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cultural leadership literature and suggest avenues for future developments on both 

empirical and conceptual fronts. 

Research Design & Methods: The paper performs a comprehensive review of the 

cross-cultural leadership literature with a particular focus on the emergence and effects 

of culturally congruent leadership. The paper identifies gaps and suggests a sequence 

of steps for future research. 

Findings: The major focus of cross-cultural leadership studies has been on the meas-

urement and description of relationships and research within this area has generally 

paid less attention to addressing other important issues such as cultural value effects 

across levels, interaction between individual and societal values, and the way culture-

leadership congruity is produced and its effects are transmitted. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cross-cultural leadership research has long recognized the importance of understanding 

cultural differences in the leadership process. Many such studies have stressed strong con-

nection between leadership factors and societal norms and values (Hofstede, 1980b; 

House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004; Javidan & House, 2001; Pillai, Scandura 

& Williams, 1999; Scandura & Dorfman, 2004). The findings of many empirical studies re-

veal that leaders tend to behave in a manner that is consistent with the expectations of 

their respective societies, and the congruency between leadership behaviours and the so-

cietal norms and expectations is an important determinant of the leadership success (Dorf-

man, Sully de Luque, Hanges, & Javidan, 2010). Together, the research findings within this 

area lend credence to the culture specific view of leadership by showing culture as a causal 

variable affecting the level of leader behaviors and its role as a moderator of leadership 

effects (Elenkov & Manev, 2005; Geletkanycz, 1997; Offerman & Hellmann, 1997). 

However, the major focus of cross-cultural leadership studies has been on the meas-

urement and description of relationships. Research within this area has generally paid less 

attention to addressing other important issues such as cultural value effects across levels, 

interaction between individual and societal values, and the way culture-leadership con-

gruity is produced. Given the current state of the literature, there are several opportuni-

ties for extending our understanding of the link between cultural values and leadership on 

both empirical and conceptual fronts. 

This paper attempts to provide a critical assessment of the field and suggests a se-

quence of steps for future research. The paper begins with a brief discussion of the societal 

and individual level conceptualizations of culture. This section provides the backdrop for 

subsequent discussions by illustrating the complexity of the concept of culture. Then the 

nature of the relationship between culture and leadership is considered, followed by 

a brief review of research on direct effects of culture on the behaviours exhibited by lead-

ers and culture as a moderator of leadership effects. Thereafter, the importance of ad-

dressing relationships across levels is highlighted, followed by a discussion on the interac-

tion. The word should be interaction between individual and societal level cultural values. 

The final section discusses research on the processes through which culturally congruent 

leadership is produced, and how culturally congruent leadership effects are realized in 

terms of leader effectiveness. The paper concludes with an indication of gaps in the exist-

ing literature and suggests potential avenues for future developments. 

REVIEW AND ASSESSMENT OF LITERATURE 

Culture: Meaning and Levels of Conceptualization 

Societal-Level Conceptualization of Culture 

Culture is a variously defined concept, but generally it is argued that culture comprises 

shared values and conceptions that come into being as a consequence of the common 

experiences of members of different social groups (House et al., 1999). According to Pe-

terson and Anand (2004), culture consists of a relatively stable set of inner values and be-

liefs generally held by collectives in countries or regions and these inner values leave clear 

imprints on the people’s outward behaviours and environment. According to Hofstede, 



The Emergence and Effects of Culturally Congruent Leadership: Current … | 163

 

i.e. (1980a) culture refers to observable patterns of cognitive structures that are unique to 

different social groups and are shaped by individuals’ collective experiences. To the extent 

that individuals share common experiences, they will develop similar cognitive and behav-

ioural profiles. 

Cross-cultural studies have divergent views on the definition of culture, but there is 

a broad consensus among scholars that culture is a system of shared values that guide 

behaviour and provide a means for constructing and attributing meaning (Hofstede, 

1980a; House et al., 2004; Schwartz, 1994). These studies suggest that societal cultures 

have unique characteristics and they differ from one another along certain value dimen-

sions (e.g., Hofstede, 1980a). These value dimensions are seen as representing the socially 

shared ideas of what is desirable or good and right in a society (Smith & Schwartz, 1997). 

Several researchers have proposed dimensions of societal culture (House et al., 2004; In-

glehart & Baker, 2000; Schwartz, 1994; Trompenaars, 1993), however, Hofstede’s (1980a, 

2001) cultural framework has become the most dominant of all cultural classifications. The 

cultural framework developed by Hofstede (1980a) consists of five dimensions: individu-

alism-collectivism, power distance (PD), uncertainty avoidance (UA), masculinity-feminin-

ity, and future orientation. Earlier studies argue that Hofstede’s framework has had far 

greater impact than other conceptualizations (Sivakumar & Nakata, 2001), and research-

ers have used it as the primary theoretical perspective to understand cultural differences 

because of its clarity and parsimony (Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2006). 

The GLOBE (House et al., 1999, 2004) study operationalized nine cultural value dimen-

sions: the first seven dimensions, i.e., UA, PD, collectivism-individualism, gender egalitari-

anism, assertiveness and future orientation have their roots in the dimensions of culture 

posited by Hofstede (1980a). The authors identified humane orientation and performance 

orientation as two additional dimensions. Unlike Hofstede, House et al. (1999, 2004) as-

sessed collectivism-individualism values using in-group collectivism dimension and institu-

tional collectivism dimension. Moreover, they substituted Hofstede’s masculinity-feminin-

ity dimension with two cultural dimensions labelled as gender egalitarianism and asser-

tiveness. 

Schwartz (1994) offered yet another conceptualization of how societal cultures vary 

in terms of their shared values. He theorized three sets of bi-polar dimensions of societal 

culture: embeddedness versus autonomy, hierarchy versus egalitarianism, and mastery 

versus harmony. Hofstede’s and Schwartz’s conceptualizations of societal culture show 

considerable convergence, with Schwartz’s perspective and research magnifying Hof-

stede’s conclusions rather than refuting them (Smith, Bond, & Kagitcibasi, 2006). 

The values-based framework has generally been favored to understand cultural char-

acteristics of societies, but other researchers (Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006; Gelfand et 

al., 2011) have taken a different approach. Gelfand and colleagues define societal culture 

in terms of tightness and looseness. The authors argue that societies’ values and practices 

may help capture cultural differences, but the strength of social norms within societies 

and the societies’ strength of sanctioning may offer a deeper understanding of cultural 

phenomena. 

A Bi-Level Analysis of Culture 

The conventional approach to measuring cultures is to capture individual responses on 

different cultural value dimensions and then aggregating them to the country-level scores. 
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However, several other studies have called for an approach that embodies the assessment 

of cultural variables at the individual level (Sharma, 2010; Tyler, Lind, & Huo, 2000) as 

manifested in the strength of a person’s adherence to different cultural dimensions (Pat-

terson, Cowley, & Prasongsukarn, 2006; Triandis, 1995). According to Triandis (1995), the 

macro level cultural dimensions have an individual analogue meaning that the cultural 

syndromes evidenced at societal level may also manifest themselves at the individual 

level. 

Researchers who advocate an individual level analysis of cultural values contend that 

utilizing only a country level approach does not capture intra-cultural variations that inev-

itably exist in every culture (Au & Cheung, 2004; Matsumoto 2003; Ralston et al., 2009; 

Realo 2003; Straub, Loch, Evaristo, Karahanna, & Srite, 2002). However, neither of the ap-

proaches provide a comprehensive framework for appreciating individual level behavior. 

The appropriate way may be to conceptualize culture at both societal and individual level. 

The societal level conceptualization of culture cannot not be rejected because culture in 

a national society plays an important function in organizing collective life by providing so-

lutions to the problems of everyday activities (Baldwin, Faulkner, Hecht, & Lindsley, 2006). 

It guides individuals by reducing the number of available interpretations of an event or 

person and in this way it gives order to the world. Individuals are constrained by societal 

culture in so far that in order to be accepted as group members, they need to conform to 

cultural standards, which reinforce learning and internalization of cultural values. Shared 

values are general guidelines that regulate the behaviour of members of a society, so that 

collective life is organized and individuals interact more smoothly (Smith & Schwartz, 

1997). However, individual members of a culture may not harbour cultural values to the 

same degree; their individual cultural orientations might be either congruent or discrepant 

with the larger societal culture in which they live. Thus, applying cultural typology at the 

individual level is reasonable because cultural dimensions may have an individual analogy 

(Triandis, 1995), and the values of an individual person may be identified in terms of the 

selected dimensions of culture (Donthu & Yoo, 1998). 

Culture and Leadership Interface 

Universal and Culture Specific Views of Leadership 

Leadership has been one of the most extensively studied topics in organizational research 

(Yukl, 1994), yet there remains a lack of consensus among scholars as to whether leader-

ship processes are universal or reflect the culture in which they are found. Those who 

subscribe to a universal perspective consider leadership as a universal phenomenon, 

meaning that the core leadership concepts and processes are generalizable across cultures 

(Bass, 1985, 1997). Such a transcultural approach assumes that the key concepts of lead-

ership will be similar across societies. Bass (1997) takes a universal position regarding the 

applicability of transformational leadership and suggests that such leadership will be con-

ducive to better follower outcomes in both Western and non-Western setting. The notion 

of the generalizability of transformational leadership across cultures is partly supported 

by empirical evidence. For example, the findings of a few studies on leadership in Asian 

societies show that transformational leadership is linked to positive employee outcomes 

in Asia just as in Western countries (Bai, Li, & Xi, 2012; Ishikawa, 2012). 
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At the same time, there is a substantial volume of cross-cultural leadership literature 

that underscores the importance of the influence of national culture on leadership pro-

cesses (Casimir, Waldman, Bartram, & Yang, 2006; Hofstede, 1993; House et al., 1997; 

Javidan & House, 2001; Pillai et al., 1999; Scandura & Dorfman, 2004; Shackleton & Ali, 

1990). This body of research has dwarfed the universal perspective of leadership by show-

ing that leader values, attitudes, behaviours, and efficacy differ across societal cultures 

(Boyacigiller & Adler, 1991; Hofstede, 1980b). The claim that there are differences in lead-

ership and managerial processes is founded on the assertion that societal norms and val-

ues influence the behaviour of individuals, groups, and organizations within societies on 

one hand, and the degree to which such behaviours are viewed as legitimate, acceptable, 

and effective on the other (Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1995). 

Cross-cultural leadership research suggests a strong linkage between culture and lead-

ership processes in that cultural forces influence the choice of behaviours exhibited by 

leaders and the effects of leadership. It has been argued that leader behaviours reflective 

of collective values tend to be more acceptable and effective than behaviours that repre-

sent conflicting values (Dorfman et al., 2012; Dorfman et al., 2010; Javidan et al., 2006; 

Javidan & House, 2001). For example, managers in Asia place a strong emphasis on pater-

nalistic behaviour and group-oriented activities (Dorfman & Howell, 1988; Schweiger, 

Sandberg, & Ragan, 1986), which is consistent with paternalistic power distance and in-

group collectivist values in Asian societies. Likewise, employees in gender egalitarian and 

low power distance societies tend to be more receptive to leader behaviours that are con-

gruent with high scores on these dimensions (House et al., 2004).  

There are certain other studies (Dorfman et al., 1997; Fu & Yukl, 2000; Javidan & Carl, 

2005) that hold that both universal and culture specific perspectives are valid in the study 

of leadership across societies. These studies point out that universal leader behaviours 

exist, but certain leadership behaviours are more preferred than others in certain socie-

ties. Together, the above studies underscore the importance of understanding cultural dif-

ferences in the leadership process.  

Societal-Level Effects 

The culture specific leadership view describes national culture as an important contextual 

factor that could directly influence the leadership process (Ardichvili & Kuchinke, 2002; 

Brodbeck et al., 2000). Several studies argue that there is a direct effect of culture on lead-

ership styles (Fu & Yukl, 2000; Hanges, Lord, & Dickson, 2000; House et al., 1997; Smith 

& Peterson, 1988).  

Based on a comprehensive literature review, Triandis (1994) concluded that cultural 

values could strongly influence the optimum leadership profile in a country. The author 

noted that employees in countries characterized by individualist values have a strong pref-

erence for freedom and autonomy, while employees in collectivist cultures favour in-

group harmony and security. Offerman and Hellmann (1997), in their study based on sur-

vey data representing 39 different countries, found that PD had a negative relationship 

with leader behaviours related to team building, delegation, approachability and leader 

communication; and UA had a positive link with leader control but was negatively related 

to other behaviours such as delegation and approachability. In a sample of middle manag-

ers representing 54 countries, House et al. (1999) found that collectivism had a positive 

association with team-oriented leadership, and UA and PD were negatively related to 
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leader participative behaviour. A recent study on cultural tightness-looseness and percep-

tions of effective leadership revealed that cultural tightness is positively associated to the 

endorsement of autonomous leadership and negatively related to the endorsement of 

charismatic and team leadership (Aktas, Gelfand & Hanges, 2015) 

Cross-cultural leadership studies have also recognized that cultural differences may 

enhance or diminish the impact of leadership styles on employee outcomes (Elenkov, 

1998; Elenkov & Manev, 2005; Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 1997; Javidan et al., 2006). 

This argument suggests that employees with diverse cultural backgrounds tend to react 

differently to different aspects of the job (Robert, Probst, Martocchio, Drasgow, & Lawler, 

2000) and the success of leadership is dependent on an appropriate fit between leadership 

factors and the norms and values prevalent in a society (Dorfman et al., 2010). The under-

lying premise for this research is that values associated with a society’s culture can shape 

beliefs about what behaviours, styles, skills, and personality traits characterize effective 

leadership (Javidan et al., 2006). Thus, followers’ receptivity to certain leadership styles 

may be contingent upon the cultural context within which leadership is enacted (Gelfand, 

Bhawuk, Nishii, & Bechtold, 2004). The findings of many cross-cultural leadership studies 

underscore the importance of fit between national culture and leadership. Based on his 

findings of a cross-cultural study, Elenkov (1998) argues that leadership behaviours are 

differentially acceptable and effective across cultures. The author suggests that people in 

egalitarian societies tend to prefer participative leadership, while in a high PD context, 

authoritarian and directive leadership is likely to be more acceptable and effective. 

Individual-Level Effects 

The majority of studies that have addressed the main effects of culture on leadership tend 

to relate leadership to shared rather than individual-level values. The expectation of link 

between individual-level values and leadership is founded on the premise that individuals 

are not just cultural robots. Even within each society, there is a range of value profiles that 

reflect individual idiosyncrasies such as heritage, personal and professional affiliations and 

socioeconomic level (Schwartz & Bardi, 2001). The key values that are important to a per-

son help him/her perceive a situation, and he/she will interpret and react to a given situ-

ation in the light of the priorities assigned to various values (Schwartz, 1996). Thus, it is 

increasingly insightful to identify individual differences among managers in the degree to 

which leadership styles can be traced to differences in individual level cultural orienta-

tions. There is a scarce number of studies that have examined the direct effect of individual 

level cultural values on leadership. For instance, Chan and Drasgow (2001) investigated 

the connections between horizontal individualism and vertical individualism and various 

dimensions of motivation to lead using samples of military recruits and junior college stu-

dents in the US and Singapore. In a similar vein, Pillai and Meindl, (1998) examined the 

relationship between individual level collectivist values and leaders’ charismatic behaviour 

and found that collectivism and charismatic leadership had a positive relationship. 

Contrary to the prevailing wisdom to alter leadership behaviours to fit the cultural 

profile of a particular country in which leadership is performed, a few studies show evi-

dence for the notion that follower individual level cultural values play an important role in 

the relationship between leadership and follower outcomes (Nahum-Shani & Somech, 

2011; Walumbwa & Lawler, 2003). This research indicates that individual level cultural val-

ues act as potential facilitators or barriers for leadership effects by influencing follower 
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positive or negative evaluation of different leadership behaviours (Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 

2007; Rubin, Munz, & Bommer, 2005; Walumbwa, Lawler, & Avolio, 2007; Wasti, 2003). 

Accordingly, it has been suggested that the degree to which leadership behaviour is con-

ducive to follower positive outcomes depends to a greater extent on the congruity of such 

behaviour with a follower’s cultural orientation (Walumbwa et al., 2007). Thus, to elicit 

positive reactions from followers, leaders need to learn how followers’ individual level cul-

tural values shape their reactions to leadership (Kirkman et al., 2009; Mustafa & Lines, 

2014). 

Cross-Level and Interaction Effects of Culture 

Cross-Level Effects 

The importance of the main effects of culture on the leadership process has been well 

recognized by the previous research (Offerman & Hellmann, 1997; Scandura & Dorfman, 

2004). However, previous studies on cross-cultural leadership have generally not offered 

a clear explication of the issues related to levels of analysis (Yammarino, Dionne, Chun, 

& Dansereau, 2005). In cross-cultural leadership research, it is quite uncommon to inves-

tigate relationships from a cross-level perspective in a single study. For instance, the link 

between culture and leaders’ innovative behaviours has been examined only at the coun-

try level (Elenkov & Manev, 2005). Societal level culture may be related to innovative be-

haviours, but values at individual level might have stronger implications for such behav-

iours. The reason for this is that values that are related to one’s freedom of thought, cre-

ativity and intellectual stimulation may be strongly influenced by personal idiosyncrasies 

such as intellectual capacities (Sternberg, 1999), and personality and social standing of the 

family (McCrae & Costa, 1997) rather than by cultural norms. Although there might be 

societal norms in pursuing such activities, these norms may not entail strong societal judg-

ments (Fisher, 2006). 

Likewise, in many recent studies, the impact of collectivism and traditional values on 

leadership effects has been examined only at the individual level (Spreitzer, Perttula, 

& Xin, 2005). Collectivist and traditional values may have implications for leadership at the 

individual level, given that every cultural dimension is likely to have an individual analogue 

(Triandis, 1995). But, investigating societal level effects is important because norms guid-

ing individual affect and behaviour often develop at societal level. For instance, tradition-

ality captures deference to authority originating from a societal frame of reference, carry-

ing many cultural and moral overtones (Farh, Hackett, & Liang, 2007). Traditional values 

reflect a moral obligation to fulfil the normative expectations of a prescribed role to pre-

serve social harmony and advance collective interests (Schwartz, 1992). Like traditionality, 

collectivism also originates from a broader societal and familial frame of reference. Indi-

viduals in collectivist cultures are more attentive to the behavioural demands of the soci-

ety and in order to gain social acceptance they engage in behaviours that are less discrep-

ant from other societal members (Yaveroglu & Donthu 2002). According to Bontempo and 

Rivero (1992), societal norms are more effective than individual values in predicting be-

haviour in collectivist cultures. The above suggests that societal culture will have a pro-

nounced effect on individual behaviour in cultural contexts where values are more tradi-

tional and collectivist. 

Culture can also have implications for leadership at both societal and individual levels 

of analysis. For instance, in masculine societies, high performance and achievement are 
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strongly emphasized (Kale & Barnes, 1992), and people who are less success-oriented are 

likely to be exploited. Thus, in relation to masculinity, it is important to fit in with the cul-

turally dominant values to some degree. At the same time, it has been argued that mas-

culinity, which reflects motives for success and advancement, is also manifest at the indi-

vidual level (e.g., Spence, 1983; Mustafa & Lines, 2014). Likewise, societal level PD has 

been argued to have a predictive ability on leadership processes (Hofstede, 1980a). Dorf-

man et al. (2012) contend that in cultures characterized by hierarchical values, employees 

are more accepting of leadership styles that involve issuing directives instead of consulting 

and empowering subordinates. Research by Kirkman et al. (2009) suggests that employee 

individual values regarding hierarchy in organizations exert a strong influence in shaping 

their reactions to their leaders’ behaviours. 

Interaction between Societal and Individual-Level Values 

Individuals in all national societies encounter issues of conflicts and compatibilities be-

tween their individual value priorities and the values that are espoused at the societal 

level. National culture might encourage the activation of values that are in line with the 

cultural profile of the country, whereas values that run counter to those cultural priorities 

are discouraged (Schwartz, 1994). Smith and Schwartz (1997) contend that national cul-

ture influences the magnitude of the effects of individual values. Yielding to normative 

pressure even when a behaviour is not consistent with one’s individually held values, 

weakens the value-behaviour relationship (Bardi & Schwartz, 2003). According to Molinsky 

(2007), norms for a behaviour in a national society facilitate or make it impossible for an 

individual to act in a manner that corresponds to his or her personal value system. Taras, 

Kirkman, and Steel (2010) take a different line of reasoning to explain the effects of cul-

tural values under different societal conditions. In their meta-analysis, the authors noted 

that cultural tightness strengthened the relationship between cultural values and out-

comes for culturally tighter rather than culturally looser societies. Referring to such a mod-

erating effect by cultural tightness, the authors contend that this is because of the lower 

flexibility afforded by tighter societies to its members in the expression of their cultural 

values and outcomes (Gelfand, Nishii, & Raver, 2006) 

The above studies provide a basis for suggesting that societal culture has the capacity 

to weaken or strengthen the relationship between individual values and behaviours, but 

their analyses focus on general categories of behaviours and do not investigate the inter-

play between leaders’ individual-level values and societal culture. The effects of individual 

values are likely to be amplified when these correspond to particular societies’ cultural 

characteristics. Such an accentuation might be due in part to a parallelism between leader 

individual values and the societal context and the cues that are provided and maintained 

in the societal context. This suggests that when a leader’s personal values are consistent 

with societal norms, the society in which one enacts leadership will encourage the activa-

tion of such values, and the behavioural demands in the society will facilitate him/her to 

behave both appropriately and in accordance with his or her core system of values (Mo-

linsky, 2007). On the other hand, when a leader’s individually held values are inconsistent 

with the societal norms—that is, when the behaviour the leader must enact in order to act 

according to societal expectations conflicts with individual values—the individual effects 

are less likely be accentuated. For example, the effects of allocentric values will be ampli-
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fied in collectivist societies because allocentric characteristics are more likely to be mir-

rored in other societal members and thus reinforced or activated in a more collectivist 

societal context. Likewise, the effects of an individual orientation to UA orientation are 

more likely in societal contexts characterized by high UA, because such contexts provide 

few cues beneficial to novelty and experimentation, yet offer ample cues that activate risk-

avoiding tendencies. 

Leader-Society Congruence 

Over the last few decades, considerable research effort has been invested into under-

standing the ways through which culture can have an impact on leadership. Several studies 

argue that there is a direct effect of culture on leadership, suggesting that societal mem-

bers internalize cultural values as they grow up in their cultures (Hanges, Lord, & Dickson, 

2000; Smith & Peterson 1988). Cultural values and norms specify what behaviours are de-

sirable for members of the culture in their relationships with others and, as such, culture 

also restricts the options of appropriate behaviours and actions available to leaders 

(Swidler, 1986; Yukl, 2006). 

There are, however a few studies (House et al., 1997; House et al., 2004; Mustafa and 

Lines, 2013a) that have suggested various intervening processes through which the effects 

of societal culture are realized in terms of culturally congruent leadership. House et al 

(2004) argued that an important route via which culture may influence leadership is 

through its effects on the implicit leadership theories held by members of the society (Jav-

idan & Carl, 2005; Lord & Maher, 1991). House and colleagues showed that individuals in 

a society tend to develop a common implicit theory of leadership that is a set of attributes 

and expectations used as parameters to evaluate their leaders. Thus, people in a particular 

culture are likely to develop a collective agreement on effective and ineffective leadership 

processes. Such agreements turn into social influences for the members to produce cer-

tain behavioural orientations (House et al., 1997), and as such, leaders tend to engage in 

behaviours that align with the respective societies’ expectations (Dorfman, Sully de Luque, 

Hanges, & Javidan, 2010). 

Mustafa and Lines (2013a) suggest that the effects of societal values on leadership are 

mediated through processes such as value internalization, experiential learning and exter-

nal regulation. These processes include an internal drive exerted by a leader’s individual 

values to behave according to the norms and expectations of the native national culture; 

a leader’s gradual learning of followers’ values and developing behavioural alternatives 

consistent with followers’ value systems; and a leader’s behaving appropriately in re-

sponse to the legitimizing effects of the society in which the leadership is enacted. In ad-

dition to proposing a culture-leadership link driven by the above processes, the study also 

explores the indirect effects of societal culture. It suggests that cultural value dimensions 

may exert influence on leadership-cultural congruity through interaction with the mediat-

ing processes and the strength of such congruity may vary in different cultural settings. 

The above studies offer deep insights into how leadership styles become congruent 

with societies’ culture, but for a more in-depth understanding of such congruency the ra-

tionales suggested need more theoretical density and conceptual clarity. For instance, 

House et al (2004) provide the justification that leaders tend to act in ways that match the 

expectations of their respective societies, because being members of the same society 

they share the group’s implicit criteria for distinguishing between effective and ineffective 
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leader attributes. This process may yield valid mental representations of follower values 

to the extent that leaders are similar to followers in this respect. One might expect 

a shared categorization process among the people of a particular society because they are 

socialized to fit in with the cultural milieu in which they are embedded. Likewise, one of 

the mechanisms suggested by Mustafa and Lines (2013a) is an experiential learning pro-

cess by which leaders are thought to explore followers’ values by observing their reactions, 

and subsequently develop behavioural alternatives presumed to be consistent with these 

value systems. Research on the formation and updating of implicit theories, in particular 

implicit person theories, indicates that this view is overly optimistic. Also the broader lit-

erature on learning in organizations has identified several ways in which known precondi-

tions for the generation of valid knowledge often are violated in organizational settings 

(e.g., March & Olsen, 1975). From the research on implicit person theories it is known that 

people often hold and defend highly simplistic models of others and such models are per-

sistent even in the presence of experiences that seemingly contradict their content (e.g., 

Haslam, 2006). People have a general tendency to accord a simpler mental life to others, 

see others’ behaviours as more driven by global dispositions than by contextual influences 

or rational deliberation, and often use self- knowledge to make inferences about others. 

This alludes to a link between leader personal values and their perception of follower val-

ues on the one hand, and a link between personal values and leadership behaviour on the 

other. Future studies might disentangle these processes and assess their relative contri-

bution to the observed relationship between perceptions of follower values and leader-

ship behaviour. 

Emergence of Leader-Society Value Congruence 

There is a broad consensus among researchers that societal culture plays an important 

role in shaping individual values and perceptions of societal members (e.g., Hofstede, 

1980b; Javidan & House, 2001). However, the intensity of such influence is thought to dif-

fer across cultures. Convergence between individual and collective values is generally pre-

sumed to be high in collectivist, traditional and tight cultures because of a strong group 

focus and/or strength of social norms in such cultures. According to Triandis (1995), indi-

viduals in collectivist cultures tend to align their personal goals closely with the goals of 

the collective more than their counterparts in individualist cultures. Likewise, role obliga-

tions and other normative influences in traditional cultures are thought to influence the 

development of individuals’ collective identity (Westwood, Chan & Linstead, 2004). In such 

societies, people attempt to harmonize social expectations with individual preferences 

(Vauclair, 2009; Yao & Wang, 2006), which tends to produce a close alignment between 

personal and societal values.  

Gelfand and colleagues (2006, 2011) argue that culturally tighter societies offer less 

flexibility to its members in the expression of their individual attributes. On the other hand, 

individuals in loose cultures are allowed to exhibit greater variability in idiosyncrasies. As 

a result of differences in flexibility, individuals in culturally looser societies express high 

variance in attributes, while individuals in tights cultures tend to show greater homogene-

ity in individual attributes such as cultural values (Gelfand et al. 2006; Gelfand et al. 2011). 

This suggests that members in tight cultures might closely share norms and values that 

characterize their society.  
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From the above studies it is evident that people’s values and psychological tendencies 

develop in such a way that their overlap with societal values tends to be more salient in 

certain cultures compared to others. Conspicuously absent from these studies, however, 

is an attempt to provide a comprehensive explication of the mechanisms of how leaders’ 

individual cultural values become congruent with the societal culture. An exception is 

Mustafa and Lines’ (2015) study that has attempted to provide a conceptual framework of 

leader-society congruence by integrating the cultural dimensions, self-construal and com-

munication pattern. However, the work needs more theoretical density for the following 

reasons. Congruence between a leader’s individual cultural values and societal values is as 

important as incongruence between them. The significance of congruence depends on the 

limitations associated with incongruence. Therefore, it could enhance the theoretical rigor 

of the study if incongruence were also taken into account. That is, which cultural dimen-

sions promote incongruence through self-construal and communication pattern?  

Leader-society Congruence Effects 

While cultural congruence is often assumed to contribute to the increased effectiveness 

of leaders, it is not clear what factors connect culturally congruent behaviour and follower 

positive outcomes. Many past studies have examined congruity between leadership and 

societal culture, but the bulk of this research (e.g., Dorfman, Hanges, & Brodbeck, 2004; 

House et al., 2004; Javidan et al., 2006; Javidan & Carl, 2004; Pasa, Kabasakal, & Bodur., 

2001) has mainly focused on assessing the effects of leadership-culture fit without offering 

conceptual clarification of the processes via which such effects are transmitted. Implicit 

leadership theory, which posits that leadership is understood by a cognitive categorization 

process through which individuals categorize the attributes that distinguish between ef-

fective and ineffective leaders (Den Hartog et al., 1999; Lord, Foti, & De Vader, 1984; Phil-

lips & Lord, 1981) provides one of the major explanations of how leadership-culture con-

gruence might result in positive outcomes. House et al (2004) extrapolate such categori-

zation to societal level and suggest that members of a culture tend to develop a common 

implicit theory of leadership. The authors further argue that a leader is likely to have a high 

acceptance among the members of a culture, if his/her actions and attributes closely fit 

with the group’s implicit criteria. It is, however, not clear how positive outcomes might 

result in acceptance of the leader as a result of a match between leadership behaviours 

and members’ internal categories of leadership attributes. Does such acceptance lead to 

attraction for the leader, or it is because of enhanced trust, improved communication or 

some other processes that operate at affective or cognitive level? 

Using the above logic of congruity of leader attributes to members’ implicit criteria, 

Aktas, Gelfand and Hanges (2015) argue that leaders will be effective in different ways in 

tight and loose cultures. For instance, they suggest that charismatic and team leadership 

attributes will be perceived as more effective in loose (compared with tight) cultures. The 

study however seems to lack conceptual clarity for the following reasons. As argued by 

Gelfand et al. (2006, 2011), loose cultures are more accepting of discrepancy from societal 

norms. As such between-person variance in such cultures will be high in terms of individual 

attributes and expectations, and because of such divergence across individuals there will 

be greater variance in perceptions regarding what type of behaviour, attitudes and attrib-

utes might be seen as acceptable or unacceptable. Given the characteristics of loose cul-

tures, it is unrealistic to expect that such cultures will have any significant effects on the 
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development of shared categories of effective leadership prototypes. Thus, it seems far-

fetched to suggest that people in loose cultures will develop similar prototypes of effective 

leadership, and based on such a common categorization of the leadership attributes they 

will only be attracted to a certain set of leadership behaviours. Rather, one might expect 

much variance in people’s categories of leadership attributes when judging whether lead-

ers are effective or ineffective. 

Drawing on the concept of value congruence, Mustafa and Lines (2013b) suggest that 

various mechanisms that link value congruence to organizational outcomes (Edwards 

& Cable, 2009; Meglino & Ravlin, 1998) may also be extrapolated to the societal level to 

present a clear picture of the effects of leadership-culture congruence. These authors ar-

gue that evaluating congruence along certain cultural dimensions may be more useful in 

addressing the issue of leadership-culture congruity effects for the following reasons. First, 

employees are more sensitive to what they sense than by what they see and hear (Fu et 

al., 2010). They will respond negatively if leaders just tailor their actions for smooth inter-

action but hold values that are inconsistent with fundamental cultural assumptions of fol-

lowers. To leverage high levels of positive outcomes, cultural adaptation should transcend 

a temporary shift in one’s frame of reference to integrating elements of the other culture 

into one’s own. Secondly, congruence in cultural values may be more important for lead-

ers in their relationship with followers than just behaving in a culturally correspondent 

way, because people tend to gradually shift their focus from readily detectible to deeper 

level attributes when they closely interact with others (e.g. Jackson, 1996). Thirdly, cultural 

adaptation is beyond tailoring one’s behaviours but involves adjustment that results from 

touching deep-rooted cultural assumptions and dispositions. Thus, efforts to produce cul-

turally congruent behaviours may be difficult to implement in a natural way and followers 

may suspect the sincerity of such efforts (Thomas & Ravlin, 1995). Fourth, acting in a cul-

turally consistent manner may lead to identity conflict if leaders’ individually held values 

are highly incongruent with the values of the societies in which they operate (Molinsky, 

2007). 

Mustafa and Lines (2013b) provide a sophisticated view of the leader-society value 

congruence effects and the variance of these relationships across cultures; nonetheless, 

the study seems to have certain conceptual limitations. In discussion of the greater im-

portance of congruence (and lack of variability) in some cultures compared to others, the 

authors suggest that in-group/out-group categorization is not evident in individualistic so-

cieties because such people place higher interest on personal agendas. It was concluded 

that managers with values more compatible with societal values would be a greater source 

of attraction for followers in collectivist cultures than for those from individualist cultures. 

Generally, this implies that people in individualistic cultures are more attracted to trans-

actional leaders/managers. However, certain attributes of transformational leadership are 

known to be largely universally accepted across cultures (Den Hartog et al., 1999). Earlier 

empirical evidence has shown that transformational leadership was associated with posi-

tive outcomes both in collectivist (Lim & Ployhart, 2004) and individualistic (Bass, Avolio, 

Jung, & Berson, 2003) societies. Thus, the implication that transactional leadership is more 

related to individualist cultures does not seem to be supported. 

Moreover, the study posits that the value of leader-society value congruence will be 

higher in some cultures than others because of the conducive effects of such cultures on 
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interpersonal attraction, predictability and interpersonal communication. However, their 

theorizing seems to offer an incomplete picture of leader-society congruence effects in 

view of the earlier assertions that people in all cultures tend to have positive/negative 

evaluations of their leaders, but such evaluations are cognition-based in some cultures and 

inference-based in others (Lord & Maher, 1991; Yan &Hunt, 2005). Thus, it can be sur-

mised that all cultures may promote the above mechanisms but the bases of these mech-

anisms may vary across societies. For instance, interpersonal attraction may lead to posi-

tive outcomes in both collectivist and individualist cultures, but people in collectivist cul-

tures may develop an affect-based attraction while people in individualist cultures may 

develop a cognition-based attraction. 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Although the effects of cultural values on the leadership process have been well-docu-

mented, certain issues still need attention. 

First, the existing cross-cultural leadership studies have stressed strong connection 

between leadership factors and the societal norms and values, but there have been negli-

gible attempts to clarify these linkages in order to create a complete picture of how lead-

ership styles become congruent with societies’ culture. Thus, more theory development is 

needed to conceptually clarify the underlying processes that are responsible for producing 

correspondence between leadership styles and societal culture. 

Second, the majority of studies that have addressed the culture-leadership linkage 

tend to relate leadership to societal rather than individual cultural orientation. The bulk of 

this research has tried to address the relationship between culture and leadership by cap-

turing the degree to which managerial attitudes and behaviours vary across societies (e.g., 

Javidan & Carl, 2004). The few studies that have examined the relationships at the individ-

ual level of analysis have mainly focused on testing direct and moderating effects of col-

lectivist/individualist values. Beyond individualism–collectivism, only sparse attention has 

been invested in exploring the connections between other values and leadership. 

Third, most studies in the field of cross-cultural leadership have concentrated on ex-

amining the relationship between culture and leadership at either societal or individual 

level, and there is a lack of research on different cultural value effects across levels (Yam-

marino et al., 2005). A few studies that have examined the cross level effects have used 

country as a proxy of culture (e.g., Kirkman et al., 2009). According to Kirkman et al. (2006), 

lack of research on cross-level effects of culture is due to the absence of sufficient theory 

about the effects of cultural values at both the individual and societal levels of analysis. 

Further, in the cross-cultural leadership domain, examining the interaction effects of cul-

tural values at societal and individual level of analysis is incredibly rare. For example, none 

of the studies examined the moderating effects of societal level values on leaders’ individ-

ually held cultural values as they relate to leadership behaviours. There exist no compelling 

theoretical reasons to suspect that societal and individual level cultural values exert influ-

ence on outcomes independent of each other. In fact, examining interactions among soci-

etal and individual level cultural values might provide insights into the complex relation-

ship between the two levels of analysis. There may also be important cross level interac-

tions among different cultural values. It is important to explore these interactions, because 
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societal level culture seems to reinforce the effects of certain individual level variables and 

weaken the effects of certain others. 

Moreover, the current literature does not provide a deeper understanding of the po-

tential causal relationships between cultural context and member-society value congru-

ence. Thus, little is known about how leaders’ cultural orientations become congruent 

with the societal culture, and whether the degree to which leaders’ individual level values 

correspond to the values of the larger society varies across cultures. Given the current 

state of literature, formulating theoretical rationales concerning how leader-society value 

congruence is produced and why in some cultures value congruence occurs more than 

others, is important. 

Finally, the major focus of existing cross-cultural leadership studies has been on the 

practice-culture fit and its outcomes without conceptually clarifying how such congruence 

affects leadership success within and across cultures. There have been negligible attempts 

to draw on the concept of value congruence to provide explanations of the leader-society 

value congruence effects. Addressing the issue of congruity from the perspective of values 

may offer a deeper understanding of the underlying processes that potentially transmit 

the effects of leader-society congruence on outcomes. 
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