
Leadership 5 Communication? The Relations of Leaders’
Communication Styles with Leadership Styles, Knowledge
Sharing and Leadership Outcomes

Reinout E. de Vries • Angelique Bakker-Pieper •

Wyneke Oostenveld

Published online: 4 October 2009

� The Author(s) 2009. This article is published with open access at Springerlink.com

Abstract

Purpose The purpose of this study was to investigate the

relations between leaders’ communication styles and

charismatic leadership, human-oriented leadership (lea-

der’s consideration), task-oriented leadership (leader’s

initiating structure), and leadership outcomes.

Methodology A survey was conducted among 279

employees of a governmental organization. The following

six main communication styles were operationalized: verbal

aggressiveness, expressiveness, preciseness, assuredness,

supportiveness, and argumentativeness. Regression analy-

ses were employed to test three main hypotheses.

Findings In line with expectations, the study showed that

charismatic and human-oriented leadership are mainly

communicative, while task-oriented leadership is signifi-

cantly less communicative. The communication styles were

strongly and differentially related to knowledge sharing

behaviors, perceived leader performance, satisfaction with

the leader, and subordinate’s team commitment. Multiple

regression analyses showed that the leadership styles medi-

ated the relations between the communication styles and

leadership outcomes. However, leader’s preciseness

explained variance in perceived leader performance and

satisfaction with the leader above and beyond the leadership

style variables.

Implications This study offers potentially invaluable

input for leadership training programs by showing the

importance of leader’s supportiveness, assuredness, and

preciseness when communicating with subordinates.

Originality/value Although one of the core elements of

leadership is interpersonal communication, this study is

one of the first to use a comprehensive communication

styles instrument in the study of leadership.

Keywords Communication styles � Leadership �
Leadership styles � Charisma � Consideration �
Initiating structure � Knowledge sharing � Commitment �
Satisfaction with the leader � Perceived leader performance

Introduction

Several authors have noted that communication is central to

leadership (Awamleh and Gardner 1999; Den Hartog and

Verburg 1997; Frese et al. 2003; Kirkpatrick and Locke

1996; Riggio et al. 2003; Shamir et al. 1994; Spangler and

House 1991; Towler 2003), but, except for studies devoted

to oratory skills and content in highly specific speech-like

contexts, few have attempted to operationalize the com-

munication styles leaders use in their daily transactions with

subordinates. Even fewer have attempted to find out what

the relations are of these communication styles with general

leadership styles and outcome variables. This is somewhat

surprising, given that one of the core elements of leadership

is a leader’s interpersonal communication style. In this
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study, we will consider leadership from this communicative

perspective, and we will define a leader’s communication

style as a distinctive set of interpersonal communicative

behaviors geared toward the optimization of hierarchical

relationships in order to reach certain group or individual

goals. In line with Daft (2003) and McCartney and Camp-

bell (2006), we make a distinction between the interper-

sonal aspects of leadership, which revolve around

communicative activities in interpersonal relationships, and

the managerial aspects of leadership, which revolve around

non-interpersonal activities such as planning, organizing,

decision-making, problem-solving, and controlling, and we

will focus our work on the first of these two, i.e., a leader’s

interpersonal communicative behaviors. The goal of this

paper is to operationalize a leader’s interpersonal commu-

nication style, to uncover the relations between common

leadership style measures and our measure of a leader’s

communication style, and to find out about the differential

and incremental prediction of several important leadership

outcomes using both common leadership style measures

and our leader’s communication style measure.

The Nature of Communication Styles

Although there are a great number of instruments to mea-

sure somebody’s interpersonal communication style, sev-

eral authors have noted the lack of parsimony and

integration in the burgeoning area of communication style

studies (McCroskey et al. 1998). Several authors have

attempted to redress this state of affairs by integrating

diverse communication style scales with the interpersonal

circumplex model (Leary 1957), which consists of the

following two main interpersonal (communicative)

dimensions: friendliness/affiliation and dominance (Dillard

et al. 1999; Hansford and Hattie 1987; Sorenson and

Savage 1989). Others have suggested that there are more

than two communication style dimensions. For instance,

Gudykunst et al. (1996) factor-analyzed 96 items from

existing communication style instruments (Booth Butter-

field and Booth Butterfield 1990; Norton 1978; Singelis

1994; Takai and Ota 1994; Wiemann et al. 1986) and 62

additional items based on Hall’s (1976) and Gudykunst and

Ting Toomey (1988) conceptualization of low- and high-

context communication, and arrived at eight factors:

Inferring Meaning, Indirect Communication, Interpersonal

Sensitivity, Dramatic Communication, Use of Feelings,

Openness, Preciseness, Positive Perception of Silence.

However, according to De Vries et al. (2009), some of the

scales based on these factors (e.g., Inferring Meaning, Use

of Feelings, and Positive Perception of Silence) do not

pertain to interpersonal communication styles, but to

intrapersonal cognitions and feelings with respect to

communication, and consequently may be less useful in

assessment situations or in cases in which an observer (e.g.,

a subordinate) has to rate somebody else’s (e.g., a leader’s)

interpersonal communication style.

To arrive at a framework of communication styles, De

Vries et al. (2009) carried out a lexical study to uncover the

main communication style dimensions. The basis of a lexical

study is the idea that anything which can be said about a

construct, such as somebody’s communication style, will

become encoded in language (Galton 1884; Goldberg 1990).

Factor-analysis of a sample of all dictionary words which

pertain to communication should provide the best description

of the nature, number, and size of the principal communi-

cation style dimensions. Having carried out a lexical study

using 744 adjectives and 837 verbs, De Vries et al. (2009)

arrived at seven main communication style dimensions,

which they labelled: Expressiveness, Preciseness, Niceness,

Supportiveness, Verbal Aggressiveness, (Expressed) Emo-

tional Tension (or, reversed, Assuredness), and Argumenta-

tiveness. Regression of the Communication Style Scale

(CSS) of Gudykunst et al. (1996) on the lexical communi-

cation factors revealed strong correspondence between Gu-

dykunst et al.’s Openness and Dramatic Communication on

the one hand and lexical Expressiveness on the other, Gu-

dykunst et al.’s Preciseness and lexical Preciseness, and

Gudykunst et al.’s Interpersonal Sensitivity and lexical

Niceness. The so-called intrapersonal communication scales

of Gudykunst et al. (1996) were less well covered by the

lexical scales. Conversely, lexical (Expressed) Emotional

Tension, Verbal Aggressiveness, and Argumentativeness

were less represented in Gudykunst et al.’s scales.

Outcomes Associated with Communication Styles

Although it appears that there are more than two main

communication style dimensions, until now, when inves-

tigating communication styles, most scholars have focused

on the two styles that are most closely associated with the

interpersonal circumplex, i.e., friendliness and dominance.

Communication styles have been an especially welcome

topic for scholars interested in doctor–patient communi-

cation (Bultman and Svarstad 2000; Hailey et al. 1998;

Street 2002; Van Dulmen and Bensing 2002; Yedidia et al.

2003), teacher–pupil communication (Noels et al. 1999;

Prisbell 1994), parent–child communication (Bugental

et al. 1999; Hawes 1996; Ritchie and Fitzpatrick 1990), and

communication among married or dating couples (Bien-

venu 1970; Christensen 1988; Noller and White 1990).

Results of doctor–patient studies suggest that especially

a supportive (i.e., friendly and caring) communication style

is associated with higher satisfaction among patients

(Buller and Buller 1987; Schmid Mast et al. 2007), while a

dominant style is associated with less satisfaction among

patients and less favorable outcomes, such as malpractice
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claims (Ambady et al. 2002; Buller and Buller 1987;

Burgoon et al. 1987; Levinson et al. 1997). Results of

classroom studies suggest that a supportive communication

style is associated with greater satisfaction among students

(Prisbell 1994) and that a dominant (controlling) commu-

nication style is associated with less intrinsic motivation

(Noels et al. 1999). In the family setting, however, children

were found to be more attentive and task-oriented when

parents used an unambiguous and dominant communica-

tion style (Bugental et al. 1999; Rasku Puttonen 1988).

The above studies seem to indicate that satisfaction is

more often associated with a friendly communication

style, while a dominant communication style may be

associated with performance, but only in some instances

(e.g., strong dependence situations). One important inter-

mediate concept, which may be determined by commu-

nication styles on the one hand, and which determines

team performance (Srivastava et al. 2006) and may

determine satisfaction, is the concept of knowledge

sharing. Knowledge sharing has been defined as the

process where individuals mutually exchange their (tacit

and explicit) knowledge and jointly create new knowledge

(Van den Hooff and De Ridder 2004). Knowledge sharing

may be an interesting variable in relation to communi-

cation styles, because the exchange process assumes a

communication process. Even when people have ready

access to the internet or a firm’s intranet, people are more

likely to turn to other people for information than to

impersonal sources (Levin and Cross 2004). Conse-

quently, the communication style of a team member is

likely to have an effect on the willingness and eagerness

of team members to share knowledge with each other. In

a study by De Vries et al. (2006), team members were

found to be more likely to be willing to share knowledge

with team members who were more agreeable and

extraverted in their communication style. Consequently,

not only satisfaction is likely to be affected by the com-

munication style of a communication partner, but also the

likelihood that one shares knowledge with a communi-

cation partner.

Leaders’ Communication Styles

The question is: are the findings of the communication

style literature replicable in the leadership context? The

leadership style literature may be characterized by referring

to two main phases: approximately 30 years of studying

leader consideration and initiating structure from 1953

until the middle of the 1980s and approximately 25 years

of studying charismatic-transformational leadership from

the middle of the 1980s until the present. Studies on

leaders’ communication styles have kept up with this shift

in focus. In a review of the relations between interpersonal

communication behaviors and leadership consideration and

initiating structure, Penley and Hawkins (1985) conclude

that consideration (or: human-oriented leadership) is

mainly communicative, while initiating structure (or: task-

oriented leadership) is much less so. According to Penley

and Hawkins (1985), the close correspondence between

human-oriented leadership and communication is due to

the fact that consideration is heavily saturated with rela-

tional aspects of communication, such as interpersonal

concern and warmth, while task-oriented leadership is

much more saturated with the actual content of the infor-

mation provided instead of the style of communication.

Given the explosion of studies on charismatic-transfor-

mational leadership, it is surprising that the number of

studies linking communication to charismatic-transforma-

tional leadership is relatively sparse and directed mostly at

oratory skills and content (Awamleh and Gardner 1999;

Den Hartog and Verburg 1997; Frese et al. 2003; Kirkpa-

trick and Locke 1996; Riggio et al. 2003; Shamir et al.

1994; Spangler and House 1991; Towler 2003). For

instance, with respect to communication styles, charismatic

leadership training studies have looked at the effects of

training inspirational delivery style on the trainees and their

public (Frese et al. 2003; Towler 2003), showing positive

effects of the training on the trainees and on the attitudes

and performance of their public. An experimental study by

Awamleh and Gardner (1999) focused on the effects of

vision content and delivery style on perceptions of char-

ismatic leadership and effectiveness. The study showed

that an expressive (enthusiastic) delivery style had a much

stronger effect than the content of the speech. Because

charismatic leadership has been found to be strongly rela-

ted to human-oriented leadership (De Vries et al. 2002) and

because human-oriented and charismatic leadership are

much more saturated with relational content than task-

oriented leadership, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Communication styles are more strongly

related to charismatic and human-oriented leadership than

to task-oriented leadership.

We do expect, however, the determinants of charismatic

leadership and human-oriented leadership to be different.

While human-oriented leadership will be mainly deter-

mined by a supportive communication style, charismatic

leadership will be determined by all communication styles

that have a positive connotation, i.e., expressiveness, pre-

ciseness, assuredness, supportiveness, argumentativeness,

and a lack of verbal aggressiveness.

Leadership, Communication Styles, and Outcomes

The literature on communication styles and outcomes and

on communication styles and leadership styles implies that
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communication styles are meaningfully related to a number

of outcome variables and to some, but not all, leadership

styles. The question is whether communication styles of a

leader are similarly related to outcome variables as the

traditional leadership styles. In comparison with the com-

munication styles literature, there has been an abundance

of studies associating outcomes with charismatic, human-

oriented, and task-oriented leadership. To combine these

studies, several meta-analyses have been conducted to

investigate the relations between leadership styles and both

organizational and individual outcomes (DeGroot et al.

2000; Fuller et al. 1996; Judge and Piccolo 2004; Lowe

et al. 1996; Stewart 2006). For instance, the meta-analysis

of Judge and Piccolo (2004) revealed positive relations

between both transformational and charismatic leadership

and subordinates’ job satisfaction, satisfaction with the

leader, motivation, leader effectiveness, and group perfor-

mance. Judge and Piccolo (2004) did not find any signifi-

cant differences in results between charismatic and

transformational leadership, which shows that these con-

structs are by-and-large interchangeable. A meta-analysis

on leader’s consideration (e.g., human-oriented leadership)

and initiating structure (e.g., task-oriented leadership) also

revealed positive effects on outcomes for these two styles

(Judge et al. 2004). Most notable, leader’s consideration

was more strongly related to subordinates’ job satisfaction,

satisfaction with the leader, and leader effectiveness than

initiating structure.

Lately, there has been an increased interest in the

predictors of knowledge sharing. (De Vries et al. 2006;

Srivastava et al. 2006). Especially leadership may play a

central role in inspiring and supporting knowledge sharing

behaviors. Consequently, both charismatic and human-

oriented leadership are likely to have a positive effect on

both knowledge collecting and donating behaviors. Sri-

vastava et al. (2006) looked at the relation between

empowering leadership and knowledge sharing. Encour-

agement of self-management, a concept akin to empow-

ering leadership, has been found to be very strongly related

to human-oriented and charismatic leadership (De Vries

et al. 2002). Srivastava et al. (2006) found a positive

relation of empowering leadership on knowledge sharing,

which suggests that both human-oriented and charismatic

leadership will be related to knowledge sharing.

The question is: To what degree do these results reflect

the relation of communication styles with these outcomes.

According to the literature on communication styles (see

above), we may expect to find significant relations with

satisfaction. In line with the study on team communication

styles and outcomes (De Vries et al. 2006) there may also

be significant relations with knowledge sharing. Conse-

quently, in general, we expect the communication styles to

be significantly related to the outcomes in this study. Based

on the notion that especially charismatic leadership and

human-oriented leadership represent communication

styles, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 Both the communication styles and the

charismatic and human-oriented leadership styles explain a

significant amount of variance in perceived leader perfor-

mance, satisfaction with the leader, subordinates’ com-

mitment, and both donating and collecting knowledge

sharing of a subordinate with his/her leader.

Note that we expect charismatic and human-oriented

leadership to be positively related to these outcomes.

Again, as noted in hypothesis 1, we expect the effects of a

supportive communication style to resemble the effects of

human-oriented leadership. However, because we expect

charismatic leadership to be characterized by a profile of

high scores on expressiveness, preciseness, supportiveness,

assuredness, and argumentativeness, and low scores on

verbal aggressiveness, these communication styles will

tend to correlate with the outcome variables which are

related to charismatic leadership.

The last hypothesis concerns the direction of the effects

we propose for this study. Several authors have noted that

attributional processes play a key role in leadership ratings.

Conger and Kanungo (1988, p. 79) note, for instance, that

‘‘charismatic leadership is an attribution based on fol-

lower’s perceptions of their leader’s behavior.’’ One of the

most important attributional processes is a recognition-

based process (Lord and Maher 1993). Recognition-based

processes involve the perception of leadership behaviors on

the one hand and the matching of these behaviors with

relevant implicit leadership theories on the other hand.

Implicit leadership theories seem to be to a large extent

culturally universal (Den Hartog et al. 1999), and thus, of

these two subprocesses (i.e., behavior perception and

matching using an implicit leadership theory), the percep-

tion process of actual observable behaviors seems to be

most important in the judgment of a person’s leadership

style.

An example of the influence of observable communi-

cation behaviors on the perception of leadership is a study

by Naidoo and Lord (2008) on the relation between leader

speech imagery and followers perceptions of charismatic

leadership. Use of speech imagery, which links to sensory

experiences, was positively associated with ratings of

charismatic leadership. In a similar vein, Awamleh and

Gardner (1999) found both communication content and

delivery style to be positively related to perceptions of

charisma and perceived leader effectiveness. This study’s

communication styles reflect more observable behaviors

(i.e., all items pertain to communication acts) than the

leadership styles, which contain attributional—not directly

observable—elements (e.g., ‘‘My leader trusts his/her
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subordinates’’ for human-oriented leadership1 and ‘‘My

leader has a vision and image of the future’’ for charismatic

leadership). Consequently, we believe attributed human-

oriented leadership and charismatic leadership to be

mediators of the relation between the communication styles

and the outcomes in this study and thus we propose the

additional third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 Charismatic and human-oriented leader-

ship mediate the relations between the communication

styles of a leader and the outcomes of this study, i.e.,

perceived leader performance, satisfaction with the leader,

subordinates’ commitment, and both donating and col-

lecting knowledge sharing.

The advantage of this study’s model, which links com-

munication styles to leadership, is that models based on

personality traits, which can be considered to be the pri-

mary determinants of leadership styles, predominantly

either omit the most central feature of leadership, i.e.,

interpersonal communication, or do not capture it ade-

quately. Although studies have shown that personality

traits are related to leadership (De Hoogh et al. 2005; Judge

and Bono 2000; Lord et al. 1986), it is doubtful whether the

questions used in standard personality research, such as

pertaining to eating, movie watching, or holiday habits (all

taken from the NEO-PI-R, Costa and McCrae 1992), are

able to capture the behaviors exhibited in leader-subordi-

nate interactions. Although communicative behaviors can

be regarded as a subset of personality, what exactly con-

stitutes this subset has not been properly investigated until

recently (De Vries et al. 2009). By relying on a measure

derived from lexical research, this study will be able to

more adequately capture somebody’s communication style

in general and a leader’s communication style in particular,

and to explore the links with several important outcomes.

Method

Participants

A survey was distributed to the employees of the Dutch

Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. The Ministry

was in the process of assessing the organizational culture,

and investigating the leadership and communication styles

of leaders was part of the overall research. Of 279

respondents 52.0% was male and 16.7% of the participants

occupied a leadership position. Participants indicated that

65.8% of their supervisors was male. The age of the par-

ticipants who completed the survey ranged from 20 to 65

with a median of 44 years; 64.3% completed a university

education.

Instruments

A computerized survey was used, consisting of 16 back-

ground questions and 138 items. The items were selected

from existing questionnaires. Answers were provided on a

five-point (disagree–agree) scale. For measuring task- and

human-oriented leadership styles, the short version of Sy-

roit’s (1979; De Vries et al. 2002) Dutch translation of the

Supervisory Behavior Description Questionnaire (SBDQ;

Fleishman 1953) was used. For measuring the charismatic

leadership style a short Dutch version of Bass’ (1985)

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (De Hoogh et al.

2004; Den Hartog et al. 1997) was used. In previous

studies, these scales have consistently shown strong reli-

abilities, i.e., .84 for task-oriented leadership, .92 for

human-oriented leadership, and .88 for charismatic lead-

ership (De Hoogh et al. 2004; De Vries et al. 2002). In the

current research Cronbach’s alphas were .86 for task-ori-

ented leadership, .91 for human-oriented leadership, and

.90 for charismatic leadership.

The questionnaire which measured a leader’s interper-

sonal communication style was based on the outcomes of a

lexical study, which identified seven main communication

dimensions (for a detailed explanation of this study: see De

Vries et al. 2009). To measure these seven dimensions, 87

items, representing each of the poles of the seven dimen-

sions, were written. A Principal Axis Factoring (PAF)

analysis with varimax rotation was conducted. Based on

the scree plot and the content of the items we identified six

factors, which explained a total of 56.3% of the variance.

No reliable scales could be constructed from additional

factors.2 The following names were given to the scales

constructed by summing the highest loading items of these

six dimensions: leader’s verbal aggressiveness (10 items, in

the current study a = .92), expressiveness (10 items,

a = .89), preciseness (10 items, a = .90), assuredness (10

items, a = .81), supportiveness (9 items, a = .89), and

argumentativeness (4 items, a = .68). Five of the 15 pos-

sible correlations between the communication scales were

above the .40 level; e.g., supportiveness correlated -.57

with verbal aggressiveness and .54 with expressiveness

(see Table 1). Examples of items of the communication

style scales were: ‘‘If things don’t work out, my leader

becomes very angry’’ (verbal aggressiveness), ‘‘My leader

1 Note that several authors (e.g., Eden and Leviatan 1975; Rush et al.

1977) have shown that ratings on consideration (Fleishman 1953), on

which human-oriented leadership is based (see De Vries et al. 2002),

are also brought about by a recognition-based attributional process.

2 A full description of the Principal Axis Factoring analysis can be

obtained from the first author.
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often tells a lively story’’ (expressiveness), ‘‘My lea-

der expresses him-/herself in a concise manner’’

(preciseness), ‘‘Often, my leader lets others resolutely

know what s/he thinks’’ (assuredness), ‘‘My leader

often gives somebody a compliment’’ (supportive-

ness), and ‘‘My leader likes to analyze everything’’

(argumentativeness).

We measured the following leadership outcomes:

knowledge donating and collecting, perceived leader

performance, satisfaction with the leader, and subor-

dinate’s team commitment. To measure knowledge

donating and collecting behaviors the questionnaire of

Van den Hooff and Hendrix (2004; see also De Vries

et al. 2006) was used. The items were adapted to reflect

a subordinate’s knowledge sharing behavior with his/

her supervisor. Cronbach’s alphas in De Vries et al.’s

(2006) study were .84 for Donating Knowledge Sharing

and .75 for Collecting Knowledge Sharing. In this

study, the Cronbach’s alphas were .76 and .67,

respectively. To measure subordinate’s perception of

leader performance and their satisfaction with the lea-

der two scales were constructed, each consisting of four

items. An example of a leader performance item is:

‘‘My superior is not very efficient.’’ An example of a

reverse coded item to measure satisfaction with the

leader is: ‘‘I sometimes think: ‘I wish I had another

superior’’’. The Cronbach’s alphas for these scales were

.80 and .93, respectively. To measure employee com-

mitment the short version of the Dutch translation of

Allen and Meyer’s (1990) questionnaire was used (De

Gilder et al. 1997); in this study the Cronbach’s alpha

was .82.

Analyses

First of all, we checked the data to assess deviant

answering patterns. We calculated the within-person

mean and standard deviation for all variables in the

study. We visually checked the answers for those cases

in which the within-person mean was[4.5 or\1.5 or

the standard deviation was close to 0. We decided to

exclude 10 cases from further analyses. Apart from

Pearson’s correlations, we used multiple regression

analyses to inspect the relations between the leader

communication styles, leadership styles, and leader-

ship outcomes. Based on the multiple regression

analysis, we checked whether, statistically,3 mediation

occurred in the relation between the leader
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and Rosopa (2008)—but also see James (2008) and Kenny (2008) for

a rebuttal).
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communication styles and leadership styles on the one hand

and the leadership outcomes on the other using the proce-

dure advocated by Baron and Kenny (1986). Thus, we

checked: (1) whether the communication styles were sig-

nificantly related to the outcome variables, (2) whether the

communication styles were significantly related to the

proposed mediators (the leadership styles), and (3) whether

the mediators were significantly related to the outcome

variables. When mediation occurred, we conducted addi-

tional analyses using separate variables (i.e., one indepen-

dent variable, one dependent variable, and one mediator) to

establish the nature and significance of the mediation effect

(Mathieu and Taylor 2006; Sobel 1982). A leadership style

fully mediated the relation between the communication

style and the outcome variables if the relation between the

communication style and leadership outcome after con-

trolling for the leadership style was no longer significant

(Baron and Kenny 1986). If the relation between the com-

munication style and leadership outcome was still signifi-

cant, but less strong, partial mediation occurred.

Results

The correlations between the variables in this study are

reported in Table 1. Gender and age were unrelated to the

rest of the variables in this study, except for two minor, but

significant, correlations between gender and both leader

expressiveness (r = .12, p = .05) and subordinate’s

knowledge collecting (r = .13, p = .03). Female subordi-

nates rated their leader slightly higher on expressiveness

and reported slightly more knowledge collecting than male

subordinates.

Table 1 reveals several strong correlations between the

communication styles of a leader and his/her leadership

style. The two strongest correlates of charismatic leadership

were leader’s supportiveness (r = .66, p \ .01) and lea-

der’s assuredness (r = .64, p \ .01). The two strongest

correlates of human-oriented leadership were again leader’s

supportiveness (r = .87, p \ .01) and leader’s verbal

aggressiveness (r = -.62, p \ .01). The relations of the

communication styles of a leader with task-oriented lead-

ership were less strong, but still significant, with the two

strongest correlates leader’s assuredness (r = .48, p \ .01)

and leader’s preciseness (r = .35, p \ .01). Note that ver-

bal aggressiveness had a strong negative correlation with

human-oriented leadership and a medium-sized negative

one with charismatic leadership, but a small (but not sig-

nificant) positive correlation with task-oriented leadership.

Of all communication variables, leader’s argumentativeness

was the weakest correlate of all three leadership styles.

With respect to the outcome variables in this study, the

main communication style correlate of the outcomes was

leader’s supportiveness, with correlations varying between

.36 for subordinate’s knowledge collecting and .71 for

satisfaction with the leader. One exception was the corre-

lation between leader’s preciseness and perceived leader’s

performance (r = .61, p \ .01), which was just slightly

higher than the correlation between leader’s supportiveness

and perceived leader’s performance (r = .60, p \ .01).

Leader’s verbal aggressiveness correlated negatively with

all outcomes. The lowest correlations between the com-

munication styles and the outcomes were for leader’s

argumentativeness, with correlations ranging between .03

(for subordinate’s knowledge donating behaviors) and .15

(for both satisfaction with the leader and subordinate’s

team commitment). Charismatic and human-oriented

leadership correlated even stronger with perceived leader’s

performance, satisfaction with the leader, and subordi-

nate’s commitment than leader’s supportiveness and had

similar-sized correlations with the two knowledge sharing

behavior variables; all of these correlations were stronger

than the correlations involving task-oriented leadership.

In Table 2 the regression analyses of the leadership

styles on the communication style variables are reported.

Apart from the standardized beta coefficients, we also

report the semi-partial r2’s, which can be interpreted as the

incremental variance of each of the communication style

variables separately. Charismatic leadership was signifi-

cantly related to five of the six communication style vari-

ables. Somewhat surprisingly, leader’s expressiveness did

not explain any incremental variance in charismatic lead-

ership, while all other communication style variables did.

The two strongest predictors of charismatic leadership

were leader’s assuredness (b = .45, p \ .01) and leader’s

supportiveness (b = .34, p \ .01). In line with expecta-

tions, human-oriented leadership was strongly associated

with leader’s supportiveness (b = .67, p \ .01); the two

other significant regression coefficients, although much

less strong, involved verbal aggressiveness (b = -.19,

p \ .05) and expressiveness (b = .09, p \ .05). Compared

to charismatic leadership and human-oriented leadership,

the relations between the communication styles and task-

oriented leadership were less strong; the two strongest

correlations were between task-oriented leadership and

leader’s assuredness (b = .34, p \ .01) and verbal

aggressiveness (b = .27, p \ .01). Note that the relation

between task-oriented leadership and leader’s verbal

aggressiveness was opposite to the relations of leader’s

verbal aggressiveness with charismatic and human-oriented

leadership.

The communication styles explained more variance in

charismatic leadership (R2 = .69, p \ .01) and human-

oriented leadership (R2 = .79, p \ .01) than in task-ori-

ented leadership (R2 = .30, p \ .01). A test of the

difference of dependent multiple R’s, after conversion to
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z-scores, revealed a significant difference between the

communication styles—charismatic leadership multiple R

and the communication styles—task-oriented leadership

multiple R (z = 5.72, p \ .01) and between the commu-

nication styles—human-oriented leadership multiple R and

the communication styles—task-oriented leadership mul-

tiple R (z = 8.84, p \ .01). These results offer support for

hypothesis 1. Additionally, we checked whether the pro-

files of beta’s of the communication styles differed sig-

nificantly in the three regression analyses reported in

Table 2.4 All three of the contrasts proved to be signifi-

cantly different, that is, the communication styles had a

different profile of beta’s when comparing the profile of

charismatic leadership with the profile of human-oriented

leadership (F = 28,25, p \ .01), when comparing the

profile of charismatic leadership with the profile of task-

oriented leadership (F = 19,61, p \ .01), and when com-

paring the profile of human-oriented leadership with the

profile of task-oriented leadership (F = 40,86, p \ .01).

The results show that not only do the leadership styles

differ in the extent to which communication styles in

general play a role in the perception of leadership, but also

in the extent to which different communication styles play

a role.

To test hypothesis 2, i.e., the relations between the

leadership styles and communication styles on the one

hand, and the outcome variables on the other, we con-

ducted multiple regression analyses with each of the out-

come variables. In Table 3 the multiple regression analyses

of the knowledge sharing behaviors are reported; Table 4

reports the multiple regression analyses involving per-

ceived leader performance, satisfaction with the leader, and

subordinate’s team commitment. The first column of the

outcome variables in the tables pertains to the relations of

the communication styles to the outcome variables, the

second one involves the leadership styles, and the third

column contains all of the variables together. The results in

the first columns show that the communication style vari-

ables explained a significant amount of variance in all of

the outcome variables with multiple R’s ranging from .41

for knowledge donating behaviors to .80 for satisfaction

with the leader. The multiple R’s involving the leadership

styles were almost similar to the ones involving the com-

munication styles, ranging from .46 for knowledge donat-

ing behaviors to .83 for satisfaction with the leader. Of the

communication style variables, leader’s supportiveness

was the strongest statistical predictor of knowledge

donating behaviors. Of the leadership style variables,

human-oriented leadership was the strongest statistical

predictor of knowledge donating behaviors, but task-ori-

ented leadership also explained incremental variance in

knowledge donating behaviors. The main communication

style predictors of knowledge collecting behaviors were

leader’s supportiveness, leader’s preciseness, and leader’s

expressiveness,5 while the main leadership style predictors

of knowledge collecting behaviors were charismatic lead-

ership and human-oriented leadership.

Of the outcome variables reported in Table 4, except for

leader’s expressiveness, all communication style variables

were significantly related to perceived leader performance

and satisfaction with the leader. For subordinate’s team

commitment, this was only true for leader’s supportiveness

and leader’s assuredness. Of the leadership style variables,

charismatic leadership and human-oriented leadership had

positive significant relations with all three outcomes in

Table 4. Task-oriented leadership only had a positive sig-

nificant relation with perceived leader performance. These

Table 2 Multiple regression of charismatic, human-oriented, and task-oriented leadership on leader’s communication styles (N = 269)

Charismatic

leadership

Human-oriented

leadership

Task-oriented

leadership

b Semi-partial r2 b Semi-partial r2 b Semi-partial r2

Leader’s verbal aggressiveness -.10* .00 -.19* .02 .27** .04

Leader’s expressiveness .02 .00 .09* .01 -.09 .00

Leader’s preciseness .15** .01 .08 .00 .25** .04

Leader’s assuredness .45** .13 .02 .00 .34** .08

Leader’s supportiveness .34** .05 .67** .19 .17* .01

Leader’s argumentativeness .19** .03 .01 .00 .04 .00

Multiple R .83** .89** .55**

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01

4 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.

5 However, because gender was significantly related to both leader’s

expressiveness and knowledge collecting behaviors, we reran the

analysis with gender as a control variable. The relation of leader’s

expressiveness with knowledge collection, which was marginally

significant (r = .14, p = .05) in the first place, turned to be

nonsignificant with gender in the equation (r = .13, p = .08). No

other changes in the regression coefficients were observed.
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results support hypothesis 2, i.e., both the communication

styles and the charismatic and human-oriented leadership

styles explain a significant amount of variance in all of the

outcome variables.

The third column of each outcome variable in Tables 3 and

4 reports the multiple regression of all communication and

leadership style variables combined. In conjunction with

Tables 1 and 2 and the first two columns of each outcome

variable in Tables 3 and 4, it shows that the leadership styles

statistically mediated the relations between the communica-

tion styles on the one hand and the outcome variables on the

other. With respect to knowledge donating and collecting

behaviors (Table 3), none of the regression coefficients of the

communication style variables remained significant when the

leadership style variables were entered as well. Additional

analyses, leaving out task-oriented leadership and human-

oriented leadership separately in the regression equation,

showed that this effect was entirely due to human-oriented

leadership. When only charismatic leadership and task-ori-

ented leadership were entered in the regression equation

together with the communication styles, leader’s suppor-

tiveness was still significantly related to knowledge donating

behaviors (b = .28, p \ .01), while this was not true when

leader’s supportiveness was entered in the regression equa-

tion together with charismatic leadership and human-oriented

leadership (b = .11, p \ .37). A mediation analyses based on

Mathieu and Taylor’s (2006) decision tree, which helps to

distinguish between indirect effects, full mediation effects,

and partial mediation effects, showed that human-oriented

leadership fully statistically mediated the relation between

leader’s supportiveness and knowledge donating behaviors. A

Sobel (1982) test indicated a significant indirect effect of

leader’s supportiveness on knowledge donating behaviors

through human-oriented leadership (z = 7.31, p \ .01).

Table 3 also shows that charismatic leadership statistically

mediated the relations between leader’s supportiveness,

Table 3 Multiple regression of knowledge sharing on leader’s communication styles (LCS) and leadership styles (LS) (N = 269)

Knowledge sharing: Knowledge sharing:

Donating behaviors Collecting behaviors

LCS b’s LS b’s All b’s LCS b’s LS b’s All b’s

Leader’s verbal aggressiveness .00 .02 .06 .14

Leader’s expressiveness .03 .02 .14* .11

Leader’s preciseness .02 -.05 .17* .10

Leader’s assuredness .08 -.01 .05 -.13

Leader’s supportiveness .35** .11 .21* -.08

Leader’s argumentativeness -.04 -.06 .08 .00

Charismatic leadership .06 .08 .33** .38**

Human-oriented leadership .35** .28* .18* .24

Task-oriented leadership .14* .14* .01 -.01

Multiple R .41** .46** .46** .43** .48** .50**

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01

Table 4 Multiple regression of leadership outcomes on leader’s communication styles (LCS) and leadership styles (LS) (N = 269)

Perceived leader performance Satisfaction with the leader Subordinate’s team commitment

LCS b’s LS b’s All b’s LCS b’s LS b’s All b’s LCS b’s LS b’s All b’s

Leader’s verbal aggressiveness -.18** -.09 -.26** -.15** -.01 .11

Leader’s expressiveness -.01 -.04 .06 .02 -.05 -.09

Leader’s preciseness .32** .23** .20** .12** .05 -.02

Leader’s assuredness .26** .09 .20** .06 .24** .08

Leader’s supportiveness .27** -.08 .36** -.04 .47** .10

Leader’s argumentativeness .06 .00 .07* .02 .08 .01

Charismatic leadership .42** .32** .36** .27** .41** .37**

Human-oriented leadership .37** .34** .55** .45** .32** .37**

Task-oriented leadership .09* .05 .00 -.01 -.01 -.06

Multiple R .75** .77** .80** .80** .83** .85** .62** .67** .68**

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01
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leader’s preciseness, and leader’s expressiveness on the one

hand and knowledge collecting behaviors on the other.

Separate mediation tests (and Sobel indirect effect tests)

showed that the relation between knowledge collecting

behaviors and leader’s expressiveness was partially statis-

tically mediated by charismatic leadership (with a signifi-

cant indirect effect; z = 5.88, p \ .01), while the relations

between knowledge collecting behaviors and both leader’s

preciseness and leader’s supportiveness were fully statis-

tically mediated by charismatic leadership (with significant

indirect effects; respectively, z = 6.41, p \ .01 and

z = 7.24, p \ .01).

Statistical mediation was also shown when perceived

leader performance, satisfaction with the leader, and sub-

ordinate’s team commitment were the outcome variables.

For perceived leader performance and satisfaction with the

leader, only partial statistical mediation was found. Lea-

der’s preciseness explained incremental variance in per-

ceived leader performance when entered together with

charismatic leadership and human-oriented leadership and

both leader’s preciseness and leader’s verbal aggressive-

ness explained incremental variance in satisfaction with the

leader when entered together with charismatic leadership

and human-oriented leadership. Except for the relation

between leader’s preciseness and perceived leader perfor-

mance and except for the relations between leader’s pre-

ciseness and verbal aggressiveness and satisfaction with the

leader, the results offer support for Hypothesis 3. Further

mediation analyses using the separate variables based on

Mathieu and Taylor’s (2006) decision tree showed that

human-oriented leadership, but not charismatic leadership,6

fully statistically mediated the relations between leader’s

verbal aggressiveness and leader’s supportiveness on the

one hand and perceived leader performance on the other

(with significant indirect effects; respectively, z = 9.82,

p \ .01 and z = 13.25, p \ .01), while charismatic lead-

ership, but not human-oriented leadership, fully statisti-

cally mediated the relation between leader’s assuredness

and perceived leader performance (with a significant indi-

rect effect; z = 10.54, p \ .01).

Similar results were found for satisfaction with the

leader and subordinate’s team commitment. Human-ori-

ented leadership, but not charismatic leadership, fully sta-

tistically mediated the relations between leader’s

supportiveness on the one hand and satisfaction with the

leader and subordinate’s team commitment on the other

(with significant indirect effects; respectively, z = 16.86,

p \ .01 and z = 11.25, p \ .01), while charismatic lead-

ership, but not human-oriented leadership, fully statisti-

cally mediated the relation between leader’s assuredness

and satisfaction with the leader (with a significant indirect

effect; z = 10.69, p \ .01). However, human-oriented

leadership also fully statistically mediated the relation

between leader’s assuredness and subordinate’s team

commitment (with a significant indirect effect; z = 5.01,

p \ .01).

Conclusions and Discussion

According to Yukl (1999), there is a ‘considerable ambi-

guity about the essential behaviors for charismatic and

transformational leadership’ (p. 301), and conceptual

weaknesses in charismatic and transformational leadership

are ‘similar to those in most of the earlier leadership the-

ories’ (p. 286). This study has tried to clarify the essential

ingredients of charismatic and human-oriented leadership.

According to this research, both charismatic and human-

oriented leadership styles are to a considerable extent

grounded in communication styles. In contrast, task-ori-

ented leadership is much less communicative and may be

regarded, following Daft (2003) and McCartney and

Campbell (2006), more as a managerial than as a leader-

ship style. Consequently, the question whether leader-

ship = communication can be answered in the affirmative

for charismatic and human-oriented leadership and is dis-

confirmed for task-oriented leadership.

There are several noteworthy findings in this study. First

of all, charismatic leadership and human-oriented leader-

ship are characterized by a different communication style

profile. Human-oriented leadership is strongly associated

with the communication style supportiveness, and to a

lesser extent with leader’s expressiveness and (a lack of)

leader’s verbal aggressiveness. In contrast, charismatic

leadership is characterized by a profile which includes five

out of the six communication styles. Charismatic leaders

are characterized by an assured, supportive, argumentative,

precise, and verbally non-aggressive communication style.

Surprisingly, expressiveness was found to be unrelated to

charismatic leadership when entered in the regression

equation together with the other communication styles. On

the one hand, it may be true that charismatic leaders do not

need to be particularly expressive to reach their desired

effect, as for instance less expressive but notable charis-

matic leaders, such as Mahatma Gandhi, have shown. On

the other hand, cultural ‘styles’ may play a role, with

subjects from the Netherlands valuing a less ‘expressive’

style of interaction than for instance people from Southern

Europe (Pennebaker et al. 1996).

Secondly, task-oriented leadership is much less strongly

related to communication styles than charismatic leadership

and human-oriented leadership. Task-oriented leaders are

characterized by assuredness and, more than charismatic

and human-oriented leadership, by preciseness. However,6 In this case (and subsequent cases), partial mediation occurred.
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in contrast with human-oriented and charismatic leadership,

task-oriented leadership is also characterized by the pres-

ence of (some) verbal aggressiveness. An explanation of

this finding may be that items pertaining to task-oriented

leadership, more than items pertaining to human-oriented

leadership and charismatic leadership, reflect content (e.g.,

rules, planning, and goal-setting) instead of style (e.g.,

friendliness, trust, and inspiration).

Thirdly, both the communication styles and leadership

styles explain an almost comparable—the leadership styles

slightly more—amount of variance in the outcome variables

used in this study. The mediational analyses suggest that the

relations of the communication styles with the leadership

outcomes are statistically mediated by the leadership styles.

One notable exception is leader’s preciseness, which was

found to have significant positive relations with perceived

leader performance and satisfaction with the leader even

when controlling for charismatic and human-oriented

leadership. Additionally, leader’s preciseness was, together

with leader’s supportiveness, the most important predictor

of subordinate’s knowledge collecting from a leader. Con-

sequently, leader’s preciseness seems to be an important

construct, which is surprisingly absent in theories on lead-

ership. Precise, or structured, communication is regarded as

an important communication skill in for instance the med-

ical sciences (Yedidia et al. 2003), but may be just as

important in the supervision process. However, in contrast

to doctors, there are no ‘fixed’ protocols for leaders which

help them handle specific situations in a precise way.

Instead, leaders may have to rely on more general ‘con-

versation models’ (Van der Molen and Gramsbergen-Hoo-

gland 2005) to deal with different situations. Future studies

might like to investigate the effects of training in commu-

nication skills—which are designed to help organizational

leaders to practice and generalize different organizational

‘conversation models’—on the preciseness with which

leaders communicate (Baldwin 1992; Frese et al. 2003;

Hunt and Baruch 2003; Towler 2003; Van der Molen and

Gramsbergen-Hoogland 2005).

Leader’s supportiveness seems to be the most important

communication style variable, having positive relations

with all of the leadership styles and outcomes, even after

controlling for the other communication style variables.

Supportive communication of a leader enhances knowl-

edge donating behaviors to the leader and knowledge col-

lecting behaviors from the leader. In the regression

analyses, leader’s assuredness was related to perceived

leader performance, satisfaction with the leader, and sub-

ordinate’s team commitment, but not to knowledge

donating and collecting behaviors. Having a leader who

radiates certainty may help to give a team direction and

purpose, but may also cancel some of the positive effects in

knowledge sharing situations by instilling uncertainty in

employees who are willing to share or ask for information.

In contrast with leader’s supportiveness, leader’s precise-

ness, and leader’s assuredness, leader’s argumentativeness

had the weakest relations with the leadership styles and

outcome variables. However, leader’s argumentativeness

was significantly related to charismatic leadership in the

regression equation, which is notable, given the relatively

low reliability of leader’s argumentativeness and the fact

that we did not distinguish between the different compo-

nents of transformational leadership in this study. How-

ever, some of the items of charismatic leadership refer to

visionary and intellectually stimulating leadership, which

may involve an argumentative communication style.

Although there are several noteworthy findings in this

study, it also has some limitations. Most importantly, it was

impossible in this organization to obtain data from different

sources or to use different methods to measure the pre-

dictor and criteria variables. Consequently, the outcomes

may suffer from common method biases (Podsakoff et al.

2003).7 Note, however, that this is the first study of its kind

to use a communication style framework based on the

lexical paradigm in a study of leadership. Further research

needs to be conducted to substantiate these findings using

different methods and samples. A suggestion for future

research is to construct an observational based measure of

the six communication styles employed in this study and to

use observers to rate the extent to which leaders employ

these communication styles. In line with a recent study by

Naidoo and Lord (2008), another suggestion is to use an

experimental setting in which one or more of the com-

munication styles are manipulated and the effects on per-

ceived leadership and actual criteria are observed.

Although common method bias is a potential liability of

this study, the results do show that in the assessment of

charismatic and human-oriented leadership styles by sub-

ordinates, the leader’s communication style seems to play a

crucial role. Although the results do point out that, when

explaining outcomes, measures of leadership styles are

more parsimonious than measures of communication styles,

a practical limitation of the use of leadership styles, such as

charismatic leadership, instead of communication style

measures, is that the leadership styles do not offer con-

ceptual insights into the underlying (communicative)

behavioral acts that take place in the interaction between the

leader and the led (Yukl 1999). Furthermore, for training

7 We did extract an acquiescence scale, which is a person’s mean on

all the (non-recoded) items in the questionnaire. Although this scale

was not strongly related to the communication styles scales (which

contain both positively and negatively worded items), it was strongly

related to the traditional leadership scales (especially charismatic

leadership and human-oriented leadership, which are unipolar),

making the acquiescence scale confounded with systematic variance

and unsuitable for further analyses.
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purposes, research into the communication styles of leaders

is more likely to offer trainers and trainees clear guidelines

to understand the behaviors that are likely to lead to positive

results. By showing that charismatic and human-oriented

leadership are to a considerable extent communicative—

and task-oriented leadership is less communicative—and by

showing the differential prediction of the communication

styles, we believe this research offers an important foun-

dation for the study and training of leadership.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the

Creative Commons Attribution Noncommercial License which per-

mits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any

medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
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