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1 Introduction  

Leadership is widely recognized as a critical factor influencing school effectiveness, teaching quality, and 

organizational improvement. Within educational leadership research, transformational leadership has received 

considerable attention due to its emphasis on vision, motivation, and the development of human potential. 

Conceptualized by Burns (1978) and further developed by Bass (1985), transformational leadership extends beyond 
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Transformational leadership, characterized by vision, intellectual stimulation, individualized 
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transactional exchanges by inspiring shared goals, professional commitment, and continuous growth. In school 

contexts, principals’ transformational leadership has been linked to enhanced teacher motivation, collaboration, job 

satisfaction, and innovation (Hallinger, 2003; Bush, 2020).  

 

In contemporary educational systems, principals are increasingly expected to act as change agents who foster 

adaptive and collaborative learning environments. Transformational leadership offers a framework for 

understanding how school leaders influence teachers through idealized influence, inspirational motivation, 

intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass, 1985). Compared with more hierarchical or 

managerial leadership approaches, transformational leadership emphasizes collective purpose and professional 

empowerment, aligning leadership practices with school improvement goals.  

 

In China, the importance of school leadership has intensified amid ongoing educational reforms and rapid 

modernization. The New Curriculum Reform introduced in 2001 repositioned principals as key actors responsible 

for instructional leadership, teacher development, and curriculum improvement (Wang & Chan, 2015). These 

reform expectations resonate with transformational leadership principles; however, leadership practices in Chinese 

schools are embedded within sociocultural traditions shaped by Confucian values such as hierarchy, respect for 

authority, and collective harmony. This context creates a distinctive leadership environment in which 

transformational leadership is both enabled and constrained (Li, 2022).  

 

A growing body of empirical research has examined transformational leadership in Chinese educational settings, 

reporting positive associations with teacher collaboration, professional learning, job satisfaction, and innovative 

behavior (Zhang et al., 2022; Bao, 2024; Lei et al., 2024). Despite this expansion, the literature remains fragmented. 

Educational leadership studies represent only a limited portion of transformational leadership research in China, 

which has largely focused on organizational and business contexts (Li, 2022). Furthermore, many school-based 

studies rely predominantly on quantitative survey designs and Western-developed instruments, potentially limiting 

sensitivity to culturally embedded leadership practices (Fang & Yu, 2023).  

 

This methodological and conceptual concentration has restricted deeper understanding of how transformational 

leadership is interpreted and enacted within Chinese schools. In addition, limited attention has been given to the 

interaction between transformational leadership and China’s governance structure, where principals must balance 

centralized policy mandates with demands for school-level innovation and teacher empowerment (Spangler, 2016; 

Li et al., 2025).   Given these limitations, a systematic synthesis of existing research is needed. A systematic 

literature review enables the identification of dominant themes, theoretical perspectives, and research gaps across 

a dispersed body of studies (Snyder, 2019). Accordingly, this article systematically reviews the literature on 

principals’ transformational leadership in Chinese educational settings. The review aims to clarify how 

transformational leadership has been conceptualized and examined in relation to school improvement, teacher 

development, and educational reform in China, thereby contributing a more coherent and contextually grounded 

understanding of this leadership approach.  

 

2  Literature Review 

2.1 Transformational Leadership: Conceptual Foundations  

Transformational leadership has become a central framework in modern leadership studies, focusing on how 

leaders inspire, motivate, and transform followers to achieve higher levels of commitment and performance. Burns 

(1978) distinguished between transactional leadership, based on exchanges and rewards, and transformational 

leadership, in which leaders elevate followers’ motivation and ethical standards through shared vision and moral 

purpose. Transformational leaders engage followers beyond short-term gains, appealing to values and a collective 

sense of purpose. Bass (1985) expanded Burns’s conceptualization by operationalizing transformational leadership 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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into observable behaviors that enhance followers’ satisfaction, commitment, and performance. He emphasized that 

transformational and transactional leadership are complementary rather than mutually exclusive. 

Bass identified four core components, often called the “Four I’s”: Idealized Influence, acting as role 

models; Inspirational Motivation, communicating compelling visions; Intellectual Stimulation, encouraging 

critical thinking and innovation; and Individualized Consideration, supporting followers’ personal development 

(Bass & Avolio, 1994). These dimensions form a comprehensive framework for understanding leadership’s 

cognitive, emotional, and moral influence.  

 

The Full Range Leadership Model (FRLM), developed by Avolio and Bass (1995), integrates transformational, 

transactional, and laissez-faire leadership, situating transformational leadership as the most effective form of 

influence. Empirical studies show that transformational leadership positively impacts outcomes such as 

commitment, innovation, and performance (Judge & Piccolo, 2004; Walumbwa et al., 2008). Scholars also 

emphasize the importance of ethical grounding and authenticity, noting that transformational leadership is most 

effective when aligned with moral values and the greater good (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Avolio et al., 2004). Critiques 

of the theory highlight its leader-centric focus, potential cultural limitations, and reliance on perceptual 

measurement tools such as the MLQ (Antonakis, 2004; Yukl, 1999; Barling et al., 1996). Nonetheless, 

transformational leadership remains widely supported and adaptable, forming the foundation for related approaches 

such as servant, authentic, and distributed leadership (Northouse, 2021). Its emphasis on motivation, vision, and 

ethical influence has been applied successfully in organizational and educational contexts, demonstrating relevance 

across cultures and sectors (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Hallinger, 2003).  

 

2.2 Transformational Leadership in Educational Contexts  

Transformational leadership has been widely adapted to education, reflecting the understanding that effective 

school leadership requires more than administrative management. School leaders are expected to inspire teachers, 

shape professional culture, and promote continuous improvement (Leithwood & Poplin, 1992). In schools, 

transformational leadership focuses on fostering collaboration, supporting teacher development, and enhancing 

problem-solving and innovation (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Hallinger, 2003). A collaborative and professional 

school culture is central to this approach. Transformational leaders cultivate trust, shared values, and collective 

responsibility, enabling teachers to engage in professional dialogue, joint planning, and observation of each other’s 

practices (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Day et al., 2016). By modeling ethical behavior and commitment to the 

school’s vision, principals inspire staff to commit to common goals (Hallinger, 2003; Bush, 2020). Distributed 

leadership complements this process by sharing leadership responsibilities and empowering teachers 

to participate in decision-making (Harris, 2004; Liu et al., 2021).  

 

Teacher development is another critical dimension. Transformational principals align teachers’ professional growth 

with school goals, offering mentoring, feedback, and professional learning opportunities to strengthen self-efficacy 

and motivation (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Day & Sammons, 2016; Bandura, 1997; Bush, 

2020). Research in China shows that such leadership practices enhance job satisfaction, commitment, and 

professional trust among teachers (Liu et al., 2021).  

 

Finally, transformational leadership promotes problem-solving and innovation in schools. Through intellectual 

stimulation, principals encourage teachers to critically examine practices, experiment with new strategies, and 

collaborate on solutions (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Leithwood & Poplin, 1992). By fostering a psychologically safe 

environment, leaders support creativity and adaptability, which are essential for sustaining school improvement 

(Day et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2021). In sum, transformational school leadership integrates vision, moral purpose, 

and support for teachers to create collaborative, innovative, and professionally enriched school environments. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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These principles underpin the study of principals’ transformational leadership in the Chinese educational context, 

providing a theoretical foundation for the systematic review.  

 

3  Method 

This study employed a library-based research design to examine principals’ transformational leadership in China. 

Rather than collecting primary data, the research relied on secondary data from peer-reviewed journal articles 

published between 2010 and 2025. This approach allowed the study to synthesize existing theories and findings to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of transformational leadership in educational settings. The study followed 

an interpretivist perspective, focusing on understanding leadership as a relational and contextual process within 

Chinese schools. Data were collected from Scopus, ProQuest, and Google Scholar using keywords such as 

“transformational leadership,” “educational leadership in China,” “school principals,” and “teacher development.” 

The selection process followed a systematic procedure to ensure relevance and quality, including the removal of 

duplicates, screening of abstracts, and full-text review. Only studies that directly addressed transformational 

leadership in education and were published in peer-reviewed journals were included. The analysis was conducted 

using thematic analysis to identify key patterns and themes related to transformational leadership, teacher 

development, school culture, and innovation. Trustworthiness was ensured through careful documentation, reliance 

on credible sources, and transparent data interpretation. Although no primary data were collected, ethical standards 

were maintained by accurately citing all sources and presenting findings objectively.  

 

4  Results and Discussions 

This section presents the findings on the role of principals’ transformational leadership in Chinese schools, derived 

from a thematic synthesis of seven peer-reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2024. The analysis revealed 

that transformational leadership plays a critical role in shaping teacher professional growth, school culture, and 

innovation in teaching and learning. These findings are organized around three interrelated themes: (1) teacher 

professional growth and motivation, (2) school culture and organizational climate, and (3) innovation in teaching 

and learning outcomes.  

  

4.1 Teacher Professional Growth and Motivation  

Transformational leadership consistently emerged as a key mechanism for promoting teacher professional 

development and intrinsic motivation. Principals who exhibit transformational behaviors serve not only as 

administrators but also as mentors, visionaries, and moral guides. By demonstrating intellectual stimulation and 

inspirational motivation, principals encourage teachers to reflect on their practices, engage in lifelong learning, and 

actively participate in collaborative professional activities (Liu, Hallinger, & Feng, 2022; Zhang & Sun, 2024). 

This process enhances teachers’ professional identity and fosters a sense of purpose, aligning individual aspirations 

with collective school goals.  

 

Liu, Hallinger, and Feng (2022) highlighted that principals who cultivate professional learning communities create 

supportive environments in which teachers engage in peer observation, shared reflection, and joint problem-

solving. These activities build confidence, encourage risk-taking in instructional design, and enhance teachers’ 

readiness to adopt innovative practices. Similarly, Zhang and Sun (2024) demonstrated that transformational 

leadership strengthens teachers’ role identity and self-efficacy, which in turn improves engagement with inclusive 

pedagogical approaches. By attending to individual teacher needs through individualized consideration, principals 

enhance professional satisfaction and motivation, illustrating how the psychological and relational dimensions of 

transformational leadership function in practice.  

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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Li and Shi (2021) further emphasized that transformational leadership mitigates teacher burnout by fostering trust, 

recognition, and emotional commitment. Principals who provide support, acknowledge achievements, 

and maintain open communication create psychologically safe environments where teachers feel valued. This 

aligns with Deci and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination framework, suggesting that transformational leadership 

fulfills teachers’ intrinsic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Beyond individual benefits, these 

practices cultivate a collective professional ethos, where shared values and collaborative norms reinforce teacher 

development. Hallinger (2018) noted that such leadership promotes both intellectual and moral growth, combining 

instructional guidance with ethical exemplarity, a combination particularly aligned with Confucian educational 

principles emphasizing harmony, virtue, and collective responsibility (Wang & Chan, 2015).  

 

Moreover, transformational leadership supports teacher adaptability in the context of educational reform. Teachers 

under transformational principals demonstrate higher willingness to engage with curriculum modernization, digital 

integration, and reform-oriented initiatives (Liu et al., 2022; Zhang & Sun, 2024). By framing change as an 

opportunity rather than a constraint, principals reduce resistance and encourage proactive engagement. This 

highlights that transformational leadership in Chinese schools operates not only as a professional motivator but 

also as a strategic mechanism to navigate the demands of evolving educational policies and societal expectations.  

  

4.2 School Culture and Organizational Climate  

The literature indicates that transformational leadership profoundly shapes school culture and the organizational 

climate, fostering conditions that support collective learning, collaboration, and professional trust. Liu, Hallinger, 

and Feng (2022) found that transformational principals encourage professional learning communities, participatory 

decision-making, and reflective practices, which strengthen teachers’ sense of shared purpose and collective 

efficacy. These practices create a culture of openness, trust, and mutual support, enabling teachers to collaborate 

on instructional innovation and problem-solving. In the Chinese context, however, structural and cultural factors 

mediate the enactment of transformational leadership. Chen (2020) observed that hierarchical traditions and 

centralized decision-making often constrain participatory practices, requiring principals to balance innovation with 

adherence to established authority structures. Wang and Chan (2015) highlighted that accountability pressures, 

heavy administrative responsibilities, and national policy mandates may limit the extent to which principals can 

fully transform school culture. Despite these challenges, transformational leaders demonstrate creativity by 

contextualizing leadership principles to align with cultural norms, emphasizing moral integrity, collective 

responsibility, and relational trust (Li, 2020).  

 

The interplay between intellectual stimulation and moral leadership emerges as particularly salient. Principals who 

challenge teachers to reflect critically on their practices, encourage experimentation, and support collaborative 

inquiry foster environments where innovation becomes routine rather than exceptional (Liu et al., 2022). 

Simultaneously, individualized consideration reinforces trust and relational bonds, ensuring that teachers feel 

supported in their professional endeavors (Zhang & Sun, 2024). Hallinger (2018) noted that in East Asian 

educational systems, effective leadership integrates ethical guidance and relational commitment with strategic 

vision, a finding consistently reflected in the reviewed Chinese studies. Overall, the literature suggests that 

transformational leadership contributes to a positive school climate by embedding professional learning, ethical 

standards, and collective responsibility into organizational structures. Although structural constraints pose 

limitations, the relational and moral dimensions of transformational leadership provide a mechanism for fostering 

trust, agency, and shared commitment, which are essential for sustaining school improvement and professional 

development.  

  

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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4.3 Innovation in Teaching and Learning Outcomes  

Principals’ transformational leadership also plays a pivotal role in promoting innovation in teaching and learning. 

By articulating a clear vision, providing intellectual stimulation, and fostering trust, transformational leaders 

encourage teachers to experiment with instructional approaches, adopt student-centered strategies, and integrate 

technology into pedagogy (Hallinger & Liu, 2020; Zhang & Sun, 2024). Schools led by transformational principals 

report higher levels of collaboration, instructional experimentation, and adaptability to curricular 

reforms, demonstrating that leadership directly influences the capacity for pedagogical innovation.  Li and Shi 

(2021) emphasized that principals facilitate innovation by challenging teachers’ assumptions, promoting reflective 

practice, and supporting professional dialogue. This approach allows teachers to engage in project-based learning, 

interdisciplinary initiatives, and formative assessment strategies, positioning innovation as a professional inquiry 

rather than a compliance-driven task. Liu, Hallinger, and Feng (2022) highlighted that collective experimentation 

within professional learning communities reinforces both innovation and sustained professional growth. Teachers 

collaboratively design lessons, test new methods, and evaluate outcomes, creating feedback loops that embed 

innovation into school routines.  

 

Relational trust is central to this process. Chen (2020) noted that teachers are more willing to take instructional 

risks when they perceive support and recognition from transformational principals. Without such trust, innovative 

efforts often stall despite visionary guidance. Additionally, effective transformational leadership balances ambition 

with pragmatism: principals act as “cultural mediators,” gradually introducing reforms while aligning with national 

curriculum mandates and examination-oriented constraints (Hallinger & Liu, 2020). This dual role underscores that 

transformational leadership in China is both adaptive and culturally responsive, enabling innovation 

while maintaining organizational stability. Ultimately, transformational leadership contributes to enhanced student 

outcomes indirectly through teacher agency, instructional coherence, and collaborative professional cultures. 

Teachers motivated and supported by transformational principals are more likely to implement high-quality 

teaching strategies, integrate feedback, and align classroom activities with long-term learning goals (Li & Shi, 

2021). In this way, transformational leadership functions as a strategic lever for both pedagogical creativity and 

systemic improvement in Chinese educational contexts.  

  

4.4 Synthesis and Implications  

The synthesis of the seven reviewed studies highlights that principals’ transformational leadership in Chinese 

schools is a multidimensional and culturally embedded phenomenon. Across all studies, transformational 

leadership operates simultaneously at the individual, relational, and organizational levels, enhancing teacher 

motivation, fostering collaborative and ethical school cultures, and promoting innovation in teaching and learning. 

While global principles of transformational leadership provide a conceptual framework, the Chinese context shapes 

their enactment through moral guidance, relational trust, and adherence to hierarchical norms (Chen, 2020; Wang 

& Chan, 2015; Li, 2020). These findings have important implications for educational leadership in China. 

Principals must integrate vision, intellectual stimulation, individualized support, and moral exemplarity to drive 

teacher development, innovation, and school improvement. At the same time, structural constraints and cultural 

norms require leaders to be adaptive, contextually sensitive, and strategic in balancing reform initiatives with 

institutional expectations. Collectively, the evidence suggests that transformational leadership in Chinese schools 

is not merely a set of managerial techniques but a holistic approach that blends ethical, relational, and strategic 

dimensions to foster sustainable educational excellence.  

 

5 Conclusion 

This systematic literature review has examined the role of principals’ transformational leadership in Chinese 

educational settings, synthesizing findings from seven peer-reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2024. 

The review demonstrates that transformational leadership plays a significant role in enhancing teacher professional 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


 

 

IJEES. (2025) Vol: 1(4), 65-73 
 

Articles are published under the Creative Commons license 4.0 CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 

 
 

 P
a
g
e 
7

1
 

growth, shaping collaborative and trust-based school cultures, and promoting innovation in teaching and learning. 

Across the reviewed studies, principals who enact transformational leadership practices, such as articulating a 

shared vision, providing intellectual stimulation, offering individualized support, and modeling moral integrity, 

positively influence teachers’ motivation, professional identity, and engagement with educational reform. These 

leadership practices contribute indirectly to improved student outcomes by strengthening teacher agency, 

instructional quality, and collective professional learning. 

 

Importantly, the findings highlight that transformational leadership in China is not a direct replication of Western 

models but is culturally and contextually adapted. Confucian values emphasizing moral leadership, relational 

harmony, collective responsibility, and respect for hierarchy shape how transformational leadership is interpreted 

and enacted in schools. Principals operate within centralized governance structures and institutional constraints, 

requiring them to balance innovation with compliance and strategic sensitivity. This review underscores that 

effective transformational leadership in Chinese schools is holistic, integrating ethical guidance, relational trust, 

and strategic vision. Future research is encouraged to employ more qualitative and mixed-method approaches to 

capture culturally embedded leadership practices and to explore how transformational leadership interacts with 

policy implementation and long-term school improvement. Overall, this study contributes to a more nuanced and 

contextually grounded understanding of educational leadership in China, offering insights for policymakers and 

school leaders seeking sustainable and culturally responsive leadership practices. 
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