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ABSTRACT 
 

In South Africa as elsewhere in the world, higher education institutions have been criticised for a lack of 
transformation. This apparent lack of transformation called into question the capability of the leaders within these 
institutions to effectively lead change and transform the higher education institutional landscape. The aim of this study 
was to explore the transformational leadership competency potential amongst managers in a university of technology 
in South Africa.  The measures of potential used are eight competency factors known as the ‘Great Eight’ (Bartram, 
2005) derived from Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ32) scale scores. The OPQ32r was administered 
to 111 managers within a university of technology.  The majority of respondents had a balanced mix of styles between 
a transformational and transactional focus. These leaders not only exhibit less transformational competencies but 
also an insufficient strong transactional focus. These findings have severe implications for the transformation of 
higher education institutions in South Africa. 
 
Keywords: Transformational Leadership; Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ); Higher Education; 
Personality 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

igher education institutions (HEIs) world-wide are faced with a decrease in public funding, while at 
the same time it is required of them to invest in organisational transformation processes in order to 
stay relevant in an increasingly competitive market (Bendermacher, Egbrink, Wolfhagen & Dolmans, 

2016).  In the same line, HEIs in South Africa (SA) are confronted with major transformation challenges that require 
exceptional leadership (Herbst & Conradie 2011; Mader, Scott & Razak, 2013; Ngcamu, 2015/2016; Seale & Cross, 
2016; Van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry & Meurs, 2009). To address these transformation challenges, the South 
African government initiated the transformation of the HE landscape agenda with the following aims:  to address the 
inequalities of the past apartheid system; to meet the current demands; and to respond to the new and emerging 
opportunities and realities in the higher education (HE) sector (Chipunza & Gwarinda, 2010). These transformation 
challenges have profound implications for the management and leadership behaviour of managers within universities 
(Seale & Cross, 2016), since they are the central ‘drivers’ of these change and transformation processes 
(Bendermacher, et al., 2016). 
 
There has recently been a growing interest in the capacity of leaders themselves to effectively address the challenges 
in the sector (Black, 2015). As stated by Mader et al. (2013: 273) ‘addressing these challenges consistently and 
effectively will not just happen but must be led, and deftly.’  Drew (2010) concurs and states that it has never been 
more critical for leaders in educational environments such as universities, to be able to engage constructively with 
others to achieve change.  In the same line, Ngcamu (2015) is of the opinion that the highly politicized HEIs in South 
Africa need leaders with excellent personal and interpersonal as well as intellectual capabilities who are able to act as 
leaders of change and transformation (Potgieter & Coetzee, 2010).  Sirat, Ahmad and Azman (2012) as well as 
Shahmandi, Silong, Ismail, Samah and Othman (2011) concur and identify the need for university leaders who are not 
only credible scholars but also progressive visionary and inspirational leaders. However, Ngcamba (2016) states that 
the rapid universal higher education transformation has left South African universities with untransformed 
management practices and inadequate capable leadership to meet the new standards.  Macupe (2012) concurs and 
states that the management and leadership of institutions need considerable attention.  In 2012 and 2013 alone, five 
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public universities were placed under administration for reasons of maladministration, corruption and financial crises 
(CHE, 2016); providing evidence that the leadership crisis in society broadly is gradually beginning to overwhelm 
public universities (Mabelebele, 2013). The question is whether the leaders of HEIs are prepared to effectively deal 
with change of this magnitude and if they have the required leadership potential to demonstrate effective 
transformational leadership behaviours.  
 
There are not many studies dealing with leadership behaviour in HEIs in South Africa and these studies are 
inconclusive. For example According to Vinger and Cilliers (2006) the level of transformational leadership amongst 
leaders in HEIs in SA is relatively high, while Ngcamu (2015) holds an opposing view and states HEIs in South Africa 
are currently being led ‘by individuals who lack transformational capabilities’ (p. 209) which directly impede the 
transformation agenda.  
 
Against the above background the question arises whether HEIs have the transformational leadership capacity to drive 
the reform and transformation needed in the sector. Exploring this issue will result not only in the successful 
implementation of future HE transformation goals, but also the fostering of leadership capacity to drive the envisaged 
changes in the sector.  
 
The aim of this study was to establish whether managers within a university of technology in South Africa, have the 
potential to demonstrate the transformational leadership competencies that leaders, as agents of change, employ to 
effect lasting change and transformation in their organisations.  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Transformational Leadership 
 
Puccio, Mance and Murdoch (2011) describe leadership as a process that is ultimately concerned with inspiring 
change. As the magnitude and frequency of change increase, so does the importance of leadership and organisational 
culture (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011). Various studies confirm that effective leadership in HE have a positive impact 
on organisational effectiveness (Lim & Cromartie, 2001); quality of student learning processes and outcomes (Martin, 
Trigwell, Prosser and Ramsden, 2003); and service quality in universities that lead to greater competitiveness and 
long-term sustainability (Evans, 2011; Garwe, 2014).  
 
One leadership model that seems promising in terms of dealing with the constant and ongoing transformation 
challenges that HEIs in South Africa are faced with is transformational leadership which was introduced by Burns 
(1978) and later revised by Bass (1985).  Burns suggested that leadership could be demonstrated in two distinct forms, 
transformational or transactional leadership, which in his opinion were the opposites of each other. Transactional 
leaders have an exchange relationship with their followers. This exchange need not be money or material; it can be, 
psychological or political (e.g., monetary rewards for productivity, appreciation for loyalty, or benefits for votes). 
However, the relationship between leader and follower lasts only as long as the exchange and no deeper relationship 
between leader and follower is formed. In short, transactional leaders focus on the efficient operation of the status 
quo, as defined by the institution (Bass, 1985). However, to effect change and transform an organisation, Burns argued, 
another kind of leadership, namely transformational leadership is required. Bass (1985) disagrees from Burns stating 
that transactional and transformational leadership are not at opposite sides on a continuum but two distinct dimensions 
of leadership. He argues that a leader can simultaneously be both transactional and transformational but to varying 
degrees. Furthermore, also, in opposition to Burns, who maintained that leaders should strive for transformational 
leadership only, Bass (1978) argued that effective leaders use a combination of these two styles and should be both 
transactional and transformational (Yukl, 1999, Howell & Avolio, 1993). This is confirmed in research by Judge and 
Piccolo (2004) who concluded that both leadership styles each has a unique contribution in predicting specific 
leadership outcomes. Their findings also concluded that transformational leadership was strongly correlated with 
transactional (contingent reward) leadership, which upholds the view that in practice both are required depending on 
the context. In higher education, both these theories have been extensively applied and researched and continue to 
promote interest (Middlehurst, 2012).  
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Various authors state that transformational leadership becomes essential for the development of higher education 
(Bush, 2007; Middlehurst, Goreham & Woodfield, 2009; Ngcamu, 2015). Rashed and Daud (2013) found that the 
quality of transformational leadership within a university was significantly related to collective organisational 
commitment of academic staff. Transformational leadership and participative decision making also have a significant 
positive impact on job satisfaction of university leturers (Pihie, Sadeghi & Elias, 2011; Zulfqar, Devos, Shahzad & 
Valke, 2015). Furthermore, research has confirmed the link between transformational leadership behaviours and 
sought after organisational outcomes such as successful transformation (Vinger & Cilliers, 2006);  higher team 
performance and trust in leadership (Chou, Lin, Chang, & Chuang, 2013), employees’ emotional commitment to 
organisations (e.g., Barling, Slater & Kelloway, 2000, Korek, Felfe, & Zaepernick-Rothe, 2010); self-efficacy (e.g., 
Salanova, Lorente, Chambel, & Martinez, 2011); identification with the organisation (e.g., Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 
2003; Wang & Howell, 2012); as well as empowerment (e.g., Barroso Castro, Villegas Periñan, & Casillas Bueno, 
2008; Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009). 
 
Anderson and Johnson (2006) and Bolden, Petrov and Gosling (2008) acknowledge that transformational leadership 
is highly appropriate for the HE sector for the reason that it focus on collective accountability. Black (2015) concurs 
and states that the traditional style of leadership which involves the close supervision of tasks, is likely to be less 
effective for professionals like university staff. When managing academic colleagues, this command-and-control style 
of leadership is especially inappropriate and counterproductive (Goffee & Jones, 2009).  Given the current context of 
the pressure for change and transformation in HEIs, leaders who act as transformational leaders during the change 
process will encourgage followers to demonstrate risk-taking behaviours and mobilise the necessary resources towards 
followers in an attempt to generate the desired level of effort in order to be successful (Chipunza & Gwarinda, 2010). 
Furthermore, as stated by Jarvis (2013) ‘universities have become like corporations, and are forced to rethink their 
mission, or their function, in this changing society’ (p. 2). In this context, The South African Government is also 
expecting from HEIs to adapt and transform to business models. As a result, academic leaders are expected to perform 
in a more corporate way (Loomes, 2014).  
 
Personality and Leadership 
 
Personality is part of the individual dispositions that underlie or are pre-requisites for leadership behaviours (Bartram, 
2009, Colbert, Judge, Choi & Wang, 2012; Hogan, 2006; Hogan & Judge, 2013; Judge, Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 
2002). These personality dispositions or traits affect how we habitually think, feel, and act (Saucier & Goldberg, 
2003).  Personality, has also been shown to be a predictor of who will emerge as a leader and who will be an effective 
leader (Judge & Bono, 2000). As a group, the Big Five personality traits not only predicted leadership emergence 
(R=.53) but also leadership effectiveness (R=.39) (Judge, et al., 2002).  This is because personality shapes the specific 
leadership behaviours exhibited by leaders (Hogan, 2006). In this regard Hogan and Benson (2009) argue that 
‘leadership is a function of personality, who people are determines how they will lead’ (p. 12). Furthermore, if 
leadership is characterised as process of interpersonal influence (either person to person or via the media) the 
personality of the individual leader should be a key factor in determining effective, or ineffective influence.  Therefore, 
it is relatively simple to think of having too little or too much of a specific personality trait (Benson & Campbell, 
2007).  With regard to transformational leadership, evidence has been found that at the individual level, personality—
especially extraversion (Bono & Judge, 2004; Do & Minbashian, 2014), emotional stability, openness to experience, 
and conscientiousness - is related to transformational leadership behaviours (Colbert, Barrick & Bradley, 2014; 
Deinert, Homan, Boer, & Gutermann, 2015; Ensari, Riggio, Christian, & Carslaw, 2011).  
 
The CEB Corporate Leadership Model 
 
The conceptual framework for the research is provided by the CEB Corporate Leadership Model (Bartram, 2005). The 
CEB Corporate Leadership Model (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011) originates from the generic model of the world of work 
described in Bartram, Robertson and Callinan (2002) and Kurz and Bartram (2002). It combines the widely 
acknowledged transactional and transformational themes into four main leadership functions, each emphasizing 
distinctive types of behaviour that are described by eight broad competency factors as illustrated in Annexure1 (“Great 
eight”: Bartram, 2005). These factors configure the most general level of a three tier hierarchical competency 
framework. This framework has 112 components (first tier) which defines the relationships between these 
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components, their mapping onto a set of 20 broader competency dimensions (the second tier) which in turn load onto 
eight general competency factors (third tier) describing the domain of desirable behaviours at work (refer Annexure 
1). Research has provided evidence that these eight factors not only provide a comprehensive description of work 
behaviours, but they also provide a structure that relates well to the ‘predictor domain’. While management and 
leadership are conceptually different they are found side by side in practice (Bartram, 2015). It is for that reason that 
both are incorporated in the CEB Corporate Leadership Model. Outline definitions of the Great Eight are presented in 
Annexure 1 and their mapping to the leadership functions in Annexure 2. 
 
Annexure 1 includes information on the relationships between the competency factors and underlying personality, 
ability and motivation factors. Measures that are based on individual dispositions, like personality, that are directly 
related to and can be expressed by way of competencies, are referred to as measures of competency potential. Thus, 
one can measure an individual’s potential for developing Creating and Conceptualising competencies through levels 
of general mental ability and some personality attributes (like the ‘data rational’ scale on the OPQ32r). However, it is 
important to note that actual competencies are best measured through the appraisals of others who are familiar with 
the person and their work (e.g., through 360 degree assessments). The Great Eight Factors as illustrated in Annexure 
1, provide a sound foundation for defining pairs of dimensions, as outlined above. For each one of the leadership 
functions, a person can be classified in terms of their score (high or low) on each of the two competency factors that 
define the function.  A summary grid which provides a complete picture of the four main transformational / 
transactional types is provided by aggregating measures across all four functions. It is important to note that the terms 
‘transactional’ and ‘transformational’ focus on the behaviours that deliver to agreed goals (i.e. transaction) as opposed 
to those behaviours that drive change (i.e. transformation) (Bartram, 2015). This offers an accurate assessment of the 
individual leader’s overall approach to leadership (SHL, 2011). 
 
The CEB Corporate Leadership Model merges ‘transactional’ and ‘transformational’ themes into the following four 
main functions that describe the leadership process viz Developing the vision (The strategy domain); Sharing the 
Goals (The communication domain); Gaining support (The people domain) and Delivering success (The operational 
domain).  As illustrated in Annexure 2, the Great Eight competency factors of the CEB Competency Framework 
(Bartram, 2005; Kurz & Bartram, 2002) combine in pairs to provide coverage of these four functions. For each 
function, one competency factor provides a transformational or leadership focus and the other a transactional or 
management focus. 
 
Using the above Great Eight factor model, clear links have been established between measures of competency potential 
based on personality scales from the OPQ32r and ratings from line managers of competencies (Bartram, 2005). 
Research by Judge et al. (2002) has not only provided evidence of the significance of the relationship between 
personality traits and leadership as described above, but also demonstrated how the pattern of relationships is subject 
to context. The two main variables that are used to make any assessment of leadership risk and to determine the 
appropriate leadership focus (i.e., transactional vs. transformational) are the speed with which change is required and 
the degree of contextual uncertainty. High pressure for change and contextual uncertainty increase the value of 
transformational behaviours. Although both good management and leadership are important, unlike management, 
leadership is a high-risk activity. Lack of effective management will have some negative consequences, but in many 
cases, the people being managed will keep on working and contributing to the organisation in a positive manner. 
However, if a leader embarks on the wrong strategic direction, or fails to have the necessary impact in order to achieve 
a change in strategic direction, the consequences can be devastating for the organisation as a whole (Bartram & 
Inceoglu, 2011).  
 

RESEARCH APPROACH 
 
Research Design 
 
Data were collected from a group of managers (N = 124) employed at a university of technology using the OPQ32r 
as part of the Orientation Programme for new deans and Heads of Departments (HODs) and other leadership 
development programmes between the time period from 2012-2014. Their OPQ32r scores were used to generate a 
Leadership Report for each individual. The data of managers who have left the employment of the university has been 



The Journal of Applied Business Research – July/August 2017 Volume 33, Number 4 

Copyright by author(s); CC-BY 745 The Clute Institute 

excluded from the study. The data of 111 managers were included in the study of whom 55 (49.5%) were African, 7 
Indian (6.3%), 45 (40.5%) White, and 4 (3.6%) did not indicate which population group they belong to. Their ages 
ranged between 31 and 62, with a mean age of 45.72 years (SD = 7.57). There were 46 women (41.4%) and 65 men 
(58.6%) in the sample. The majority (94.6%) reported to have a post-graduate education level. A total of 108 (97.29) 
are managers within the academic environment (Deans, Associate-Deans and HODs) and only 3 were from the support 
environment (Directors). 
  
Measuring Instrument 
 
The personality measure used in the present study, the OPQ32r, was developed based on the trait theory personality. 
The OPQ32r is an occupational model of personality, which describes 32 factors or dimensions of people’s preferred 
style of behaviour at work (SHL, 2013). The OPQ32r is an item response theory (IRT)-scored forced-choice version 
of OPQ32 that measures similar constructs as its predecessors the OPQ32n and OPQ32i. The OPQ32r however has 
superior resistance to response bias and score distortion (SHL, 2013). The use of the forced choice format therefore is 
recommended in contexts where culture specific and uniform response biases needs to be eliminated (Joubert, 
Inceoglu, Bartram, Dowdeswell & Lin, 2015). 
 
Several studies support the validity of the OPQ32r both locally and internationally. Several South African studies, for 
instance, support both the criterion-related and construct validity of the OPQ32r (Bartram, Warr & Brown, as cited in 
SHL, 2013). The OPQ32r shows a clear pattern of relationship with criterion measures. A concurrent validity study 
(N = 853) was conducted internationally across Asia Pacific, North, Central and South America, and Europe using the 
OPQ32r as a predictor of performance in terms of managerial competencies. The median correlation of composite 
personality predictors was 0.32 for the OPQ32r. Best validities for OPQ32 predictions reach as high as 0.30 (short 
IRT-scored) for colleagues, 0.27 (short IRT-scored) for direct reports, and 0.29 (short IRT-scored) for managers (SHL, 
2009).   
 
Joubert et al. (2015) reported South African composite reliabilities on the OPQ32r. The reliabilities were on a par with 
reliabilities found in international studies and ranged from 0.67 to 0.92 with a median reliability of 0.83.  In an earlier 
study of bias (N = 13 523), no practically significant differences were found between gender and cultural groups in 
South Africa (Joubert & Venter, 2013). 
 
A more detailed description of the psychometric properties of this measure and how it was developed can be found in 
the OPQ32r Technical Manual (SHL, 2013). 
 
The questionnaires were scored by CEB South Africa and the Leadership Report was generated.  The Leadership 
Report provides a detailed understanding of the individual manager’s preferred style and competency potential across 
the four leadership functions described before.  
 
Ethical Aspects 
 
Permission to conduct the research was obtained from the managers involved and all participants signed an informed 
consent form in which they consented to the research as well as publication of the results. The test administrator 
assured the participants that their responses would be dealt with extreme confidentiality and that their anonymity 
would be safeguarded at all times. For purposes of confidentiality, all recognisable data have been carefully disguised 
or omitted. Permission to publish the research was obtained from the ethics committee of the university. 
 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
 
Leadership Potential Summary 
 
Descriptive statistics for the participants’ average sten scores (ranging between 1 and 10) on Transformational / 
Transactional focus as well as the Great Eight Factors are given in Table 1. The sten scores reflect the mean scores of 
the participants compared to the South African Managerial & Professional Norm group. The sten scores of lower than 
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6 for seven of the Great Eight Factors, indicate that participants demonstrate either average (between 5 and 6) or low 
average (4) competency potential in these 7 factors as illustrated in Table 1. The participants scored in the low average 
category for Enterprising & Performing (4.44), Interacting & Presenting (4.67), Organising & Executing (4.95), and 
Leading & Deciding (4.99). Average sten scores was obtained for Adapting & Coping (5.56), Analysing & Interpreting 
(5.74) and Creating & Conceptualising (5.85). The highest competency potential for the group was in the Supporting 
& Co-operating with an average sten score of 6.20.  The average sten score for the aggregated potential across the 
four functions of leadership is 5.53 for Transactional and 4.89 for Transformational. 
 
 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the group summary on the Great 8 Factors and overall Transformation vs. Transactional focus 

 Great 8 Factor Name N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Great8 Factor 1 Leading & Deciding 111 1 9 4.99 1.64 
Great8 Factor 2 Supporting & Co-operating 111 2 10 6.20 1.79 
Great8 Factor 3 Interacting & Presenting 111 1 9 4.67 1.79 
Great8 Factor 4 Analysing & Interpreting 111 1 10 5.74 1.97 
Great8 Factor 5 Creating & Conceptualising 111 1 10 5.85 2.09 
Great8 Factor 6 Organising & Executing 111 1 9 4.95 1.76 
Great8Factor 7 Adapting & Coping 111 1 9 5.56 2.11 
Great8 Factor 8 Enterprising & Performing 111 1 9 4.44 1.82 
TRANSACTIONAL Transactional 111 2 10 5.53 1.69 
TRANSFORMATIONAL Transformational 111 1 9 4.89 1.76 

 
 

Figure 1. Competency potential group summary for Management vs. Leadership Focus 
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 (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011) 
 
 
With regard to the aggregated four leadership functions it can be seen in Figure 1 that the majority (58.56%) of the 
participants have a Balanced Mix of Styles between a transformational and transactional focus. This implies that they 
are likely to adapt their approach to leadership depending on the context and the challenges they are faced with. These 
leaders are also suitable for roles where they are responsible for ensuring operation efficiency and where they can 
support others through change. However, leaders with a balanced mix of styles may find it difficult to deal with high 
performance expectations and pressure for change (OPQ Leadership Report). Only 0.9% of the participants 
demonstrated strong competency potential for Corporate Leader and 0% for Leader. Furthermore, with the regard to 
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the overall transactional focus only 0.9% of the participants have strong competency potential for Manager, with 
14.41% having a Balanced Mix of Styles between Manager/Contributor, and 5.41% Contributors. From these results 
it is evident that strong competency potential for both management and leadership might be lacking amongst these 
managers. This is a cause for concern for as stated by Black (2015), a combination of strong management and 
leadership competencies is needed in order to successfully address the challenges in the sector and the role of HE 
leaders as agents of change to effect institutional transformation has become increasingly important. This pattern was 
demonstrated across all four of the leadership functions. 
 
Understanding Combinations of Behaviours 
 
As described earlier, the Great Eight factors provide a basis for defining pairs of dimensions. For each of the four 
leadership functions, an individual can be classified in terms of how they score on each of the two competency factors 
that define that leadership function. A nine box model (see Figures 2-5) for each function contains illustrative names 
to indicate how this can be used for classifying people in terms of their actual leadership behaviours as well as their 
leadership potential.  
 
Developing the Vision: The Strategy Domain 
 
 

Figure 2. Competency potential group summary for Function 1: Developing the Vision 
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(Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011) 
 
 
For the function Develop a Vision, 13.51% fall within the Visionary competency potential category, 6.31% in the 
Conservator category, with 0% in both the Creator and Analyst category. The following mixed styles can be observed: 
Conservator/Analyst (7.21%), Creator/Conservator (8.11%), Creator/Visionary (9.01%) and Visionary/Analyst 
(3.60%). Thus, for this function it seems that strong transformational competency regarding visionary leadership might 
be lacking. Furthermore, strong competency potential for both a transactional as well as transformational focus is 
lacking with 0% of the participants falling within the categories of Creator and Analyst.  This finding is concerning 
since Drew (2010) found that the most significant challenges in higher education revolve around the need for creativity 
and strategic leadership. Not only do leaders need to generate creative solutions to meet the challenges in the HE 
sector (Black, 2015), but also be able to apply critical thinking to get to the heart of complex problems (SHL, 2011). 
The potential risks involved in these findings include that the vision might be based on an flawed analysis of the 
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current situation or that the vision represents an ineffective solution for the problem. Another risk factor is that the 
change is not recognised throughout the organisation or the sense of urgency is underestimated (Bartram & Inceoglu, 
2011). 
 
Sharing the Goals: The Communication Domain 
 
 

Figure 3. Competency potential group summary for Function 2 – Sharing the Goals 
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(Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011) 
 
 
The second function, Sharing the Goals, seems to demonstrate a similar pattern with 43.2% of participants 
demonstrating a preference for a Balanced Mix of Interacting and Adapting. These leaders function at their best in 
contexts where there is only moderate pressurise and might it challenging to operate in high pressure environments 
where they are being challenged directly (OPQ Leadership Report). Competency potential for the category of 
Communicator is 0%, Change Ambassador is 3.60%, Stability Seeker is 8.11% and 0.90% for Adjustor. This is a cause 
for concern because as stated by Northouse (2010) apart from the importance of having a vision, leaders in HE need 
the ability to communicate goals and align people with specific tasks. It seems as if the majority of these managers 
might lack the potential to not only to convincingly communicate the new vision and goals but also to personally adapt 
and to cope effectively with the increased pressure as a result of the change. As stated by Drew (2010) sound 
interpersonal engagement, specifically relating to change leadership capability is critical to meet the key challenges 
leaders in higher education are faced with. Furthermore, this finding indicates a possible risk that the significance of 
the new goals for individuals and the impact thereof on their work is not communicated (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011). 
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Gaining Support: The People Domain 
 

Figure 4. Competency potential group summary for Function 3 – Gaining Support 
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Gaining Support is the third leadership pattern which also illustrates that the majority of the participants (56.76%) 
once again prefer a Balanced Mix of Leading and Supporting. These leaders typically take on a flexible approach 
when supporting and leading others. However, they might find it challenging in roles where tough decisions need to 
be taken (OPQ Leadership Report). Strong transformational competency potential is lacking with only 0.90% falling 
within the People Leader category and 0% Decision makers. This finding is consistent with research by Ngcamu 
(2015) who highlighted the unwillingness of leaders to make tough decisions as a factor that impedes transformation. 
With regard to a transactional focus only 6.31% of the participants have strong competency potential in the category 
Team Player and 9.91% demonstrating a mix between Individualist/Team Player. A mix between a transformational 
and transactional focus can be observed with 18.92% with the participants who scored within the People leader/Team 
Player category. This once raises a concern regarding the participants’ potential to be able to motivate and empower 
others to implement the actions needed to execute the strategy.  Fullan and Scott (2009, p. 116) indicate that a human 
dimension forms part of all key challenges of academic leadership; it is therefore important for leaders in HE to 
excellent interpersonal skills.  Therefore, these leaders’ ability to provide support through listening, communicating 
and consulting and dealing with the difficulties associated with large scale change and transformation might be in 
question.  The possible leadership risks involved in these findings are that decisions that are needed to implement the 
strategy and drive the change process are not taken. This could hamper the transformation agenda in HE since effective 
and decisive leadership is a key element for meaningful transformation in HEIs (Ngcamu, 2015). Furthermore, the 
risk exist that line management will not be adequately involved in implementation and/or their methods for dealing 
with resistance to change are ineffective (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011). 
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Delivering Success: The Operational Domain 
 
 

Figure 5. Competency potential group summary for Function 4 – Delivering Success 
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As mentioned before, the fourth leadership function – Delivering Success – is the function that most visibly require a 
fine balance between management and leadership skills. As illustrated in Figure 5 it is evident the both strong 
management competency potential as well as strong leadership competency potential is lacking with 47.75% of 
participants preferring a Balanced Mix of Enterprising & Organising. These individuals derive satisfaction by 
approaching tasks in a steady and consistent manner and are typically less driven by the need for achievement or by 
commercial considerations. As a result they may fail to take advantage of potential business opportunities (OPQ 
Leadership Report). Both strong Entrepreneur as well as Implementer potential is lacking, with only 0.90% of 
participants demonstrating high competency potential in these two categories. This finding raises the potential 
leadership risk that operations are not followed through up to completion. This will result in the change process being 
terminated before the change has become consolidated and entrenched within new organisational norms and values. 
Furthermore, potential commercial opportunities might be overlooked in the implementation of the strategy, (Bartram 
& Inceoglu, 2011). As mentioned before, universities are becoming more business-like and are forced to implement a 
range of income-generating ventures which has put them in a high-risk position not usually associated with universities 
(Fullun & Scott, 2009). The South African Government is also expecting from HEIs to transform to business models 
(Loomes, 2014).  As a result it is crucial that universities be steered by leaders who not only have foresight, but who 
are also capable of scanning the environment for commercial opportunities and of acting promptly and wisely (Sirat, 
Ahmad & Azman, 2012).  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
The review of the literature highlighted the fact that the highly politicized and regulated HEIs in South Africa are 
faced with major transformation challenges that require exceptional leadership (Mouton, Louw & Strydom, 2013; 
Ngcamu, 2015; Van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry & Meurs, 2009). Furthermore, various authors indicated that 
transformational leadership is a highly appropriate style of leadership for the HE sector. This study set out to 
investigate whether HE institutions have the transformational leadership potential to drive change and transformation.  
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The findings presented here need to be interpreted with caution. The measures of competency used in this study focus 
on potential and are based on self-report. They are not independent measures of actual work performance. In other 
words, they indicate the degree to which individuals will find it ‘easy’ or ‘natural’ to demonstrate the appropriate 
leadership behaviours. However, meta-analysis research by Bartram (2005), provided evidence that these self-reported 
potential competencies correlate well with line manager ratings of performance in these areas. Nonetheless, ‘potential’ 
does directly determine behaviour for most competencies, since it sets the limitations within which the relevant 
behaviours can develop. Leadership behaviour is a result of potential, constraints, and of motivational and contextual 
demands. Hence, it is quite possible that someone with low potential in one area will demonstrate relatively strong 
levels of performance in that same area due to contextual factors, development interventions as well as their strength 
of motivation (Bartram, 2015). 
 
Despite the limitations of the study the findings of this study showed that the majority of respondents had a balanced 
mix of styles between a transformational and transactional focus. This is indicative of an overall lack of both strong 
leadership (transformational) as well as management (transactional) potential amongst this group of managers. This 
finding is cause for concern, since as stated by Basham (2012) a blend of both strong transformational and transactional 
leadership is recommended. The importance of transformational leadership is emphasised by Sirat, Ahmad and Azman 
(2012) who states that ‘positions of university leadership need to be filled by leaders who are characteristically 
transformational and forward-looking’ (p. 512). The results of this study is in line criticism mentioned before that 
managers in HEIs lack the capacity to effectively manage change and lead transformation (Mabelebele, 2013; 
Ngcamu, 2015). Furthermore, it also contradicts the finding by Vinger and Cilliers (2006) that the level of 
transformational leadership amongst leaders in HEIs in South Africa is relatively high. Without exception, the majority 
of respondents demonstrated a preference for a Balanced mix of styles across all four the leadership functions, with 
only a few of the respondents demonstrating strong competency potential for either a strong transactional or 
transformational focus or approach to leadership.  As mentioned before, uncertainty and the pressure for change are 
two of the major factors that HEIs have to respond to which would imply a high reliance on transformational leadership 
competencies. This lack of a strong transformational focus amongst managers, might impact negatively on team 
performance and trust in leadership (Chou, Lin, Chang & Chuang, 2013) as well as the emotional commitment of 
employees to the university (Barling et al. 2000). 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, these findings pose serious potential leadership risks across the four leadership 
functions.  Although both good management and leadership are important, leadership, unlike management is a high-
risk activity.  If a leader embarks on the wrong strategic direction, or fails to create the momentum for a change in 
direction, the results can be devastating for the organisation as a whole (Bartram & Inceoglu, 2011). As indicated by 
Chipunza and Gwarinda (2010) when the leader does not provide clear strategic direction as well as empower 
followers it will lead to dissatisfaction with the whole process, even if the transformation process is declared a success.  
 
To summarise, the results of this study indicate a lack of transformational leadership potential amongst managers. 
Consequently, strong transformational leadership behaviours will not be ‘easy’ or ‘natural’ for these leaders to 
demonstrate.   These results have important implications for HEIs and from a practical standpoint serve to inform two 
essential organisational initiatives: leadership selection and leadership development. Most importantly, as the 
selection, succession planning and promotion decisions are made for a university’s leaders, every effort should be 
made to select individuals with the potential to demonstrate high levels of transformational leadership.   
 
The leadership crisis in South Africa’s public universities necessitates that a total reform has to be instituted, not only 
with regard to the selection of university leaders, but as stated by Black (2015), institutions should reconsider how 
they develop their leadership talent and what constitute appropriate leadership behaviour. This is confirmed in a study 
by Seale and Cross (2016) which revealed that the South African higher education system ‘lacks an adequate, 
appropriate response to leadership development for senior managers’ (p.1515). Although it not possible to change the 
natural competency potential or personality dispositions of managers, Bass (1998) has reported that it is indeed 
possible to teach managers the precepts of transactional and transformational leadership. This is confirmed by various 
studies that transformational leadership can be improved by training managers to employ transformational leadership 
behaviours to impact organizational outcomes (Abrell, Rowold, Weibler & Moenninghoff, 2011; Brown & May, 2012; 
Dvir, Eden, Avolio & Shamir, 2002). In this regard, many organisations have adopted a personality-based approach 
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towards leadership development (McCormick & Burch, 2008). These programmes typically use personality 
assessments (e.g., the OPQ) to bring about positive behavioural change since it increase leaders' self-awareness 
regarding their weaknesses and strengths. This approach is in line with a recent study by Ngcamu (2016) which 
revealed that university leaders do not have insight into their personal weaknesses.  The notion that it is possible for 
HEIs to train their managers to utilize transformational leadership behaviours to impact organizational outcomes along 
with coaching and other leadership experiences that subject leaders to situations that will require from them to 
demonstrate transformational leadership will help build a pipeline of leaders able to drive the transformation agenda 
in HE (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Wang, Oh, Courtright & Colbert, 2011). These attributes are not only important for 
senior leaders but for all levels of the university management. Both the speed with which transformation is required 
as well as current degree of contextual uncertainty are both key factors which increase the value of transformational 
behaviours within HEIs (Seale & Cross, 2016). 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This study makes a significant contribution, by identifying the current leadership potential, in an area that is crucial to 
the successful transformation of the HE sector. In line with the appeal made by Seale and Cross (2016) the results 
necessitate a strategic approach to leadership development with development interventions that respond to both 
individual and institutional needs.  To address the leadership realities HEIs are faced with, it is imperative that 
contextually adaptive people who can lead transformation are developed in order to foster reformed and transformed 
HE institutions.   
 
Academic leaders will continue to need, first and foremost, superior scholarship competencies, but based on the above-
mentioned findings, such competencies will need to be augmented with the competencies associated with effective 
transformational leadership. These should include, abilities across the four leadership functions to provide a complete 
view of leadership which takes cognisance of the complexities of transformation in the South African higher education 
arena. 
 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND FUTURE DIRECTION OF STUDY 
 
The scope of the study is limited because only one institution (a university of technology) was involved. Hence the 
findings of this study cannot be generalised to all HEIs in South Africa. Other researchers are encouraged to replicate 
this study in other HEIs in South Africa as a way to develop comprehensive national remedial plans where 
commonalities exist. Future studies can extend and add greater depth by adding performance data to assess 
transformational leadership behaviours. 
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ANNEXURE 1: Titles and High Level Definitions of the Great Eight Competencies 
 

Factor Competency Title Domain Competency Domain Definition 
Hypothesized Big Five, 
Motivation an Ability 

Relationships 

1 Leading & Deciding 
Takes control and exercises leadership. 
Initiates action, gives direction and takes 
responsibility 

Need for Power and Control, 
Extraversion 

2 Supporting & Co-operating 

Supports others and shows respect and positive 
regard for them in social situations. Puts people 
first, working effectively with individuals and 
teams, clients and staff.  Behaves consistently 
with clear personal values that complement 
those of the organization. 

Agreeableness 

3 Interacting & Presenting 

Communicates and networks effectively. 
Successfully persuades and influences others. 
Relates to others in a confident and relaxed 
manner. 

Extraversion, 
General 
mental ability 

4 Analyzing & Interpreting 

Shows evidence of clear analytical thinking. 
Gets to the heart of complex problems and 
issues. Applies own expertise effectively.  
Quickly takes on new technology.  
Communicates well in writing. 

General mental ability, 
Openness to experience 

5 Creating & Conceptualizing 

Works well in situations requiring openness to 
new ideas and experiences. Seeks out learning 
opportunities. Handles situations and problems 
with innovation and creativity. Thinks broadly 
and strategically. Supports and drives 
organizational change. 

Openness to  experience, 
General mental ability 

6 Organizing & Executing 

Plans ahead and works in a systematic and 
organized way. Follows directions and 
procedures. Focuses on customer satisfaction 
and delivers a quality service or product to the 
agreed standards. 

Conscientiousness General 
mental ability 

7 Adapting & Coping 
Adapts and responds well to change. Manages 
pressure effectively and copes well with 
setbacks. 

Emotional Stability 

8 Enterprising & Performing 

Focuses on results and achieving personal work 
objectives. Works best when work is related 
closely to results and the impact of personal 
efforts is obvious. Shows an understanding of 
business, commerce and finance. Seeks 
opportunities for self-development and career 
advancement. 

Need for  achievement, Negative  
agreeableness 

Source: The titles and definitions in this table are taken from the SHL Universal Competency FrameworkTM Profiler Cards (copyright © 2004 by 
SHL Group plc, reproduced with permission of the copyright holder). These titles and definitions may be freely used for research purposes subject 
to due acknowledgement of the copyright holder. The final column shows the hypothesized relationships between the Big Five, General Mental 
Ability and Motivation for the Great Eight. Where more than one predictor is shown, the second is expected to be of lesser importance than the 
first. 
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ANNEXURE 2: The CEB Corporate Leadership Model 
 

LEADERSHIP 
FUNCTIONS Definition COMPETENCIES 

  Transactional Transformational 

1. Developing the 
Vision: Strategy 
Domain 

This involves the critical analysis of 
the current situation, and the 
generation of ideas to move forward 
(Strategy) 

Analysing and Interpreting 
Analysing complex 
information and applying 
expertise 

Creating and Conceptualising 
Producing innovative ideas 
and thinking strategically 

2. Sharing the Goals: 
The communication 
domain 

This involves persuasively 
communicating the vision to others, 
as well as personally adapting to the 
changes that the new strategy brings 
(Communication) 

Interacting and Presenting 
Responding and adapting 
well to change and 
pressure 

Adapting and Coping 
Communicating with, 
persuading and influencing 
others 

3. Gaining Support: 
The people domain 

This involves gaining others 
people’s support by motivating and 
empowering them to implement the 
actions needed to deliver the 
strategy (People) 

Supporting and 
Cooperating 
Supporting others and 
working effectively with 
people 

Leading and Deciding 
Initiating action, giving 
direction and taking 
responsibility 
 

4. Delivering Success: 
The operational 
domain 

This involves using operational 
efficiency and commercial acumen 
to effectively implement the strategy 
(Operations) 

Organizing and Executing 
Planning, working in an 
organised manner and 
focusing on delivery 

Enterprising and Performing 
Focusing on results and on 
achieving goals 

Source: The SHL Leadership Report, Technical Manual, 2011 


