
Topic 3 Charismatic & Transformational Leadership 

Introduction  
Would you walk through fire if your boss asked you to? 
 
A simple approach to leadership is to categorize leadership into two types: transactional 
leaders and transformational leaders. The former guide or motivate their followers in the 
direction of established goals by clarifying roles and task requirements. But there is another 
type of leader who inspires followers to transcend their own self-interests for the good of the 
organisation and who is capable of having a profound and extraordinary effect on their 
followers. These are the transformational and charismatic leader. Although charismatic and 
transformational forms of leadership overlap, they are treated separately here because the 
study of charismatic leadership focuses heavily on personal traits. Studying charismatic and 
transformational leadership represents an important current thrust in understanding the 
leader‟s role. 

Learning Objectives 

 Describe many of the traits and behaviors of charismatic leaders. 

 Explain the visionary component of charismatic leadership. 

 Explain the communication style of charismatic leaders. 

 Have an action plan for developing your charisma. 

 Explain the nature of transformational leadership. 

 Identify several of the impacts of charismatic and transformational leadership on 
performance and behavior. 

 Describe the concerns about charismatic leadership from the scientific and moral 
standpoint. 

The Meanings of Charisma 
Many outstanding leaders seem to have a unique and almost indefinable quality that is 
known as „charisma‟. Charisma is a Greek word meaning “Divinely Inspired Gift”. Max Weber 
the German sociologist expanded the meaning of charisma to apply it to a type of authority 
based on exceptional characteristics of an individual, often shown by heroic acts, or 
advocating a program of action to resolve some crisis. This interpretation of charisma as an 
important type of social influence is consistent with the way most people use the term today. 
Charisma is a special quality of leaders whose purposes, powers, and extraordinary 
determination differentiate them from others. Charismatic leaders have charming and 
colourful personalities. They capture the imagination and inspire their followers‟ devotion and 
allegiance. 
 
The various definitions above have a unifying theme - Charisma is a positive and compelling 
quality that makes many others want to be led by the person who has it. Charisma is based 
on perceptions of a leader‟s followers. An important element of charismatic leadership 
involves the attributions made by the group members about the characteristics of leaders 
and the results they achieve. Followers experience a sense of inspiration, admiration and 
empowerment, having a strong desire to identify with the leader and become emotionally 
involved in the leader‟s mission. Thus charismatic leadership involves the attributions made 
by group members about the characteristics of leaders and the results they achieve. When 
group members perceive a leader to have a certain characteristic, the leader will more likely 
be perceived as charismatic. Charismatic leaders use impression management to cultivate 
their relationships with group members. 
 



Charismatic leadership has strong effects on group members and stems from a process of 
personal identification, internalization and social identification of followers who connect with 
charismatic leaders. The leader becomes their ideal self.  They trust the leader‟s beliefs and 
have beliefs similar to those of the leader. Charismatic leaders provide followers with a 
strong identity, improving the followers‟ self-esteem and sense of purpose. In response to a 
charismatic leader the follower has heightened goals and feels able to accomplish or 
contribute to the accomplishment of the mission. By identifying with the charismatic leader 
they have an emotional involvement in the mission. The effect of charismatic leadership is 
that followers accept the leader unquestionably, exhibiting affection for the leader and 
willingness to obey the leader. Simply put, followers of charismatic leaders show a high 
degree of respect and esteem for the leader, show loyalty and devotion, and have affection 
for and unquestioning obedience to the leader.  
 
Further, given that charisma is based on perceptions, an important element of charismatic 
leadership involves the attribution made by the group members about the characteristics of 
leaders and the results they achieve. The key attributes of charismatic leadership include: 
displaying empathy, creating a sense of urgency about the vision and mission, self-
assurance, behaviour that enhance the leader‟s image, assuring followers of their 
competency and providing followers with the opportunity to experience success. 
 
Thus charismatic leaders focus a lot of their energy on cultivating their relationship with 
group members through impression management. For example, Richard Branson is often 
labelled as a charismatic leader. His vision, self-confidence, empowerment ability and 
extraordinary actions, plus his ability to obtain publicity for his companies, have created a 
strong growth and market for the companies. His followers also perceive him positively. If his 
followers perceive his success in this way, then he has achieved the type of charismatic 
leadership that is both socialised and personalised. 

Types of Charismatic Leaders 

Charismatic leaders have been categorized into: socialized charismatic who restrain the 
use of power in the interest of others; personalized charismatic who uses power to serve 
their own interests; office-holder charismatic who attains their charisma chiefly from the 
position they hold where much of the charisma stems from the glitter of the office the leader 
holds; personal charismatic who gains esteem from others‟ faith in them as people 
independent of the office or position they hold, i.e. power stems from the faith people have in 
the leader; divine charismatic was once defined by the theological concepts of possessing 
divine grace but now by mysticism, narcissism or magnetism; celebrity charismatic is one 
where there is an overlap of their public celebrity with socialised and personalised traits. 

Characteristics of Charismatic Leaders 

Charismatic leaders have unique characteristics and many of these characteristics also 
apply to a transformational leader—one who brings about positive, major changes in an 
organisation. In addition, charismatic leaders have other attributes:  
 
They are visionary 
They have masterful communication skills 
They have an ability to inspire trust 
They are able to make group members feel capable 
They have energy and are action orientation 
Emotional expressiveness and warmth 
They romanticize risk 
They use unconventional strategies 
They have a self-promoting personality 
They challenge, poke and prod 



They are dramatic and unique 
 
Being a visionary is far from an ordinary task and recent research in neuroscience suggests 
that visionary leaders use their brain differently from others, activating areas of the brain 
associated with visual processing and the organization of information. Effective leaders have 
a clear vision, an important part of strategy implementations that bring forth change. A vision 
can be so energizing that it calls forth the skills, talents and resources to make it happen. 
Moreover, an inspiring vision can keep you moving forward in the face of difficulties, 
enabling and inspiring leaders and employees alike. 
 
Thus, the vision component of charismatic leadership is the ability to imagine different and 
better future conditions and the ways to achieve them. Visionary leaders have the ability to 
explain the vision to others, to express the vision, not just verbally but through behaviour and 
apply the vision to different leadership contexts. 
 
Charismatic leaders inspire others with their visions, which are often lofty, long-term goals. 
Charismatic leaders uplift others with their vision. Their vision is usually created by them 
being a futurist, using their intuition, listening to others, considering the hopes and dreams of 
their followers, looking at other vision statements and looking at the bigger picture. Once 
formulated the vision needs to be communicated outward. 
 
The charismatic leaders utilizes a colorful, imaginative, open, and expressive communication 
style embracing: 
Management by Inspiration, using metaphors and analogies and gearing language to 
different audiences. 
Management by Storytelling inspiring and instructing by telling fascinating stories 
Extensive Use of Social Networking including face-to-face networks as well as social 
networking sites. 

Concerns About Charismatic Leadership 

Charismatic leadership has been challenged from two major standpoints: the validity of the 
concept and the misdeeds of charismatic leaders. 
 
The Validity of the Concept of Charisma 
Firstly, there is doubt that charisma can truly be defined or measured. Furthermore, not 
everyone likes charismatic leaders. Leadership polarity indicates charismatic leaders are 
often either revered or vastly unpopular. Finally, charisma may not even be necessary for 
leadership effectiveness. It has been hypothesized that people who are outstanding leaders, 
are perceived as charismatic by their constituents as a result of their success. 
 
Misdeeds of Charismatic Leaders 
Charismatic leadership can be exercised for evil purposes. Some charismatic leaders are 
unethical and lead their organizations and outsiders toward illegal and immoral ends 
Some charismatic and transformational leaders neglect their social responsibility. 
 
The Dark side of Charismatic Leadership 
Some people are concerned that charisma can be exercised for unethical purposes and may 
lead organisations toward illegal ends. Problems will emerge when a charismatic leader who 
is narcissistic never admit mistakes. To counter and minimise this potential dark side of 
charisma some organizations seek a leader who does not overemphasise charisma and 
celebrity. 



Transformational Leadership 
The focus of transformational leadership is on change and what the leader accomplishes 
rather than on the leader‟s personal characteristics and relationships with group members. 
The transformational leader helps bring about major, positive changes by moving group 
members beyond their self-interests and towards the good of the group, organisation or 
society. Very often the transformative leader attempts to change the organisational culture or 
subculture. It is through cultural change that permanent behaviour change or real 
transformation takes place. In essence, it is about developing and transforming people. In 
contrast the transactional leader focuses on more routine transactions with an emphasis on 
rewarding group members for meeting standards. 

 
How transformations take place 
The various ways that such transformations are brought about are by: raising people‟s 
awareness; helping people look beyond self-interest; helping people search for self- 
fulfillment; helping people understand the need for change; investing managers with a sense 
of urgency; committing to greatness; adopting a long-range, broad rather than narrow 
perspective; building trust and concentrating resources on the areas most needing change. 
 
Key attributes of transformational leaders are: 
Charismatic, agreeable and extroverted 
Score high on emotional intelligence 
Create a vision 
Encourage the personal development of others 
Provide supportive leadership 
Practice empowerment 
Think innovatively 
Lead by example 
Utilize moral reasoning 

Summary 
All transformational leaders have charisma. The key characteristics of charisma in 
transformational leaders are their interpersonal relationship and skills, particularly their 
agreeableness and extroversion. Transformational leaders inspire confidence and receive 
respect and loyalty from group members. Transformational leaders have similar attributes 
but not the same as charismatic leaders.  
 
Charisma is a special quality of some leaders that differentiates them from others. 
Charismatic leaders often contribute to group members‟ attributions of their charismatic 
qualities through impression management. Much of the impact of charisma is based on the 
positive effect (emotion) the charismatic leader triggers among the group members. 
There are six types of charismatic leaders:  socialized, personalized, office-holder, personal, 
divine and celebrity. We need to be aware there may be a dark side to charismatic 
leadership. By behaving in a socially responsible manner, charismatic and transformational 
leaders can avoid abusing their influence over others. 
 
Finally charismatic and transformational leaders are able to articulate a vision in a way that 
inspires others. 
 

 


