Transformational
Leadership: The Key to
Employee Engagement and
Commitment
By Joanne L. Smikle

Employee engagement— commitment, they are two sides
of the same coin. Building and sustaining the level of
commitment required to have a cadre of employees who are
fully engaged and excited about the mission and the work
of the enterprise requires thoughtful work on the part of
human resource professionals. This article identifies practical
strategies for using the principles of transformational
leadership to create commitment and, ultimately high levels
of engagement.
Defining the Terms
Before moving to application, let’s define the basic terms. The
Corporate Leadership Council provides a sound, acceptable
definition of employee engagement. In their 2004 paper on
the topic, they define it as “the extent to which employees
commit to something or someone in their organization, how
hard they work and how long they stay as a result of that
commitment.”
This naturally moves us to a definition of organizational
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commitment. There are many operational definitions of this
term. For the purposes of this article we will blend elements
of the two most widely accepted. In the 1970’s Porter et al.
explained organizational commitment in the context of
how individuals identify with and involve themselves in an
organization. That definition is still accepted and used. Meyer
& Allen define commitment as a mindset, a psychological
state reflecting separate components: desire, need and
obligation. They further break organizational commitment
into three components: affective, continuance and normative
commitment. Of the three, affective commitment is the most
desirable. It refers to an emotional attachment, identification
and involvement with an organization. Employees who hold a
strong affective commitment stay because they actually want
to be a part of that organization.
Transformational leadership is an especially interesting
concept that has not received enough attention from
practitioners. It has been studied by academics, but has yet
to be fully embraced by those of us in the trenches. Bernard
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Bass is the foremost theorist on this approach to leadership.
He states that it happens when leaders both broaden and raise
the interests of employees, build awareness and acceptance of
the purpose and mission of the group, and move employees
from self-interest group interest. Transformational leadership
has four key elements: idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration.
The Four I’s
The four elements of transformational leadership, when
consistently utilized, have the potential to build engagement
and commitment. Before exploring the application of each
element, it is important to define them. Confidence-building
is the ultimate goal of idealized influence. The leader uses this
skill to build confidence in themselves and the organization.
This extends to building confidence in the organization’s
mission and vision. It encompasses a leader’s capacity to act
based on their values, beliefs, and ideals. Further, idealized
influence addresses whether the leader is viewed as both
confident and committed to noble ideals.
Inspirational motivation prompts followers to behave in a
manner deemed acceptable and appropriate. Leaders must
constantly stimulate action so that others follow their ideas
and ideals. This element seeks to build enthusiasm by creating
meaningful challenges, promoting workforce cohesion and
continuing to inspire confidence. Inspirational motivation
involves identifying successes, promoting collaboration,
demonstrating optimism, enthusiasm and energy.
Innovation, creativity, and a new way of considering problems
emerge from intellectual stimulation. This element encourages
curiosity, questioning and the emergence of new ideas. The
goals include creativity and inventiveness.
Individualized consideration involves being attuned to the
needs of followers. Transformational leaders use this element
to include followers in change processes. These leaders pay
attention to follower’s skills, abilities, values and interests.
Why the Four I’s Matter & How They Work
As we consider each of the four elements it is fairly obvious
why they are of vital importance to HR professionals who
not only want to ad value, but also become stronger strategic
partners in the upper echelons of the enterprise. It stands
to reason that a leader who can employ these tools will be a
role model for others. Case in point, Ed, the HR manager of
a professional association, seems almost like a zealot for the
organization, its mission and members. He genuinely believes
that their mission to enrich, inform and elevate their members
is second to none. He gets excited about opportunities to
support staff in their work to meet member needs. While Ed
definitely takes some teasing from his peers, he embodies
idealized influence. People see the mission of the association
through him. They see a leader who has committed to
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something larger than himself and have greater confidence
in their employer because of his behavior. While he is not
the most senior person on the HR team, he reports to a
director, some would argue that he is the most influential.
Motivation can be the toughest job for any leader in any
organization. It is especially difficult for HR people who
often have to deliver bad news. Yet, motivation is essential.
It is not simply wearing t-shirts with catchy company
slogans or having a plastered on smile at company invents.
Kevin, a training manager for a community credit union,
has mastered inspirational motivation. He is fond of saying
that he and his team are not just there to deliver learning,
they are they to inspire exploration. As a result, he insists
that training be challenging, fun and very interactive. He
believes didactic learning is the kiss of death for adults and
sufficiently engages employees in their learning. Kevin also
uses many different learning modalities to prevent boredom
and stagnation. His own behavior is such that it is obvious
how much he cares about the credit union, its employees
and members.
Blaine manages the organizational learning and
organizational development function for a financial services
firm. She readily admits that her own ceaseless intellectual
curiosity led her to get two master’s degrees and then a
doctorate. She has always recognized how important it is
to make the desire to learn contagious. As a result, she has
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naturally mastered intellectual stimulation. When her team
is asked to support a business unit in addressing a particular
issue they begin their process by sitting with the client and
asking a series of out-of-the-box “what if ” questions. This
positions them as people who are interested in exploring a
wider range of options for solutions than typically imagined
in a stodgy financial services firm. Blaine also sends her
team out for learning from vastly different disciplines. She
encourages them to find seminars, conferences and other
learning opportunities in the arts, sciences and social
sciences. She contends that this makes them more wellrounded and better able to propose innovative solutions.
Deborah is the HR Vice President of a consulting firm
specializing in federal contracting. She does a superb job
modeling individualized consideration. She devotes more of
her monthly staff meetings to listening than to talking. She
has implemented Individual Development Plans for everyone
on her team. Rather than just letting the plans get dusty on a
shelf, she meets with her direct reports quarterly to discuss
their progress on their plans. She requires them to do the
same for their team members. This has served to create a
culture where the focus is on individual growth in a very
structured, thoughtful manner.
Each of these leaders displays a different element of
transformational leadership yet the outcomes are similar.
They all use themselves to engage others and build
deeper commitments to their organizations. They also
use themselves as examples of the values desired in their
organizations. Skillful self-management, one of the key
elements of emotional intelligence, is something leaders must
be conscious of in order to maximize their efforts.

Summary
Building engagement and commitment can be done
with concentrated focus on using the principles of
transformational leadership. This approach provides a
framework for engaging hearts and minds. It provides a way
to build and leverage commitment to the organization and its
aims. The Four I’s can be used by any HR leader, in any role,
in any industry. The challenge is deciding where to begin and
then making the conscious effort to employ the principles
consistently.
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