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Abstract

Orientation: The role of emotional intelligence, autonomy and leader member exchange (LMX) is examined in the relationship between transformational leadership and unit-level performance.

Research purpose: The goal of the present study was to investigate the role of emotional intelligence and autonomy in the effectiveness of leadership in organisations through high LMX relationships.

Motivation for the study: The relationship between transformational leadership and unit-level performance is well documented. However, the specific role of emotional intelligence, job autonomy and high-quality LMX relationships as transmission mechanisms is not well understood.

Research approach/design and method: The study used an ex post facto research design and a convenience sampling approach. A sample of employees working as managers (n = 226) in a large financial institution in South Africa participated in the study. The proposed conceptual model was empirically tested by means of simple and hierarchical regression analyses.

Main findings: The results suggest that transformational leadership is effective in driving follower performance through emotional intelligence and strong LMX relationships. Furthermore, LMX and emotional intelligence fully mediate the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance.

Practical/managerial implications: The effectiveness of transformational leaders can be explained through the strong LMX relationships that they develop with followers by using emotional intelligence as an influencing strategy.

Contribution/value-add: The study aims to explain the primary mechanism through which transformational leaders encourage job performance and high unit-level performance. The results indicate emotional intelligence as an important mechanism used by transformational leaders to build strong teams, which ultimately results in high-performing teams.
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Introduction

Transformational leadership is often regarded as the leadership style that is most effective in building team morale and high follower performance. Bass (1990) explained that transformational leaders:


[B]roaden and elevate the interests of their employees, when they generate awareness and acceptance of the purposes and mission of the group, and when they stir their employees to look beyond their own self-interest for the good of the group. (p. 21)



Although the link between transformational leadership and follower performance is well established in literature, much less is understood about the psychological mechanisms that take place in the social interaction between the leader and the followers. For this reason, the social exchange in the reciprocal relationship lies at the heart of transformational leadership theory and team effectiveness (Li & Hung, 2009).

Recently, scholars started paying more attention to the dynamic formation of work relationships and trust between leaders and followers rather than the innate traits of leaders. There are numerous variables that can influence leadership effectiveness and performance (Alabi & Alabi, 2014). However, few of these attributes have been linked to the effective social exchanges that take place between leaders and followers. The current study argues that emotional intelligence is not always universally researched or acknowledged as a key attribute used by leaders to understand and gauge followers’ emotions. In this study, it is argued that emotional intelligence is a key ingredient in the formation of high-quality leader member exchange (LMX) relationships.

In addition to the quality of the social exchange relationship, it is argued that contextual factors have an impact on the link between job performance and LMX. For this reason, autonomy has been included as a key variable along with emotional intelligence to explain the nomological network of relationships between transformational leadership, LMX and job performance.

Literature review

Theoretical framework

The role-making process between transformational leaders and followers has been investigated by means of social exchange theory. The theory states that leaders and members interact with one another in a dyadic relationship, where the leader affects the follower and the follower affects the leader (Northouse, 2016). The vertical dyadic linkages between leaders and followers moved the emphasis away from the innate traits of the leaders and focussed on the quality of the relationship between leaders and followers. Today, LMX theory is probably the most common and well-known of the dyadic relationship theories.

Transformational leadership and job performance

The trait-based perspective on leadership has dominated the leadership literature since the seminal studies of Bass and Avolio (1993). Transformational leadership, in particular, has been a significant field of inquiry in organisational psychology and has attracted voluminous research because of its strong and consistent link with high-performing teams (Gardner, Lowe, Moss, Mahoney, & Collier, 2010; Lowe & Gardner, 2001). Bass (1985) conceptualised a simple yet powerful theory of leadership by integrating transformational, transactional and laissez-fair leadership styles into a single theory. In short, the theory argues that transformational leaders build strong teams by appealing to the psychological needs of followers. Accordingly, transformational leaders make use of a combination of influence strategies, which can be summarised as inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, individualised consideration and idealised influence. These four strategies are often referred to as the four I’s. Meta-analyses consistently support the link between transformational leadership and follower performance (Wang, Oh, Courtright, & Colbert, 2011), and for this reason a strong positive association is expected between transformational leadership and unit-level performance:


H1: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and job performance.



In contrast, transactional leaders mainly utilise goal-setting theory to achieve organisational goals by monitoring and controlling outcomes (Aga, 2016). Although strong links are often reported between transactional leadership styles and unit-level performance, the relationship is often built on incentives rather than social exchanges of mutual benefit between leaders and followers (Bass, 1985). Given that both leadership styles have strong links to unit-level performance, significant research attention has been dedicated to the psychological mechanism between leaders and followers.

Leader member exchange theory

The theory advocates that a dyadic relationship exists between a leader and a follower and that leaders treat individual followers differently (Krishnan, 2005). The result is two groups of followers, one being the in-group and the other, the out-group. Because of the nature of the relationship, some followers would be part of the in-group and not the others (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975). This in-group has a different ‘high-quality exchange relationship’, whereas the out-group has a ‘more formal’ relationship with the leader (Krishnan, 2005). Dienesch and Liden (1986) observed the results of individuals with high-quality relationships with the leader and having a greater reciprocal relationship as well as open communication and respect between each other. The level of mutual dependence that is created over time leads to an expectation of commitment to task objectives, and the leader, on the other hand, must maintain that relationship. Given the strong theoretical links between the transformational leadership theory and LMX theory, transformational leadership can be described as the operative form of LMX (Graen & Uhl-bien, 1995). Furthermore, the two-way relationship between transformational leadership and LMX has a spillover effect on job follower performance (Cheung, Connelly, Jiang, & Limpaphayom, 2011):


H2: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and LMX.

H3: The relationship between transformational leadership and follower performance is mediated by LMX.



Emotional intelligence

Given the strong emotional attachment leaders foster with employees with high LMX relationships, many authors have argued that emotional intelligence is an important personal attribute of transformational leaders (Welch, 2003). As social exchanges play a central role in the dyadic relationship between leaders and their followers, the importance of emotional regulation and intelligence has been a popular topic of investigation.

Similar to the broader concept of intelligence, emotional intelligence has been described as follows (Mayer & Salovey, 1997):


[T]he ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth. (p. 10)



The original conceptualisation of Bass’ theory argues that the biggest difference between the transactional and transformational leader is the emotional attachment of transformational leaders with followers (Bass, 1985).

Fundamentally, it can be argued that the transformational leader is more effective than the transactional leaders because of their concern for their followers through applying higher levels of emotional intelligence could result in a higher-quality LMX relationship. Goleman (2001) argued that emotional intelligence is the core of effective leaders. When the four I’s of transformational leadership are considered in relation to emotional intelligence characteristics, it becomes apparent that there is a conceptual overlap between the two concepts. Bass (1985) recognised the difference between transactional leader and the transformational leader, where leaders are less controlling but more inclined towards nurturing a relationship between the leader and followers. This in turn allows the transformational leader to be more effective in driving results than the typical manager who may not display a high level of emotional intelligence in the workplace (Ducket & Macfarlane, 2003). Thus, one would expect emotional intelligence to mediate the development of higher-quality LMX relationships:


H4: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and emotional intelligence.

H5: The relationship between transformational leadership and LMX is mediated by emotional intelligence.

H6: There is a positive relationship between emotional intelligence and job performance.



However, the effectiveness of any leader is somewhat dependent on the general context in which the dyadic relationship is established and maintained (Jiang, Zhao, & Ni, 2017). By using the four main influencing strategies, transformational leaders are able to build relationships with followers based on trust. Thus, transformational leaders build an enabling environment by focussing on the emotional needs of followers. This in turn should lead to higher levels of performance (George, 2000). Based on the foregoing, it is expected that the relationship between transformational leadership and follower performance is mediated by emotional intelligence:


H7: The relationship between transformational leadership and job performance is mediated by emotional intelligence.

H8: There is a positive relationship between LMX and job performance.



Autonomy

Hackman and Oldham (1975) indicated that job characteristics may influence the motivation of workers. For this reason, it is important to consider the impact of job characteristics alongside innate personal attributes of the leader and followers. According to their model, five core characteristics drive the motivational potential of any job. These five core job characteristics are skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback.

In the context of the LMX and transformational leadership, job characteristics are likely to moderate the relationship (Dunegan, Uhl-Bien, & Duchon, 2002).

Although there is a myriad of different job characteristics that may moderate the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance, the literature suggests that autonomy may be particularly potent because of its association with transformational leadership. Job autonomy refers to the discretion and independence in determining the procedure of how work will be performed (Hackman & Lawler, 1971, p. 265).

According to Cleavenger and Munyon (2013), if personal development is considered important for the employee, then job autonomy will serve as a measure of how the job will be performed. The inspiring leader fosters a sense of responsibility and agency of followers by allowing them to be their own leaders (Yammarino, 1994).

In a study on the moderating effects of LMX and job performance by Kim, Liu and Diefendorff (2015), it was found that leaders differentiate amongst employees. If the quality of the LMX relationship is high, leaders may assign higher levels of responsibility and autonomy to followers. However, if the LMX relationship is low, leadership may be less reluctant to empower followers because of the inherent distrust in the relationship. This results in different types of exchange relationships (Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997) and that the level of exchange attributes to a sense of psychological empowerment ultimately result in improved job performance (Kim et al., 2015):


H9: There is a positive relationship between LMX and autonomy.

H10: The relationship between LMX and job performance is moderated by autonomy.

H11: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and autonomy.



Proposed conceptual model

The arguments presented in the foregoing section resulted in a complex model containing direct, indirect and mediating effects. More specifically, the hypothesising was directed at presenting a complex yet coherent theoretical model which aims to explain unit performance in the workplace. Building on the work of previous authors, it is argued in this study that the clear link between transformational leadership and job performance may have been presented too simplistically. The network of indirect and mediating variables that shape individual performance in the workplace may start with transformational leadership behaviours, but then follows a sequential mediating model through LMX and emotional intelligence before resulting in job or unit performance.

The proposed sequential model may be moderated by autonomy in the final link between LMX and job performance. In addition to the mediating effects, transformational leadership is expected to have additional direct effects on job performance and autonomy. The proposed model is graphically depicted in Figure 1.
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Research design

Research approach

In the present study, a quantitative research approach was adopted in which standardised measures were used to collect data. An ex post facto research design was used to empirically validate the research hypotheses. The researchers made use of convenience sampling and as such findings from the current study cannot be reasonably generalised to the rest of the population. A convenience sampling approach was used because the researchers did not have access to the large population of mid-level managers working in the banking sector in South Africa.

Research method

Participants and sampling

In total 226 participants completed the questionnaires. The population for this research project consisted of managers and employees at an international banking institution. The target population included leaders (supervisors, n = 60) in supervisory or managerial positions, as well as followers (supervisees, n = 166). The biographical characteristics of the sample included age, gender, educational level, years of service, type of employment and job level. The characteristics of the sample are summarised in Table 1.
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Data collection procedure and ethical consideration

An email link to the survey was sent to supervisors and supervisees for which performance data were available on the business unit level. In total five business units participated in the study. The email contained information about the study and provided information regarding the rights of research participants. Participants could continue completing the questionnaire only if they provided consent.

All the results were anonymised by encrypting the data by the partnering organisation. It was not possible for the researchers to identify any of the research participants. Every effort was taken to protect the privacy and maintain confidentiality of the information acquired from the participation in the study. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw their participation at any moment without fear of sanction.

Measuring instruments

In addition to the biographical section, four questionnaires were chosen to measure the latent variables included in the conceptual model. The Genos short version was used to measure emotional intelligence, the LMX-7 Questionnaire was used to measure LMX, the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) was used to measure transformational leadership and the Work Design Questionnaire (WDQ) was used to measure job autonomy.

Unit-level performance

Unit-level performance data were provided by the organisation for each business unit. The partnering organisation linked the unit-level performance scores to each respondent before encrypting the data. In total, performance data were provided for five business units. Performance was measured across six performance categories using a six-point rating scale. The rating scale consisted of the following scale points: underperforming, improvement needed, good, strong, very strong and outstanding. Scores across the six performance areas were aggregated by means of an equally weighted arithmetic mean calculation to arrive at a total score. Individual scores were aggregated to form business unit scores. Thus, all individuals in a given business unit received the same score.

The performance rating was based on supervisory ratings for the last four quarters in the organisation. The performance rating is used for developmental and promotion purposes in the organisation and is generally carried out each quarter by direct supervisors.

The Genos emotional intelligence inventory (short)

The short version of the Genos emotional intelligence inventory has been designed to measure the frequency of demonstrating emotional intelligence behaviours in the work setting (Palmer & Stough, 2001). It has since been widely used in a wide variety of settings. Participants indicate their level of agreement on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging between 1 = Almost Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Usually and 5 = Almost Always. The scale consists of 14 items and typically takes between 2 and 5 min to complete. For example, a typical item would be ‘I consider the way others may react to decisions when communicating them’.

As for the validity and reliability of this measure, Gignac (2008) stated that the mean subscale reliabilities ranged from 0.71 to 0.85 across five nationalities (American, Australian, Asian, Indian and South African). The mean Genos emotional intelligence total score internal consistency reliability was estimated at 0.96. Furthermore, the test–retest reliability found test–retest correlations of 0.83 and 0.72 based on 2-month and 6-month time intervals for Genos emotional intelligence total scores, respectively.

The multifactor leadership questionnaire

The MLQ was originally developed by Bass and Avolio (1992), and the shortened form (MLQ-6-S) was further refined by Northouse (2001). The MLQ-6-S is a self-report questionnaire consisting of 21 items and is measured on a five-point Likert-type scale (0 = not at all, 4 = frequently, if not always) measuring three leadership styles. The MLQ-6S was developed to measure transformational, transactional and laissez-faire leadership styles.

The MLQ is arguably the most widely used tool to assess transactional and transformational leadership (Kirkbride, 2006). Pillay, Viviers and Mayer (2013) tested the internal consistency of the MLQ in a large petrochemical organisation in South Africa and found that the Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of 0.87 for the transformational leadership dimension. Given the large body of literature confirming the reliability and validity of the MLQ, the authors felt confident in using the measure in the South African context. An example of a typical item in the MLQ is ‘I enable others to think about old problems in new ways’.

Work design questionnaire

The WDQ was developed by Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) measuring 21 work characteristics grouped into four higher-order categories, namely task, knowledge, social and contextual characteristics. The instrument consists of 72 items on a five-point Likert-type scale, which measures 14 work design variables and two outcome variables. Participants indicate their degree to which they agree with statements on a scale ranging from 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 = ‘strongly agree’. The WDQ scales demonstrate high internal consistency reliability across the dimensions within an average Cronbach’s coefficient alpha of 0.87 across a multitude of studies (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006).

Leader member exchange questionnaire

The LMX-7 short form was developed by Graen and Uhl-Bien in 1995. The LMX-7 scale calculates the degree to which leaders and followers have a sense of mutual trust or obligation to each other. Respondents indicate their degree of endorsement of each item on a five-point rating scale. The score obtained on the questionnaire is indicative of the quality of the relationship. In a study by Maslyn and Uhl-Bien (2001) in a large service organisation of relationship development, the LMX-7 questionnaire was found to have an internal consistency reliability alpha of 0.92, and the findings indicated how relationships developed and provided practical implications of the study. The LMX-7 has been used across a wide variety of context and consistently demonstrates strong reliability and validity (Setley, Dion, & Miller, 2013).

Statistical analysis

The aim of this study was to validate the relationships captured in the proposed theoretical model. Data analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS version 25, 2017).

The first step in the data analyses process was to evaluate the data for typing errors, out of range responses and outliers. This was conducted by means of descriptive statistics. The second step was to evaluate the skewness and kurtosis of the data by means of box-and-whisker plots and descriptive statistics. Skewness of variables was assessed by dividing the skewness score by its associated standard error. If the results are greater than ± 1.96, it suggests that the data are not normal with respect to this specific statistic (Rose, Spinks, & Canhoto, 2015). The third step was to assess the construct validity and internal consistency reliability of each measure used in the study. Although the primary aim of the study was not to evaluate the reliability and validity of the instruments, this remains a critical first step prior to conducting the regression analyses. In the absence of construct validity and reliability, the relationships between variables will remain ambiguous (Cronbach, 1951).

For this reason, it was decided to test the dimensionality of the measure through exploratory factor analysis (EFA, maximum likelihood estimator with Promax rotations) and internal consistency by means of Cronbach’s coefficient alpha. Finally, the proposed moderator, mediator and direct relationships were measured by means of regression analyses.

The three-step approach to test mediation by Baron and Kenny (1986) was used to test the statistical significance of the indirect effects. According to Hood, Conlon and Andrews (2008), mediation analysis can be described as a method used to determine the degree to which indirect paths via the mediator explain the association between the independent variable and the dependent variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

Three basic conditions need to exist for mediation:


	The predictor must be able to explain significant variation in the hypothesised mediator, which is path a.

	The mediator must account for significant variation of the criterion in path b.

	When steps 1 and 2 of the analysis are satisfied, a previously significant relationship between the predictor and criterion (path c) will result in non-significance (complete mediation) or substantially reduced significance (partial mediation).



This will provide the coefficient, indicating the mediating effect amongst the dependent (criterion) and independent variables (predictors) (Hood et al., 2008).

Results

The SPSS descriptive statistics were used to investigate the distribution of scores. More specifically z-scores greater than 3 were regarded as outliers (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Descriptive statistics were also used to investigate the skewness and kurtosis of observed indicator variables. The significance of skewness and kurtosis can be evaluated by dividing the estimated values by their corresponding standard errors (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

From Table 2, we can see that none of the combined variables seem to be overtly skew; however, the box-and-whisker plot in Figure 2 indicates that job performance and MLQ were not normally distributed.



[image: SAJIP-46-1762-F2.jpg]



[image: SAJIP-46-1762-T2.jpg]

Subsequently, the dimensionality of the measures was evaluated by means of EFA. In the current study, the maximum likelihood estimator with Promax rotations was selected. Table 3 indicates the number of items in each factor, the range of factor loadings and the percentage common variance explained by the primary factor. No items were deleted from the factors and all items loaded on a single prominent factor.
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Unidimensionality is an important prerequisite for internal consistency reliability. Considering that all four measures can be regarded as unidimensional, the ‘Testing the direct effects’ section will consider the internal consistency of all four measures utilised in the study. Results from the internal consistency reliability are described in Table 4.
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Results from the reliability analyses suggest that the measures used in the current investigation can be regarded as internally consistent. The total correlations of all the items were high, and no items would lead to an increase in Cronbach’s alpha when deleted.

Evidence presented in ‘Statistical analysis’ section indicates that the measures used in the current study are both unidimensional and have internal consistency and for this reason can be combined into a single factor score.

Testing the direct effects

The literature review culminated into the conceptualisation of a model with numerous direct, indirect and mediating relationships. The results will be discussed by first examining the direct effects followed by the indirect effects and mediation results in ‘Testing the mediated and moderated effects’ section. The main effects in the model are depicted as a graphical model in Figure 3.
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The theoretical model conceptualised in the current study was operationalised and empirically tested by way of regression analyses. The results of the regression analyses are summarised in Table 5.
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Looking at the results shown in Table 5, one can see empirical support was found for the proposed relationship between transformational leadership and job performance. The results (H1, βMLQ = 0.13) indicate that transformational leadership explains 1.8% of the variation in job performance.

On the other hand, transformational leadership has a significant positive relationship with LMX (H2, R2 = 0.03, F = 5.75*), emotional intelligence (H4, R2 = 0.24, F = 70.79**) and autonomy (H11, R2 = 0.02, F = 4.59*). From Table 5, emotional intelligence shows a significant positive relationship with job performance (H6, R2 = 0.05, F = 13.93**) and a significant positive relationship with LMX and job performance (H8, R2 = 0.03, F = 6.20*). Lastly, Hypothesis 9 indicates that LMX shows a significant positive relationship with autonomy (R2 = 0.19, F = 51.53**).

In summary, the results establish multi-relationships with transformational leadership being a significant predictor for LMX, emotional intelligence, autonomy and job performance. However, from the R2 values, we can see transformational leadership explains about a quarter of the total variance in emotional intelligence and about 1.8% of the total variance in job performance.

Testing the mediated and moderated effects

The mediated and moderated relationships proposed in the conceptual model are depicted in Figure 4.
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The three-step approach of Baron and Kenny (1986) was used to test the mediator effects depicted in Figure 4. The results of hypotheses 3, 5 and 7 are depicted in Table 6.
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Hypothesis 3 predicted that the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance is mediated by LMX. The results from the regression analysis are depicted in Table 6.

For Hypothesis 3, the direct relationship between transformational leadership and job performance was significant (step 1). After the mediation term was entered into the equation, the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance was non-significant. The relationship between transformational leadership and job performance may be regarded as fully mediated because this relationship changed from a statistically significant relationship in step 1 (βMLQ = 0.133, p < 0.05) to a non-significant relationship in step 2 when the mediator variable LMX was included in the multiple regression equation (βMLQ = 0.11, p < 0.104). This indicates that empirical support was found for Hypothesis 3 and the relationship between leadership and job performance is fully mediated by LMX. The total indirect effect was 0.024, indicating that the indirect effect explained 2.4% of the variance in the total mediation model when taking the impact of the direct effect into consideration.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that the relationship between transformational leadership and LMX is mediated by emotional intelligence. The relationship between transformational leadership and LMX may be regarded as fully mediated because this relationship changed from a statistically significant relationship in step 1 (βMLQ = 0.16, p < 0.05) to a non-significant relationship in step 2 when the mediator variable emotional intelligence was included in the multiple regression equation (βEQ = 0.13, p > 0.05). The total indirect effect was 0.08, indicating that the indirect effect explained 8% of the variance in the total mediation model when taking the impact of the direct effect into consideration.

Hypothesis 7 predicted that the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance is mediated by emotional intelligence. In step 1 (βMLQ = 0.13, p < 0.05), the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance changes from a significant relationship (βMLQ = 0.13, p < 0.05) to a non-significant relationship in step 2 (βMLQ = 0.02, p > 0.05) when the mediator variable emotional intelligence was included in the multiple regression equation. This indicates that the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance is fully mediated by emotional intelligence. The total indirect effect was 0.12, indicating that the indirect effect explained 12% of the variance in the total mediation model when taking the impact of the direct effect into consideration.

Finally, hierarchical moderated regression analysis was used to assess if autonomy moderates the relationship between LMX and job performance. Results from the moderated regression analysis are summarised in Table 7.
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The moderated regression analysis suggests that the main effect between LMX and job performance was statistically significant (βLMX = 0.165, p < 0.05); however, the interaction term that was added in step 2 was unable to explain additional variance in the regression model that already contains the main effect. This result suggests that no support was found for Hypothesis 10 which suggests that autonomy does not moderate the relationship between LMX and job performance.

Discussion

The present study set out to investigate the impact of transformational leadership on job performance through LMX relationships, emotional intelligence and autonomy. A model of the direct and indirect relationships between the variables was proposed and tested, in an effort to expand understanding of the mechanisms involved in the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance.

Support was found for most of the hypotheses. More specifically, statistical support was found for the relationships proposed by hypotheses 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 9 and 11.

Results from the study support the primary idea that transformational leadership on its own is not effective in shaping job performance. The current results suggest that the relationship between transformational leadership and job performance is shaped by pathways, namely LMX, emotional intelligence and autonomy. These findings are supported by research that implies that the relationship between transformational leadership and outcomes of interest is mostly facilitated by mediating mechanisms (Jyoti & Bhau, 2015).

More specifically, support was found for the proposed relationship between transformational leadership and LMX (H2). Literature suggests that transformational leadership is effective in fostering high-quality relationships between leaders and followers. Support was also found for the proposed relationship between transformational leadership and emotional intelligence (H4).

A critical review of the literature demonstrated that the role of emotional intelligence in forming high-quality LMX relationships is not universally researched or acknowledged as a key attribute of transformational leadership. Results from the current study, however, found that emotional intelligence is a key ingredient in the TL-LMX sequence (H5) (Clarke & Mahadi, 2011).

A positive relationship was found between emotional intelligence and job performance (H6). The current study looked at the propensity of emotional intelligence to regulate behaviour. Pekaar, Van der Linden, Bakker and Born (2017) found that when focusing on others’ emotions, it is a good predictor of job performance within interpersonal contexts. However, the context remains an important aspect as it can determine whether there will be positive effects of emotional intelligence on job performance (Jordan, Dasborough, Daus, & Ashkanasy, 2010). However, when all things held equal, emotional intelligence has been linked to higher job performance across a wide variety of jobs.

The links between LMX and job performance (H8) and autonomy (H9) were reviewed. Support was found for the proposed relationship between LMX and job performance, which is in line with previous literature (Chen, Lam, & Zhong, 2007; Walumbwa, Cropanzano, & Goldman, 2011). Furthermore, the research by Chen et al. (2007) showed that LMX can also foster autonomy and psychological empowerment. This can permit followers to act autonomously once a strong LMX relationship has been established.

The transmission mechanism (i.e. mediating effects) of emotional intelligence and LMX in the context of transformational leadership and job performance presented full mediation. This is an important finding in placing a conditionality on leadership. More specifically, this finding suggests that transformational leadership is effective in driving follower performance through emotional intelligence and strong LMX relationships.

The implication of this finding is that emotional intelligence is a key ingredient in effective leadership and building meaningful relationships at work. Previous research supports the finding that emotional intelligence is considered an important contributor in explaining leadership effectiveness (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2000), and it can be assumed that LMXs are inherently emotional exchanges (Lopes, Salovey, & Strauss, 2003). At a time when the development of relationships between leaders and followers in organisations is seen as a non-essential, time-consuming activity (Jordan & Troth, 2011), the results of the present study indicate the importance of the development of such relationships to improve job performance.

Finally, no support was found for Hypothesis 10 that stipulated that the relationship between LMX and job performance is moderated by autonomy. Results from the moderated regression analyses suggested that the interaction effect did not explain additional variance not explained by the main effect. This is in contradiction with existing empirical evidence that suggests job autonomy does play a moderating role in favourable workplace attitudes such as creativity and work involvement (Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017; Volmer, Spurk, & Niessen, 2012). Volmer et al. (2012) state that opportunities derived from high-quality social exchanges are optimised in combination with job autonomy, as it allows employees to decide the pace, series and approaches for carrying out their tasks. The contrary finding in the present study therefore warrants further exploration. One explanation may be that job performance was measured at the unit level, which may have influenced the results in explaining the nuanced relationship between the experiences of LMX, individual autonomy and unit-level performance.

Managerial and practical implications

Results from the study place the role of emotional intelligence at the core of strong leader member relationships and job performance. Implicitly, one would expect that transformational leaders make use of emotional intelligence to build high-quality relationships with followers; however, this relationship has not been tested formally in the applied setting. Voluminous research indicates that transformational leaders appeal and attempt to satisfy the emotional needs of followers to build trusting relationships (Alston & Chin-Loy, 2016). However, recent research suggests that the mechanism between transformational leadership and job performance may be moderated and mediated by many interpersonal and contextual factors.

The results from the current study show that LMX and emotional intelligence are important mediators between transformational leaders and unit-level performance. Strong empirical support was found for the mediating role of emotional intelligence and high-quality relationships between transformational leadership and performance.

The practical implication of these findings suggests that organisations should select or develop leaders with high emotional intelligence competence because it is likely to lead to high-quality LMX relationships, which in turn will spill over to job performance. The same can be said for the mediating role of emotional intelligence between transformational leadership and high-quality LMX relationships. Although these relationships are to be expected, the current investigation explicitly modelled and tested the relationships. This will allow practitioners to use the current pattern of results as a blueprint to develop leadership strategies that may lead to high LMX relationships and unit-level performance.

In addition, the results suggest that emotional intelligence is the transmission mechanism that most leaders use to build high-quality relationships. The statistical results reveal that emotional intelligence of the leaders acts as the glue that facilitates the various social exchanges in the workplace between leaders and followers.

Lastly, the results indicate that job autonomy may play an important role as a direct effect on job performance but may not play an important moderating role between transformational leadership and job performance.

Limitations and recommendations for future research

Although results from the study are overwhelmingly positive, there are limitations to the study. One of the limitations of using a convenience sampling is that results cannot be generalised to the greater population (Jager, Putnick, & Bornstein, 2017).

The sample was also relatively small in the study and from a single organisation. To test the robustness of the results one would have to replicate the study by using a different sample. Finally, mono-method bias may have an impact on the findings in the study because a single method of data collection was used. It is recommended that more diverse forms of data collection should be used in future (e.g. observation and diary entries) to overcome the single-method bias. A longitudinal study could be suggested in future research as a means of understanding causal relationships. Furthermore, LMX is best measured in dyadic relationships, and therefore measurement at multiple levels is suggested for future studies (Clarke & Mahadi, 2017).

Conclusion

This study aimed to conceptualise a model that depicted the relationship between transformational leadership, emotional intelligence, LMX and follower job performance in a selected organisation in the banking sector.

The research provided insight into the role of emotional intelligence in transformational leadership. The study further explored the effect of such leadership and the impact of social exchange at the leader member level.

Leadership has been found to play an important role in organisations, and specifically with the interaction between a leader and a member, what is known as the LMX relationship.

As LMX and emotional intelligence have been found to have a full mediating effect between transformational leadership and job performance, it ultimately creates an efficient working environment. Within this working environment, the employees’ need for high-quality relationships with their leader can be fulfilled, without ignoring the tension to achieve organisational outcomes (i.e. performance) (Jordan & Troth, 2011).

Goleman (1995) had emphasised that emotional intelligence will be an important factor in predicting personal and professional success. The results of this study show how emotional intelligence of leaders explains the performance success through the social exchange of the leader and followers.
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TABLE 6: Mediation analysi:

Hypothesis Testing paths, Unstandardised beta _ Standard error (SE ) _Standardised beta (3) I3 F »
Hypothesis 3: The Path c DV = Job performance 0.02 397 <0.05
relationship befiween . Transformational Leadership 005 0.03 0.13*
leadership and follower  Path a DV: Leader member exchange 0.03 575 <0.05
f::;i’a'{::"tf‘f - IV = Transformational Leadership 027 011 0.16*
Path b and ¢’ DV = Job performance 0.04 444 <0.05
IV: (¢) 0.04 0.03 0.11
V: (b) 0.03 0.01 0.15*
Total (a)*(b) o o 0.024*
Hypothesis 5: The Path c DV = Leader member exchange 0.03 5.75 <0.031
relationship befWeen . Transformational Leadership 027 011 0.16*
leadership and LMXis  Path a DV: Emotional intelligence 024 7049 <0.001
{:fj,'f;s:cz‘_’ emotional \ _ fransformational Leadership 0.44 0.05 0.49%+
Path b and ¢’ DV = Leader member exchange 0.05 593 <0.01
IV: (¢) 012 013 0.07
V: (b) 035 0.14 0.18*
Total (a)*(b) - - 0.08*
Hypothesis 7: The Path c DV = Job Performance 013 3.97 <0.05
relationship befWeen . Transformational Leadership 005 0.02 0.13*
leadership and job Path a DV: Emotional intelligence 021 7048 <0.001
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intelligence. Path b and ¢’ DV = Job performance 0.06 6.91 <0.01
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SE, standard error; DV, dependent variable; IV, independent variable; R?, coefficient of determination; LMX, leader member exchange.

* 1< 0.0

+ 5 <0.001.
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TABLE 7: Results of the moderated regression analyses.
Hypothesis

Beta value and statistical significance

R?value and F-test

Al e

181 5*

[A]

[8]

R

F

R

H10: The relationship between LMX and job performance is
moderated by autonomy.

*,p<0.05.
LMX, leader member exchange.

0.165*

0.031

0.027

6.197*

0.028

0.062
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TABLE 2: Skewness and kurtosis of the variables.

Measure SD Skewness Kurtosis
MLQ 2.56 0.38 -0.87
LMX 3.34 1.04 -0.43
El 3.79 0.36 -1.23
AUT 3.50 0.72 -0.79
P 3.76 0.24 18

MLQ, multifactor leadership questionnaire; LMX, leader member exchange; El, emotional
intelligence; AUT, autonomy; JP, job performance; SD, standard deviation.
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TABLE 3: Sample adequacy for performing exploratory factor analysis.

Subscale  Numberof  Rangeoffactor  Approximate Common
items loadings chi-square variance (%)
El 14 032-0.63 623.927 208
LMX 7 0.69-0.87 1108.761 63.7
MLQ 12 050-0.77 2271.443 453
AUT 9 0.79-0.88 1670.748 72.1

MLQ, multifactor leadership questionnaire; LMX, leader member exchange; El, emotional
intelligence; AUT, autonomy.
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TABLE 4: Cronbach’s alpha results on sections of the questionnaire.

Subscale Number of items Cronbach’s alpha Mean SD
El 14 0.75 50 6.97
LMX 7 0.92 23.6 6.93
MLQ 12 0.90 54.2 9.36
AUT 9 0.95 30.7 8.61

El, emotional intelligence; LMX, leader member exchange; MLQ, multifactor leadership
questionnaire; AUT, autonomy; SD, standard deviation.
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TABLE 5: Results from regression analyses: Direct effects.

Hypoth o) R F

1: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and job performance. 0.133* 0.018 3.96
2: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and LMX. 0.16* 0.03 5.75*
4: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and emotional intelligence. 0.49%* 0.24 70.79**
6: There is a positive relationship between emotional intelligence and job performance. 0.24%% 0.05 13.93+%
8: There is a positive relationship between LMX and job performance. 0.17* 0.03 6.20*
9: There is a positive relationship between LMX and autonomy. 0.43** 0.19 51.53+*
11: There is a positive relationship between transformational leadership and autonomy. 0.14* 0.02 4.59*

LMX, leader member exchange.
* »<0.05; ** p <0.001.
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TABLE 1: Demographic characteristics of participants.

Variable Category Frequency of 9% of the
participants participants

Gender Male 55 243

Female 169 748

Missing 2 09

Ethnicity Black people 20 8.8

Mixed race people 101 447

Indian people 3 13

White people % 416

Other 27

Missing 2 09

Highest level of education  Grade 12 51 226

Diploma 59 26.1

Bachelor’s degree 24 106

Honours 15 66

Masters 4 18

Other 27

Missing 3 13





