
Research Article

Contingency theory to study leadership
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Abstract
The study provides a discussion about the leadership style of small businesses owner-managers at Santo Domingo de los
Tsáchilas, Ecuador, supported on contingency theory of leadership. And adaptation of Hershey and Blanchard questionnaire
was made in order to make it clear to the target population. A total of 175 owner-managers of small businesses and 1218
employees comprised the respondents of the study. The perception of leadership style of owner-managers and employees,
style range, and style adaptability and perception of the maturity degree of employees were the variables involved in the
hypotheses raised. In spite of totally or partially proving the hypothesis raised, findings of the study revealed mixed support
to the theory which impedes giving clear recommendations about how to behave in certain organizational situations in the
context of small Ecuadorian businesses. Results of the study caution owner-managers of small businesses to consider
carefully the way they behave in certain situation to the enrichment of employee motivation toward work with the purpose
to obtain a better performance of their enterprises; but should avoid assuming that there are more or less appropriate leader
behaviors based on the results of this research. The study constitutes a starting point to focus the research related to
leadership style in small companies, considering the preponderance of this type of business in the economy of Ecuador.
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Introduction

Complexity of today imposes challenges to the exercise of

leadership; organizations of all size are made up of people

with sufficient autonomy to create their greatness and lead-

ers have to make it sustainable by aligning the interests of

all members with the vision, mission, and values of such

organizations.1–3

Leadership styles are always evolving according the

context leaders faces, with newer elements complementing,

perfecting, and accompanying more traditional styles. In

fact, what makes a leaders effective depends, more than

is commonly realized, on the context around them,4,5 that

is why a research on leadership in specific local contexts is

still needed, because the degree to which an individual

demonstrates the qualities of leader depends not only on

his own characteristics but also on the characteristics of the

situation in which he finds himself.

In particular, leadership in small business is identified as

indispensable to ensure its growth and survival.6–10 With a

right behavior, leadership have the best opportunities to suc-

ceed, because a particular kind of performance at a particular
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context could encourage employees to share his creative ideas

and opinions, provide a clear direction to accomplish pur-

poses and objectives, and appeal to show the highest commit-

ment with the outcome expected of their action.7,11–14

This study is anchored on contingency theories which

fundamental underpinning is that there is no one best or

unique style of leadership that transcends across all situa-

tions, 2,15,16,17,18 what is effective in some situations could

have no effects or even dysfunctional effects in others.

Those theories argue that the best type of leadership

depends on situational variables and that no one style of

leadership pertains or should be followed to all given work-

place situations. For this reason, effective leaders can adapt

their leadership style based on the nature of the group, the

situation, and the objectives to be achieved.8,15,16,19,20

The main objective of this work is to study the leader

behavior facing particular situations at small enterprises of

Santo Domingo, Ecuador, using Paul Hersey and Kenneth H.

Blanchard approach.15,16,21,22 The study seeks to explore the

peculiarities of the behavior of small businesses owner-

managers in his leader performance within the Ecuadorian

context and expose the similarities and dissimilarities with

other studies. The authors have the intention that this

research is able to generate information and acts as the addi-

tional reference to the future researchers and the academi-

cians that intend to study leadership on contingent approach.

The article presents the organization as follows. The

next sections, the theoretical concepts of leadership, con-

tingency theories, and the importance of its study at small

businesses are introduced and their relationship is dis-

cussed. After this, there is an explanation of the method

of investigation employed. Then, the results of the research

are described followed by a discussion of them. The main

results and discussion came out of the results of the multi-

dimensional unfolding in the analysis of situation and way

to act of the small businesses owner-managers that partic-

ipate in the study. The article ends with the conclusions that

contain the limitations of the research and recommenda-

tions for future research.

The contingency leadership theory

Scholars seem to agree that leadership involves a process of

influence in order to achieve goals.12,23–27 That is why the

success or failure of an organization in achieving the goals

for which it is created is connected, in most cases with the

kind of leadership that operates in the organization.28,29

By being closely related to change, leaders set the direc-

tion to follow in developing a vision of the future and are

concerned with the ideas that their followers can bring to

align and inspire them to achieve it, this involves a more

intuitive and sympathetic relationship with people evolving

with the situation to inspire others to achieve what they

otherwise would not accomplish on their own.2,8,11

The literature on leadership is abundant and much of it is

confusing and contradictory, with diverse approaches to

explain it.17,29 Among different approaches, contingency

theories related to leadership are prevalent and represent

a mediating middle-of-the-road in the understanding lead-

ership pointing out the limitations of the traits and behavior

approaches and integrating previous research results.25,29

The studies directed to the situational leadership theory

(SLT)16,22 and the least preferred coworker19 are considered

the most popular and important to the field. However, the

issue of the situation as an element to be considered in the

study of leadership was a subject of discussion in the proposal

of other authors of the time.30–32 Those authors revealed the

importance of situational variables, their effect on specific

personalities, and the behaviors of effective leaders. Contin-

gency leadership theory undertakes that leadership character-

istics are significantly dependent on contextual factors.20,33,34

The contingency theories of leadership express the need

for the leader to adjust the behavior based on a rational

understanding of the situation and assume a leadership

style that is appropriate for the occasion. This way of con-

ceive leadership expels the dogma that there are better and

worse leadership styles,33 and there is no “one size fits all”

approach to leadership, depending on the situation that

varies the way of leaders’ behavior.15

Some scholar point out the ambiguity surrounding the

contingency theories of leadership, making its validation

limited and difficult, but, on the other hand, it makes clear

about the importance for future research around this topic,

mainly because those theories suffer an important number

changes, since it was first introduced that open new ways of

research and its wide acceptance and its strong intuitive

appeal.15,20,17,35–37 Some papers on Situational Leadership

Theory15,17,20 point out some difficulties in terms of mea-

surement, inconsistencies in the model and alert that any

conclusion out of it must be cautious.25,36 Nevertheless,

authors decided to follow this theory, not for an empirical

validation of its hypothesis, but like a theoretical frame-

work to understand what kind of behave use small busi-

nesses owner-managers in the relation with the situations

they face while they are in charge of their enterprises.

There are no lack of serious studies that have attempted to

isolate crucial situational factors that affect leadership effec-

tiveness, some of the moderator variables used in the devel-

opment of contingency theories include the degree of task

structure, the quality of follower–leader relationships, the

leader’s position of power, clarity of the subordinates’ role,

group norms, availability of information, acceptance of

leader decisions by follower, and maturity of fol-

lowers.20,17,38 The SLT attempts to provide an understanding

of the relationship that exists between an effective leadership

style and the maturity or readiness level of the group.36,39–41

Maturity is defined, under the perspective of the situa-

tional approach, as the willingness and ability of a person to

take responsibility for directing the behavior, and the com-

binations of a high and low levels on each dimension made

arise four status that can be used to describe persons as

follows:15,16,21
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1. Individuals who are neither willing nor able to take

responsibility.

2. Individuals who are willing but not able to take

responsibility.

3. Individuals who are able but not willing to take

responsibility.

4. Individuals who are both willing and able to take

responsibility.

Depending on the level of these variables, leaders must

employ the most suitable leadership style to fit the given

situation (see Table 1).

Despite the prevalence of this approach, only a few

studies have included the empirical analyses of the relation-

ships between leadership behaviors at specific organiza-

tional contexts.4,5 Research leadership is something of a

niche topic within the study of small businesses because

of the importance of leadership in the success of an enter-

prise.12 Exploring the behavior of small business owner-

managers in the face of particular situations could provide

important insights for the survival of their businesses and

the stability of their staff, a fundamental key in this kind of

enterprises, could also be useful to design a training pro-

gram to improve the leadership skills.6

It has been possible to verify the existence of theoretical

and practical orientation studies of leadership in small busi-

nesses. Such studies trying to explain the following: (1) the

way to improve leadership competencies as a way to sup-

port the growth, expansion, and continued success of their

enterprises;13,39 (2) the role of leadership in affecting the

effectiveness of strategy generation and execution;42 (3)

identify the factors that make a leadership style more effi-

cient;8 (4) the impact of leadership on fostering new prod-

uct innovation;7,9 and (5) understand and measure

entrepreneurial leadership style.14,43 These studies, from

their different approaches, seek to improve the leadership

skills of small business owners-managers in order to have a

positive impact on their respective enterprises as well as on

the territory where they perform.

Taking into account the aforementioned is where the

study of leadership in the Ecuadorian context becomes rel-

evant. Ecuador is the second country in the world with

more entrepreneurs, its total early-stage entrepreneurial

activity is 33.6%, meaning that “one in three adults in the

country has developed activities related to creating a

business or already had one that did not exceed 42 months

of existence” (p. 10).44

The percentage of people considered to possess knowl-

edge and skills to undertake reaches 72%; among the entre-

preneurs, 87% is perceived competent. The reality is that

only 13.7% of entrepreneurs are professionals, 30.4% have

completed secondary education, 38.6% have only primary

education, and many state that they do not have formal

education, and this could respond to the low survival of a

large number of enterprises.44 With this dominant reality, it

is convenient to analyze what leadership style the small

businesses owner-managers use and how they adapt it to

the situation they face within their enterprises.

Taking into consideration the theoretical aspects pre-

sented and the reality of the analyzed locality, the following

hypotheses are expected to be tested:

H1: The perception of leadership style differs between

owner-managers and employees of the organization.

H2: The leadership style range is narrow.

H3: The leadership style adaptability does not fit the

demands of the given situation.

H4: The leadership styles are not according to the level

of maturity of members of the organization.

If the formulated hypotheses are valid, it would be

demonstrated that leadership style, aspect not included

in analyzes related to entrepreneurship in Ecuador, could

be contributing to the behavior of the indicators men-

tioned above.

Steve Forbes made some recommendations to Ecua-

dorian entrepreneurs at the Congress of Leadership and

Business Growth, held in Quito, including developing a

growth strategy and effective communication of their

vision through the organization; gain and maintain trust;

be able to delegate tasks and maintain detailed follow-up

to ensure that the critical points of the strategy have been

met; attract and develop the human talent necessary for

the effective functioning of the organization; and finally,

develop a unique and new culture so that people are

inspired by a vision and know what is allowed and what

is not.18 All are closely related to leadership and should

be taken into account by the small business owner-

managers, recognizing the challenges that will have to

Table 1. Four different types of situational leadership.

Styles Relation directing–supporting Explanation

Directing or telling High directing and low supporting The leader defines roles and tells people what, how, when, and where to carry
out various tasks. Emphasize directing behavior.

Coaching or selling High directing and high supporting The leader provides both directing and supportive behavior.
Supporting or

participating
Low directing and high supporting The leader and the follower share decision-making, where the leader’s

primary role is facilitation and communication.
Delegating Low directing and low supporting The leader provides little direction or support.

Source: Based on the work by Hersey and Blanchard, Thompson G and Glasø, and Howell et al.17,36,37
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be faced in order to achieve the future development of its

enterprises.

Method

According to the zonal division existing in Ecuador, Santo

Domingo de los Tsáchilas is a province that belongs to

zone 4. The economic growth of the province is booming,

characterized by the entry into the market of small enter-

prises. The fastest growing economic sector is commerce

with 3477 businesses taking into account the database of

the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses and the

National Secretariat of Planning and Development. Its last

modification was on September 9, 2016.

The study included 175 small business commercial

owner-managers which operate in the domestic market and

expressed an interest in participating in the study. This

statistically corresponds with a 95% confidence level and

a margin of error assumed of 7.24%. The number of

employees of those businesses ranges from a minimum of

3 to a maximum of 18 for a total of 1218 members.

To reach this sample, a non-probabilistic snowball sam-

pling technique with two steps was used:

1. Identified possible owner-manager in the popula-

tion interested to participate in the study.

2. Ask this owner-manager to encourage other owner-

managers to come forward (and then ask those peo-

ple to engage others). Participants were not obli-

gated to provide any other owner-managers.

Once the recommended participants start to repeat, the

process finishes. Such samples are biased but lead to higher

response rates, because participants are willing to become

involved in the study.45 There was no negative response

once the participants were identified.

Those kind of small business were chosen, because

much of the existing research contingency theories has so

far focused on service-oriented organizations in education,

healthcare, and armed services.36 This sector of the econ-

omy is prevalent at the locality and have the potential to

increase the knowledge of whether contingency principles

are demonstrable in a small business commercial sector. In

addition, homogenizing the sample sought to prevent the

influences of variables such as type of organization, the

nature of the problems they face, and their complexity and

the market pressures to which they are subject.

A Spanish translation of a leadership style question-

naire, adapted by authors from leader adaptability and style

inventory (LASI),22 was used for the purpose of generating

quantitative data in order to determine the current leader-

ship style of the owner-managers investigated that were

predominantly male (64%) and average age was 38.5 years.

LASI assumes that the respondent are involved in each

of the 12 situations originally contemplated, and 48 multi-

ple options for each situation.

The adaptation of the questionnaire responded to two

fundamental causes: the need to contextualize the state-

ment of questions and response options and the claim of

the participants of an easy and quick instrument to respond.

The final instrument was subject to a validity of content and

was made up of 12 situations and 12 options to choose to

reflect the behavior of the participants in each of them22

(see Table 2).

There is no direct relationship between a situation and a

choice of response. Respondents can choose any option to

deal with a particular situation. The score given to each

alternative action choice is the one originally used, taking

into account the aforementioned changes (see Table 3),

“the highest probability of success of the alternatives

offered in the given situation is always weighted A þ2.

The behavior with the lowest probability of success is

always weighted a -2” (p. 28).22

The questionnaire allows to study self-perception style,

style range, style adaptability, and also followers’ maturity

because one simple questions was included at the end

claiming information about owner-managers and members’

perception about the level of maturity. The questionnaire

uses a four point’s scale to measure the perception of both

investigated groups:16,22,36,37 (1) individuals who are nei-

ther willing nor able to take responsibility; (2) individuals

who are willing but not able to take responsibility; (3)

individuals who are able but not willing to take responsi-

bility; and (4) individuals who are both willing and able to

take responsibility.

LASI has been tested for its reliability and measure-

ment validity in previous studies.15,37 However, it was

considered necessary to develop a pilot study, before the

instrument was finally administered, in order to detect

possible shortcomings, since it was susceptible to modi-

fications due to the context of its application. Question-

naires were distributed to owner-managers and their

employees while at work.

The unfolding is a geometric model for preference and

choice. It situates choices and alternatives as points in a

joint space. An individual will pick the alternative in the

choice set closest to its ideal point and multidimensional

unfolding procedure allows researchers to explore similar-

ity structures among objects in this multivariate data set.46

The multidimensional unfolding procedure was used here

to detect meaningful underlying dimensions that allow to

examine the relationships between situations and behaviors

presented in the questionnaire described above.

Data supplied to run the procedure take the form of

rectangular proximity matrix, D 2 Mn � n, where n is the

number of stimuli47

D ¼

d11 d12

d21 d22

. . . d1n

. . . d2n

..

. ..
.

dn1 dn2

. .
. ..

.

. . . dnn

2
6664

3
7775
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Each element dij D represents the proximity between the

situation i and the behavior j. From this matrix, it is possi-

ble to calculate the distance between two stimuli, any i and

j among subjects (s)

dijðX ; Y Þ ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiXp

s¼ 1

ðxis � yjsÞ2
vuut

The technique allows to transform the judgments of prefer-

ence into distances represented in a multidimensional space.

In this research, a visualization of the relationship between the

behavior and the situation that face the owner-managers is

showed. The objective is to obtain the best fit with the smallest

number of dimensions, since the interpretation of solutions

obtained in more than three dimensions is extremely difficult.

The evaluation of the visualization to determine whether

its configuration seems reasonable is done subjectively.

This evaluation is accompanied by the stress measure,

which indicates the proportion of the variation of the dis-

parities not taken into account by the multidimensional

analysis.

Stress ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi�
f ðdijÞ � dij

�2

X
ij
d2

ij

vuuuut

Stress is minimized when objects are placed in a con-

figuration such that distances between objects are best

adjusted to the original distances. The greater the differ-

ence between the disparities and the distances, that is,

Table 2. Final questionnaire.

Situations Options

S1: Your subordinates are not responding lately to your friendly
conversation and obvious concern for their welfare. Their
performance is in a tailspin.

1. Intentionally do not intervene.

S2: The observable performance of your group is increasing. You
have been making sure that all members were aware of their
roles and standards.

2. Involve the group and together engage in problem-solving,
but see that objectives are met.

S3: Members of your group are unable to solve a problem
themselves. You have normally left them alone. Group
performance and interpersonal relations have been good.

3. Emphasize the use of uniform procedures and the necessity
for task accomplishment and the importance of deadlines and
tasks.

S4: You are considering a major change. Your subordinates have a
fine record of accomplishment. They respect the need for
change.

4. Allow group involvement in developing the change, in
redefining standards, but do not push.

S5: The performance of your group has been dropping during the
last few months.Members have beenunconcernedwithmeeting
objectives. Redefining roles has helped in the past. They have
continually needed reminding to have their tasks done on time.

5. Allow group to formulate its own direction and to work it
out themselves.

S6: You stepped into an efficiently run situation. You have been an
administrator that ran a tight ship. You want to maintain a
productive situation, but would like to begin humanizing the
environment.

6. Discuss past and present performance with group and then
initiate necessary changes.

S7: You are considering major changes in your business. Members
of the group have made suggestions about needed change. The
group has demonstrated flexibility in its day-to-day operations.

7. Announce changes, define and redefine goals, and then,
implement with close supervision.

S8: Group performance and interpersonal relations are good. You
feel somewhat unsure about your lack of direction of the group.

8. Acquire group’s approval on the change and allow members
to organize the implementation.

S9: You want to head a task force that is far overdue In making
requested recommendations for change. The group is not
clear on its goals. The interest has been poor. Workplace
have turned into social gathering. Potentially, they have the
talent necessary to help.

9. Avoid confrontation; leave things alone.

S10: Your subordinates usually able to take responsibility are not
responding to your recent redefining of standards.

10. Be willing to make changes as recommended but maintain
control of implementation.

S11: You were uninvolved in the affairs of the group. The group has
adequately handled its tasks and direction. Group
interrelations are good.

11. Act quickly and firmly to correct, direct, and redirect
subordinates toward working in a well-defined manner.

S12: Recent information indicates some internal difficulties among
subordinates. The group has a remarkable record of
accomplishment. Members have effectively maintained long-
range goals. They have worked in harmony for the past years.
All are well qualified for the task.

12. Be careful of hurting boss-subordinate relations by being too
directive.

Vidal et al. 5



between f (dij) and d2ij, the greater the stress and, therefore,

the worse the model. Its minimum value is zero.46,47 To

obtain the solution of the unfolding model as well as the

measures to determine whether it is suitable or not, we used

the IBM SPSS 23.48

Results and discussion

Since the first hypothesis (hypothesis 1) addresses the rela-

tionship between owner-managers and employees’ percep-

tion of leadership style, the multidimensional unfolding

procedure was used to test the dissimilarities between them.

Separate tests were conducted for owner-managers and

employees46 (see Table 4).

The measure of stress indicates the proportion of the

variation of the disparities not taken into account by the

multidimensional analysis. Stress is minimized when

objects are placed in a configuration such that distances

between objects are best adjusted to the original dis-

tances. The algorithm attempts to minimize penalized

stress; by analyzing both cases, this measure is consid-

ered small enough.

The coefficient of variation for the transformed proxi-

mities is relatively large to the coefficient of variation for

the original proximities. This suggests that the transformed

proximities for each row are near-constant, and thus the

solution will provide great discrimination between objects.

Shepard’s rough nondegeneracy index, which is

reported as a percentage of different distances, is far from

0. This is a clear numerical indication that there are suffi-

ciently different distances and that the solution is not

degenerated.

The sum-of-squares of DeSarbo’s intermixedness

indices are a measure of how well the points of the different

sets are intermixed. The closer to 0, the more intermixed

the solution. If they are not intermixed, this is a warning

sign that the solution may be degenerated. The reported

value is very low, indicating that the solution is intermixed.

Results show optimal measures that allow to interpret

with high confidence the common space of the relations

between situation and behavior in both owner-managers

and employees (see Figure 1).

The joint plot of the common space shows a final con-

figuration of the relationships between situation and beha-

vior preferences of owner-managers (left) and employeesT
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Table 4. Measures obtained.

Measures
Owner-

managers Employees Analysis

Final penalized stress 0.0000999 0.0001000 Excellent
Variance accounted for 0.9916495 0.9993933 Excellent
Shepard’s index 0.7089161 0.7750583 Sufficiently

large
DeSarbo’s indices 0.0153733 0.0800125 Sufficiently low
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(right). The relationships are clearly split into clusters

according to preference behavior in a particular situation,

with considerable within-cluster variation along the hori-

zontal dimension. This is a visual confirmation that the

solution is not degenerated.

Based on Figure 1, Table 5 shows the comparison between

owner-managers and employees, being able to appreciate the

convergences and divergences between the two.

Owner-managers perceive themselves using more often

the coaching or selling and supporting or participating style

which indicates that, in their opinion, they are always

oriented toward the relationship, but not always to the task.

On the other hand, the followers perceive their leaders

using mixed styles (words in bold in table 5) in different

situations, sometimes very worried about the task and little

by the relation and vice versa. Only in S3, S8, and S10, it is

possible to see a total equality between the perceptions of

the two groups under study. These results corroborate the

hypothesis and allow to affirm that there are differences in

the perceptions of the leadership styles between the owner-

managers and their employees.

Results show little support for the hypothesis 2 related to

style range. Table 6 shows the means for behaviors collapsed

across situations both for owner-managers and employees.

While the employees have an inverse zeta-like movement

following the quadrants 1, 4, 2, and 3, the owner-managers

have a counterclockwise move through the quadrants 2, 3, 4,

and 1 (see Figure 2).22

Despite the existence of predominant leadership styles,

the use of a variety of them in diverse situations is appre-

ciated. The owner-managers consider a balance between

coaching or selling and supporting or participate with a

relationship orientation in both cases, while employees per-

ceive that the style most used by their leaders is directing or

talking followed by delegating without orientation to the

relationship in both cases.

In relation to the hypothesis 3 that involves the leader-

ship style adaptability, the results are shown in Table 7,

Figure 1. Joint plot of common space.

Table 5. Comparison owner-managers—employees.

Situation Leader Follower

S1 Coaching or selling Supporting or participating
and delegating

S2 Coaching or selling Supporting or participating
and delegating

S3 Coaching or selling Coaching or selling
S4 Delegating and

directing or telling
Supporting or participating

and delegating
S5 Delegating and

directing or telling
Supporting or participating

and delegating
S6 Supporting or

participating
Directing or telling and

coaching or selling
S7 Supporting or

participating
Directing or telling and

coaching or selling
S8 Coaching or selling Coaching or selling
S9 Delegating and

directing or telling
Supporting or participating

and delegating
S10 Coaching or selling Coaching or selling
S11 Supporting or

participating
Directing or telling and

coaching or selling
S12 Supporting or

participating
Directing or telling and

coaching or selling

Table 6. Means for behaviors collapsed across situations.

Owner-managers Employees

Number of sample 175 1218
Coaching or selling 24 37
Delegating 5 165
Directing or telling 5 168
Supporting or participating 24 36

Vidal et al. 7



where it is possible to appreciate the comparison between

the owner-managers and his employees and convergences

and divergences between both.

As can be seen, according to the perception of their

leadership style, the owner-managers show a low degree

of style adaptability or effectiveness, on the other hand,

from the perception of the employees, there is a degree of

style adaptability or superior. In general, considering the

results found, it is possible to state that the leadership style

adaptability hypothesis is fulfilled for the owner-

managers, not for the employees, who perceive their man-

agers behavior, in certain situations, in the way that they

are expected to behave.

The results related to the validation of hypothesis 4,

concerning the level of maturity of members of the

organization, are shown in Figure 3.

The owner-managers perceive their employees with an

average level of maturity according to the mean obtained

(2.37), while the employees perceive themselves with a

high degree of maturity according to the mean obtained

(3.51). In order to relate this result to the one obtained

previously, it is necessary to take into account that the

leadership theory that has been followed so far establishes

some bench marks between the degrees of maturity and the

appropriate leadership style.

As can be seen in Figure 4, there is a correspondence

between the results obtained and the principles of the SLT

that states that the behaviors of the quadrants 2 and 3 seem

to be more appropriate when people manifest average

maturity. This corresponds with the owner-managers’ per-

ception of the level of maturity of their subordinates and

the perception of their own style of leadership. So they are

behaving correctly from their point of view. Following the

theory,15 when working with people who show maturity

above the average, the greater probability of success

appears with behaviors collected in quadrant 4. In this

case, the leader uses the correct leadership style according

to the perception of the owner-managers’ style of employ-

ees, as well as the perception of their level of maturity.

The mismatch is seen in the employees’ perception of the

use of directing style which is not congruent with the

perception of their level of maturity. The above expressed

allows to conclude that the style of leadership is mostly

congruent with the perception of the level of maturity of

the employees.22

Conclusions

This article set out to study the contingency theories of

leadership for Ecuador owner-manager, its measurement,

and relevance. Using a sample of 175 owner-manager and

1218 employees, the situational leadership survey found

mixed empirical support like other previous studies.49–52

The findings indicate that there is a mismatch at percep-

tions of leadership style between owner-manager and their

employees. This finding is corroborated when the style

range is analyzed. Although it is true that a variety of

leadership styles is perceived by both owners and employ-

ees, they differ diametrically between them.

According to the results, neither the owner-manager

perception of his own behavior nor employees’ percep-

tion of owner-manager behavior, in certain situation

supported the expectations specified in Hersey and Blan-

chard’s work.22

The leadership style directing or telling (high directing

and low supporting) typically associated with lower overall

job satisfaction and lower organizational commitment (the

most unfavorable general job attitudes) was the perceived

style of leadership by employees. Nevertheless, it is recog-

nized that this shows opinions mixed with coaching or

selling style, but the former is predominant. And delegating

(low directing and low supporting) associated with satisfac-

tion with supervision and with communication, the poorest

work-specific attitudes, was found as the second style.

In the research, we could find a consistent association

between those leadership styles with high significance for

the owner-manager (coaching and supporting) and the per-

ception of the degree of maturity of the employee.

In the same way, the delegating style is related to the

employees’ perception of their degree of maturity, but as

was noted before, a mismatch between directing style and

the degree of maturity was found. What is interesting in this

case is that a relationship is perceived between leadership

style and employee maturity, but these perceptions are

quite different.

In spite of the relationship between leadership and per-

formance is mediated by the group dynamics and person-

alities of group members, its motivation and satisfaction,

variables not analyzed in this study, with the results found,

would be expected to find that the businesses studied

showed low performance and high turnover. However, it

is known that these companies show a pattern of sustained

growth in the last 5 years and low turnover. There is still the

question of whether this state of affairs is sustainable over

time. Even though the hypotheses were totally or partially

Figure 2. Comparison of perceptions of leadership style.
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validated, our results failed to clarify a recommendations

for small businesses, because things seem to be going well

in a strange way.

As discussed earlier, leadership plays a central part in

understanding the behavior of the group and of the organi-

zation as a whole, since it is the leader that usually provides

the direction toward the achievement of the goals. There-

fore, a better understanding of leadership is important in

improving group performance. The study reinforces the

fact that the accurate nature of leadership and its relation-

ship to particular situations and subordinate satisfaction,

commitment, and performance is still uncertain. Although

much has been learned about leadership, many opportuni-

ties of research still remain to be explored.24

The results of the study urge owner-managers of small

businesses to consider the role of their behavior in certain

Table 7. Comparison owner-managers—employees (style adaptability).

Situation Ideal behavior
Owner-managers perception
of his own behavior

Style
adaptability

Employees perception of
leader behavior

Style
adaptability

S1 Directing or telling Coaching or selling No Supporting or participating and
delegating

No

S2 Directing or telling Coaching or selling No Supporting or participating and
delegating

No

S3 Delegating Coaching or selling No Coaching or selling No
S4 Supporting or

participating
Delegating and directing or

telling
No Supporting or participating and

delegating
Yes

S5 Supporting or
participating

Delegating and directing or
telling

No Supporting or participating and
delegating

Yes

S6 Delegating Supporting or participating No Directing or telling and coaching or
selling

Yes

S7 Coaching or selling Supporting or participating No Directing or telling and coaching or
selling

Yes

S8 Directing or telling Coaching or selling No Coaching or selling No
S9 Supporting or

participating
Delegating and directing or

telling
No Supporting or participating and

delegating
Yes

S10 Delegating Coaching or selling No Coaching or selling No
S11 Coaching or selling Supporting or participating No Directing or telling and coaching or

selling
Yes

S12 Coaching or selling Supporting or participating No Directing or telling and coaching or
selling

Yes

Figure 3. Comparison of perceptions of level of maturity.
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situations taking into account the impact of such behavior

on employees’ attitudes toward work and the performance

of their enterprises. However, they are prevented from

assuming behaviors based on the results of this research

with the hope of obtaining successful results. The essence

of situational theory goes against this position.

Despite the aforementioned, the study is considered as a

starting point to focus research related to the style of lead-

ership in small businesses in the Ecuadorian context, taking

into account the preponderance of this type of business in

the economic context of this country.

One aspect that is considered that could affect the

results of this study is the low educational level of both

employers and employees, all of which affected the com-

pression of the nature of the applied instrument despite its

validity and proven reliability. It is also considered that,

in future investigations, other variables such as satisfac-

tion, commitment, and alignment of the employees with

the objectives of the organization should be included that

may allow to find new findings that facilitate the orienta-

tion of the small business owners in terms of styles of

leadership and situation.
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para manejarse en aguas turbulentas’. Revista Lı́deres. 2013.

Retrieved from http://www.revistalideres.ec/lideres/steve-

forbes-empresario-ecuador-habil.html (accessed 8 February

2017).

19. Fiedler FE. A theory of leadership effectivenes. New York:

McGraw-Hill, 1967.

20. Vroom VH and Jago AG. The role of the situation in leader-

ship. Am Psychol 2007; 62(1): 17–24.

21. Hambleton RK and Gumpert R. The validity of Hersey and

Blanchard’s theory of leader effectiveness. Group Organ

Stud 1982; 7(2): 225–242.

22. Hersey P and Blanchard KH. So you want to know your

leadership style? Train Dev J 1974; 28(6): 22–37.

23. Barnett T. Leadership theories and studies. In: Helms MM

(ed) Encyclopedia of management. 5th ed. Detroit: Thomson

Gale, 2006, pp. 445–449.

24. Dvir T and Berson Y. Leadership, motivation, and strategic

human resource management. In: Salvendy G (ed) Handbook

of industrial engineering: technology and operations man-

agement. 3nd ed. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.,

2001, pp. 841–867.

25. Gelei A, Losonci D, and Matyusz Z. Lean production and

leadership attributes—the case of Hungarian production man-

agers. J Manuf Technol Manage 2015; 26(4): 477–500.

26. Gumus S, Bellibas MS, Esen M, et al. A systematic review of

studies on leadership models in educational research from

1980 to 2014. Educ Manag Adm Leadersh 2016; 0(0): 1–25.

27. Yukl G. Managerial leadership: a review of theory and

research. J Manage 1989; 15(2): 251–289.

28. Berg ME and Karlsen JT. A study of coaching leadership style

practice in projects. Manage Res Rev 2016; 39(9): 1122–1142.

29. Gachingiri A. Effect of leadership style on organisational

performance: a case study of the United Nations Environment

Programme (UNEP), Kenya. Int Acad J Innov Leadersh

Entrepreneursh 2015; 1(5): 19–36.

30. Knickerbocker I. Leadership: a conception and some impli-

cations. J Soc Issue 1948; 4(3): 23–40.

31. Massarik F, Tannenbaum R, and Weschler IR. Leadership

and organization: a behavioral science approach. New York:

McGraw-Hill Book Co, 1961.

32. Tannenbaum R and Schmidt WH. How to choose a leadership

pattern. Harvard Bus Rev 1973; 51(3): 162–180.

33. Bates C. A methodology study of Hersey and Blanchard

situational leadership theory. Int J Adv Eng Technol Manage

Appl Sci 2016; 3(11): 42–48.

34. Ghorbani M, Zare ZG, Haghani F, et al. Situational leadership

in clinical education of nursing students. J Nurs Educ 2016;

5(4): 8–19.

35. Blanchard K. Leading at a higher level. Upper Saddle River,

NJ: Prentice-Hall, 2010.

36. Salehzadeh R, Shahin A, Kazemi A, et al. Proposing a new

approach for evaluating the situational leadership theory

based on the Kano model: the case of university students. Int

J Pub Leadersh 2015; 11(1): 4–20.

37. Thompson G and Glasø L. Situational leadership theory: a

test from three perspectives. Leadersh Organ Dev J 2015;

36(5): 527–544.

38. Howell JP, Dorfman PW, and Kerr S. Moderator variables

in leadership research. Acad Manage Rev 1986; 11(1):

88–102.

39. Okuonzi C. Learning from followers: an examination of

follower voice behavior and its influence on leadership

competencies of ugandan sme owner-managers. Eur J Bus

Manage 2016; 8(28): 99–118.

40. Sharma PN and Kirkman BL. Leveraging leaders: a literature

review and future lines of inquiry for empowering leadership

research. Group Organ Manage 2015; 40(2): 193–237.

41. Yukl G. Leadership in organizations. 6th ed. Upper Saddle

River, NJ, USA: Pearson-Prentice Hall, 2006.

42. Nijkamp Y (2016)Leadership styles and strategy process

research: a study of Dutch small and medium-sized enter-

prises. Master degree in Business Administration, University

of Twente, Slagharen.

43. Mihai LS. The particularities of leadership styles among

Dutch small and medium business owners. Ann Constan
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