compared to the stan-
dard case of a single source.

Finally, researchers have the choice between different
research designs into which the data collection is embed-
ded. Most leadership studies have applied cross-sectional
designs, with the independent and dependent variables
being measured at the same point in time. To mitigate
concerns of common method bias associated with these
designs (George & Pandey, 2017; Meier & O’Toole, 2013),
it has been suggested to measure independent and
dependent variables at different points in time (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). In case of such a temporal separation, a time-
lagged or longitudinal design is in place. Leadership
scholars may also renounce survey research and join the
recent plethora of experimental studies in PA scholarship
(e.g., Bellé, 2014; Jacobsen et al., 2021). In short, heteroge-
neity in effects across leadership studies may have origins
in the applied rating methods, data sources, and research
designs, but how significant these differences are have
not yet been assessed in a broad range of studies.

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework for the meta-
analysis resulting from the above lines of reasoning. Techni-
cally, the analysis focuses on main and moderation effects.
Following previous meta-analyses in leadership studies
(e.g., Schyns & Schilling, 2013), the framework makes a distinc-
tion between beneficial and detrimental outcomes, although
this is a simplification of what is likely to be a continuum in

reality. Where the number of leadership studies is already suf-
ficient, post-hoc analyses can zoom in on the association of
leadership with specific outcomes. If and how leadership in
the public sector translates into outcomes is contingent on
several factors, which have been introduced above and enter
the conceptual framework as moderators (i.e., leadership
styles, leadership outcomes, leadership contexts, research
methods). Of course, many more factors may moderate the
relationship between leadership and outcomes. The focus
and resolution of the present meta-analysis are adjusted to
the field’s state-of-the-art, addressing those moderators that
are both relevant to ongoing discussions in the community
and available from a critical mass of primary studies.

METHODS

Meta-analyses have recently gained momentum in PA
scholarship (e.g., George et al., 2021; Homberg et al., 2015;
Park, 2020), as they allow for a systematic aggregation of
effects across large numbers of samples and, in turn, for
an inspection of contextual contingencies of these effects.
The reader should be aware, however, that this meta-
analysis is based on a correlational technique. If primary
studies do not use causal research designs, meta-analyses
cannot establish causal effects. Referring to correlates as
“leadership outcomes,” and concluding from such associa-
tions on leadership effectiveness, is a conceptual rather than
a methodological choice. This choice resonates with a large
body of scholarship that has provided solid theoretical foun-
dations and vast empirical evidence for such leadership
effects (Yukl & Gardner, 2020). It is also consistent with the
recommendation of Ringquist (2013) to use correlations as
effect sizes for meta-analyses in the field of PA and with the
vocabulary of other meta-analyses (e.g., George et al., 2021).

Data

The primary studies for the meta-analysis were selected
from journals in the “Public Administration” subject

F I G U R E 1 Framework for meta-analysis
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category in the Social Science Citation Index (online
Appendix A). This database mainly covers scholarly,
peer-reviewed journals, including the field’s top
journals, which should ensure a high quality of the
data that feed into the meta-analysis. The search
query covered all articles from 2000 onwards in order
to maintain recency. Within the body of more
than 25,000 journal articles published in English lan-
guage in the PA category since 2000, 2377 (around
9%) articles referred to “leadership” in the title,
keywords, and/or abstract. The authors screened these
articles and selected those including quantitative ana-
lyses of leadership in conjunction with leadership out-
comes. A requirement for inclusion was the reporting of
correlation coefficients for the association between lead-
ership and outcome variables. The same applies to sam-
ple sizes. If correlations and/or sample sizes were not
reported, the authors of the original studies were con-
tacted and asked for the missing information. The final
database consists of 486 effect sizes (N = 2,819,591)
from 151 studies using 133 samples (see online Appen-
dix B for all included studies). A flow chart illustrating
the systematic literature review process is presented in
online Appendix C.

Coding

This section describes the coding procedure in which the
variables resulting from the conceptual framework
(Figure 1) were extracted from the primary studies. Online
Appendices D–E provide supplementary information on
the applied coding categories. By presenting the data
table, online Appendix N makes the results of the coding
procedure for all included studies and effects available.

Leadership styles

The coding for leadership styles resulted in 20 categories
(i.e., styles), for which well-established labels were adopted
(Figure 2). Some styles merged into a broader category, as
these styles differed in their original labels but showed
large overlaps or strong similarities in their content. An
example is “empowering leadership” (Hassan, DeHart-Davis, &
Jiang, 2019) and “supportive leadership” (Hattke et al., 2018),
which were merged into a joint category (i.e., “empowering/
supportive”). Although leader-member exchange refers to
the relationship between leaders and followers rather than to
the characteristics and behaviors of leaders, it was included in

F I G U R E 2 Bibliographic network of leadership styles and outcome variables. See online Appendix D for index. Network nodes represent
either a coded leadership style (red circle) or a coded outcome variable (blue box). Nodes are tied together if there is at least one co-
occurrence of a leadership style and outcome variable in the same study. The tie strength reflects the number of reported correlations
between these variables, while the node size is proportional to the number of reported effect sizes for the leadership styles.
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the coding list, as there is growing interest in relational
approaches to leadership in the public sector (Ospina, 2017).
Some studies measure leadership with broad instruments
covering multiple dimensions of leadership behaviors
(e.g., Elkomy et al., 2020). These studies were considered in
the meta-analysis of main effects but excluded from the
moderation analysis because the applied measurements and
corresponding conceptualizations do not conform to the def-
inition of leadership styles (i.e., specific patterns of leadership
characteristics and behaviors).

Leadership outcomes

In total, 115 different outcomes were identified and coded in
terms of two broader characteristics: First, the variables were
coded as either beneficial or detrimental outcomes to inform
the meta-analysis of the main effects (Figure 1). This coding
was based on an assessment of the outcomes’ valence
(i.e., positive or negative), which was in most cases apparent
from the label or description of the variables. However, in a
few cases, outcomes were excluded from further analyses
because they have no clear “sign” in terms of valence,
such as, for example, enforcement styles of street-level
bureaucrats (Klijn et al., 2020). Second, the moderation
analysis required coding for the kind of outcome, with
four categories: employee-related (e.g., individual per-
formance), job-related (e.g., job autonomy), management-
related (e.g., performance management), and group/
organization-related (e.g., organizational performance).
Grouping outcomes into broader categories is a com-
mon practice in meta-analyses both in PA (George
et al., 2021) and beyond (Schyns & Schilling, 2013), par-
ticularly when the primary interest is not in a specific
outcome but in the independent variable (which is the
case here). Few studies have also examined leader-
related outcomes (e.g., trust in leader; Asencio, 2016)
and community-related outcomes (e.g., citizen value co-
creation; Luu, 2018b), but the number of effect sizes for
these kinds of outcomes was still too small to warrant
meta-analysis. The assignment of outcomes to the cod-
ing categories is presented in online Appendix D.

Leadership context

Regarding the administrative subfield, the studies clus-
tered in five fields: core administration (e.g., federal,
state or local government, public agencies), education
(e.g., public schools, universities), health (e.g., public
hospitals, public health care settings), law enforcement/
military (e.g., police, military), and social services
(e.g., publicly employed social workers, social housing,
welfare professionals). In some cases, data was collected
across several subfields; these studies were included in
the meta-analysis of main effects but excluded from the

moderation analysis. To code the administrative tradi-
tion, the authors applied the frequently used taxonomy
by Painter and Peters (Painter & Peters, 2010) and
assigned the countries in which the studies were conducted
to one of the following traditions: Anglo-American, East
Asian, Germanic, Islamic, Latin American, Napoleonic,
Postcolonial South Asia and Africa, Scandinavian, and
Soviet. A complete list of countries that were assigned
to these traditions is provided in online Appendix E.

Research methods

The methods applied in leadership research in the public
sector are reflected in three coding dimensions. For all
these dimensions, it should be noted that the moderators
were coded on the level of single effects, rather than on
the level of studies, because the same study may include
multiple effects building on different methods. The first
dimension is the rating method of the leadership mea-
sure (leadership rating), which was binary coded into self-
ratings (by leaders) or other-ratings (by others, mostly fol-
lowers). Second, it was coded for the data source, indicat-
ing as to whether data for the independent and
dependent variable was gathered from the same source
(single-source) or from different sources (multi-source).
The latter case occurs when leadership and outcomes are
rated by different respondents or built on subjective and
objective measures, respectively. Third, the research
design was coded into cross-sectional or time-lagged
designs, with the latter having a temporal separation
between the measurement of leadership and outcomes.
This coding scheme does not include “truly” longitudi-
nal studies because they were too few in number to
warrant a coding category on their own. In case longitu-
dinal effects of leadership were available from repeated
observations of the same respondents, they were
assigned to the time-lagged category. Further, it could
not be coded for experimental studies, although this
would have been desirable. While there is a small but
growing number of experimental studies on leadership
in the public sector, most of these studies consider
leadership as a dependent variable. This is evident in
cases of field experiments on leadership trainings,
where trainings are the intervention and leadership,
and changes thereof, is the outcome (e.g., Jacobsen
et al., 2021). In contrast, our conceptual framework
(Figure 1) considers leadership as an independent vari-
able. Only a few experimental studies resonate with this
framework by manipulating leadership behaviors, for
instance, by presenting scenarios of different leaders
(for a rare exception, see Bellé, 2014). Even if these
cases were sufficient in number, the reporting stan-
dards of experimental studies commonly do not require
authors to calculate correlations between the manipu-
lated leadership variable and outcomes.
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Statistical procedure

The meta-analysis was conducted based on the recom-
mendations of Ringquist (2013), Field and Gillet (2010), as
well as Steel et al. (2021). The statistical procedure
followed four steps: (1) extracting effect sizes, (2) con-
ducting meta-analysis, (3) conducting moderator ana-
lyses, and (4) analyzing publication bias.

Extracting effect sizes

A meta-analysis calculates an overall population effect size
based on single effect sizes retrieved from primary studies
and weighted by the sample sizes. Please note that “effect
size” is a common term in meta-analyses, even if the mea-
sures are acquired from studies with non-causal research
designs. Indeed, using Pearson correlation coefficients as
effect sizes offers the best comparability and applicability
(e.g., Field & Gillett, 2010; George et al., 2021; Homberg
et al., 2015), as it is common practice to report them in
quantitative analyses. In the case of dimensional measures
of leadership styles, some authors do not report correlations
for the aggregate construct but only for the subdimensions.
Consistent with conventions (Geyskens et al., 2008), these
correlations were aggregated into a single correlation coeffi-
cient by calculating the mean across the partial correlations.
The transformation of all Pearson product-moment correla-
tion coefficients into a Fisher’s z-metric z¼ 1

2 ln
1þr
1�r

� �� �
cor-

rects for the askew sampling distribution of Pearson
correlation coefficients and ensures that the assumption
of an approximately normal sampling distribution of the
transformed values is justified (Ringquist, 2013). Although
all calculations were based on Fisher’s z-metric, the meta-
analytic results are presented in the form of retransformed
Pearson product-moment correlations r¼ exp 2zð Þ�1

exp 2zð Þþ1

� �
to

facilitate the interpretations of the results.

Conducting meta-analysis

To calculate the overall population effect size across all
included articles, multi-level random effects meta-analytic
procedures were performed with the metafor package in
R (Viechtbauer, 2010). Applying multi-level meta-analysis
accounts for dependencies resulting from the fact that
most studies report several correlations based on the
same sample (Konstantopoulos, 2011). Clustering the corre-
lation coefficients within samples accounts for these depen-
dencies. Accordingly, the model differentiates between
three types of variance: sampling error variance (v) and two
sources of true parameter variance (τ2Þ. These two sources
of true parameter variance (i.e., the variance in the true
underlying effect between samples) are: (1) the between-
sample variance (σ12Þ, that is, the systematic differences
between effects observed in different samples, and
(2) the within-sample variance (σ22Þ, that is, the

systematic differences between multiple effects observed
within the same sample. The mean effect size across sam-
ples and the variance components were estimated based
on the restricted maximum likelihood estimator to assure
that the true variance was not underestimated or affected
by biases (Langan et al., 2019; Viechtbauer, 2010). Meta-
analytic results based on mean effect sizes, 95% confi-
dence intervals, and p-values were analyzed. Further, the
Q-test for heterogeneity was used to identify whether
effect sizes significantly vary across samples. A significant
Q-test indicated the necessity to perform moderator
analyses.

Conducting moderator analyses

To evaluate the moderating effects in the conceptual model,
a meta-regression with dummy-coded moderator variables
as predictors were conducted. A significant QM -statistic
served as an indication of a significant moderator effect, as
it indicates the presence of at least one significant difference
in the mean effect size between a moderator category and
the reference category. According to Ringquist (2013), this
step is particularly important because in PA research the pri-
mary interest of meta-analysis is to investigate factors that
account for heterogeneity in effect sizes.

Analyzing publication bias

Publication bias, or the “file drawer problem”
(Rosenthal, 1997), refers to the phenomenon that studies
reporting favorable results may be more likely to be publi-
shed than studies with poor or non-findings. Accordingly, the
effect sizes and variances from a meta-analysis may be under-
or overestimated. The literature gives some advice for testing
the presence of publication bias (Field & Gillett, 2010;
Ringquist, 2013; Steel et al., 2021). First, a “funnel plot” pro-
vides a visual impression as to whether the effect sizes were
symmetrically distributed (Duval & Tweedie, 2000). Second,
the Egger’s test (Egger et al., 1997) is a statistical test for fun-
nel plot asymmetry. Third, in the case of such indication of
asymmetry, the trim-and-fill method calculates the number of
additional effect sizes that would be necessary to achieve fun-
nel plot symmetry (Duval & Tweedie, 2000).

RESULTS

Figure 2 shows the results of the coding procedure as a
two-mode network of leadership styles and outcome vari-
ables. Overall, the network can be conceived of as a
nomological network of leadership research in PA scholar-
ship. A measure of association between all moderators
(i.e., the higher-order categories in the coding scheme) is
presented in online Appendix F. The table shows small to
medium associations, which implies that these
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characteristics of leadership research are not evenly dis-
tributed and combined but co-occur in some patterns.
For instance, some leadership styles are more likely to be
studied in certain administrative traditions than in others.
A closer inspection of the contingency and correlation
tables in online Appendices G and H, showing associa-
tions between the lower-order coding categories, reveals
that, for instance, the study of ethical leadership clusters
to some extent in the Anglo-American and East Asian
tradition while being slightly underrepresented in the
Germanic and Scandinavian tradition. However, such con-
tingencies should be interpreted with caution, as the
number of correlation coefficients is still small and an
uneven distribution across coding categories is therefore
likely.

Meta-analysis of main effects

Table 1 presents the results of the multi-level meta-analysis
for the relationship between leadership and beneficial out-
comes across all leadership styles. The mean effect size is
positive and significant (ρ = .380, 95% CI: [0.347; 0.413],
p < .001), corresponding to a large correlation (Steel
et al., 2021). Table 1 also presents the results fordetrimental
outcomes. The mean effect size is negative and significant
(ρ = �.196, 95% CI: [�0.254; �0.136], p < .001), indicating a
medium correlation (Steel et al., 2021).

The Q-test shows substantial heterogeneity in correla-
tions for both kinds of leadership outcomes. For beneficial
outcomes (Q = 336035.0937, df = 441, p < .001), there is
a medium-high variance between (σ1 = .182,
Ib
2 = 46.41%) and within samples (σ2 = .195,

Iw
2 = 53.32%; e.g., Higgins & Thompson, 2002). In the case

of detrimental outcomes (Q = 1732.2603, df = 43,

p < .001), the Q-test reveals low variation between
(σ1 = .063, Ib

2 = 10.34%) and large variation within sam-
ples (σ2 = .184, Iw

2 = 89.22%). These results provide
strong indications of the presence of moderating effects
in the leadership-outcome relationship.

Moderator analyses

The moderator analyses follow the framework presented in
Figure 1. To ensure sufficient statistical power, only those
moderator categories were included for which at least five
correlation coefficients were available from primary studies.
For reasons of brevity, the presented results are limited to
moderations of the relationship between leadership and
beneficial outcomes because such outcomes have received
far more attention from leadership scholars than detrimen-
tal outcomes (Figure 2, online Appendix D).

Leadership style

Table 2 presents themoderator analysis for the dummy-coded
leadership style. The overall results confirm that leadership
style indeed accounts for heterogeneity in correlation coeffi-
cients within and across samples (QM = 43.0561, df = 13,
p < .001, σ12 = 0.034, σ22 ¼ 0:034). As transformational
leadership is the most frequently researched style
(Figure 2), it serves as a reference category in the meta-
regression. Most leadership styles do not differ significantly in
their effect sizes from transformational leadership. Exceptions
are controlling leadership (b = �.297, p = .0015) and
laissez-faire leadership (b = �.392, p< .001), which have
smaller mean correlations at statistically significant
levels. Given the broad focus of this analysis on

T A B L E 1 Results of multi-level meta-analysis for overall relationship between leadership and outcomes

Estimate

95% CI

p I 2 k nLB UB

Beneficial outcomes

Fixed effect

Overall effect size (ρ) 0.380*** 0.347 0.413 <.001 99.73% 442 2,380,103

Random effects

Between-sample variance (τb
2) 0.033 46.41%

Within-sample variance (τw
2) 0.038 53.32%

Detrimental outcomes

Fixed effect

Overall effect size (ρ) �0.196*** �0.254 �0.136 <.001 99.56% 44 439,488

Random effects

Between-sample variance (τb
2) 0.004 10.34%

Within-sample variance (τw
2) 0.034 89.22%

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
***p < .001.
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beneficial outcomes in aggregate, online Appendix M
presents meta-analytic results for all combinations of
leadership styles with particular outcomes (e.g., job satis-
faction, organizational commitment, public service moti-
vation (PSM) for which five or more correlation
coefficients were available from published studies.

Kind of outcome

Table 3 shows the results of themoderator analysis for the kind
of leadership outcome (i.e., employee-, job-, management-,
group/organization-related). The strength of the leadership-
outcome relationship indeed varies across these kinds
(QM = 14.1662, df = 3, p = .0027, σ12 ¼ 0:036, σ22 ¼ 0:037 ).
Employee-related outcomes serve as a reference category
because such outcomes have most frequently been stud-
ied. While the leadership-outcome link is neither stronger
nor weaker for the job- and management-related out-
comes, the moderator analysis reveals that correlations
are significantly stronger in the case of a group/organiza-
tion-related outcome (b = .094, p< .001).

Administrative subfield

Table 4 shows that the strength of the leadership-
outcome relationship differs only slightly across various
administrative subfields (QM = 7.1855, df = 4, p = .1264,
σ12 ¼ 0:033, σ22 ¼ 0:041). The subfields of law enforce-
ment/military (b = �.157, p = .072) and education
(b = �.137, p = .049) have marginally weaker correlations

with outcome variables compared to core administrative
services, which serve as the reference category in the
model.

Administrative tradition

Table 5 shows the results of the moderator analysis for
administrative tradition, which is indeed a significant
source of heterogeneity in effect sizes (QM = 24.8595,
df = 7, p < .001, σ12 ¼ 0:028, σ22 = 0.037). As most studies
have been conducted in Anglo-American countries, this
tradition is the reference category. The leadership-
outcome correlation is significantly smaller in East Asian
countries (b = �.136, p = .022) and countries in the
Soviet tradition (b = �.129, p = .042) as well as two conti-
nental European traditions: the Germanic (b = �.183,
p = .001) and the Scandinavian tradition
(b = �.276, p< .001).

Leadership style and administrative tradition

Given that the moderator analysis for administrative tradi-
tion reveals cultural differences in the leadership-
outcome relationship, the question arises whether such
differences hold for all leadership styles to the same
extent. Figure 3 shows the average correlation coeffi-
cients for the relationship between different leadership
styles and beneficial outcomes for three subgroups
(i.e., Anglo-American, continental European, and East
Asian). The analysis is limited to these subgroups because

T A B L E 2 Moderator analysis for leadership style and beneficial outcomes

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Transformational (ref.)a 0.373*** 0.322 0.421 <.001 159 461,822

Ambidextrous/paradoxical 0.025 �0.205 0.253 .834 8 5562

Change/entrepreneurial 0.068 �0.1 0.232 .427 22 484,713

Controlling/directive �0.297** �0.459 �0.117 .002 9 23,829

Empowering/supporting 0.027 �0.081 0.135 .619 53 273,903

Ethical 0.113 �0.026 0.247 .110 30 176,787

Laissez-faire �0.392*** �0.549 �0.209 <.001 5 8443

LMX 0.027 �0.112 0.165 .704 27 11,428

Participative 0.073 �0.188 0.325 .585 5 4229

Public �0.165 �0.378 0.065 .158 9 8470

Servant �0.024 �0.166 0.119 .74 23 8775

Shared 0.003 �0.174 0.18 .975 10 6153

Task-oriented �0.113 �0.343 0.13 .362 5 4008

Transactional �0.067+ �0.145 0.012 .097 40 328,637

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001. **p < .01. +p < .1.
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the number of correlations from other traditions is still
too small to warrant inclusion. For the same reason, the
various continental European traditions (i.e., Germanic,
Napoleonic, Scandinavian) are pooled into a joint group.
A noteworthy finding is that the confidence intervals for
transformational leadership in the Anglo-American and
the continental European subgroup do not overlap, indi-
cating that there is a significant difference between these
effect sizes (e.g., Cumming, 2009). The detailed results of
the subgroup analyses are presented in online Appendix

I. Online Appendices J and K mirror these analyses for
administrative subfields.

Leadership rating

The moderator analysis (Table 6) indicates no significant
differences in correlation coefficients depending on the
rating method of leadership (i.e., self- vs. other-rated;
QM = 2.0622, df = 1, p = .151, σ12 ¼ 0:033, σ22= 0.039). It

T A B L E 3 Moderator analysis for kind of beneficial outcome

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Employee-related (ref.)a 0.356*** 0.318 0.393 <.001 250 1,386,269

Group-/organization-related 0.094*** 0.044 0.144 <.001 137 654,117

Job-related �0.014 �0.112 0.085 .788 26 27,989

Management-related 0.045 �0.045 0.133 .328 29 311,728

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001.

T A B L E 4 Moderator analysis for administrative subfield and beneficial outcomes

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Core administration (ref.)a 0.402*** 0.362 0.441 <.001 289 2,258,616

Education �0.137* �0.268 �0.001 .049 37 21,885

Health �0.057 �0.202 0.09 .447 24 15,044

Law enforcement/military �0.157+ �0.318 0.014 .072 34 29,649

Social services 0.043 �0.152 0.236 .665 22 3281

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001. *p < .05. +p < .1.

T A B L E 5 Moderator analysis for administrative tradition and beneficial outcomes

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Anglo-American (ref.)a 0.460*** 0.407 0.51 <.001 143 2,041,610

East Asian �0.136* �0.248 �0.02 .022 70 60,521

Germanic �0.183** �0.29 �0.071 .001 77 180,139

Islamic �0.102 �0.36 0.17 .464 5 1126

Napoleonic 0.008 �0.143 0.158 .921 27 38,995

Postcolonial �0.059 �0.2 0.084 .42 29 6837

Scandinavian �0.276*** �0.396 �0.146 <.001 42 24,153

Soviet �0.129* �0.249 �0.005 .042 39 12,227

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.
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should be noted here that only a vast minority of effects
(6.2%) is based on leadership self-ratings (online Appen-
dix G) and that results should therefore be considered
with caution.

Data source

Table 7 shows the results of the moderator analysis for
the data source (i.e., single source vs. multi-source). The
data source indeed explains variance across effect sizes to
significant extents (QM = 13.9863, df = 1, p < .001,
σ12 ¼ 0:031, σ22 ¼ 0:038). The moderator analysis reveals
that correlations are significantly weaker if independent
and dependent variables are based on different data
sources (b = �.152, p< .001).

Research design

Table 8 presents the results of the moderator analysis for
the research design (i.e., cross-sectional vs. time-lagged).
The strength of the leadership-outcome relationship
indeed varies across these designs (QM = 4.8624, df = 1,
p = .0274, σ12 ¼ 0:033, σ22 ¼ 0:038). Correlations are sig-
nificantly weaker if there is a temporal separation
between the measurement of the independent and
dependent variable (b = �.114, p = .027).

Publication bias

According to the visual test method, funnel plot asymme-
try for the relationship between leadership and all

F I G U R E 3 Subgroup analyses of leadership-outcome relationship in Anglo-American, continental European, and East Asian tradition

T A B L E 6 Moderator analysis for leadership rating

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Others-rated (ref.)a 0.385*** 0.351 0.417 <.001 412 2,372,604

Self-rated �0.089 �0.209 0.033 .151 28 6907

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001.
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outcomes (i.e., beneficial and detrimental) is not given
(online Appendix L). An insignificant result of the Egger’s
test (Egger et al., 1997; z = �1.082, p = .279) supports the
assumption of funnel plot symmetry. Accordingly, these
methods show no indication of publication bias, and no
further analysis with the trim-and-fill method (Duval &
Tweedie, 2000) is necessary.

DISCUSSION

This meta-analysis has extracted the nomological network
of quantitative leadership studies and examined the kind
and strength of relationships between leadership and
outcome variables. Even more importantly, it explores
conceptual, contextual, and methodological boundary
conditions under which leadership is associated with out-
comes. The results have several implications for theory,
research, and practice. First, the meta-analysis shows that
leadership does make a difference in the public sector.
The meta-analytic results across 151 studies establish a
strong association of leadership with beneficial outcomes
and a moderate relationship with detrimental outcomes.
The job demands-resources (JD-R) model may offer a pos-
sible explanation for the different strengths of these rela-
tionships (Tummers & Bakker, 2021): Arguably, positive
forms of leadership are a job resource for employees and
thus initiate a motivational cycle that yields various bene-
ficial outcomes (e.g., individual performance, organiza-
tional commitment). In contrast, detrimental outcomes
are the result of a loss cycle. Job resources interfere with
this loss cycle only indirectly through moderating effects,
which may explain why the association of leadership with
detrimental outcomes is weaker than the more direct

motivational effects on beneficial outcomes. However,
this interpretation needs further elaboration, as it sug-
gests a general tendency that may not apply to specific
leadership outcomes (some of which resonate better with
the JD-R model than others).

It is also important to note that, in terms of valence,
scholarship has covered far less variation in the indepen-
dent than in the dependent variable in the leadership
equation. While outcomes reflect a broad range of
valence (yet with a bias toward beneficial at the expense
of detrimental outcomes), leadership itself has predomi-
nantly been studied in positive forms. The whole field of
“bad” leadership, such as “abusive supervision”
(Luu, 2018a) or “toxic leadership” (Williams, 2018), has
only very rarely been studied in PA and could thus not be
included in this meta-analysis. It is unclear whether nega-
tive forms of leadership simply yield the reverse effects of
positive leadership in similar strengths. As negative lead-
ership may do more harm than positive leadership does
good, more research on the “dark side” of leadership is
needed.

Second, even on the “bright” side of leadership, there
is variance in the difference that leadership makes,
depending on the style of leadership. The results illustrate
that transformational leadership is the most frequently
studied style (Chapman et al., 2016; Vogel & Masal, 2015)
and support the community in setting this priority, as
transformational leaders indeed make a strong and con-
sistent positive difference in public organizations. Unsur-
prisingly, transformational leadership shows a
significantly stronger relationship with positive outcomes
than laissez-faire leadership, which has repeatedly been
demonstrated to be largely ineffective (Yukl &
Gardner, 2020). The same applies to controlling

T A B L E 7 Moderator analysis for data source

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Single source (ref.)a 0.393*** 0.361 0.425 <.001 390 2,365,681

Multi source �0.152*** �0.23 �0.073 <.001 52 14,422

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001.

T A B L E 8 Moderator analysis for research design

Estimate

95% CI

p k nLB UB

Cross-sectional (ref.)a 0.389*** 0.355 0.421 <.001 404 2,369,111

Time-lagged �0.114* �0.213 �0.013 .027 38 10,992

Abbreviations: 95% CI, 95% confidence interval of ρ; estimate, estimated correlation coefficient (ρ); k, number of correlation coefficients used; LB, lower bound; n, sample
size; UB, upper bound.
aCorresponds to intercept in regression model.
***p < .001. *p < .05.
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leadership (Hattke et al., 2018; Vermeeren et al., 2014).
This finding deserves attention, as public organizations
are often characterized by a high density of rules and reg-
ulations, which may require or invite controlling behav-
iors on the part of leaders (Tummers & Knies, 2016).

The moderator analysis also shows that there are sev-
eral other leadership styles that have no weaker associa-
tions with beneficial outcomes than transformational
leadership. This is good news for practitioners in human
resource (HR) management, as not all leadership styles
can be easily developed across different people and set-
tings. Neither do actual and prospect leaders bring all
qualifications for any leadership style to their careers, nor
do all settings provide the same facilitating conditions for
various leadership styles to emerge. A broad range of
leadership styles thus helps HR practitioners to adjust
leadership trainings to the available talents and given set-
tings. Public leaders may feel encouraged that there are
many ways to become an effective leader. Within the
range of the analyzed styles positively associated with
beneficial outcomes, it is not particularly important how
they lead — as long as they do lead. Public leadership
scholars have therefore good reasons to further expand
on the nomological network of leadership and intensify
research on hitherto understudied leadership styles, such
as shared, authentic, or network leadership. This would
also facilitate conversations in the field with general lead-
ership studies (Ospina, 2017), where the conceptual vari-
ety is still substantially larger (Van Wart, 2003, 2013a).

It should be noted, however, that several leadership
styles are not so different after all but show considerable
conceptual and empirical overlaps (e.g., Banks et al., 2016;
Hoch et al., 2016). Analyzing the combined effects of dif-
ferent aspects of leadership, rather than to focus on spe-
cific styles, might be an interesting research stream. While
the great variety of leadership styles reflects important
and distinct patterns of leadership behaviors, a stronger
combinative and configurational thinking about these
styles, culminating in a new “full-range” theory of leader-
ship, is promising for future research and practice
(Anderson & Sun, 2017). Along these lines, Günzel-Jensen
et al. (2018) investigate interactions between transforma-
tional, transactional, and empowering leadership in the
prediction of public employees’ innovative behavior,
advancing the understanding of how different styles
jointly affect outcomes. This is a particularly promising
avenue for public sector research because stakeholders’
expectations toward public leaders are often conflicting
and thus difficult to address within the scope of a specific
style.

Third, the results show that the leadership-outcome
relationship in the public sector is stronger for group and
organization-related outcomes than for outcomes related
to the individual employee. This is a surprising finding,
given that leadership has been defined as an interactional
process of influencing others, which makes followers the
primary target and defining instance of leadership (Yukl &

Gardner, 2020). A possible explanation for this finding is
that there may be more noise in measures of individual
outcomes than in aggregated higher-level outcomes
(e.g., Ostroff, 1993; Song & Meier, 2018). Considering the
adequate analytic level of analysis (i.e., individuals, groups,
etc.) is a lasting debate in several subfields of PA, especially
in performance measurement (e.g., Andersen et al., 2016).
Another possible explanation is that administrative leader-
ship resonates not only with internal stakeholders
(i.e., followers) but also with external audiences; there is
hence a second and additional route through which it
affects organization-level outcomes. For example, leader-
ship may build political or community support, which is
likely to translate into organizational performance. This
issue is left for future research, as previous scholarship has
only rarely examined outcomes of administrative leadership
beyond the organizational sphere. Given the dedication of
public organizations to the political and societal will, more
research on the impact of administrative leadership on out-
comes at these levels is overdue.

Fourth, context matters for public leadership, but differ-
ent contextual factors matter to different extents. Surpris-
ingly, the correlations of leadership styles with outcomes
vary only slightly across administrative subfields. Given that
leadership studies often stress their origin in military leader-
ship (Yukl & Gardner, 2020), it is an interesting finding that
the leadership-outcome link is slightly weaker in this field
compared to core administration. The scope of this meta-
analysis may have shifted the focus to leadership styles that
are more interesting to the PA audience but less effective in
“command-and-control” organizations (Hattke et al., 2018;
McCann & Pigeau, 2000), such as the police and the military,
where more authoritarian leadership styles may be preva-
lent. Compared to core administration, the leadership-
outcome link is also weaker in educational organizations.
The work-related norms and values of teachers are likely to
foster job autonomy and peer-control which should make
members less receptive toward vertical leadership and thus
may gradually substitute for leadership. However, these dif-
ferences in effect sizes occur only at marginal levels of statis-
tical significance, such that the overall conclusion can be
drawn that leadership does not substantially differ between
administrative subfields. Accordingly, leadership scholars
and practitioners who are specialized in a particular subfield
should feel encouraged to engage in exchange not only
within but also across their subcommunities.

Fifth, the context of administrative tradition does mat-
ter to leadership. This result speaks to scholars who call
for more consideration of the context in PA, both in lead-
ership studies (Ospina, 2017; Vogel & Masal, 2015) and
beyond (Meier et al., 2017; O’Toole & Meier, 2014). It is
consistent with a recent study by Raudla et al. (2021),
who also find that the administrative tradition explains
more variance in attitudes and behaviors than the policy
field. While leadership is nowhere unrelated to outcomes,
the strength of this relationship varies across different tra-
ditions. In particular, leadership in public sectors in the
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Anglo-American tradition shows significantly stronger
associations with beneficial outcomes than leadership in
the Germanic, Scandinavian, East Asian, and Soviet tradi-
tions. Both the Scandinavian and, even more so, the Ger-
manic countries are representatives of the continental
European rule-of-law tradition with a high density of rules
and regulations (Kuhlmann & Wollmann, 2019; Painter &
Peters, 2010). The high degree of formalization in these
administrative systems may neutralize the effects of lead-
ership (Kerr & Jermier, 1978; Muchiri & Cooksey, 2011) as
it is likely to leave less discretion for both leaders and fol-
lowers than elsewhere. Furthermore, a stronger emphasis
on legality in the continental European tradition may
push leaders more toward rule-following behavior
(Tummers & Knies, 2016) and controlling leadership
(Hattke et al., 2018), which have been shown to be less
effective than other styles of leadership. In contrast, the
administrative culture in Anglo-American countries are
more pragmatic and flexible, and education and training
place more emphasis on managerial and leadership skills.
This context may also set a better stage for charismatic and
visionary leaders and may thus explain why transforma-
tional leadership shows a significantly stronger association
with outcomes in Anglo-American than in continental Euro-
pean countries. For the same reason, transformational and
empowering leadership are also more likely to emerge in
Anglo-American countries in the first place. This is
suggested by frequent combinations of these styles with
the Anglo-American tradition in the contingency table of
coding categories (online Appendix G).

It should be noted here that administrative tradition is a
rather broad contextual factor. Even within the same tradi-
tion, there may be considerable differences in administra-
tive systems and cultures between countries. However, a
post-hoc analysis of cross-country differences in the
leadership-outcome link within the main traditions (not
reported for reasons of brevity) reveals that the country
moderates this relationship only in a few cases. Differences
in leadership tend to be stronger between administrative
traditions than within these traditions, which supports pre-
vious studies demonstrating the relevance of administrative
tradition as a contextual factor (Mohr et al., 2021; Raudla
et al., 2021; Van der Wal et al., 2021).

Apart from institutional characteristics of countries
from different administrative traditions, broader cultural
values and beliefs might provide additional explanations
for variations in the leadership-outcome relationship.
According to the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004), many
European countries are characterized by lower power dis-
tance, more collectivism, and less leader-centrism com-
pared to Anglo-American countries. In particular, this
applies to Scandinavia, where leaders show more team-
oriented and participative behaviors that strongly focus
on involvement and collaboration to achieve common
goals. The frequent combination of participative leader-
ship with the Scandinavian tradition points in this direc-
tion (online Appendix G). In contrast, Anglo-American

countries are characterized by higher levels of individual-
ism and performance orientation (Hofstede, 2011; House
et al., 2004), which might set the better stage for more
leader-centric leadership styles such as transformational
leadership. In a similar vein, differences in leadership
effectiveness between East Asian and Anglo-American
countries may have similar reasons, as Asian countries
score high on collectivism (Hofstede, 2011; House
et al., 2004). As leadership is still predominantly studied
as an individualistic, leader-centric concept, it is likely to
resonate better with individualistic than with collectivistic
cultures. To conclude, leadership interacts with broader
traditions and cultures, and further explorations of this
interaction set a rich agenda for further research.

Sixth, the results make a case for more robust research
designs in public leadership scholarship. A moderator analy-
sis reveals significant differences in the strength of the
leadership-outcome relationship between the use of single
versus multiple data sources, as the overall correlation is sig-
nificantly smaller when authors used different sources for
the measurement of the independent and dependent vari-
ables. Furthermore, the analysis indicates a moderating
effect of the research design, with the leadership-outcome
relationship being significantly stronger in cross-sectional
than in time-lagged designs. Both findings speak to con-
cerns of common method bias (George & Pandey, 2017;
Meier & O’Toole, 2013), as the use of multiple data sources
and the temporal separation of independent and depen-
dent variables have been suggested as remedies to this
issue (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The results show that once
scholars follow this advice, the correlations between leader-
ship and outcomes are significantly and substantially
smaller. Accordingly, they help to assess the extent to which
common method bias inflates the results of leadership stud-
ies by sourcing independent and dependent variables from
the same respondents and measuring them at the same
time. As this is still often the case, scholarship is likely to
overestimate the effects of leadership in the public sector.
More robust research designs are thus urgently needed in
order to deliver unbiased results which, in turn, foster theory
development. Leadership scholars in the public sector are
thus encouraged to combine different data sources and to
apply research designs other than cross-sectional designs. It
is remarkable and alarming that coding for truly longitudinal
designs and experimental research was not possible in this
meta-analysis due to an insufficient number of primary stud-
ies complying with these methodological requirements.

Limitations

As in any research, this study is not without limitations.
First, it is worth repeating that meta-analysis in PA
research is commonly a correlative technique (George
et al., 2021; Homberg et al., 2015) that does not allow for
causal inference. Referring to correlates as leadership out-
comes have been a conceptual rather than
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methodological choice, as previous scholarship has pre-
dominantly theorized these variables as outcomes of
leadership. However, given the primacy of survey
research in leadership studies, a high share of the meta-
analyzed studies are limited in establishing causal relation-
ships. Second, the coding in this meta-analysis has been
adjusted to the current developmental stage of leadership
research in the public sector. While the field has grown to a
stage that warrants the first meta-analysis, the number of
reported effect sizes is still too limited to apply more fine-
grained coding categories. An example is different concep-
tualizations and measurements of the same leadership
styles coded into the same category. This applies to trans-
formational leadership, which is conceptualized in different
breadth and measured with various scales. If research on
transformational leadership in the public sector continues
to grow, future meta-analyses will be able to fill a more
fine-grained coding scheme with a sufficient number of
effect sizes from primary studies. Third, many more contex-
tual factors, beyond those considered in this study, are
likely to account for variance in the leadership-outcome link
(e.g., organizational size and hierarchy). Before calling for
the inclusion of such moderators in meta-analyses, how-
ever, it needs to be considered that such information is
often not available from primary studies. Fourth, although
the funnel plot technique provides statistical indications for
the absence of publication bias, a more reliable approach
would be to include studies that have not been
published yet.

CONCLUSION

Leadership continues to attract considerable scholarly and
practical attention in PA (Chapman et al., 2016; Hart &
Tummers, 2019; Van Wart, 2013a; Vogel & Masal, 2015). This
meta-analysis shows that leadership deserves this (and even
more) attention, as it is positively and largely consistently
related to intended results across different styles, outcomes,
and contexts. The results help to manage expectations about
what outcomes to expect from which kind of leadership and
under which contextual conditions. As the coverage of single
studies is too limited to provide this information, aggregat-
ing findings from many studies at a meta-level is a step for-
ward in this direction, although this approach comes at the
expense of richness of details. Given the overall result that
different leadership styles seem to work well in different
public sector settings, scholarship and practice are invited
to further broaden the scope of leadership research and to
expand the nomological network toward others and com-
bined approaches (Crosby & Bryson, 2018). The findings of
this meta-analysis also show how context matters for lead-
ership in the public sector and warns against overgenerali-
zations, as the effectiveness of leadership depends on the
administrative tradition and, yet to a much smaller extent,
on the administrative subfield. Conducting leadership
research more evenly across these domains, and

accounting for further contextual influences, is encouraged
for future studies and meta-analyses thereof. Additionally,
this meta-analysis underscores the importance of methodo-
logical choices when conducting leadership research. Find-
ings echo concerns of common method bias and thus
encourage more diversity in research designs and data
sources.
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