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ABSTRACT 

Background: Transformational leadership style is positively associated with job satisfaction and retention 

of nursing staff. Although nurse administrators think themselves as transformational leaders’, this is not 

supported by their subordinates. 

Methodology: A 26 items self-completed questionnaire was completed by 30 head nurses, about their 

perception on the type of leadership they exercise.  

Results: 86.7% were female, 63.3% were 36-45 years’ old and a mean years being a head nurse 7.8 (+/-

5.03) years. The majority of participants considered that they are very sensitive, strict, correct, humble 

and “get things to the edges” for a better tomorrow. Female participants could take strict and unpleasant 

decisions easier than male (p <0.05), while older head nurses were less tolerant of mediocrity and poor 

performance than the younger ones (p <0.05). Also older head nurses said the truth and did practice 

transparency more than their younger counterparts (p<0.05). Head nurses who had more years of 

experience were willing to easily disagree (p <0.05). 

Conclusions: Majority of head nurses think they are righteous, humble and they have the guts to improve 

practice at any personal cost. The findings imply that they consider themselves as transformational 

leaders. Transformational characteristics are affected by age, gender and years of work experience as head 

nurses. 
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INTRODUCTION 

t is predicted that by 2010, nursing 

staff will be globally reduced by 20 

per cent 1.Trying to recruit nurses on 

nursing workforce all managerial and 

research efforts are made to identify, 

what nurses want from their leaders at a 

managerial level 2. Although all types of 

leadership are present in Nursing 

Administration the transformational type 

of leadership, is positively related with 

retention 3 and high job satisfaction of 

nursing staff 4-7. 

Realizing what Nursing Staff wants from 

their leaders, we should also investigate 

the perceptions of nurse leaders about 

their own managerial leadership styles. 

Despite that previous research shows 

that the majority of head nurses and 

managers think that they employ 

transformational leadership, studies on 

nursing staff’s perceptions indicate that 

head nurses overestimate their abilities. 

A possible explanation of this 

contradictory fact is considered, that 

nurse leaders are trying to share the 

same organizational policies with the 

Medical Organizations concerning the 

management of costs and productivity, 

thus failing to develop a 

transformational type of leadership to a 

transactional leadership8. 

According to Sellgren et al.,9  where was 

asked from managers and their 

subordinates to report the leadership 

style they believe that managers have, 

was observed that subordinates disagree 

almost totally with their managers’ 

opinion about their managerial 

leadership style. 

The theory of transformational and 

transactional leadership is one of the 

most famous theories concerning 

leadership and it was first introduced by 

James MacGregor Burns10. The 

transformational leaders influence the 

followers’ perceptions of what is 

important through 5 critical strategies 11: 

1) idealized influence or instilling 

employee pride in the leader’s vision and 

mission, 2) idealized or behavioral 

influence or using leader behaviors to 

demonstrate his/her values and mission 

to employees, 3) inspirational motivation 

by increasing staff’s awareness and 

acceptance of the desired mission, 4) 

intellectual stimulation by influencing 

followers to think in new ways, and 5) 

individualized consideration by 

mentoring followers or expressing 

appreciation when the mission and 

related goals are accomplished.   

I 
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In contrast, transactional leaders use 

exchange transactions to reward staff 

performance using 2 major strategies 4: 

1) contingent rewards by giving 

constructive recognition for the 

employees accomplishing the leader’s 

vision and 2) active management by 

exception by giving corrective feedback 

to ensure that specific delegated tasks 

are accomplished. 

 

Aims 

The two-fold aim of this pilot study is to 

investigate head nurses’ perceptions on 

their current managerial leadership 

behaviors and to evaluate a new 

psychometric questionnaire which can 

be used for measuring perceptions of 

head nurses regarding their leadership 

style. 

 

Material and Methods 

Between October and November 2008 a 

qualitative questionnaire was 

constructed based on the foreign and 

Greek literature and assessed to a total 

of 30 head nurses of Public General 

Hospitals in Greece. The questionnaire 

was in the Greek language and consisted 

of 26 questions. For the interpretation of 

data a Likert scale was used (1 – Not at 

all, 2 – A little, 3 – Moderate, 4 – Quite 

and 5 – Very much). Five groups of 

leader characteristics were assessed: 

1. Sensitivity about peoples 

(questions 1 – 4) 

2. Rigour (questions 5 – 7) 

3. Integrity (questions 8 – 10) 

4. Humility (questions 11 – 16) 

5. Having the guts to make changes 

for a better tomorrow (questions 

17 – 26) 

 

Statistical Analysis 

Data were analyzed using the Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences (version 

SPSS 13.0). The Fischer’s exact test was 

used, because of the small size of the 

sample, for the correlations of the data. 

The correlations were considered as 

statistically significant when p – value 

were less than 0.05 (p<0.05) 

Reliability 

The questionnaire reliability was 

estimated by measuring the internal 

consistency with the calculation of 

Cronbach’s Alpha (high correlations 

range between 0.7 – 0.9). 

 

Results 

In a total of 30 completed 

questionnaires, 86.7% were female (n = 

26) and 13.3% men (n = 4), 63.3% (n 

=19) of respondents were 36 – 45 years 

old, while 33.6% (n=10) were 46 – 55 

years old. All heads nurses had higher 

education but only 10% (n =3) had a 

postgraduate degree. Mean years of 
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experience in the position of head nurse 

were 7.8 (+/- 5.03) years. The 29.9% 

(n=12) questionnaires were from closed 

nursing departments while 68.8% (n = 

17) from open. It is noted that, the 

Intensive Care Unit, Surgery Theatre, 

Heamodialysis Unit and Laboratories are 

considered ‘closed’ nursing departments. 

The internal consistency reliability 

(Cronbach's Alpha) of the total 

questionnaire was found very high, a = 

0.8 and for each of the five subgroups it 

was found: Sensitivity: a=0.8, Rigor: a = 

0.6, Integrity: 0.7, Humility: 0.4 and 

“Getting to the edges”: 0.8). 

About the questions of sensitivity group 

the largest percentage (67.5%) of head 

nurses were self characterized as very 

sensitive and only 0.8% felt that had 

little sensitivity toward other peoples 

(Table 1). 

In the group of questions related to 

“rigour”, 44.4% believed they are quiet 

strict and 27.8% very strict. Only 6.6% 

considered themselves not strict at all 

(Table 2).  

In the group of questions that 

characterize the integrity ("correct" 

behavior), 27.8% think they have a quiet 

"right" behavior and 72.2% a very 

correct behaviour. None of them thing 

they don’t have a “correct” behavior 

(Table 3). Considering the characteristic 

of "humility" more than half (56.1%) 

characterize themselves as very humble, 

while 22.2% feel quiet humble. When the 

14.4% think that has little or no 

“humility” (Table 4).  

Finally the feature of “guts”, which 

characterizes the confidence and courage 

for making changes for a better 

tomorrow at any cost, we found that 

more than half (51.7%) believed they 

would risk very much for changes and 

only 3.3% wouldn’t risk at all or risk a 

little (Table 5). 

As far as gender is concerned, it was 

found that female head nurses take more 

tight and unpleasant decisions than male 

at a statistically significant level (p 

<0.05). It was also noted that older head 

nurses are less tolerant of mediocrity and 

poor performance at a statistically 

significant level (p <0,05). Similarly, 

older head nurses state that they say the 

truth and do practice transparency easier 

than younger head nurses (p <0.05). 

Comparing perceptions of open and 

closed section head nurses, head nurses 

of closed sections hesitate to risk for a 

better tomorrow comparing to open 

section head nurses (p <0.05). 

Comparing the years of experience, head 

nurses with more years at the leadership 

position were more like to be opposed to 



Quarterly scientific, online publication by Department of Nursing A’, 
Technological Educational Institute of Athens 

 

Page | 294  
Head nurse perceptions of their managerial leadership behaviours: a pilot study 

the so-called stereotypes and non-

debatable (p <0.05). 

 

Discussion 

According to literature, subordinates 

would like a clearer leadership behaviour 

and style from their managers 12,13 also 

they believe that managers overestimate 

their leadership skills 8,13,14 In our study 

more than 65% of head nurses think 

they are quit to very strict and majority 

of them would make changes for a better 

tomorrow at any personal cost. This can 

not be contradicted since their views are 

subjective and simply note what they 

think about themselves, but we can 

assume they exaggerate. Also, in the 

other four groups of our questionnaire, 

which characterize the leadership 

behavior, the majority of head nurses 

reported themselves as quit to very 

sensitive, strong, humble and integrity 

leader. 

The instrument which was used to our 

study explores the five most important 

elements of leadership and was found to 

have I high reliability so its use will be 

very useful for future studies  

Concluding we should note the 

limitations of the presented study. This 

effort is basically a pilot study of a future 

investigation, which will include a larger 

sample of head nurses and explore the 

perceptions of their subordinates about 

the same leadership characteristics, 

allowing a comparative research and 

giving the opportunity for a better 

interpretation of views and beliefs of 

both.  

Despite the limitations of this study, we 

must take note of their perceptions and 

what they think about their own 

behavior, because they are people who 

have an important role to the 

administration of the nursing 

organization and affect people’s lives and 

attitudes towards their profession. 

Head nurses play a crucial role in the 

administration of the nursing profession; 

thus, this study provides a useful insight 

into their perceptions regarding their 

leadership type they exercise. 
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ANNEX

Table 1: Percentages that reflect the leading characteristics of sensitivity toward people 

 Not at 

all 

A 

little 

Moderate Quite Very 

much 

Ι make people feel comfortable 

when they communicate with 

me. 

0% 3.3% 3.3% 43.3% 50.0% 

1) I respect the basic rights, needs 

and characteristics of my staff.  

0% 0% 0% 20% 80.0% 

My attitude towards my 

colleagues is kind, accessible, 

pleasant and humane. 

0% 0% 3.3% 26.7% 70.0% 

I sincerely care about the 

problems of my colleagues and I 

show it to them. 

0% 0% 3.3% 26.7% 70.0% 

 

Table 2: Percentages that reflect the leading characteristics of rigour 

 Not at 

all 

A 

little 

Moderate Quite Very 

much 

I am strict with consistency 

and lack of discipline of my 

colleagues. 

3.3% 0% 16.7% 43.3% 36.7% 

2) I do not tolerate mediocrity 

and poor performance of my 

staff and I show it to them. 

6.7% 10.0% 13.3% 43.3% 26.7% 

I do not hesitate to take tight 

and unpleasant decisions for 

10.0% 6.7% 16.7% 46.7% 20.0% 
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my staff when they are right. 

 

Table 3: Percentages that reflect the leading characteristics of Integrity 

 Not at 

all 

A 

little 

Moderat

e 

Quit

e 

Very 

much 

I am consistent, keep my 

promises and I mean what I 

say.  

0% 0% 0% 23.3

% 

76.7% 

3) I keep my values and beliefs 

and embody them to my daily 

practice. 

0% 0% 0% 20.0

% 

80.0% 

I always say the truth and do 

practice transparency. 

0% 0% 0% 40.0

% 

60.0% 

 

Table 4: Percentages that reflect the leading characteristic of humility 

 Not at all A 

little 

Moderate Quite Very 

much 

I behave to all by the logic of "I win – 

you win”. 

33.3% 13.3% 16.7% 13.3% 23.3% 

I take all my responsibilities, I 

acknowledge and apologize for my 

mistakes and my failures. 

0% 0% 0% 30.0% 70.0% 

I do not like blarney and show off. 23.3% 3.3% 3.3% 13.3% 56.7% 

I recognize my own weaknesses and 

abilities of others. 

0% 0% 3.3% 23.3% 73.3% 

I want and accept creative criticism. 0% 0% 6.7% 26.7% 66.7% 

I put the success of the hospital or 

department up to my personal 

success. 

10.0% 3.3% 13.3% 26.7% 46.7% 
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Table 5: Percentages that reflect the leading characteristics of “Guts” 

4)  Not at all A little Moderate Quite Very 

much 

5) I express comfortably my beliefs, 

values, ideas, opinions and I strongly 

support them. 

0% 3.3% 3.3% 33.3% 60.0% 

I am not afraid to sacrifice the 

certainty of today for a better 

tomorrow. 

3.3% 10.0% 16.7% 33.3% 36.7% 

When disagree, I say easily no and 

support my opinion with facts. 

0% 0% 10.0% 30.0% 60.0% 

I see the difficulties of reality as they 

are and face them. 

0% 0% 16.7% 30.0% 53.3% 

I do react and fight injustices, 

dishonesty and mediocrity. 

0% 0% 3.3% 33.3% 63.3% 

I do not hesitate to take unpopular 

and unpleasant decisions, when I 

think they are right.  

3.3% 0% 10.0% 40.0% 46.7% 

I do question the stereotypes, the 

accepted truths, the taboos and the 

non-debatable. 

3.3% 0% 16.7% 36.7% 40.0% 

I do not hesitate to have a measured 

risk and I am ready to face possible 

failures. 

3.3% 0% 6.7% 43.3% 46.7% 

I fight hard and with tenacity to 

achieve highest goals regardless of 

difficulties. 

0% 0% 6.7% 46.7% 46.7% 

I do not hesitate to accept my 

mistakes, take my responsibilities and 

apologize publicly. 

6.7% 0% 0% 30.0% 63.3% 

 


