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ABSTRACT

Seminal articles on organizational commitment in public organizations have assumed that em-

ployees reciprocate the attitudes of their peers, but recent studies suggest that the impact of man-

agers’ organizational commitment on employees’ organizational commitment depends on how

leaders convey their organizational commitment. In this study we investigate how transforma-

tional leadership moderates the relationship between mangers’ and employees’ organizational 

commitment. Multilevel data from surveys of 68 principals and 1,349 teachers in the area of up-

per secondary education show that there is no direct relationship between principals’ and teach-

ers’ organizational commitment, but that transformational leadership moderates the relationship. 

Only if a principal is seen as transformational, his organizational commitment is positively related 

to the employees’ organizational commitment, but if he is seen as non-transformational, the rela-

tionship is negative. Thus, managers are much more able to convey their organizational commit-

ment, when they are transformational. 
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INTRODUCTION

Research from the past several decades suggests that public managers should take their employ-

ees’ affective organizational commitment as a central concern, because it can be an effective tool 

to improve public employee retention and performance (Porter et al., 1976; Mowday et al., 1979; 

Meyer et al. 2002; Steinhaus & Perry, 1996; Wright & Bonett, 2002; Park & Rainey, 2007). Of-

ten managers are assumed to play key roles for the affective organizational commitment of the 

employees, as employees expectedly reciprocate the attitudes of their peers (Hambrick & Mason, 

1984; Stevens et al., 1978). Seminal contributions within the field of organizational commitment 

theorize that public employees’ affective organizational commitment can be expected to emanate 

from interpersonal influences of peers and organizational socialization (e.g. Stevens et al., 1978). 

From a top-down perspective, managers have a strong influence on the development and institu-

tionalization of the organizational culture due to their formally assigned authority and power 

within public organizations, and thus the attitudes of the employees (Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999; 

Scott, 2008). From a bottom-up perspective employees seek legitimacy and acknowledgement 

and are therefore likely to copy attitudes known to be successful and/or professionally recognized 

- such as the one of the manager (Christensen et al., 2009: 130-147). Accordingly, employees’ 

affective organizational commitment can be expected to reflect the affective organizational com-

mitment of the manager. However, the relationship between managers’ and employees’ affective 

organizational commitment remains surprisingly neglected in empirical studies (Meyer et al., 

2002; Solinger et al., 2008). This leaves us with the critical question of, how managers can con-

vey their affective organizational commitment to their followers?

Recent contributions within the literature focus on the institutional context in which public organ-

izations are embedded (Stazyk et al., 2011; Park & Rainey, 2007). They emphasize the potential 

negative impact of goal ambiguity, lack of involvement and excessive red tape have on organiza-

tional commitment in the public sector (Rainey, 2009; Stazyk et al., 2011; Park & Rainey, 2007 ).
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Goal ambiguity and deleterious bureaucracy have long been known to cause severe challenges for 

managers in ensuring that employees work in the same direction and commit to shared purposes 

and beliefs (Wilson, 1989; Bozeman, 2000). Organizationally committed managers in public or-

ganizations, who have a strong focus on sharing their vision for the organization and clarifying 

the mission, can therefore, be expected to be better at overcoming the constraining and ambigu-

ous environment and communicate their affective organizational commitment to the employees 

(Oberfield, 2012; Wright et al., 2012). A long body of research confirms that a transformational 

leadership style clarifies the goals and vision of the organization, and supports and inspires em-

ployees in their work processes (Wright et al., 2012). Several studies have also empirically doc-

umented positive relationships between transformational leadership style and a range of different 

work attitudes including organizational commitment (see e.g. Bass & Riggio 2006; Dumdum et 

al., 2002; Trottier et al., 2008). However, these studies focus exclusively on managers’ transfor-

mational leadership style and employees’ organizational commitment and neglect mangers’ or-

ganizational commitment. Thus, the literature may have overlooked the potentially important in-

terplay between both managers’ and employees’ organizational commitment and leadership style.

In sum, there is a need for greater attention to how public managers can convey their affective 

organizational commitment to their followers in order to develop a more complete and empirical 

understanding of the interpersonal workings of affective organizational commitment in the envi-

ronment of the public sector. 

The purpose of the present paper is to study the relationship between public managers’ and em-

ployees’ affective organizational commitment taking into account managers’ transformational 

leadership style. To do so, it draws on previously established conceptions of affective organiza-

tional commitment and transformational leadership. More specifically the relationship between 

managers’ and employees’ affective organizational commitment is investigated empirically in the 

area of upper secondary education in Denmark. This is a well-suited area, because the employees 
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refer to one manager in well-defined organizations with more or less identical services and goals. 

The study is based on two electronic surveys of 68 managers and 1,349 teachers, which provides 

an unusual opportunity to study relationships between organizational commitment and leadership 

style in a multi-level setup at manager and employee levels.

Hence, this paper contributes to the vast literature on organizational commitment by testing one 

of the early and underlying propositions of peer influences on a unique dataset. More generally 

the study adds to our knowledge on, how managers can influence public employees’ work-related 

attitudes. In the next section we present the theoretical framework and our two main hypotheses. 

This is followed by a description of the data and methods, and a presentation of the results. Final-

ly, we discuss the results, conclude and point towards further research.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Affective organizational commitment 

The enduring and multidisciplinary interest in organizational commitment has resulted in an im-

mense literature and a myriad of different approaches (Angle & Perry, 1981; Balfour & Wechsler, 

1996; Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Cohen, 2003; Meyer et al., 2002). Generally, some studies concep-

tualize organizational commitment as an attitude (e.g. Mowday et al., 1979, Porter et al., 1976) 

and others as a behavior (O’Reilly & Caldwell, 1980; Kline & Peters, 1991). Moreover, some 

studies argue that organizational commitment is a uni-dimensional concept (e.g. Mathieu and 

Zajac, Angle and Perry, 1981; 1990; Sollinger et al., 2008) while others argue that commitment 

consists of several dimensions (e.g. Meyer & Allen, 1991, 1997; Meyer, Allen & Smith, 1993). In

this paper we conceptualize organizational commitment exclusively as affective organizational 

commitment. Drawing on both on early attitudinal contributions as well as the established frame-

work of Meyer and Allen (1991; 1997) affective organizational commitment is defined as: ‘as an 

emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in an organization’ (Porter et al., 
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1976). Previous studies have shown that affective organizational commitment is the type of 

commitment that has proved to be most strongly related to organizational issues and employee-

related attitudes and behavior (see e.g. the meta-analysis by Meyer et al., 2002). Furthermore, as 

our primary interest is in assessing organizational commitment empirically we rely on Meyer and 

Allen’s conceptualization of affective organizational commitment, which is by far the most used 

and validated approach in empirical studies of organizational commitment (Sollinger et a., 2008; 

Klein et al., 2012). More concrete, Meyer and Allen argue that affective organizational commit-

ment develops when an individual becomes involved in, recognizes the value-relevance of and/or 

derives his or her identity from an organization (Meyer et al., 2001; 316-317). Employees with a 

strong affective commitment thus remain with the organization because they want to and not be-

cause they feel they need or ought to (Meyer et al., 1993).

Following this brief definition of organizational commitment we will discuss the most relevant 

studies of organizational commitment in public organizations and in continuation hereof present 

the core hypotheses of this paper. The discussion is structured in two parts. The first part concerns 

the link between managers’ and employees’ affective organizational commitment whereas the 

second part concerns the relationship between transformational leadership style and organization-

al commitment.

Managers’ and employees’ affective organizational commitment

Managers are often assumed to have a crucial influence on employees’ perceptual evaluations 

(Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Rainey, 2009). Both in the more generic management literature as 

well as in the fields of public administration and organizational behavior this profound assump-

tion is an important building block for theories of work motivation and leadership (Wilson, 1989; 

Christensen et al, 2008; Scott; 2008; Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999; Meier & O’Toole, 2011). Also 

several studies of organizational commitment rely on this theoretical assumption. For instance 

Stevens, Beyer and Trice note in their early work that organizational commitment can: 'be ex-
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pected to emanate from interpersonal influences of peers and organizational socialization' (Ste-

vens et al., 1978: 393). Similarly, Klein, Molloy and Brinsfeld (2012) recently argued that: 

'individuals’ professional and personal relationships yield social exchanges and social influences 

that facilitate the formation of commitment bonds' (Klein et al., 2012:141-142).

The assumption of interpersonal effects of organizational commitment between managers and 

employees finds support in both bottom-up as well as top-down perspectives.  The two perspec-

tives differ in their focus of attention, but both provide support for the expectation that managers’ 

organizational commitment have an important influence on employees’ organizational commit-

ment. 

Top-down perspectives center on the organizational culture and the impact that managers have on 

employees’ work attitudes through the development and institutionalization of the organizational 

culture (Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999; Scott, 2008). Organizational culture is probably one of the 

most overused (and misused) concepts in contemporary management studies, but nonetheless an 

important factor in many public management studies (Schein, 1992; Christensen et al. 2008). We 

understand organizational culture as patterns of shared meaning in organizations including shared 

values and beliefs about appropriate behaviors and actions (Smircich, 1983: 58; Scott, 2008). Or-

ganizational culture manifests itself and is influenced by symbols, ceremonies, statements and 

actions of the manager (Rainey, 1999; Scott, 2008). In this context, organizational culture is per-

ceived as a variable, meaning something the organization has and not as something the organiza-

tion is (Schein, 1992). Furthermore organizational culture is seen as representing a collective so-

cial construction over which managers have substantial control. In other words, managers are 

expected to have salient positions in developing, transforming, and institutionalizing organiza-

tional cultures (Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999; Scott, 2008). According to classic institutional and 

organizational theory managers who signal a high commitment to the organization increase the 

internal integration within the organization, because managers thereby provide employees with 
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guidelines to choose appropriate activities and a source of meaning and identification (Scott & 

Davis, 2007: 212-215; Selznick, 1948: 125). Managers can signal commitment to the organiza-

tion through for instance goal setting or formulation of local policies (Scott & Davis, 2007: 212-

215). Managers’ organizational commitment can therefore be expected to strengthen or sustain 

strong organizational cultures and hence to affect the organizational commitment of the employ-

ees. 

Bottom-up perspectives in favor of the argument that employees’ affective organizational com-

mitment is affected by the mangers’ affective organizational commitment centers on the concept 

of legitimacy and find their support in institutional theory, role model theory and theory on peer 

effects (Scott, 2008; Summers & Wolfe, 1977; Henderson et al., 1978; Argys et al., 1996). Legit-

imacy can be defined as a generalized perception or assumption of desirable, proper, or appropri-

ate actions or attitudes within a socially constructed system of norms, values, and beliefs (defini-

tion inspired by Suchman, 1995: 574). Employees seek legitimacy and acknowledgement and are 

therefore likely to copy attitudes known to be successful and/or professionally recognized, or 

adapt to the prevailing “logic of appropriateness” (Scott, 2008: 58-60; Christensen et al., 2009: 

130-147). According to Scott, individuals align themselves with prevailing cultural beliefs be-

cause it makes them feel competent and connected (Scott, 2008: 50). Likewise Meyer & Rowan 

(1977) emphasize the extent to which wider belief systems and cultural frames are imposed and 

or adopted by individuals (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The expectation is therefore, that the manag-

ers serve as role models of legitimate behavior and attitudes for the employees. By setting a high 

work standard and expressing a strong morale and determination to reach the goals of the organi-

zation managers challenge, encourage or inspire the employees to assume greater ownership of 

their work attitude and strengthen their organizational commitment (Wright et al., 2012).

Summing up the discussions above we propose the following hypothesis: 
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Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between public managers’ affective organizational 

commitment and employees’ affective organizational commitment

Organizational commitment and transformational leadership

External forces and political principals have a strong influence on public organizations’ internal 

structures and processes (Wilson, 1989; Chun & Rainey, 2005; Latham et al., 2008; Wright, 

2004) and scholars of organizational commitment in the public sector argue that public managers 

face particular challenges due to the institutional context in which they are embedded, (Stazyk et 

al, 2011; Park & Rainey, 2007; Rainey, 2009: 312). Stazyk, Pandey & Wright (2011) propose

and test a model of affective organizational commitment that integrates specific institutional 

characteristics of public organizations. The analyses show that goal ambiguity and red tape have a 

negative impact on employees’ organizational commitment. Similarly, Park and Rainey (2007) 

find that organizational commitment in federal agencies among other factors is strongly related to 

public institutional characteristics such as lack of involvement and goal clarity (Park & Rainey, 

2007). Following these studies, we argue that, because goal ambiguity, low levels of employee 

involvement and excessive red tape are critical factors in public organizations that affect organi-

zational commitment, public managers’ transformational leadership style is of great importance. 

Goal ambiguity, red tape and lack of involvement can in other words be said to prescribe a man-

agement attitude that take into account the impacts these institutional factors potentially have on

employees’ work attitudes.

Transformational leadership is often defined in opposition or relation to its transactional counter-

part (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). According to Bass the transactional leader practices contingent 

reinforcement of followers whereas the transformational leader inspires, intellectually stimulates, 

and individually considerate them (Bass, 1990). Moreover, transformational leaders motivate fol-

lowers to transcend their own narrow self-interest for the benefit of the community and thus lift 

followers’ focus from lower- to higher-order needs (Avolio et al., 2004). A transformational lead-

 10 

ership style can theoretically be expected to have crucial impact on the relationship between pub-

lic managers’ and employees’ affective organizational commitment because: 1) it clarifies the 

goals and privileges the mission of the organization, 2) it engages follower in recognizing and 

confronting work-related challenges, and 3) it coaches and supports followers in their work pro-

cesses (Rainey, 2009: 325-331). These transformational leadership traits can directly be linked to 

the abovementioned challenges that public managers are facing and thus to mediate the relation-

ship between managerial and employee commitment. 

First of all, because public organizations by definition are meant to consider and satisfy different 

democratic and public issues of society public managers are constantly confronted with changing 

political priorities among inconsistent organizational goals (Perry & Rainey, 1988). Organiza-

tionally committed public managers with a strong focus on sharing their vision for the organiza-

tion and clarifying the goals and mission can therefore be expected to be better at communicating

their involvement and emotional concern about the organization to their followers. (Avolio et al., 

2004; Wright et al., 2012). On the contrary public managers without a transformational leadership 

style can be expected to signal a distance to the organizational goals and mission.

Secondly, early studies by Buchanan (1974) have shown that members of public organizations 

can be expected to express low levels of job involvement, when they feel they only have little 

impact on the large and complex system in which they take part (Buchanan, 1974). Organiza-

tionally committed managers with a transformational leadership style focus on engaging their 

followers by intellectually stimulating them to challenge old assumptions about organizational 

problems and practices, and can thus be expected to have more success in sharing their organiza-

tional commitment. On the contrary public managers, who do not have a transformational leader-

ship style can be expected to fail to engage employees in recognizing and confronting challenges 

and in viewing their job from different perspectives (Bass 1985, 1990). Balfour and Wechsler’s 

study from 1996 support this argument. They report that especially participation and supportive 
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supervision had a positive influence on employees’ organizational commitment (Balfour & 

Wechsler, 1996).

Finally, exacerbated efforts in public organizations to maintain or increase coordination and ac-

countability often result in rule proliferation and hierarchy (Stazyk & Goerdel, 2011; Warwick et 

al., 1975). Unfortunately, the promulgation of rules intended to ensure coordination and account-

ability frequently reflects public organizations’ multiple external stakeholders and often results in 

excessive red tape (Bozeman, 2000). Red tape may challenge managers in communicating the 

vision and mission of the organization (Stazyk &, 2011). Several studies have found red tape or 

inevitable bureaucracy to have significant negative effects on employees’ organizational com-

mitment, motivation, job-satisfaction as well as other work-related attitudes (see e.g. Bozeman, 

200; Pandey & Rainey, 2006; Stazyk et al., 2011). Organizational committed managers who fo-

cus on coaching and supporting their employees’ through a transformational leadership style can 

therefore be expected to be better at accentuating the core values and vision of the organization. 

On the contrary mangers without a transformational leadership style can be expected let the pow-

er arrangement reflected in the procurement systems inundate their managerial visions for the 

organization and overshadow their organizational engagement.

In sum a transformational leadership style is expected to affect how mangers affective organiza-

tional commitment affect employees’ organizational commitment, because it facilitates managers’

communication of the organizational values and goals thereby supporting employees emotional 

attachment to, identification with, and involvement in an organization. Managerial organizational 

commitment is all about wishing to achieve the organizational goals and feeling a sense of con-

nectedness to organization. Transformational leadership is all about communicating it. On that 

background we hypothesize as follows:

 12 

Hypothesis 2: School principals’ affective organizational commitment is more positively related 

to their employees’ affective organizational commitment, the more the managers are perceived to 

exert transformational leadership style.

RESEARCH DESIGN 

As argued above we have numerous studies on organizational commitment, but we still know 

relatively little about the impact of managers’ organizational commitment on employees’ organi-

zational commitment in the public sector. To investigate this relationship empirically, this study 

focuses on Danish upper secondary schools (publicly owned and funded), because this area pro-

vides at least four advantages. First, we can relatively easily link employees with their manager, 

since all school principals are responsible for personnel management for all teachers at the 

schools. Second, Danish upper secondary schools are very similar, because they produce more or 

less identical services, and this allows us to keep a number of potentially disturbing variables 

constant. Third, a recent reform in this area has allowed the principals much more power and au-

tonomy, which provides them better opportunities to actively exert their leadership. Fourth and 

finally, simultaneously gathered survey data is available for school principals and teachers re-

spectively. This allows us to use a multilevel design, so we can control for a number of unob-

served school level variables. We will discuss data in further detail below. Next section shortly 

introduces the Danish school system and elaborates on the advantages introduced above.

In the Danish school system, the first ten years of basic schooling (grundskole) are mandatory 

(grades 0 through 9), and after graduation students are obliged to continue their education in ei-

ther a vocational or a general direction. This study focuses on the largest general education, STX,

which provide nationally regulated, tuition-free, general education to almost half of the Danish 

youth (around 42.000 students in 2010 according to The Ministry of Children and Education, 

2010). Traditionally, these schools have functioned in a hierarchical setting, but following a re-
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supervision had a positive influence on employees’ organizational commitment (Balfour & 
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cent reform in 2007, the schools obtained substantially more autonomy and are now self-

governing with their own supervisory boards and financed through activity-based budgeting 

(based on the number of students enrolled and passing exams). Thus, school principals are now in 

a much better position to exert their leadership than they used to be.

The schools all have a relatively flat structure with short distance from principal to the teachers. 

Thus, most principals have personnel management responsibility for all teachers, and most of 

them engage on a daily basis with the teachers. The principal is therefore a main character at the 

school, and to a large extent personify the school management. Though middle management 

probably takes up more resources than earlier, the tasks of middle managers are mainly adminis-

trative, whereas personnel management primarily remains with the principals. On this back-

ground there is good reason to expect that principals can exert influence on their teachers.

DATA

We have approached all 135 STX schools in Denmark with an invitation to participate in two 

parallel surveys directed at the managerial level and the employee level respectively. In October 

2012 we sent a letter to the school, where we requested contact information for all managers 

(principals and middle managers) and teachers. Most schools sent us the information, and for 

most other schools, we were able to gather information from their websites. Nine schools were 

left out of the investigation either because they actively refused to participate, or because we 

could not obtain contact information. In late November, we sent web-based questionnaires to 135 

principals and 8,600 teachers, and throughout December we sent four reminders to those, who 

had not yet responded. When the survey was closed on December 21st, 76 principals and 2,934 

teachers (response rates 60.3 percent and 34.1 percent respectively) had completed the survey. 68 

principal responses were complete, and we use these and the 1,349 teachers at these schools in the 

analyses below. 
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MEASURES

All variables in the study were measured in a multilevel setup using responses from multiple sur-

vey items from both teachers and principals. The surveys were set up to measure a number of 

identical variables, which allows us a multilevel dataset, where we can couple teacher and princi-

pal responses into the same dataset. Some items vary slightly, so they fit with the relevant type of 

respondent (e.g. leadership style, which were opened with either ‘As a leader I…’ or ‘My lead-

er…’). All items have been taken from previously validated and commonly used measures. We 

have translated all items to English and back again to validate the content of the items, and before 

the actual survey we ran a pilot study to 150 teachers and one principal, which resulted in a 

somewhat extensive adjustment of the survey. Primarily, the survey was shortened, but also the 

wording of some items was changed. The main variables in the dataset are organizational com-

mitment and transformative leadership, which are measured among both teachers and principals. 

Also we include a number of control variables, including transactional leadership (reward and 

exception respectively). Organizational commitment was measured with two items taken from 

Meyer & Allen (1993; 1997), which reflect affective commitment to the organization. Both items 

have a negative wording, and they have therefore been reversed. The factor loadings among both 

teachers and principals are slightly below the recommended 0.7, but the reliability of the scale at 

both levels turn out very satisfactory. Transformational leadership is measured with four items 

taken from Podsakoff et al. (1993), Trottier et al. (2008), and Wright et al. (2012), which reflect 

both visionary leadership and inspirational leadership style. Generally, our attempts to replicate 

scales from these other studies failed, so we have used a new scale building on items from differ-

ent studies. Nonetheless, we argue that both the content validity of these items are high, and the 

factor analysis is also highly satisfactory with loadings around 0.80 for teachers and 0.7 for prin-

cipals (except one item among principals). We will return to this point in the discussion section.
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Table 1: Sample characteristics (nprincipals = 68, nteachers = 1.349)
M SD Min Max

School level

Principal organizational commitment 82.57 23.18 25 100

Principal age 57.92 6.53 42 69

Principal gender (female = 1) 0.26 0.44 0 1

Principal’s tenure (years, current school) 11.52 7.53 0 31

School size (no. of teachers) 81.08 20.02 38 137

Teacher level

Teacher organizational commitment 70.04 25.40 0 100

Teacher transformational leadership 51.07 24.97 0 100

Teacher management by reward 37.30 25.86 0 100

Teacher management by exception 32.83 22.46 0 100

Age 44.84 11.52 24 71

Gender (female = 1) 0.52 0.50 0 1

Tenure (years, current school) 11.50 11.05 0 48

Teaching area (science = 1) 0.25 0.44 0 1

Regarding control variables, the items measuring transactional leadership style (management by 

reward and management by exception respectively) were taken from Trottier et al. (2008) and 

Den Hartog et al. (1997), and among both teachers and principals we find strong factors for man-

agement by reward (loadings around 0.7) and a weaker factor for management by exception 

(loadings below 0.6). Table 1 shows the summary statistics of both explanatory and control varia-

bles, which are mainly self-reported in the survey, including age, gender, and tenure (general and 

organizational). From the teacher survey, we have gathered information on the teachers’ subjects, 

which we have coded into broad areas (science or non-science). The number of teachers is gath-

ered from our lists of respondents, which cover all teachers at each school. 

We expect age to be positively correlated with organizational commitment, because experience 

will typically bring individual and organization closer together (Hrebiniak & Alutto, 1972). How-

ever, much of this effect has to do with organizational experience, so we also control for organi-
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zational tenure.  We also control for gender with the expectation that women will be more organi-

zational committed than their male counterparts. However, according to Mathieu and Zajac

(1990) research on gender and organizational commitment is inconclusive. Some studies report 

that women are more committed than men (e.g. Angle and Perry, 1981), some suggest that wom-

en are less committed than men (e.g. Aranya et al, 1986 and Chusmir, 1982), and others report no 

gender differences (e.g. Fry & Grenfeld, 1980 and Stevens, Beyer and Trice, 1978). At the teach-

er level, we also control for teaching area, because we expect non-science teachers to be more 

emotional and therefore potentially more affectively committed to the organization.

Furthermore, a number of school level characteristics related to both the school and the principal 

can be important for organizational commitment. Regarding leader characteristics we control for 

gender, age, and tenure in the current position. The literature offers few findings on these aspects, 

so we include them mainly for control purposes. We also control for school size (number of 

teachers), and expect organizational commitment to be negatively related to organization size

(Dekker & Barling, 1995). Descriptive statistics and correlations regarding all variables, includ-

ing indexes measuring organizational commitment and leadership styles can be seen from Table 

A1.

METHODS

As mentioned, the dataset has a multilevel structure. The unit of analysis is the teacher, so we 

have identified principals and merged our principal and teacher datasets into one. All analyses are 

run as random effects models. To check the robustness of the results, we have replicated our find-

ings using OLS regression with cluster robust standard errors, but since the results are highly sim-

ilar, we only show the estimates from the multilevel models, which we find to be more correctly 

specified. We are confident in the choice of random effects model after we have run an “empty” 

multilevel model to test whether auto-correlation is a problem in our data. When we omit the ex-
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planatory variables in the “empty” model, only the variance of the dependent variable, the teach-

ers’ organizational commitment, is being investigated. The “empty” model shows that there is 

significant variation between schools, which indicates that a random effects model is appropriate. 

The random effects also show that there is more variation within schools than between schools, 

suggesting that individual factors are more important than school factors in explaining differences 

in the teachers’ organizational commitment. Even though there is more variation within schools 

than between schools, the empty model confirms that school factors are important, and hence that

principals’ leadership style and organizational commitment can be important for the teachers’ 

organizational commitment. Following these findings from the “empty” model, all other analyses 

include random effects to control for schools effects. 

RESULTS 

This section presents results from a series of multi-level models investigating the relationship be-

tween transformational leadership and principals’ and teachers’ organizational commitment con-

trolled for a number of variables at both organizational and individual level. Model 1 tests the 

relationship between the control variables and the teachers’ organizational commitment. Hypoth-

esis 1 is tested in model 2, which show analyses of the association between the principals’ organ-

izational commitment and teachers’ organizational commitment. Hypotheses 2 is tested in model 

3, 4 and 5, which shows the same relationships including employees’ perceived transformational 

leadership style, an interaction term between the principal’s organizational commitment and how 

teacher’s perceive the principals transformational leadership style, and a number of other control

variables.

Model 1 (table 2) shows that only some control variables are related to the teachers’ organiza-

tional commitment. Teachers’ age and tenure are not surprisingly correlated, but it is interesting 

to see, how they are oppositely related with commitment. The correlation with age is negative, 
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whereas the correlation with tenure is positive. Tenure is potentially highly endogenous to com-

mitment, since highly committed teachers are probably more likely to stay in their current job. 

Female teachers have markedly higher organizational commitment than male teachers. At the 

school level, only the principal’s gender makes a difference for the teachers’ organizational 

commitment, and surprisingly this relationship is negative.

Model 2 shows that the principal’s organizational commitment has no significant relationship 

with the teachers’ organizational commitment. Thus, we must reject hypothesis 1. Model 3 shows 

that this does not change, when we control for the teachers’ perception of the principal’s trans-

formational leadership style. Only the transformational leadership variable is positively related to 

organizational commitment. In model 4 the interaction term between the principal’s organization-

al commitment and the teachers’ perception of transformational leadership style is introduced for 

a test of hypothesis 2. The interaction term shows a significant, positive relationship, meaning 

that principals’ organizational commitment and teacher perceived transformational leadership 

enhance each other’s positive relationship with the teachers’ organizational commitment. Based 

on this, we accept hypothesis 2. To test the robustness of this finding, we do, nonetheless, control 

for other leadership behaviors, since it has been argued that transformational and transactional 

leadership styles are cumulative rather than mutually exclusive (Bass, 1990). Hence, we may be 

overestimating the explanatory power of transformational leadership. In model 5 two measures of 

employee perceived transactional leadership behaviors are introduced (management by reward 

and management by exception), and both of these are significantly related with organizational 

commitment, though in opposite directions. Teachers who perceive their managers to be reward-

ing have higher commitment, whereas teachers who perceive their managers to exert management

by exception, report lower commitment. Most importantly, we see that the interaction is left un-

changed by this control. Only transformational leadership style becomes insignificant. 
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Building on the logic of the interaction analysis, we can depict the relationship between princi-

pals’ organizational commitment and the teachers’ organizational commitment for extreme values 

of transformational leadership (Figure 1). The figure shows that when principals are perceived as 

having a high degree of transformational leadership (the red line), the principal’s organizational 

commitment is positively related with the teacher’s organizational commitment. However, when 

a principal is not seen as transformational (the blue line), his organizational commitment affects 

the teacher’s organizational commitment negatively. We will discuss this is further detail below.  

As a final remark on the results, the analyses show that the relationships of the control variables 

are generally strengthened, when we take the explanatory variables into consideration. Thus,

model 5 shows that age and tenure remain significant and oppositely related to commitment, and

the finding that women have higher organizational commitment is consistent across the models.

Model 5 shows that science teachers have lower commitment, and so do part time workers. The 

principal’s age and tenure are significantly related to organizational commitment in model 5, and 
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as we saw at the teacher level, the coefficients are in opposite directions. However, the directions 

are opposite compared to the teachers’ own age and tenure, meaning that principal age is positive-

ly related, whereas principal tenure is negatively related to teacher organizational commitment.

Finally, we see that teachers with female principals consistently report lower organizational 

commitment, and that school size becomes significantly, negatively related to organizational 

commitment in model 3 and onwards.

The r-squared statistics show how much of the variation between and within schools the models 

explain. The models generally explain more of the variation between schools than within schools, 

but still we are able to explain 16.2 percent of the variation within schools and 33.8 percent of the 

variation between schools in our final model. The robustness of our results has been tested in sev-

eral ways. First, we have tried using different operationalizations of the dependent variable. Be-

sides using a sum index, we have used factor loadings and tried different specifications of the 

items. Second, we have tried different estimation techniques, as we have also tested the five mod-

els with OLS regression with cluster robust standard errors. None of these approaches changed 

our results.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Using multilevel survey data from Danish principals and teachers in the area of upper second-

ary education, this study set out to investigate the link between managers’ and employees’ 

organizational commitment taking the principals’ transformational leadership style into ac-

count. Our results provide support for one of the hypotheses we have set forward. According 

to our results the principal’s organizational commitment is not directly significantly related to 

the teachers’ organizational commitment, so we reject hypothesis 1. However, this relation-

ship changes when we control for the teachers’ perception of the principal’s transformational 

leadership style, so the more a teacher perceives that the principal exerts transformational 

leadership behavior, the more positively the principal’s organizational commitment is related 

to the teacher’s organizational commitment. These findings thereby lend support to hypothe-

sis 2.

Regarding the rejection of hypothesis 1, this finding theoretically contradicts our initial ex-

pectations. Managers were expected to affect their followers through the organization culture 

due to their formally assigned authority (Rainey & Steinbauer, 1999) and by serving as strong 

role models inspiring and encouraging employees (Wright et al., 2012). These results though 

show that employees do not per se mirror the attitudes of their manager (Hambrick & Mason, 

1984; Stevens et al., 1978). Instead our analyses clearly suggest, that principals’ transforma-

tional leadership style, measured as teachers’ perceptions, moderate the relationship between 

principal and employee commitment. Results thus confirm that there is an important interplay 

between transformational leadership style and principals’ and teachers’ organizational com-

mitment, which so far have been overlooked.

This study should be considered in view of certain issues and limitations. First, though we 

have based the survey on validated scales, we had difficulties replicating the factor structures 

found elsewhere. We can only speculate on whether this is due to specific Danish characteris-

tics or characteristics of the Danish education sector. Nonetheless, the reader should be aware 



22

  

23 

of the disparities between our measurements and those seen elsewhere. Second, although the 

multilevel data structure applied here has provided a rare opportunity for combining meas-

urements of manager and employee organizational commitment, we still know very little 

about the causal relationships between commitment and leadership. Thus, it could be argued 

that the direction of causality is reverse, and that managers’ organizational commitment are 

affected by their employees organizational commitment, or that transformational leadership 

style is the actual explanatory variable and managers’ organizational commitment the moder-

ating variable. Since organizational commitment is difficult to manipulate in experimental 

set-ups, a palpable strategy could be to obtain panel data over time in order to study how or-

ganizational commitment and leadership style develop over time and between managers and 

employees. Third, and to follow up on the second notion, it would be relevant to see similar 

studies on other occupations and sectors than the teaching area to test the wider applicability 

of the findings. The results are very likely to be relevant for other areas. Though, we have no 

statistical background for claiming this, we can from analytical purposes suggest that the re-

sults should be seen as very relevant for the teaching area in general. Since the Danish upper 

secondary schools are rather similar to for example the American high schools (Christensen 

& Pallesen, 2009), the results are likely to have some broader international relevance.

Summing up, the main contribution of this study is to show organizationally committed may 

in fact convey their organizational commitment to their employees, but only if they apply a 

transformational leadership style. Furthermore, the study suggests that the combination of 

measurements of organizational commitment and leadership styles measured at different lev-

els is useful for providing more nuanced answer for fundamental questions within the litera-

ture. An important implication can be deduced from our findings. So far the literature has 

suggested that transformational leadership spurs organizational commitment, but we suggest 

that this relationship is more complicated than so. We have shown that the relationship de-

pends on the manager’s organizational commitment, and on theoretical grounds we suggest 

that transformational leadership clarifies and attenuates the leaders’ commitment. Being or-
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ganizationally committed to the organization does not do it alone, if managers are interested 

in fostering commitment among their employees. But adjusting the style of leadership to-

wards a more transformational leadership behavior is not likely to work, if the employees do 

not sense a commitment to the organization. Focusing on the interactions between organiza-

tional commitment and leadership style seems to be a fruitful avenue for further research, but 

we also need more studies to help untangle the complex relationships between these variables. 

As for now, all we can say is that managers may share their fire with the employees, but they 

should be aware of how they do it.
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Table A2: Principal axis factoring analyses of latent variables
Teachers Principals

M SD Factor 
score

Cronbach’s 
alpha

M SD Factor 
score

Cronbach’s 
alpha

Organizational commitment 
(affective)

70.10 25.32 0.75 83.90 24.21 0.69

I do not feel emotionally 
attached to the school.

3.77 1.13 0.65 4.28 1.17 0.64

I do not have a strong sense 
of belonging to the school

3.84 1.14 0.65 4.44 1.04 0.64

Transformational leadership 51.79 25.32 0.90 79.35 12.94 0.79
As a leader I…/My princi-
pal…
…provide(s) a compelling 
vision of the organization’s 
future.

3.15 1.11 0.80 4.15 0.65 0.59

…articulate(s) and gener-
ate(s) enthusiasm for a 
shared vision and mission.

3.03 1.11 0.87 4.22 0.59 0.70

…facilitate(s) the acceptance 
of common goals for the 
school.

2.99 1.07 0.88 4.15 0.68 0.75

…say(s) things that make 
employees proud to be part 
of the organization.

3.12 1.14 0.83 4.21 0.71 0.71

Management by reward 37.72 25.32 68.21 21.47
As a leader I…/My princi-
pal…

0.85 0.75

…reward(s) my employees’ 
performance (e.g. through 
wage supplements), when 
they live up to expectations.

2.55 1.17 0.72 3.77 0.99 0.69

…reward(s)the employees 
dependent on how well they 
perform their jobs.

2.47 1.02 0.72 3.69 0.93 0.70

Management by exception 33.46 22.91 0.51 38.62 23.16 0.63
…focus(es) attention on ir-
regularities, mistakes, excep-
tions and deviations from 
what is expected of me.

2.54 1.16 0.49 2.18 1.00 0.56

…dismiss teachers, if they 
over a longer period do not 
perform satisfactory.

2.14 1.07 0.48 2.92 1.16 0.59

Note: Oblimin rotated
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