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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to identify behavioural dimensions of charismatic 
leadership that principals perceive to be relevant for effective school management. A 
random stratified sample (n=97) of principals was selected to participate in the study. The 
sample included 68 principals from primary and 28 from secondary schools, 44 males 
and 52 females. The average age was 49, and the average experience as school principal 
was 7 years. Conger & Kanungo’s (1994) C-K scale was used to measure principals’ 
perceptions of six dimensions of charismatic leadership. Results show the following: 
Principals perceive four aspects of charismatic leadership to be more relevant to effective 
school management: being sensitive to environmental opportunities and constraints, 
being sensitive to teachers’ needs, being capable of formulating and articulating a vision 
for the school, and wanting to change the status quo. Although not statistically 
significant, secondary level principals appear to attribute more importance to several 
dimensions of charismatic leadership. The leader’s ability to formulate and articulate an 
inspirational vision for the school is rated significantly higher by female principals (p < 
.05, t = 2.02; df = 92). Analysis of variance and t-tests indicated that factors like 
experience as a school principal, tenure at a particular school, age, and academic 
qualifications do not account for different perceptions of charismatic leadership. 
 

Introduction 
Even though leadership and influence processes seem to be understood intuitively by 
everyone, the reality is that, following more than 75 years of empirical research, many 
questions still remain unanswered about influence processes in organizations. We still do 
not fully understand why and how some leaders are able to influence followers toward a 
successful accomplishment of organizational goals. For various reasons, however, 
leadership continues to be a strong interest for researchers in the management sciences. 
As we know, past research has focussed on identifying the innate traits and personality 
characteristics of successful leaders, their acquired skills, their behaviours, their sources 
of power, as well as identifying situational factors explaining how some leaders in 
managerial positions can have a transformational effect on individuals and groups. 

 
The connection between leadership and organizational effectiveness is an unsettled issue 
amongst researchers. There is, however, some evidence that good leadership is an 
important ingredient. It has even been suggested (Fiedler & Garcia, 1987) that the quality 
of leadership often has the potential to determine the success or failure of an enterprise. 
Indeed, from research conducted by Bass & Avolio (1990), we know that leaders possess 
a high degree of influence over organizational outcomes. Furthermore, from research 
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conducted by Bennis & Nannus (1985), Tichy & Devanna (1986), and Bass (1990), we 
now have a better understanding of how leaders can impact and even transform the entire 
culture and the basic values of an organization. Leaders are clearly identified as people 
who shape goals, motivations, and the actions of others 

 
In the educational management sector, even though the effective schools research has yet 
to demonstrate a definite relationship between leadership and school effectiveness 
(Anderson, 1989; Angus, 1989; Burlingame, 1987; Codd, 1989; Deal, 1987; Hallinger & 
Murphy, 1987; Andrews & Soder, 1987; Mortimore et al, 1988; Duttweiler (1990); 
Ubben & Hughes (1997); Ouston, 1999), it is generally agreed that when schools are 
functioning well and are achieving high rankings, much of the credit is to be attributed to 
the principal (Sergiovanni, 1995). The literature clearly identifies the head master as 
essential to school improvement and reform. “As the key educational actor, the 
‘effective’ school principal is seen as the one who is primarily responsible for school 
improvement …” (Razik & Swanson, 1995, p. 548). According to Lemley (1997), high 
levels of achievement and attainment in schools are not accidents. They require 
transformational and visionary behaviours. The spotlight is directly on school principals. 
They are considered the “moral” leaders who transform the culture of schools or, to 
paraphrase Drake & Roe (1994), “the ones responsible to create an ever-expanding vision 
of excellence …” (p. 503).  

 
Several factors may account for the effectiveness of any school. Contextual factors like 
material wealth and socioeconomic status of a given society, family, home background, 
community support, and obviously student and classroom variables all potentially 
contribute to school success. In other words, students with a more advantaged 
background and with parents who take an interest and become involved in their 
children’s education have a better chance of succeeding. Bright students and good 
classroom teachers also make a difference in school rankings. Over the years, however, 
one major factor has captured the attention of those researchers concerned with school 
success, and that is the leadership exercised by the school principal. 
 
What are the activities performed, processes used, and behaviours exhibited by principals 
that may impact on the effectiveness of schools? How do we begin to understand the 
complexity of the leadership role played by school principals that directly or indirectly 
affects school performance and rankings? As we know, effective leadership involves 
more than just traits and inter-personal skills and behaviours. As suggested by 
Sergiovanni (1995), what a leader stands for is more important than what he or she does. 
Appropriate behaviours are important but so is the cultural side of leadership. Therefore, 
any attempt to assess school leadership effectiveness ought to not only examine 
leadership as an instrumental activity, but also as a symbolic and cultural one (Hoy & 
Miskel, 1991, p.298). That is one reason why this study included several investigative 
tools in an attempt to probe further into the complexity of effective school leadership in 
Singapore. 
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
The overall purpose of this research was to gather empirical data concerning several 
dimensions relevant to effective school principal leadership in Singapore. A lot of data 
were generated through this project, and this paper only presents some of the basic 
descriptive information. An index is currently being elaborated to categorize the school 
principals in our sample on an “effectiveness scale” using the value-added rankings for 
the past five years as a criterion measure. The more specific purpose of this portion of the 
research was to identify behavioural dimensions of charismatic leadership that school 
principals perceive to be relevant for effective school management.  

 
In this study, as described in Conger & Kanungo’s (1994) model, charismatic leadership 
is an attribution based on followers’ perceptions of the leader’s behavior. Charisma is the 
most prominent component of transformational leadership. Charismatic leaders differ 
from other leaders by their ability to formulate and articulating an inspirational vision for 
the organization. As stated by Conger and Kanungo (1994), “individuals choose to follow 
such leaders in management settings not only because of formal authority but out of 
perceptions of extraordinariness” (p. 442).  

 
The following three research questions served as a guide to the study: (1) What are the 
perceptions by school principals of charismatic leadership characteristics relevant to 
school success? (2) Are there differences between primary and secondary school 
principals in their perceptions of the charismatic leadership role of the principal? (3) How 
do factors like experience as a school principal, tenure at a particular school, gender, age, 
and the principal’s academic qualifications relate to perceptions of charismatic 
leadership? 
 

Population and Sample 
Primary and secondary school principals in Singapore constituted the target population 
for this study.  At the time of the study, there were 193 primary and 147  secondary 
school principals in this population for a total of 340 principals. Two proportionate 
samples (110 + 60) were randomly selected from this population. At first, a stratified 
random sample of 110 subjects was selected as follows: 70 from the primary level, 
proportionally from government and government-aided schools, and 40 from the 
secondary level, also proportionally from government, government-aided, and 
independent schools. After approximately twelve weeks, in an attempt to increase the 
total number of returned instruments, a second random sample of 60 subjects were also 
proportionally drawn from the primary and secondary pools of principals. At the end of 
this process, 96 principals (n=96) had responded for a 57% rate of return. The breakdown 
of subjects was as follows: 68 principals from primary level and 28 from the secondary 
level, and 44 male and 52 female principals. The average age was 49, and the average 
experience as school principal was 7 years. 

 
Research Instrument 

The Leadership Characteristics Questionnaire (knows as the C-K scale) developed by 
Conger & Kanungo (1994) was used to measure behavioural dimensions of charismatic 
leadership.  Permission was requested and obtained from Professor Conger to use this 



 504 

copyright instrument. Conger & Kanungo (1994) reported reliabilities for their scale 
ranging from .88 to .91, and internal consistency alpha coefficients ranging from .71 to 
.88 for the six sub-scales. The purpose of using this questionnaire was to identify 
behavioural dimensions of charismatic leadership that principals perceive to be relevant 
for effective school leadership. Using the data from this study, a split-half correlation 
coefficient of .86 was obtained. 

 
The C-K scale contains 25 items that measure six separate dimensions of charismatic 
leadership. According to the Conger-Kanungo (1994) model, charismatic leaders have the 
following distinctive characteristics: (1) Desire to change the status quo; (2) Sensitivity to 
the environment; (3) Sensitivity to members’ needs; (4) Establishing and articulating a 
vision; (5) Taking personal risks; (6) Exhibiting unconventional behaviour to achieve 
their vision. 
 

Results and Discussion 
The first research question was: What are the perceptions by school principals of 
charismatic leadership characteristics relevant to school success? Figure 1 shows that 
school principals particularly value the following four dimensions of charismatic 
leadership: sensitivity to the environment, sensitivity to members’ needs, vision and 
articulation, and personal risk. 

 
Conger and Kanungo’s (1994) research has shown that charismatic leaders have a 
heightened sensitivity to environmental opportunities, constraints, and followers’ needs. 
Furthermore, they are capable of formulating a shared future vision, and have the ability 
to effectively articulate that vision in an inspirational manner. They are also seen to be 
engaging in exemplary acts that subordinates interpret as involving personal risk and 
sacrifice. In two case studies of improving Singapore secondary schools, Sharpe & 
Gopinathan (2000) observed that “…effective schools in Singapore are schools that foster 
innovation and risk taking, teacher participation in decision making and positive social 
relations” (p. 97). Teachers in Singapore reportedly also believe in the importance of 
these same characteristics of effective school leaders. In their study of the characteristics 
of effective schools in Singapore, Ho and Low (1997) reported that teachers perceive a 
good school as one where “the principal is understanding and approachable, perceptive, 
and sensitive, and one who leads the staff in the school’s vision and mission …, where 
the principal has foresight, is visionary and dares to make changes …, and where the 
principal and teachers share the same vision and work towards common goals”.  

 
In a “collectivist” society where the emphasis is on harmony like in Singapore, it is not 
surprising that principals (and teachers) consider to vision and articulation as important 
and relevant. As explained by Stott & Low (2000), “people in collectivist contexts put the 
aspirations of the group above their own needs, and they value the development of strong 
cohesive groups” (p. 104).  According to the authors, teachers voluntarily subscribe to the 
vision that is essentially determined by the principal. The authors believe that: “while 
expressions such as ‘shared vision’ and ‘common goals’ are used frequently, these only 
indicate that visions and goals have been set, and that organizational members should 
then commit themselves to them” (p.104). 
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The second research related to differences in the responses by school level. Figure 2 
compares primary and secondary school principals’ perceptions. Except for status quo, 
secondary level principals consistently attributed higher ratings to all other dimensions. 
However, t-tests performed on all pairs of means were not significant at the .05 level.  
 
According to the Conger & Kanungo (1994) model, charismatic leaders are different in 
that they are typically critical of the status quo, and are generally perceived as reformers 
or at least “not doing things in the normal way”. This dimension, which is a unique 
feature of the C-K scale, received a low rating by the principals. This finding possibly 
reflects the fact that, in the Singapore context, principals would not strongly challenge 
policies and directives emanating from the Ministry. As stated by Stott and Low (2000), 
“it is widely known that Singaporean principals are generally compliant” (p. 103). The 
participants in this study appear to value a task-directed role of the principal where the 
emphasis is on day-to-day operations and task accomplishment or, in other words, on 
maintaining the status quo! 
 
The third research question asked whether or not factors like experience as a school 
principal, tenure at a particular school, gender, age, and academic qualifications account 
for different perceptions of charismatic leadership. Applying t-tests and F-tests to all sets 
of means for the different groupings of subjects by demographic variables indicated that 
there are no significant differences in perceptions related to these factors, except for 
gender. 

 
Figure 3 compares responses by male and female principals. Comparisons for all the 
means for the six behavioral aspects of charismatic leadership showed a significant 
difference for the vision and articulation dimension. The leader’s ability to formulate and 
articulate an inspirational vision for the school is rated significantly higher by female 
principals (p < .05, t = 2.02; df = 92). Having vision, providing inspiring goals for the 
school, being able to motivate teachers by articulating the importance of what they do, 
generating new ideas, and being a skillful public speaker are aspects of this leadership 
dimension that, for some reason difficult to explain, are considered more important by 
women principals in exercising effective school leadership. 

 
Conclusion 

This study has shown that the following dimensions of charismatic leadership appear to 
be highly valued: being sensitive to environmental opportunities and constraints, being 
sensitive to teachers’ needs, and having the ability to effectively articulate and promote a 
vision for the school. Although not statistically significant, these aspects of school 
leadership behavior appear to receive stronger support form secondary school leaders. 
The ability to establish and articulate a school vision is particularly endorsed by female 
principals. 

 
The education system in Singapore has progressively shifted from an “inspectorate” 
hierarchical model (where authority and accountability are emphasised), to a “cluster”, 
and to a more “autonomous” model of operation.  Clearly, schools in Singapore are now 
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being granted more responsibility in the implementation of educational reforms. In the 
School Excellence Model, leadership is a major criterion examining how the school 
management system focuses on student learning and performance excellence, and how 
the school fulfils its responsibility to the community. But different school principals have 
different levels of capability to move towards greater autonomy and achieve higher levels 
of maturity and independence for their school. School-based management requires that 
charismatic and transformational strategies that rely on motivating teachers and students 
through values and a shared vision progressively replace hierarchical strategies. This is 
not to suggest that hierarchical top-down strategies that offer the promise of efficiency, 
control and predictable routines are not required, but research has shown that charismatic 
and transformational leaders are required to motivate and inspire teachers and students, 
particularly when the schools are going through large scale changes. These strategies 
provide a sense of purpose and meaning that can unite people in a common cause.  
  
If school leaders are increasingly defining themselves as change-agents, it is critical that 
they come to grips with the important and relevant aspects of charisma that are critical for 
successful change implementation in schools.  The findings from this study may have 
important implications for the development and renewal of current school principals and 
the training of teachers aspiring to such educational leadership roles. 
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 Figure 1: Principals’ perceptions of charismatic leadership characteristics relevant to 
school success 
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Figure 2. Dimensions of charismatic leadership: Comparison by school level 
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Figure 3. Dimensions of charismatic leadership: Comparison by gender  
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