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Empirical Research

Thinking style preference, emotional intelligence and 
leadership effectiveness

ABSTRACT
In this study, the researchers investigate the relationship between thinking style preference, emotional 
intelligence and leadership effectiveness in an institution of higher education. The measuring 
instruments used were the Neethling Brain Preference Profile (NBPP) and the Mayer, Salovey and Caruso 
Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT), as well as the Kouzes and Posner Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI). 
The sample comprised 138 managers within a higher education institution. The researchers found 
some evidence to support the relationship between thinking style, emotional intelligence (EI) and 
leadership effectiveness. The researchers concluded that facets of brain dominance and emotional 
intelligence may be potentially useful predictors of transformational leadership behaviours.

Keywords: thinking style, emotional intelligence, transformational leadership, brain dominance, 
brain hemisphericity

Leadership is a complex and diverse field of study. The 
difference between leaders and non-leaders remains a source 
of disagreement and controversy in the leadership domain 
(Herbst, Maree & Sibanda, 2006). Zacarro, Kemp and Bader 
(2004) suggest that effective leaders differ from less effective 
leaders on a number of attributes, and that these differences 
contribute significantly to their effectiveness as leaders. 
They conclude: “Leader traits contribute significantly to the 
prediction of leader effectiveness, leader emergence, and leader 
advancement” (Zaccaro et al., 2004, p. 119). 

Profound change and transformation in societies are well 
documented in management literature. Radical changes within 
the higher education environment, including restrictions on 
public spending, the new legislative framework, significant 
increases in enrolment, differentiation in the student population 
and globalisation called for universities to move from a 
traditional form of organisation to a more “entrepreneurial” 
model (Mignot-Gérard, 2003, p. 140). As a result, education 
systems in South Africa, like in many countries in Europe 
and elsewhere, are in the process of being reformed and 
restructured. These educational challenges are immense and 
have put immense pressure on institutions to invent new 
ways of managing what have become more diverse and very 
complex institutions. Therefore it comes as no surprise that 
the effectiveness of organisations and leaders’ role in those 
organisations have been sources of study in both business and 
education sectors (Varner, 2002, p. 23). Not only will leaders 
across the higher education spectrum need new skills and 
new ways of thinking, but leaders themselves will have to act 
differently in an ever-changing environment in order to lead 
employees resourcefully. The role that effective leadership 
could play in defining and shaping educational reform is 
emerging as a central theme in change management literature 
(Retallick & Fink, 2002, p. 91). However, ineffective and 
inefficient leadership has been identified by various authors as 
one of the major weaknesses of South African higher education, 
a fact that affects its transformation adversely (Badat, 2002; 
Cloete, Bunting & Kulati, 2000; Council on Higher Education, 
2000; Jansen, 2002, 2004; Kotecha, 2003; Seale, 2004). 

This widespread acceptance of the need for effective 
leadership to shape institutional transformation in education 
and elsewhere has led to an extensive reconsideration of the 
definition of leadership and the personal attributes or abilities 
that underlie effective leadership. Goleman (1998, p. 312) argues 
that the skills and capabilities that will be needed by leaders 
in future will be radically different from those valued today. 
According to Zaccaro et al. (2004, p. 104) the role that personal 
attributes play in predicting leadership success will become 
more prominent as leadership situations become more complex 
and varied. 

Given the increased recognition of the importance of emotions 
in leadership literature, the question arises whether the concept 
of emotional intelligence, measured as a set of abilities, might 
provide insight into the difference between outstanding and 
below par levels of leadership performance.  

According to Mayer, Salovey and Caruso (2004, pp. 209–210), 
individuals with a high emotional intelligence might be more 
skilful in motivating people to achieve goals, aims and missions. 
Zaccaro et al. (2004, p. 116) assert that “because emotions are 
essential self-information, their accurate appraisal is crucial for 
effective self-regulation in the context of leadership”. Emotions 
convey information about relationships and therefore people 
with a high emotional intelligence might be more socially 
effective than others in certain respects (Mayer, Salovey & 
Caruso, 2000, p. 396). However, while research on emotional 
intelligence has progressed significantly since its inception, few 
academic studies have been conducted that explicitly examine 
its possible relationship with effective leadership. 

Concurrent with the increase of interest in matters related to 
emotional intelligence in recent years, there has been an upsurge 
of interest in the area of cognitive psychology. Concepts such 
as “thinking style preference”, “hemispheric specialisation”, 
“brain-dominance” and “left-brain; right-brain thinking” 
have entered the vocabulary of cognitive psychologists to an 
ever-increasing extent (McAdam, 2002, p. 226). According to 
Herrmann (1995, 1996), preference for either right- or left- brain 
hemispheric cognitive style determines an individual’s learning 
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style and behaviour patterns as well as leadership style (Varner, 
2002). How leaders assess situations, make decisions and apply 
leadership strategies are presumed to be influenced by their 
preferred thinking style controlled by functions said to be 
located in cortical and limbic structures within the brain. Such 
styles are thought to affect a range of management behaviours 
including the quality of problem analysis, decision making, 
leadership and change strategies of leaders and of groups 
(Sadler-Smith, 2004, p. 155). 

It appears crucial to conduct research on the relationship 
between thinking style preference (TSP), emotional intelligence 
(EI) and effective leadership, since knowledge regarding these 
issues may contribute to significant advances in leadership 
training and development programmes as well as the ability 
to select potentially effective leaders. This relationship has yet 
to be examined because reliable and valid ability measures of 
EI have only emerged recently. Many of the claims in literature 
relating to the predictive value of EI lack the scientific evidence 
to support these assertions (Day & Carroll, 2004, p. 1444). 
Furthermore, a lack of empirical research exists in cases where 
the relationship between effective leadership and thinking 
style preference has been investigated.

The Neethling Brain Preference Model, the ability model of 
emotional intelligence by Mayer and Salovey (1997) and the 
transformational leadership model by Kouzes and Posner (1987) 
provide the conceptual framework from which the researchers 
will examine the possible relationship between the concepts 
referred to and each will be discussed briefly.

Brain hemisphericity or dominance and thinking style 

Thinking style preferences refer to the way in which individuals 
approach challenges and problems (Herrmann, 1996, p. 16). 
Four distinct preferences can be distinguished, partly based 
on the specific hemisphere of the brain that the individual 
primarily uses (Herrmann, 1996, p. 23; Neethling,  2005). 
Brain dominance or hemisphericity and separate cognitive 
processing styles or thinking styles can be identified in each 
individual, as demonstrated by using electroencephalographic 
(EEG) techniques (Ornstein, 1978). 

The general notion of left- and right-  brain dominance 
(“hemispheric preference” theory) is well established and has 
been substantiated by several researchers (Berk, 1989; Edwards, 
1979; Gazzagnia, 1998; Herrmann, 1988; Kolb, 1983, Ornstein, 
1997; Sperry, 1968). According to Springer and Deutsch (1993, 
p. 6), Sperry’s split-brain studies proved that, although each 
hemisphere is capable of perceiving, learning, remembering 
and feeling independently of the other, there are significant 
differences in the way in which each hemisphere deals with 
incoming information. Gazzagnia (1998, p. 35) agrees: “The 
two hemispheres control vastly different aspects of thought 
and action. Each half has its own specialization and thus its 
own limitations and advantages”. This theory proves that 
individuals’ physical and intellectual abilities and their ability 
to solve problems are strongly influenced by the individual’s 
preference to apply one part of the brain as opposed to the 
other. 

Although the “hemispheric preference” theory has been 
criticised (e.g. Hines, 1987; Levy, 1985), evidence has been 
found to support the view of two radically different ways of 
thinking (Entwistle, 1981; Hayes & Allison, 1998; Miller, 1987, 
1991). Furthermore, evidence for the validity of the theoretical 
constructs underlying this dimension does exist (Beyler & 
Schmeck, 1992). However, according to Leonard and Strauss 
(1997), the categorisation in left- and right-brained thinking is 
more powerful metaphorically than it is accurate physiologically. 
Not all assumed left-brained functions are actually located in 

the left, and the same is true for the assumed right-brained 
functions. 

Herrmann’s (1996, p. 18) analysis of the work of Ornstein, 
Sperry and, more specifically, the triune brain model of Paul 
MacLean, provided evidence that the notion of a simple division 
between left- and right-brain specialisation was inadequate 
and that the limbic system also needs to be factored in if one 
wants to understand the experiential and thinking processes 
of the brain. Herrmann’s (1996) research gave impetus to the 
development of his whole brain model reflecting the four types 
of thinking styles we find in people (i.e. cerebral left, cerebral 
right, limbic left, and limbic right). Two quadrants represent the 
two halves of the cerebral cortex and the other two represent 
the limbic system (Herrmann, 1996, p. 15). The cerebral mode 
is the cognitive, intellectual part of our thinking processes 
and the limbic mode is the structured visceral and emotional 
part of our thinking processes (Herrmann, 1995, p. 40). 
The appropriateness of the emotional response can also be 
influenced by the left limbic system (Gorovitz, 1982; Herrmann, 
1995; Springer, 1981). 

According to Herrmann (1995, 1996), a preference for the left 
cerebral mode means that a person favours activities that 
involve logical, analytical, fact-based information. A preference 
for the left limbic mode implies a linear approach to activities 
and favours organised, sequential, planned and detailed 
information. People with a left limbic mode preference are 
conservative in their actions and like to keep things as they 
are. A preference for the processes of the right limbic mode 
indicates favouring information that is interpersonal feeling-
based and involves emotion. A preference for the processes of 
the right cerebral mode is mainly characterised by a holistic and 
conceptual approach in thinking. Herrmann (1995, p. 42) points 
out that although each hemisphere is specialised in a different 
way, the physical connections secure integrated brain activity. 

Research suggests that brain hemisphericity impacts upon 
individuals’ leadership style and various research studies 
(referred to in Toth, 1992–93) have highlighted the need to study 
leadership in relation to brain hemisphericity. 

Defining emotional intelligence (EI)

Notwithstanding its conceptual origins (Salovey & Mayer, 1990), 
but consistent with its early stage of empirical development, 
there is currently no universally accepted definition for EI. 
While several alternative models of this construct exist, the three 
that have generated the most interest in terms of research and 
application are the theories of Bar-On (1997), Goleman (1995) and 
Salovey & Mayer (1990). Salovey and Mayer (1990) conceptualise 
EI as a cognitive ability that involves the processing of emotion, 
whereas alternative models define EI in terms of behaviours 
and skills, including stress management skills (such as stress 
tolerance and impulse control), self-management skills (such 
as self-control, conscientiousness and adaptability), as well 
as social skills (such as conflict management, leadership and 
communication) (Bar-On, 2000; Bar-On, Brown, Boyatzis, 
Goleman & Rhee, 2000; Goleman, 1998; Higgs & Dulewicz, 1999; 
Kirkaldy & Thome, 2000). However, all these theories seek to 
understand how individuals perceive, understand, utilise and 
manage emotions in an effort to predict and promote personal 
effectiveness (Emmerling & Goleman, 2003, p. 12).

Tasks that tap into the various abilities that underlie emotional 
intelligence are likely to have more validity than self-report 
measures (Mayer, DiPaolo & Salovey, 1990), therefore Salovey 
and Mayer’s cognitive processing model of EI constituted the 
theoretical basis for this construct in this study. According to 
Mayer and Salovey (in Mayer et al., 2000, p. 401), EI refers to “the 
ability to perceive and express emotions, assimilate emotions 
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in thought, understand and reason with emotion, and regulate 
emotion in self and others”. Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) model 
presents emotional intelligence as having four branches ranging 
from the most basic psychological processes (i.e. identifying and 
using emotions) to higher level mechanisms (i.e. understanding 
and managing emotions). The four different abilities within this 
model, which Mayer and Salovey refer to as branches, include 
a) perceiving emotion, b) using emotion to facilitate thought, 
c) understanding emotion, and d) managing emotions (Caruso, 
Mayer & Salovey, 2002, pp. 306–307). A depiction of this four-
branch model is illustrated in Figure 1, which outlines the four 
branches and the corresponding stages in emotion processing 
associated with each branch.

The Kouzes and Posner model of transformational 
leadership 

Despite the absence of a universally agreed upon definition 
of leadership, the literature on effective leaders seems to 
suggest that they tend to be “transformational” rather than 
“transactional” (Harris, Day, Hopkins, Hadfield, Hargreaves 
& Chapman, 2003, p. 29). According to Higgs (2002, p. 199), 
the current emphasis on leadership relates to the ability of an 
organisation to manage and deliver significant organisational 
transformation.

Transformational leadership includes the following four facets: 
idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual 
stimulation and individualised consideration (Bass, 1985, 
1998; Bass & Avolio, 1993). Apart from being linked with 
organisational performance, transformational leadership 
predicts higher ratings of subordinates’ satisfaction with, and 
trust in leadership, higher group performance (Keller, 1995) and 
employees’ emotional commitment to organisations (Barling, 
Slater & Kelloway, 2000, p.157). Furthermore, the development 
of an emotional attachment (Bass, 1985; Bass, 1998; Yammarino 
& Bass, 1990) that revolves “between those who choose to lead 
and those who decide to follow” is a fundamental part of the 

transformational leadership theory (Kouzes & Posner, 1993, 
p. 1). Mandell and Pherwani (2003) found that level of EI (as 
measured by the Bar-On Emotions Quotient Inventory) was 
significantly related to transformational leadership style 
(R = 0.50). The transformational leader is also “likely to be more 
pro-active than reactive, more innovative in ideas and less 
inhibited in ideational search for solutions” (Bass, 1985, p. 38). 

Kouzes and Posner’s (1987) transformational leadership model 
constituted the conceptual framework for the study, comprising 
five key transformational leadership behaviours. Kouzes and 
Posner (2001) suggest that successful transformational leaders 
demonstrate five distinct practices of leadership comprising 
the following ten strategies, which outstanding leaders use to 
affect employees’ and organisational performance:

Practice one: Challenging the process:
•  Search for opportunities
•  Experiment and take risks

Practice two: Inspiring a shared vision: 
•  Envision the future
•  Enlist others

Practice three: Enabling others to act: 
•  Foster collaboration
•  Strengthen others

Practice four: Modelling the way:
•  Set an example
•  Achieve small wins

Practice five: Encouraging the heart: 
•  Recognise individual contributions
•  Celebrate accomplishments

This model has been used extensively to assess leadership 
behaviours across a variety of organisations, disciplines and 

Figure 1
Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) Four-Branch Model of Emotional Intelligence
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demographic backgrounds (Kouzes & Posner, 1987). In the 
current study the researchers regarded effective leaders as 
those who demonstrated these five practices of transformational 
leaders. 

Aims of the research

The aims of the research included the following:
a.	Investigating ways in which thinking style preference 

and emotional intelligence are related to leadership 
effectiveness in the university context described in this 
article to determine whether EI and TSP can be used to 
predict leadership effectiveness.

b.	Investigating the relationship between the thinking style 
a leader prefers and the impact thereof on leadership 
effectiveness as measured by the LPI. 

c.	 Investigating whether either thinking style preference 
or ability-based emotional intelligence might predispose 
leaders to demonstrate transformational leadership 
behavioural patterns which could result in more effective 
leadership.

d.	Our ultimate aim was to provide guidelines in terms of 
guidance and direction with regard to the design and 
delivery of management development programmes. No 
distinction is made between the terms leader and manager as 
the study only concerns formal leaders (that is, managers in 
higher education). 

Hypotheses

Hypotheses were that:
a.	scores between emotional intelligence, thinking style 

preference and leadership effectiveness for all groups 
combined would be correlated;

b.	scores between emotional intelligence and leadership 
effectiveness for management level would be correlated;

c.	 scores between emotional intelligence and thinking style 
preference for all management levels would be correlated;

d.	a combination of biographical data, NBPP and EI scores 
(independent variables) would best predict facets of the LPI 
scores (dependent variables).

RESEARCH DESIGN

Approach

Quantitative (QUAN) methods were used in this study. 
This mode of inquiry (non-experimental) was descriptive 
because it allowed researchers to assess the nature of existing 
conditions in order to predict leadership behaviour (McMillan 
& Schumacher, 2001, p. 33). More specifically, we conducted 
a survey to assess the thinking style preferences, emotional 
intelligence and leadership effectiveness of participants in a 
university context.

Participants

All staff members in management positions (N = 204) at a 
higher education institution were approached to participate in 
the project. A total of 138 (68%) completed all three assessments 
(93 males and 45 females; mean age = 46.0 years). Of these 
participants 12.3 % (17) held a senior management position 
(deans, chief directors), 80% (111) were middle-level managers 
(heads of departments) and 7.2% (10) were supervisors 
(divisional heads). Anonymity in respect of their individual 
scores was guaranteed to all participants. 

Assessment instruments

The instruments that were administered are described below. 

The Neethling Brain Preference Profile (NBPP)

The first four-quadrant instrument to measure thinking 
preference was developed by Herrmann in 1981 (Herrmann, 
1995). Under the supervision of Paul Torrance of the University 
of Georgia, Neethling analysed the responses of large groups 
of people to specific stimuli, identified four different thinking 
styles, and developed the Neethling Brain Preference Model 
and the Neethling Brain Preference Profile (NBPP) instrument 
to measure self-perceived thinking preferences (Neethling, 
2005). Between 1988 and 1991, 2000 adults and 1500 pupils (with 
an equal distribution between 10 and 19 years of age) were 
included in research to develop Neethling’s model. A question 
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Figure 2
The four-quadrant metaphor of thinking styles (Adapted from Neethling 2005 & Herrmann 1996:23)
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with four possible responses was posed to each of the subjects, 
who then had to arrange their personal thinking preferences 
from the strongest to the lowest. The choices for each question 
were based on the thinking processes belonging to the four 
different quadrants (i.e. L1, L2, R1 and R2). Neethling found 
that thinking preferences were divided randomly into four 
preference clusters, corresponding to the four quadrants 
as described in Figure 2. His four different thinking styles 
correspond well with the four-quadrant model of Herrmann. 
It should be noted that whereas the NBPP is an assessment 
instrument that quantifies the degree of individuals’ preference 
for a specific mode of thinking, it provides no indication of 
“competencies”; instead, it reveals preferences and (at best) 
potential competencies. 

The instrument indicates the different scores for the four 
quadrants of the thinking preference model. The scores reflect 
a participant’s preference for making use of that particular 
quadrant in, among others, approaching challenges and 
making decisions. The NBPP can be completed on the internet 
and the results processed electronically. The scoring protocol 
results in a quantified measure of an individual’s preference 
for each mental quadrant, which is then charted on a circular 
grid that provides a personalised visual metaphor. A numeric 
value is assigned to each quadrant, indicating the strength of 
preference for that quadrant. A score of 80 or higher on the 
NBPP is regarded as a “high” score. 

Despite the fact that the ipsative nature of the NBPP (the fact that 
all scores add up to the same total) makes it unsuitable for some 
traditional measures of reliability and validity, limited analysis 
to investigate the psychometric integrity of the instrument 
revealed that the reliability of this instrument is acceptable. The 
test-retest reliability coefficients for the scales are as follows: 
L1 = 0.880; L2 = 0.858; R1 = 0.8882; R2 = 0.921 (Korf, 2004).

The Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Intelligence Ability Test 
(MSCEIT)

Emotional intelligence was measured by the Mayer-Salovey-
Caruso Emotional Intelligence Ability Test, Version 2.0 
(MSCEITV2.0; Mayer et al., 2000, 2002). The test contains 141 
items that take approximately 35 minutes to complete. The test 
was largely informed by the emerging scientific understanding 
of emotions and their function and developed from an 
intelligence-testing perspective. Responses to the MSCEIT 
represent actual ability to solve emotional problems. Both the 
face and content validity of the MSCEIT have been proven to be 
adequate. Furthermore, the MSCEIT has a full-scale Cronbach 
alpha reliability of r = 0.91 or 0.93 (depending on whether 
expert or general consensus scoring is employed), with area 
reliabilities of r = 0.90 for the experiential area and r = 0.85 for 
the strategic area. The branch reliabilities range from r = 0.74 to 
r = 0.89. (Mayer et al., 2004, p. 202). Mayer, Salovey and Caruso 
(2002, p. 43) are of the opinion that “on the basis of the foregoing 
reliabilities, and our theory of EI, we believe the evidence for 
construct validity for the MSCEIT V2.0 is excellent, and that it 
already surpasses by far that of any other scale in the area of 
EI”. More detailed information on the psychometric properties 
of this measure can be found in the MSCEIT user’s manual 
(Mayer et al., 2002).

(At the time of writing this article, no validation studies have 
been conducted in the South African context.)

The test consists of eight tasks (faces, pictures, facilitation, 
sensation, changes, blends, emotional management and 
emotional relationships), which are divided into four branches 
or abilities. Analysis of the data provides the following scores 
reported here (Mayer et al., 2002, p. 17):

A total emotional intelligence score which provides a single 
overall index of the respondent’s emotional intelligence. Two 
area scores, namely experiential EI (branch one and two) and 
strategic EI (branch three and four). Experiential EI refers to 
the ability to perceive emotional information and to use it to 
facilitate thought. Strategic EI refers to the ability to understand 
emotional information and use it strategically for planning 
and self-management. Four branch scores briefly described as 
follows (Caruso et al., 2002, p. 307):

The first branch, Identifying Emotions, indicates the respondent’s 
ability to accurately perceive emotions in oneself, others and 
objects (e.g. art and stories) and to express emotions accurately. 
The second branch, Emotional Facilitation of Thought (or Using 
Emotions), serves as an indication of “the ability to use emotions 
to redirect attention to important events, to generate emotions 
that facilitate decision making, to use mood swings as a means 
to consider multiple points of view, and harness different 
emotions to encourage different approaches to problem 
solving”. The third branch, Understanding Emotions, indicates 
the respondent’s ability to understand how emotions combine 
to form more complex emotions and how emotions change 
from low to high intensity, as well as the ability to recognise 
the causes and consequences of emotions. The fourth branch, 
Managing Emotions, is the most advanced emotional ability and 
refers to the ability to be susceptible to feelings, either negative 
or positive, and to manage emotion in oneself and others, 
without necessarily suppressing negative emotions.

Raw scores for each of the tasks are automatically converted 
to standard scores (m = 100; s = 15). Individual reports include 
descriptors for each of the four branches or abilities and tasks. 
Scores are categorised as Consider developing, Competent, or 
High performance. 

The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI)

In this study the five transformational leadership practices 
discussed earlier were assessed by means of the LPI (Kouzes 
& Posner, 1988). Both the self and the observer forms of the LPI 
(Kouzes & Posner, 1988) were used in the current study and both 
are 30-item leadership inventories. Each practice is measured by 
six behavioural descriptions, rated on a ten-point Likert Scale 
anchored by 1= Almost never and 10= Almost always. Both the 
reliability and validity (face validity and predictive validity) 
have been confirmed by validation studies over a ten-year 
period (Kouzes & Posner, 1995). The participants completed the 
LPI Self form to rate their own behaviour while six observers 
were included for each participant. A total of 828 LPI Observer 
forms were sent out, of which 603 (73% response rate) were 
completed and returned, a mean number of 4.4 observers per 
participant. The observers comprised participants’ managers, 
subordinates and peers. Ratings from all observers for a given 
participant were averaged to develop mean LPI observer scores 
for that particular participant.

Statistical analysis

SAS version 9 (1996) was used to analyse the data. Correlations 
between LPI scores, NBPP scores as well as MSCEIT scores 
were firstly calculated. Stepwise regression analysis (Hosmer & 
Lemeshow, 2000) was conducted to determine the variables and 
models that could be used to best predict (p < 0.5 1) facets of the 
Leadership Practices Inventory (dependent variables) through 
combinations of Biographical data, EI scores and NBPP scores 
(independent variables) of participants. The stepwise method 
was conducted on all participants (N = 138) for the selection 
of predictor variables, with the significant level of p = 0.5. The 
stepwise selection procedure provides a useful and effective 
way of independent variable selection (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 

1 For purposes of the current study, we regarded results at p<0.5 as statistically significant

36



Thinking style, emotional intelligence and leadership effectiveness Empirical Research

S
A

 Journal of Industrial P
sychology

http://www.sajip.co.za SA Tydskrif vir BedryfsielkundeVol. 34   No. 1   pp. 32 - 41

practices for all management levels combined. However, in the 
case of managers, statistically significant relationships were 
found between components of the LPI and the EI sub-scales. 
Managing or regulating emotions was the only EI ability that 
significantly correlated positively with Challenging the process 
(p  < 0.05) and Inspiring a shared vision for all management levels 
combined. 

Inspection of Table 1 also reveals a statistically significant 
positive correlation between the individual Cerebral right (R1) 
thinking style preference as well as the combined Right-brain 
modes (R1 and R2) and the following three leadership practices: 
Challenging the process, Inspiring a shared vision and Enabling 
others to act. Conversely, a statistically significant negative 
relationship emerged between the combined Left-brain mode 
(L1 and L2) and these three leadership practices. Furthermore a 
statistically significant negative relationship emerged between 
the two left-brain thinking style preferences individually (L1 
and L2) and Challenging the process and Inspiring a shared vision. 
Whereas the combined Limbic mode (L2 and R2) correlated 
negatively with the leadership practice Challenging the process, 
the combined Cerebral mode (L1 and R1) correlated statistically 
significantly positive with Challenging the process. 

Inspection of Table 2 indicates positive correlations between 
the EI ability Managing emotions and the Leadership abilities 
Challenging the process and Inspiring a shared vision, and between 
the Strategic emotional intelligence score and Challenging the 
process. 

2000). The Stepwise selection method (SAS, 1996) was used to 
determine the relevant variables from a number of identified 
variables (biographical variables, EI and thinking preference 
styles; independent variables) that may be used to predict 
leadership effectiveness.

RESULTS

Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were calculated 
to explore the extent to which facets of emotional intelligence, 
thinking style preference and leadership effectiveness (all 
groups combined: Table 1; managers: Table 2) are related. 

Stepwise regression analyses were conducted for each of the 
five practices of effective leaders as the dependent variable 
and demographic variables, the four thinking preferences 
measured by the NBPP as well as the four abilities of emotional 
intelligence with its respective tasks measured by the MSCEIT 
as potential predictors (independent variables). Regression 
analysis was also conducted for each of the EI abilities as the 
dependent variable and the four thinking preferences as well as 
a combination thereof, as the potential predictors (independent 
variables).

From Table 1 it is evident that whereas age emerged as a 
significant predictor in the case of Challenging the process and 
Inspiring a shared vision, no significant correlation could be found 
between the EI total score and any one of the five leadership 

MSCEIT

Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI)

Challenging the 
process

Inspiring a shared 
vision

Enabling others 
to act

Modelling the 
way

Encouraging the 
heart

MSCEIT Total 0.18 0.09 0.05 0.05 0.05
Experiential EI 0.12 0.01 -0.02 -0.03 0.00
Identifying emotions 0.04 -0.08 -0.08 -0.04 -0.05
Using emotions 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.00 0.01
Strategic EI 0.21* 0.18 0.12 0.13 0.12

Understanding emotions 0.15 0.11 0.11 0.08 0.10

Managing emotions 0.21* 0.19* 0.08 0.14 0.10

* p ≤ 0.05

Table 2
Correlation coefficients indicating the correlation between emotional intelligence and leadership effectivenes for the management level (N = 111) 

Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI)

MSCEIT Challenging the 
process

Inspiring a 
shared vision

Enabling others 
to act

Modelling the 
way

Encouraging the 
heart

MSCEIT

Age 0.18* 0.26* ns ns ns
MSCEIT Total ns ns ns ns ns

Experiential EI

Identifying emotions ns ns ns ns ns
Using emotions ns ns ns ns ns

Strategic EI

Understanding emotions ns ns ns ns ns
Managing emotions 0.21* 0.19* ns ns ns

Thinking Style Preference

Cerebral left (L1) -0.25* -0.20* ns ns ns
Cerebral right (R1) 0.34* 0.27* 0.19* ns ns
Limbic left (L2) -0.25* -0.21* ns ns ns
Limbic right (R2) ns ns ns ns ns
Cerebral mode (L1 + R1) 0.24* ns ns ns ns
Left Brain mode (L1 + L2) -0.29* -0.24* -0.22* ns ns
Limbic Mode (L2 + R2) -0.23* ns ns ns ns
Right Brain mode (R1 + R2) 0.29* 0.24* 0.22* ns ns

* p ≤ 0.05
ns = not significant

Table 1
Correlation coefficients indicating the correlation between emotional intelligence, thinking style preference and leadership effectiveness for all groups combined (N = 138)
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Inspection of Table 3 shows a statistically significant correlation 
between the Cerebral right (R1) as well as the combined Cerebral 
mode (L1 and R1) thinking preferences and the EI ability 
Understanding emotions (all management levels combined).

Inspection of Table 4 reveals that qualification level and Strategic 
EI score emerged as statistically significant predictors (p < 0.05) 
in the case of Challenging the process (Observer score). Whereas 
age emerged as the only significant predictor (p < 0.05) of 
Inspiring a shared vision, three variables, namely, qualification, 
age and Managing emotions emerged as significant predictors 
(p < 0.05) in the case of Inspiring a shared vision (mean of 
Observer score). Whereas age and Strategic EI score emerged as 
significant predictors in the case of Total Self (i.e. total Self score 
on the LPI), age emerged as the only significant predictor in 
the case of Total Average (total score on the LPI, id est., sum of 
scores of Self and Others). Lastly, it is evident from Table 4 that 
the Combined Cerebral mode (L1 + R1) of thinking emerged as 
significant predictors of the EI ability, Understanding emotions. 
The Cerebral left-brain mode (L1) and the Cerebral right-brain mode 
(R1) of thinking emerged as statistically significant predictors 
of the leadership factor, namely Challenging the process.

DISCUSSION

Age emerged as a significant predictor variable in respect of 
all three leadership practices, as well as Total Self (average of 

participant’s evaluation of him-/herself on all five leadership 
practices). This finding supports the view of Kakabadse (in 
Oshagbemi, 2004, p. 23) that more mature leaders, both in 
attitude and years, are better performers; that age differences 
exist in both effectiveness and behaviour (referred to in 
Oshagbemi, 2004, p. 17); and that older and younger managers 
have distinct leadership styles (Oshagbemi, 2004). Qualification 
level also emerged as a significant predictor variable in respect 
of two leadership practices. This finding was expected due to 
the dynamic relationship that exists between the leader and the 
organisational context (Dulewicz & Higgs, 2005). Within the 
context of a higher education institution, the qualification level 
of the leader might add to his/her credibility and as a result, 
impact on effectiveness as a leader. Strategic EI, too, emerged 
as a significant predictor variable in respect of one leadership 
practice, and Total Self.

According to Gill (referred to in Oshagbemi, 2004, p. 21) self-
reports may be a reliable and useful method of data collection 
and the risk of bias overestimated. From the aforementioned it 
seems logical to deduce that older leaders, and, to some extent, 
higher qualified ones, may tend to be more effective managers. 
Furthermore we have found some evidence that those leaders 
who show evidence of a Strategic EI also appear to be more 
effective in dealing with subordinates. The significant negative 
relationship between the Limbic left (L2) and the Limbic right 
mode (R2) thinking style preference and Challenging the process 

Cerebral 
Left (L1)

Cerebral 
right (R1)

Limbic 
Left (L2)

Limbic 
Right (R2)

Cerebral 
mode (L1 + R1)

Left Brain
(L1 + L2)

Limbic Mode
(L2 + R2)

Right Brain
(R1 + R2)

MSCEIT ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns

EI Total Score ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns
Experiential EI ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns
Identifying emotions ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns
Using emotions ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns
Strategic EI ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns

Understanding emotions ns 0.22* ns ns 0.20* ns ns ns

Managing emotions ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns

* p ≤ 0.05
ns = not significant

Field Parameter Estimate  

Coefficient of Determination

F p Partial R² Model/ Cumulative R²

Challenging the process 
(Observer Score)

Qualification level -2.97 0.05 0.05 6.47 0.0075*

Strategic EI 0.15 0.05 0.10 7.17 0.0084*
Inspiring a shared vision 
(Self Score) Age 0.17 0.03 0.03 4.36 0.0386*

Inspiring a shared vision 
(Average Observer Score)

Qualification level -2.21 0.03 0.03 3.68 0.0573*
Age 0.17 0.05 0.08 7.34 0.0218*
Managing emotions 0.11 0.03 0.11 4.54 0.0328*

TotalSelf Age 0.60 0.03 0.03 3.43 0.0664
Strategic EI 0.47 0.02 0.05 3.21 0.0756

Total Self + Observers Age 0.97 0.03 0.03 4.44 0.0370*

Challenging the process
Limbic left -0.45 0.03 0.03 3.00 0.0583*
Limbic right -0.44 0.09 0.12 7.26 0.0564*

Understanding emotions

Combined right brain modes  
(R1 + R2) 0.25 0.02 0.02 2.22 0.1390

Combined limbic modes 
(L2 + R2) -0.21 0.03 0.03 3.40 0.0680

Combined cerebral modes 
(L1 + R1) 0.23 0.04 0.04 4.42 0.0380*

Perceiving emotions Combined cerebral modes 
(L1 + L2) -0.13 0.02 0.06 2.35 0.1282

*p<0.05

*For the purposes of our analysis, the following criteria were applied (Ellis, 2005): 
a. R2 < 0.13:		  Small effect size
b. 0.13 ≤ R2 ≤ . 0.25:	 Medium effect size
c. R2  > 0.25:		 Large effect size

Table 4
Stepwise regression model of facets of the Leadership Practices Inventory (dependent variables) and biographical data, NBPP and EI scores (independent variables) for all 

participants (N=138)

Table 3
Correlation coefficients indicating the correlation between emotional intelligence and thinking style preference for all management levels combined (N = 111)
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of their thinking style preference and EI may prove to be more 
effective than attempting to develop these personal attributes 
later on. Furthermore, although considerable research has been 
conducted on the role of thinking style preference and EI in 
business, there is a lack of research examining the role thereof 
on leadership effectiveness in higher education institutions, 
especially during periods of restructuring and change. 

Limitations of the study

The results are exploratory in nature and require replication 
with a sample from a diverse range of industries across both 
private and public sectors. In addition, further research using 
alternative leadership models and frameworks would appear 
to be warranted.

CONCLUSION

Emotions, although omnipresent in human endeavours, 
have been marginalised consistently within mainstream 
educational research (Beatty, 2000). Insight into how thinking 
style preference and EI relates to effective leadership may 
increase our understanding of effective leadership and help 
develop potentially authoritative instruments for the selection, 
training and development of leaders, potentially enhancing 
organisational wellness and performance. Researchers (in 
higher education and indeed elsewhere) can no longer afford 
to treat emotions as subordinate, insignificant or peripheral if 
we are to explore fully the underlying abilities and behaviours 
of effective leaders. Leadership comprises both intellectual and 
emotional facets and both these facets need to be attended to 
during the training of managers in order to equip them with 
sufficient leadership skills. In changing and unstable times 
such as ours, it is imperative to investigate the subtle interplay 
between cognitive and affective processes that impact on 
leadership skills in times of change. While we realise that the 
current study is only a small beginning, the results offer a 
potentially valuable glimpse of this largely uncharted territory, 
and add to our understanding of what constitutes meaningful 
exploration of the personal attributes or abilities of leaders 
capable of promoting transformation and organisational 
change. As researchers we believe that we are dealing with 
issues that can be described as “critical mass aspects”, analysis 
of which could be utilised to enhance leadership effectiveness 
significantly.
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