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6
IT Leadership Style

Leadership is a combination of strategy and character.
If you must be without one, be without the strategy.

—Gen. H. Norman Schwarzkopf

This chapter looks at current thinking about 
leadership style and behavior in general and 
how it applies specifi cally to IT leadership in 
higher education. We address the following 
questions:
◆ What are the leadership style profi les of 

higher education’s IT leaders?
◆ How do the top IT leaders differ from 

other IT professionals?
◆ How does mentoring relate to leadership 

style?

The Nature of 
Leadership Style

Researchers have studied leadership style 
extensively over the past three decades, 
focusing heavily on what behaviors effec-
tive leaders exhibit. Their fi ndings indicate 
that leadership style is something people 
can learn. In fact, the leadership style used 
within an organization has been shown to 
relate profoundly to its performance and, 
especially, its ability to adapt to changes 
in the environment. Evidence continues to 
grow that developing effective leadership 
behaviors is important and that leadership 
style does indeed matter.

An important leadership model devel-
oped over the past 20 years encompasses 
two different leadership styles: transforma-
tional and transactional.1 Transformational 

Key Findings
◆ Higher education IT leaders have leadership profi les consistent 

with effective leadership.
◆ These effective leadership profi les are generally consistent 

across institution types and demographics.
◆ Senior-most IT leaders or aspirants to the senior-most IT posi-

tions display signifi cantly more effective leadership profi les 
than other IT professionals.

◆ Mentoring may help develop effective leadership behaviors.

leadership inspires followers to accomplish 
things beyond what might be expected, 
typically by
◆ raising followers’ consciousness of the 

value of specifi ed goals;
◆ helping followers transcend their own 

self-interest for the sake of the team, 
the unit, and the organization; and

◆ motivating followers to address higher-
level personal needs.
Transformational leadership is frequently 

associated with increased organizational ef-
fectiveness.2 Such an approach stresses that 
leaders must understand and adapt to their 
followers’ motives and needs. These leaders 
are good role models who empower staff 
members to achieve higher standards and 
engender trust in others. They are change 
agents who articulate a clear, shared vision 
of the organization and establish meaning 
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in organizational life. This encompassing ap-
proach can describe a wide range of leadership 
behaviors, from specifi c attempts to infl uence 
followers on a one-to-one basis to broad at-
tempts to infl uence whole organizations.

In contrast, transactional leadership 
refers to the most common approach, 
which focuses on the exchanges that occur 
between leaders and their followers. Trans-
actional leaders exchange things of value 
with subordinates to advance their own, as 
well as their subordinates’, agendas. Tradi-
tional examples include a manager offering 
employees a promotion in exchange for 
performance, or instructors giving students 
a grade for work completed. Transactional 
leaders achieve results through positive or 
negative reinforcements of behaviors and 
can be very infl uential because subordinates 
realize it’s in their best interest to do what 
their leaders ask.

The model also acknowledges nontrans-
actional behaviors, sometimes referred to as 
nonleadership or laissez-faire behaviors, typi-
cally associated with a hands-off leadership 
style. Such a leader tends to abdicate respon-
sibilities, delay decisions, and make little ef-
fort to help followers satisfy their needs. An 
example might be the head of a small unit 
who calls no meetings with employees, has 
no long-range plan, and makes little contact 
with others in the organization.

We associate transformational leadership 
style behaviors with more effective achieve-
ment of outcomes, higher performance 
levels among followers, and the ability to 
successfully initiate and execute change. An 
effective leader must also, however, be facile 
with transactional leadership processes in a 
typical organization’s ongoing activities.

We employed elements from the Mul-
tifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ)3 
short-form version to assess ECAR survey 
respondents’ leadership behaviors. This 
tool determines leadership style by assess-
ing seven different behaviors, including 

four transformational (Idealized Infl uence, 
Inspirational Motivation, Intellectual Stimu-
lation, and Individualized Consideration), 
two transactional (Contingent Reward and 
Management-by-Exception), and one non-
transactional behavior (Laissez-Faire). Table 
6-1 details these seven characteristics.4

Overall Leadership 
Profi le

Using this leadership model as a guide, 
we defi ned the most effective leadership 
profi les as those that meet each of these 
three criteria:
◆ high transformational scores,
◆ moderate transactional scores, and
◆ low laissez-faire scores.

It is good news that, as a whole, higher 
education IT leaders surveyed showed a 
tendency toward this effective leadership 
profi le (Figure 6-1). Transformational scores 
were quite high for the pool of respondents: 
37.5 percent had high scores, and another 
61.2 percent had moderate scores.5 This 
suggests that higher education has strong 
IT leaders who are good role models and 
able to intellectually stimulate and motivate 
their followers. Transactional behaviors were 
also moderately high for the population, 
with 14.2 percent of respondents having 
high scores and another 75.3 percent hav-
ing moderate scores. Laissez-faire style was 
very low across the population as a whole. 
As a group, then, respondents lean toward 
what we know from the literature to be more 
effective leadership styles.

We interviewed several transformational 
IT leaders about their leadership styles and 
what they considered important in working 
with staff. Not surprising, several themes 
emerged that are consistent with trans-
formational leadership style. One fi nding 
is that these leaders thrive on challenges. 
Vince Sheehan, CIO and associate dean 
for information technology at the Indiana 
University School of Medicine, said, “In my 



EDUCAUSE CENTER FOR AP PLIED RESEARCH                                                                                                                                      65

IT Leadership in Higher Education                                                                                                             Volume 1, 2004

Table 6-1. Leadership Style Behaviors in the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) Short Form

 Leadership Style Behavior Description

 Transformational Idealized Infl uence The leader acts as and is 
   perceived as a strong role model
   for followers. The leader is 
   respected and trusted by followers
   and provides a sense of both 
   mission and vision that others
   want to follow.

  Inspirational Motivation The leader communicates high
   expectations for performance.
   Through images and emotional
   appeals, the leader inspires 
   followers to pursue a shared
   vision over individual self-
   interests.

  Intellectual Stimulation The leader stimulates and
   encourages both creativity and
   innovation. The leader provides
   an environment fostering 
   experimentation, empowerment,
   and new approaches to problem
   solving.

  Individualized Consideration The leader actively listens to and
   cares about the individual needs
   of followers. The leader acts as a
   mentor or coach and provides
   attention and direction to 
   followers individually.

 Transactional Contingent Reward The leader achieves agreement
   and performance from followers
   through negotiated exchange.
   The leader uses positive 
   reinforcement to encourage 
   followers to achieve outcomes.

  Management-by-Exception The leader uses corrective 
   criticism, negative feedback, 
   and negative reinforcement to
   encourage followers to achieve
   outcomes.

 Nontransactional Laissez-Faire Leadership The leader minimizes exchange
   with followers and allows 
   followers to “do their own thing”
   with minimal intervention, 
   feedback, or support.
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Figure 6-1. Leader-
ship Style Scores

last job, I cleaned up many messes and there 
was not much challenge left. Frankly, like 
many people in leadership positions, I need 
a little juice.”

Likewise, these leaders like to be sur-
rounded by employees who enjoy challenges 
and want to grow professionally. Many will-
ingly put much time and energy into staff 
development, identifying and supporting 
employee-specifi c goals, and creating high-
performing teams. Niels Jensen of Norman-
dale Community College stated, “We give 
people responsibilities and treat them like 
professionals. We have overlapping duties 
to discourage them from working in a silo. 
We watch people for burnout and stress. We 
try to challenge people and to move them 
on to better things.” North Carolina A&T 
State University’s Rodney Harrigan said, “I 
like people to have goals. They may change 
them along the way, but I think it is important 
to encourage people to fi nd their way and set 
directions, and then help them understand 
what it takes to move ahead and what to 
look for.”

Many interviewees also take seriously 
their function as a role model. The Ohio State 
University’s Susan Metros said, “It takes a lot 
of time and energy, but it is really worthwhile 
to build a strong staff. I am honest about 
budgets and I try not to keep secrets from 
them. I think it makes them more confi dent 
in what they are doing.” Lasell College’s 
Deborah Gelch echoed this theme of open-
ness: “I cultivate a ‘we are all in this together’ 
attitude. We sit around the table every week 
to review our projects—even mine. I am quite 
honest with them about which projects I am 
having trouble with. I think that example is 
important.”

Why does higher education have 
transformational leaders? Competing 
hypotheses attempt to explain this. The 
most straightforward explanation is that 
academic institutions have a mechanism for 
either recruiting or developing more trans-
formational leaders. Perhaps individuals with 
more transformational leadership styles are 
drawn to and prefer the unique higher 
education environment. See, for example, 
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the respondent scores for transformational 
leadership behaviors in Figure 6-2. Note that 
the Idealized Infl uence leadership behavior 
scores are highest. Idealized Infl uence refers 
to providing followers with a vision and a 
sense of mission. Many IT professionals 
choose to work in an organization whose 
mission they can believe in, and they take 
pride in services they help provide. They 
perceive higher education’s role as more 
contributory to society than the corporate 
world’s fi nancial “bottom line.” As expressed 
by University of Kansas’s Marilu Goodyear, 
“For me it really is a passion; this is where 
I want to contribute. I want to educate the 
students well and make the University of 
Kansas the best university it can be. I truly be-
lieve in public education.” Leaders drawn to 
this environment may also be more inclined 
or able to translate this sense of mission to 
their followers and relate it meaningfully to 
their IT initiatives.

We also noted high Intellectual Stimula-
tion behavior scores for at least 50 percent 
of the respondents. Academic institutions 
by their nature are engaged in intellectual 
stimulation, and, as we found earlier, more 
than one-third (34.9 percent) of senior-

most IT leaders and 25 percent of other IT 
professionals surveyed held some type of 
academic appointment (from tenure to ad-
junct appointments). Leadership often comes 
from the academic side of the institution, 
and leadership candidates come to colleges 
and universities because they resonate with 
the academic environment. Again, these 
leaders may translate the values of creativ-
ity, experimentation, and learning into their 
leadership styles.

Another possible or contributing hy-
pothesis is that the respondents identify so 
strongly with the higher education mission 
and educational processes that they overly 
attribute these characteristics to themselves. 
IT leaders might actually exhibit these trans-
formational leadership behaviors at lower 
levels, but the scores are infl ated by this 
environmental “halo” effect.

Do these general behavioral trends play 
out universally among subgroups of our 
sample population? Actually, the fi ndings 
are surprisingly robust across institution 
types: leadership style didn’t vary signifi -
cantly across Carnegie class (with the ex-
ception of medical school respondents, who 
scored even higher on Idealized Infl uence), 
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between public and private institutions, or 
when moving from smaller to larger institu-
tions. The leadership profi les also remained 
consistent across gender and ethnicity, and 
scores were similar for IT leaders in central IT 
units as well as those in administrative and 
academic units.

Despite this overwhelming similarity of 
leadership behaviors across institutions, we 
found signifi cant differences in two areas. 
The fi rst emerged between the senior-most 
IT leaders and other IT professionals. A sec-
ond pattern of differences became apparent 
when we looked at the role of mentoring.

Leadership Profi le of 
Senior-most IT Leaders

The data show strong leadership profi le 
differences among the senior-most IT leaders 
and other IT professionals. Further, it confi rms 
distinctions between IT professionals who as-
pire to the senior-most IT role and those who 
do not. Figure 6-3 illustrates the fi ndings. 
More than half (51 percent) of senior-most IT 
leaders had high transformational leadership 
scores, compared with roughly 35 percent 
of all other IT professionals. The fi nding that 
people in the top leadership positions have 
the best leadership skills is not unexpected, 
and it reinforces our hypothesis that IT lead-

ership in higher education has the potential 
for high effectiveness.

Leadership Style of Aspirants 
to the Senior-most IT Position

Another interesting pattern emerges 
among the other IT professionals when we 
look at the aspirants to the top IT position. 
As Figure 6-3 shows, these aspirants show 
signifi cantly higher transformational leader-
ship behaviors than IT professionals who 
don’t aspire to the top IT job. Among the 
aspirants, 49 percent have high scores for 
transformational behaviors, compared with 
31 percent of other IT professionals. Indeed, 
aspirants’ transformational leadership scores 
don’t vary signifi cantly from those of senior-
most IT leaders, 51 percent of whom scored 
in the high range.

At a more detailed level, we can look 
at how these populations differ in the four 
behaviors constituting transformational lead-
ership style. Table 6-2 compares the percent-
ages of respondent subgroups receiving high 
scores for these behaviors and shows that 
aspirants scored signifi cantly higher than 
other IT professionals in all four areas and 
mildly lower than the senior-most IT leaders 
in two of the four areas.
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Do Mentors Infl uence 
Leadership Style?

One of the most interesting fi ndings to 
emerge from the data is the importance of 
mentoring, as shown in Figures 6-4 and 6-5. 
Respondents with high transformational lead-
ership scores (Figure 6-4) had mentors more 
often (55 percent) than those with low trans-
formational leadership scores (26 percent). 
This pattern also holds for transactional lead-
ership scores (Figure 6-5): of the respondents 

Table 6-2. Percentage of Respondents with High Scores for Transformational Leadership Style Behaviors, by Role

    Senior-most IT  IT Professionals: IT Professionals:
  Behavior  Leaders Aspirants Other

  Idealized Infl uence  71 72 60

  Inspirational Motivation  54 57 38 

  Individualized Consideration  56 52 42

  Intellectual Stimulation  63 59 45

with high transactional leadership scores, 61 
percent had mentors, compared with 35 per-
cent of those with low scores. Thus, for those 
with high transformational and transactional 
scores, there is a small difference between 
those with mentors and those without. How-
ever, for those respondents having low scores, 
there is a large difference between those with 
mentors and those without. This relationship 
between mentoring and leadership behav-
ioral scores was highly statistically signifi cant 
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and suggests that although individuals can 
develop good leadership behaviors without a 
mentor, they’re less likely to do so than those 
with mentors.

Mentoring and Aspirants to 
Top IT Position

The relationship of mentoring to leader-
ship style is further reinforced by looking 
at the components that constitute trans-
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Transactional Lead-
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Table 6-3. Percentage of Respondents with High Transformational Leadership Behavior Scores, by Role and by Mentorship

 Transformational  Senior-most IT Professionals: IT Professionals:
 Leadership Behavior Had a Mentor? IT Leaders Aspirants Other

  Idealized  Yes 74 74 70
  Infl uence No 68 70 53

  Inspirational  Yes 59 63 44
  Motivation No 49 51 33

  Intellectual  Yes 66 63 48
  Stimulation No 58 56 42

  Individualized  Yes 63 57 46
  Consideration No 51 47 38

  Overall Transformational  Yes 57 55 37
  Leadership Style No 46 42 26

formational leadership and comparing the 
senior-most IT leaders, aspirants, and other 
IT professionals. For each group, Table 6-3 
shows the percentage of high transforma-
tional scores for each of the four trans-
formational behaviors, for those with and 
without mentors. For example, 59 percent of 
senior-most IT leaders who had a mentor had 
a high Inspirational Motivation score, com-
pared with only 49 percent of those who did 
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not have a mentor. For all three populations, 
respondents with a mentor had signifi cantly 
more transformational leadership scores in 
the high range. Overall, mentoring appears 
to most strongly infl uence the aspirants.

These observations on mentoring are 
particularly important and promising for 
the development of future higher educa-
tion IT leaders because they strongly sug-
gest that leadership behaviors can, to an 
extent, be taught. In other words, we can 
develop better leaders by establishing and 
nurturing mentoring relationships with other 
good leaders. This research strengthens the 
already strong body of literature supporting 
the importance of mentoring and contradicts 
the popular belief that leadership style is a 
personality trait that cannot be learned.

We asked our interviewees about their 
own mentoring experiences and found 
wide variation in how IT leaders think about 
mentoring—from very informal to carefully 
planned and structured arrangements. Some 
pointed to infl uential bosses who demon-
strated strong leadership skills that could 
be observed and adopted. The University of 
Toronto’s Eva Swenson said, “I do not think 
anyone was consciously mentoring me. 
Whenever I had a boss whom I respected and 
[who] was effective, I tried to learn from him 
or her.” Vijay Kumar, director of academic 
computing at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, added, “I was mentored 
through ideas, exchanges, and interactions. 
By witnessing conversations, the level of your 
thinking, the bandwidth of considerations, 
and your perspectives on IT expand.”

Others reported more traditional mentor-
ing. Marilu Goodyear found her mentor early. 
“At my fi rst job, my boss was a very smart, 
articulate, and assertive woman with supe-
rior skills. She gave me lots of experience, 
independence, and opportunity to learn 
but kept me from doing anything drastically 
wrong! She is a lifelong mentor and friend. 

She always gives me career advice, and she 
is the person I go to when I am stuck on a 
problem.” Robyn Render of the University of 
North Carolina System noted, “I will clearly 
say there is nothing better than to have direct 
mentoring. I watched my bosses get chal-
lenged and saw how they worked their way 
through it. They were very encouraging and 
supportive of me. My district boss at AT&T 
was a female. She clearly saw no barriers or 
obstacles to where I could go.”

Those who have personally benefi ted 
from mentoring often make strong mentor-
ship commitments to their own staffs. Marilu 
Goodyear now has a mentoring group of 
middle-manager employees who meet once 
a month for drinks to discuss problems and 
issues. She also meets with her middle man-
agers and their supervisors at least twice a 
year in a mentoring session to talk about 
their career paths and the skills they need.

Mentoring and Age
We saw other interesting patterns in 

the data related to mentoring, including a 
relationship between mentoring and age. 
As Figure 6-6 shows, respondents under 
age 51 were more likely to have (or have 
had) a mentor than respondents over age 
50. Looking more closely at this subgroup 
of individuals under age 51, we discovered 
that those who have (or have had) a mentor 
also had signifi cantly higher transformational 
leadership scores. This suggests a very impor-
tant fi nding: that those under age 51 may 
be gaining transformational leadership skills 
in part from their mentors.

Turning our attention to individuals 
over 50, we found that those with higher 
transformational leadership scores are the 
senior-most IT leaders rather than those who 
have had a mentor. Given the short history 
of IT itself, it is quite possible that those over 
50 had no available role models or senior 
mentors in IT. Those with strong leadership 
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Figure 6-6. 
Relationship 

Between Age and 
Having a Mentor
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behaviors moved into the senior positions 
and probably learned those behaviors on 
the job or elsewhere. This may explain why 
prior studies show that the most effective 
senior IT leaders have come from outside IT. 
As Martin Ringle, chief technology offi cer 
at Reed College, put it, “You fall into the 
profession, bringing your wooliness and 
inventiveness.”

We fi nd it promising that individuals 50 
years and under do have more mentors and 
role models than those over 50 years of age, 
and that, further, this future generation of 
IT leaders has, and will likely continue to 
develop, strong transformational behaviors. 
In the population of respondents under 51 
years of age, mentoring appears to make 
a difference in developing transformational 
leadership behaviors.
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