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Abstract

The concept of transformational leadership was introduced by the political scientist J. MacGregor Burns (1978). Within this
conceptual framework, a transformational leader motivates his/her followers by promoting their high ideals and goals, and makes
them achieve more than expected through inspiration. A transformational leader delegates tasks and allows followers to improve
themselves in task-related decision-making through gaining personal experience. In this sense, job autonomy refers to
employees’ freedom and independence in decision-making. It is indispensable for an inspiring, supportive and motivating leader
to increase work engagement of his/her subordinates (Avery, McKay and Wilson, 2007). Work engagement is a “positive,
fulfilling, work-related state of mind” that is characterized by dedication, absorption and vigor (Macey et al., 2009). This concept
involves some intrinsic motivations such as job satisfaction, pride, inspiration, working with high energy and focusing on work
(Turgut, 2011). In their studies, Zhu, Avolio and Walumbwa (2009) identified the positive effect of transformational leadership —
considering the personal traits of subordinates such as initiatives, analytical thinking and moral values — on work engagement.
The studies by Tims, Bakker and Xanthopoulou (2011) also demonstrated that a transformational leader increases the work
engagement of subordinates. This study examines the effect of transformational leadership on work engagement of academicians
through job autonomy. Structural equation modeling as a quantitative research method was used and the data was collected using
questionnaires. For data collection, Bass and Avolio’s (1990) ‘Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire’, which examines
transformational leader through the dimensions of idealized influence (charisma), intellectual stimulation, inspirational
motivation and individualized consideration, was used. Work engagement was measured using Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES) developed by Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) which has three dimensions of vigor, dedication and absorption. The scale
by Ilardi et al. (1993) was used to measure job autonomy. The data obtained by this study, which includes the academicians
working in a private non-profit university, was analyzed using LISREL. Results showed that job autonomy fully mediated the
effect of transformational leadership on work engagement.
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1. Introduction

Leadership is of great interest since corporates achieve their goals through employee motivation and resource
circulation, and it is also an integral part of corporate performance, novelty and adjustment. Leadership has been
shown to be a valuable asset for corporates, states and units in many researches (Crossan and Apaydin, 2010, Day
and Lord, 1988, Flynn and Staw, 2004, House et al., 1991, Jones and Olken, 2005, Waldman and Yammarino,
1999 and Yukl, 2008). As proven by many studies, particular characteristics of leadership enhance job resources
such as the extent to decide on the way and time of conducting tasks, performance feedback, social support and the
scope of skill utilization (Nielsen & Daniels, 2012; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Purvanova, Bono, & Dzieweczynski,
2006; Tuckey, Bakker & Dollard, 2012). And consequently, such resources positively affect the work engagement
of employees (Breevaart, Bakker and Demerouti, 2013). Additionally, several scholars have reported that the
potential of motivation contained in job resources (e.g., autonomy; Bakker, 2009 and Halbesleben, 2010) and
personal resources (e.g., self-efficacy; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007, Xanthopoulou et al., 2009a and Xanthopoulou et
al., 2009b) make them become critical precedents of engagement.

To the best of our knowledge, there is a limited number of studies about the effect of leadership on work
engagement. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the effect of transformational leadership on work
engagement through job autonomy.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership is a style of leadership where the leader transforms the followers' basic values,
beliefs and attitudes, inspiring followers to exhibit a performance greater than their own expectations (Yukl, 1989).
This style of leadership concentrates on making employees more involved in achieving their organizational targets
(Bass, 1985). This leadership style is based on the inspirational power of the leader (den Hartog, Koopman, & Van
Muijen, 1997). According to Avolio et al. (1999), transformational leaders have charisma and influence to motivate
followers to go beyond expectations at work. Similarly, Seltzer and Bass (1990) suggested that transformational
leaders ruled through inspiration and encouragement over their followers for developing creative ways of problem
solving. In the literature about organizations, transformational leaders have been described using various terms
including charismatic, inspirational, generous, motivating, strong, dependable and confident (Bass et al., 1987;
Bass, 1985a).

Leaders have critical roles in influencing the followers' perceptions of self-esteem and self-determination (Deci et
al., 1989). In general, followers feel sense of authority and determination over the process and outcomes of
performing tasks when they are provided with support and guidance, and this enhances the perception of autonomy
(Spreitzer, 1996). Followers adopt the job instructions and rules (Gagne & Deci, 2005) and think that they can
decide on their own and their activities will gain full support (Alge, Ballinger, Tangirala, & Oakley, 2006) if they
are intrinsically motivated and think that they have the authority and independence of conducting their work.

Besides, dedication, involvement, performance and efficiency have been shown to improve when the followers
work with transformational leaders (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Followers tend to feel challenges,
involvement and satisfaction at work if they are supported, motivated, inspired and managed effectively, all of
which lead to higher levels of engagement in their work.

For instance, Tims, Bakker and Xanthopoulou (2011) have found that transformational leadership and work
engagement are positively correlated on day-level basis. The authors have also demonstrated that resources such as
autonomy and supervisor coaching (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) cause improved levels of work engagement in the
followers. Similarly, Zhu et al. (2009) has discussed the relationship between transformational leadership and
follower engagement in recent times. They have suggested and demonstrated that this type of leadership is
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associated with work engagement and this relation becomes prominent especially when the employee is productive,
effective and inventive (Tims et al., 2011).

2.2. Work Engagement

Work engagement refers to the relationship of the employees with their work. Engagement was first defined by
Kahn (1990) as "the harnessing of organizational members’ selves to their work roles" (p. 694). Kahn (1990) also
stated that "in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during
role performances" and "in disengagement people withdraw and defend themselves physically, cognitively and
emotionally during role performances" (p. 694). Therefore, work engagement is about how the employees think
about and how much they want to be involved in their work (Kahn, 1990). Engaged employees show a positive
attitude to their job physically, mentally and also cognitively, and they have the desire to invest themselves fully in
their tasks (Kahn, 1990, and Maslach and Leiter, 1997). Non-engaged employees, contrarily, do not want to commit
themselves in their job physically and feel psychologically unconnected with their colleagues (Kahn, 1990).

Engagement has been defined by several authors (Albrecht, 2010, Bakker and Leiter, 2010 and Macey and
Schneider, 2008), however, Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2010) definition of "a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of
mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption" has become the commonly used one. Although
scholars have discussed various aspects of engagement, “there is a growing consensus that engagement can be
defined in terms of high levels of energy and high levels of involvement in work” (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter,
2011, p. 22).

“Engagement leads to human benefits for the individual who experiences it" as proposed by Jones and Harter
(2005, p. 79), and the leaders are the most discussed aspect of leadership because they can inspire followers for
motivation and engagement in the workplace as they are in communication with and have effect on followers every
working day (Koppula, 2008).

Experimental studies have reported job resources to be significantly associated with work engagement (Mauno et
al., 2007; Saks, 2006; Halbesleben, 2009), especially when the work demands are high (Bakker, Hakanen,
Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007). Job resources refer to “those physical, psychological, social, or organizational
aspects of the job that may do any of the following: (a) be functional in achieving work goals; (b) reduce job
demands and the associated physiological and psychological costs; (c) stimulate personal growth and development”
(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). Job resources promote learning and individual progress,
playing an intrinsic motivational role, and offer instrumental aid and particular data for achieving goals, playing an
extrinsic motivational role (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Thus, job resources inspire followers for goal attainment.
This, in turn, make followers feel fulfillment about their work, which results in enhanced levels of involvement and
engagement (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). Given these findings and leadership theory, we formulate our hypothesis
as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Transformational leadership has a positive relationship with work engagement.

2.3. Job Autonomy

Job autonomy is a job characteristic and defined as “... the degree to which the job provides substantial freedom,
independence and discretion to the individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used
in carrying it out” (Hackman & Lawler, 1971, p. 265, and Hackman & Oldham, 1975) and it is a leading and
significant feature of job design (Fried and Ferris, 1987 and Karasek and Theorell, 1990). It means the degree of
freedom and discretion allowed to an individual to establish how his or her job should be performed.

Increased job autonomy provides individuals with the ability to go beyond the ordinary and to come up with the
best solution throughout the process (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). When followers are in great need for personal
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development, autonomy is a fulfilling factor in essence and it may lead to more motivated individuals (Cleavenger
and Munyon, 2013).

Autonomy can also be enhanced by inspiring followers for learning and growth at work, as well as providing
with the opportunity to lead themselves (Manz & Sims, 2001). In this regard and given the fact that leadership is
usually regarded as a way of having effect on people (Yukl, 2010), several researches have suggested that
charismatic leaders, which are also known as transformational leaders, are likely to offer a greater extent of
autonomy (Bass & Avolio, 1990) or cause followers to be their own leaders (Yammarino, 1994).

In this sense, transformational leaders inspire employees to be responsible and autonomous (Bass and Riggio,
2006 and Carless et al., 2000), enhancing autonomy, the extent of independence and freedom in the workplace, as
defined before (Hackman et al., 1975 and Hackman and Oldham, 1976). Besides, transformational leaders promote
followers to seek creative and innovative ways of problem solving, and this improves the sense of control and self-
determination that the followers feel over their jobs (Bass and Avolio, 1994 and Conger and Kanungo, 1988).

In terms of engagement, Hakanen et al. (2006), Saks (2006) and Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) have reported a
positive relationship between employee engagement and many job resources such as autonomy, feedback,
supervisor coaching, career opportunities and social support in their cross-sectional studies.

Salanova et al. (2005) also showed a relationship between enhanced employee engagement and job autonomy,
namely job control, and training opportunities in various institutions in their study that was conducted using a multi-
level methodology. Furthermore, the study by Bakker and Geurts (2004) reported increased levels of job-related
feedback, career opportunities and job autonomy in the workplace, and a sense of absorption in particular. All these
studies and evidences led us formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. Job autonomy mediates the relationship between transformational leadership and work engagement.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Goal

In this study, we aimed to establish the mediating effect of job autonomy on the relationship between
transformational leadership and work engagement. Questionnaires were used to test the hypotheses.

3.2. Sample and Data Collection

A convenience sampling method was used in the present study. The participants were 101 academic staff (65
males, 36 females) from a private non-profit university in Istanbul, Turkey. The mean age was 36.67 with a standard
deviation of 9.70.

3.3. Instruments

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) Form-5X Short (Bass & Avolio, 1995) was used to measure the
transformational leadership. This questionnaire consists of 36 descriptive items. Participants were asked to rate how
often their executives exhibit the specified behavior on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5
(“strongly agree”). There are twenty questions corresponding to four dimensions of transformational leadership: (1)
idealized influence (attributed) (e.g., “My executive acts in ways that build my respect”), and idealized influence
(behavior) (e.g., “My executive talks to us about his/her most important values and beliefs”); (2) inspirational
motivation (e.g., “My executive expresses his/her confidence that we will achieve our goals”); (3) intellectual
stimulation (e.g., “My executive seeks differing perspectives when solving problems”); and (4) individual
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consideration (e.g., “My executive spends time teaching and coaching me”). The Cronbach’s alpha for these items
was .96 revealing sufficient reliability (alphas > .70).

Work engagement was measured by Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), which was developed by
Schaufeli and Bakker (2003), and adapted into Turkish by Islamoglu, Birsel, Yurtkoru and Boru (2011). This
instrument consists of 17 items that measure three dimensions of job engagement: (1) vigor (six items) (e.g., “At my
work, I feel bursting with energy”), (2) dedication (five items) (e.g., “I am enthusiastic about my job” and (3)
absorption (six items) (e.g., “Time flies when I'm working”). The items were rated on a five-point scale ranging
from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 5 (“strongly disagree”).

Job autonomy was measured using a 21-item questionnaire (Ilardi et al., 1993) evaluating three intrinsic needs
(autonomy, competence and relatedness) of employees about their work. Only the autonomy subscale was used in
the present study (e.g., “I feel like I can make a lot of inputs to deciding how my job gets done”). This subscale
consists of seven items, to which the participants were asked to respond on a five-point scale ranging from 1
(“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).

3.4. Analyses and Results

In order to test the hypotheses, a structural equation model was tested using LISREL. Given that a measurement
model should be tested before a structural model, three latent variables were created using composite scores of sub-
factors or parcels. Since MLQ has four sub-scales, e.g., idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual
stimulation, and individual consideration, the composite scores of these sub-factors were used as indicators or
observer variables for transformational leadership latent variable. Similarly, work engagement latent variable was
created using composite scores of three sub-factors of UEWS, namely vigor, dedication, and absorption. However,
we created for two parcels for autonomy latent variable since the scale has only 7 items with one-factor solution.
The correlations among these observed variables are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of Observed Variables

967

Indicators IDINF INSMOT INSTI INDCON VIG DEDIC ABSOR AUTOP1 AUTOP2
IDINF - 90%* O1** .89** 36%* 17 21% 30%* 20%*
INSMOT - 92%* 87H* A0%* 23% 22% 35k 34%%
INSTI - O1** A3HE 26%* 28%* 34%% 34%%
INDCON - 35%* 17 26%* 36%* 30%*
VIG - 65%* Wi .19 30%*
DEDIC - 83%* 31** A0%*
ABSOR - 28%* 20%*
AUTOP1 - .60%**
AUTOP2 -
M 26.23 14.18 14.85 14.27 22.52 20.96 23.21 9.14 14.71
SD 7.17 3.94 4.01 3.94 4.87 3.61 4.78 2.04 2.71

Notes: IDINF = Idealized influence, INSMOT = Inspirational motivation, INSTI = Intellectual stimulation, INDCON = Individual consideration,
VIG = Vigor, DEDIC = Dedication, ABSOR = Absorption, AUTOP1-2 = Parcels created from the autonomy sub-scale items.
%k
p<-01
* p<.05

The measurement model created by the abovementioned observed variables was tested and resulted in acceptable
goodness of fit statistics: Chi-square = 50.01, Df = 24, Goodness of Fit Index = .90, Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual = .050, Comparative Fit Index = .97, Incremental Fit Index =.97. The standardized factor loadings for this
measurement model are presented in Figure 1.
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Note: All factor loadings are significant at p =.01.

It is clear from Figure 1, all of the factor loadings of the measured variables on the latent constructs were large
and statistically significant, indicating the reliability of the indicators.

Test of the structural model was then performed using Maximum Likelihood estimation method. Although an
initial estimation of the model was produced acceptable goodness of fit statistics, it was evident that the path from
Transformational Leadership to Work Engagement (B = .17) was non-significant (t = 1.47, p>.05). Indeed, deleting
the path from the model resulted in a non-significant chi-square difference test result (2.09, 1: p>.05). The results for
the model after model trimming was resulted in the following goodness of fit statistics: Chi-square = 52.10, Df = 24,
Goodness of Fit Index = .90, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual = .07, Comparative Fit Index = .97,
Incremental Fit Index = .97. Standardized estimates for the paths in the proposed model were shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Standardized path coefficients for the structural model.
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mediator variable was included into the equation.
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The results indicated a full-mediation model in which the effect of transformational leadership on work
engagement was fully mediated by job autonomy. The results also indicated that 26% of the variance in work
engagement was accounted for by job autonomy while 36% of the variance in job autonomy by transformational
leadership.

4. Conclusion

This study evaluated the effect of transformational leadership on work engagement through job autonomy. The
internal consistency of the above-mentioned scales was reviewed as a preliminary analysis and all scales were found
to have an adequate level of reliability. The analyses were made using structural equation modeling and revealed
moderate relationships for the said variables. Additionally, the mediation analyses showed that job autonomy had a
full mediator effect on the relationship between transformational leadership and work engagement.

The results of this study demonstrate, that job autonomy as an important job resource, enhances the effect of
transformational leaders on employees’ engagement. For that, it might be sufficiently valuable for organizations to
invest in transformational leadership training.
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