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1  | INTRODUC TION

Nursing leadership is an important factor in finding ways to cope 
with changing and demanding contexts (Scully, 2015). Research in 
the context of nursing has shown that transformational leadership 

can improve the quality of care and professional provision of care 
(Boamah, Laschinger, Wong, & Clarke, 2018).

Although research outcomes have indicated positive effects 
of transformational leadership (cf. Boamah et al., 2018), little is 
known about the latent creator of the relationship (Fischer, 2016; 
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ing and reflection in teams and thus influences the performance of teams.
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Para-González, Jiménez-Jiménez, & Martínez-Lorente, 2018). We 
want to find out whether there are relationships among transfor-
mational leadership, safe team climate, knowledge sharing and re-
flection, and team performance in nursing and social work teams. 
Researchers emphasize that the ‘mechanisms that could explain the 
correlations between transformational leaders and the work perfor-
mance of staff are not yet known’ (Krepia, Katsaragakis, Kaitelidou, 
& Prezerakos, 2018, p. 193).

Previous research on transformational leadership has studied 
different outcomes, such as job satisfaction (e.g., Park, 1997), in-
tention to leave (e.g., Lavoie-Tremblay, Fernet, & Lavigne, 2016) and 
innovative work behaviour (e.g., Masood & Afsar, 2017). In the pres-
ent study, we focus on team performance aspects such as the ef-
fectiveness of teams and their development of innovations. To our 
knowledge, there is no insight in research regarding explanations 
for the effects of transformational leadership. Team learning fo-
cuses on knowledge acquisition through participation and creation 
(Decuyper, Dochy, & Van den Bossche, 2010) and occurs when 
team members share information, build upon on mutually shared 
knowledge and expand the knowledge that they have exchanged 
(Raes, Boon, Kyndt, & Dochy, 2015). Studies indicate that knowl-
edge sharing and reflection are important team learning activities 
for teams to improve their performance (Timmermans, van Linge, 
van Petegem, Elseviers, & Denekens, 2011). Team members’ per-
ception of a safe team climate is an important facilitator of learning 
activities in the team. A safe team climate allows team members to 
openly discuss problems, examine critical issues and find new solu-
tions (Edmondson & Lei, 2014).

2  | TE AM LE ARNING AC TIVITIES , 
ANTECEDENTS AND CONSEQUENCES

According to organisational learning theory (Argyris & Schön, 1978), 
learning happens when errors occur and are detected and corrected 
(Argyris, 1995). An error can be corrected by changing individual 
behaviour (single-loop learning) or by changing the underlying 
programme (double-loop learning). There are two kinds of action 
programmes: theories of individuals that refer to their beliefs, at-
titudes and values and theories-in-use that refer to their actual be-
haviour (Argyris, 1995). Ineffective theories-in-use reduce learning 
and sensitivity to feedback and thus create defensive organisational 
systems that are unable to learn (Argyris, 1990). Teams within an 
organisation enable learning because these units are the connec-
tion between the individual and the organisation (Argyris, 1995). A 
team learning model that describes relationships among variables 
on the individual, team, and organisational levels and their effects 
on team learning was developed by Decuyper et al. (2010). They 
referred to general system theory and complexity theory to em-
phasize a holistic view of organisational elements that interact in 
a dynamic way. Our study conceptualizes team learning processes 
as activities through which team members collectively reflect and 
share knowledge.

2.1 | Team learning activities: knowledge 
sharing and reflection

Decuyper et al. (2010, p. 112) define teams ‘as complex open systems’ 
in which team members are connected with each other and their en-
vironment. Work teams are groups of two or more persons (Salas, 
Sims, & Burke, 2005, p. 559). These persons need each other to ac-
complish their work tasks, and they share common values and goals 
(Salas et al., 2005). Ellis et al. (2003, p. 822) define team learning ‘as a 
relatively change in a team's collective level of knowledge and skills pro-
duced by the shared experience of the team members’. Team learning 
activities, such as reflection and knowledge sharing, are cognitive inter-
group processes that influence cognitive structures and thought pat-
terns, which in turn affect behaviour (Gibson, 2001). The interrelation 
of actions in teams allows people to develop a collective mind (Weick 
& Roberts, 1993). Schippers, Den Hartog, and Koopman (2007, p. 191) 
define reflection of teams ‘as a team's joint and overt exploration of 
work-related issues’. It includes team members’ exploration, commu-
nication and discussion of work-related topics (Schippers et al., 2007). 
Researchers seem to agree that teams can learn effectively when they 
are able to identify their actual state and the ideal goal they want to 
reach (Schippers, West, & Dawson, 2015). Reflection within teams 
helps them focus on objectives, strategies, processes and their environ-
ment. It is a process of continuous adaptation of team members’ shared 
understanding of work tasks, objectives and situations (Widmann, 
Messmann, & Mulder, 2016). With regard to reflection in teams, differ-
ent dimensions have to be considered. Reflection can occur socially, in 
interaction between team members, or individually. In addition, it can 
vary regarding depth (Schippers et al., 2007). Schippers et al. (2007, p. 
191) define ‘moderate reflection’ as critical reflection of issues closely 
related to the tasks and ‘deep reflection’ as reflection regarding norms 
and values of a team. Furthermore, the object (i.e.,content) of reflection 
can be different (Messmann & Mulder, 2015). In the present study, re-
flection is defined as socially shared learning activities that refer to pro-
cesses within a team. In relation to the object of reflection, the focus is 
on task reflection and process reflection. Task reflection is about work 
tasks and different ways to accomplish them and reach objectives. 
Process reflection is a more impactful kind of reflection. It includes re-
flection activities such as revising and discussing work-related issues, 
including work performance, values and norms (Schippers et al., 2007).

2.2 | Transformational leadership

Bass and Riggio (2006, p. 21) argued that ‘a superior leadership per-
formance — transformational leadership — occurs when managers 
broaden and elevate the interests of their employees, when they 
generate awareness and acceptance of the purposes and mission of 
the group and when they stir employees to look beyond their own 
self-interest for the good of the group’.

Transformational leadership is considered a second-order con-
struct and consists of the following components (Bass, Avolio, Jung, 
& Berson, 2003):
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1. Idealized influence, which means that followers trust and identify 
with their manager. The manager is respected by the team and 
is consistent in behaviour regarding values and norms that she 
or he demands from the followers.

2. Inspirational motivation, which can be described as a positive, 
motivating and enthusiastic team spirit. This includes providing 
meaning, challenging the followers’ work and motivating them to 
imagine goal achievement in the future.

3. Intellectual stimulation, which refers to fostering innovativeness 
and creativity in team members. The manager questions routines 
and assumptions and reframes prior situations.

4. Individualized consideration, which refers to the manager's role 
of a mentor who coaches followers to foster their development. 
Transformational managers try to focus on the individual's needs, 
wishes and possibilities for development (Bass et al., 2003).

Theory on leadership indicates that three different levels of lead-
ership can be distinguished. The first is the individual level of leader-
ship activities, such as motivating, evaluating and inspiring others. The 
second is leadership at the team level, which focuses more on team 
processes and includes team building and conflict management. At 
the organisational level (the third level of leadership), leadership con-
sists of creating a culture for the whole organisation (Huber, 2006). 
In the present study, the focus is on leadership of ward managers or 
team managers who can influence these three levels.

2.3 | Safe team climate

Team managers can be important for team members in two aspects. 
First, the team manager's behaviour can have direct consequences on 
the members’ willingness to adapt to change and to learn (Edmondson, 
Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001). Second, team managers are important for 
creating a climate in a team where the members feel safe to take risks 
and where they trust and mutually respect each other (Edmondson & 
Lei, 2014). Such a safe team climate enables team members to inte-
grate perspectives, share knowledge and work together effectively to 
achieve their goals (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001).

In the present study, safe team climate is regarded as the indi-
vidual's perception of the team climate (Bauer & Mulder, 2011). A 
safe team climate is characterized by a non-punitive orientation and 
trust. In such a context, members of a team feel safe enough to en-
gage in uncertain behaviours, such as discussing critical incidents, 
because they rely on support from the manager and the other mem-
bers of the team (Bauer & Mulder, 2011).

2.4 | Team performance

Team learning activities are important for organisations to improve 
performance (e.g., Edmondson & Lei, 2014). In the present study, 
team performance was conceptualized as an output indicator, and 
the performance indicators of effectiveness and innovativeness were 

used (Van Woerkom & Croon, 2009). This study was conducted in 
the domains of nursing and social work. Health care systems have 
undergone structural changes and come to use indicators for perfor-
mance that are similar to other domains, such as team effectiveness 
(Heinemann & Zeiss, 2002). Wageman, Hackman, and Lehman (2005) 
defined team effectiveness as a high-quality performance that meets 
the goals and expectations of both customers and team members. 
Innovativeness is another important performance indicator for teams 
(Timmermans et al., 2011). Innovativeness is defined as ‘the introduc-
tion of new ideas and processes that are implemented to improve 
performance of a team’ (Van Woerkom & Croon, 2009, p. 562).

2.5 | Conceptualization of variables

The relation between transformational leadership, team learning and 
team performance is theoretically grounded in theories on learning 
organisations (e.g., Senge, 1992). Senge (2014) argues that a learning 
organisation consists of five components: personal mastery, mental 
models, shared vision, team learning and system thinking. Bass (2000) 
states that transformational leadership contributes to the maintenance 
of the learning organisation. Leadership in learning organisations in-
cludes transformational leadership because this leadership style ‘raises 
the awareness of constituencies about what is important, increase con-
cerns for achievement, self-actualization and ideals’ (Bass, 2000, p. 21). 
This involves the individual employee, the team, the organisation and 
the community (Bass, 2000). Building a learning organisation requires 
a safe team climate and transformational leadership that encourage 
people to share ideas and ask for help (Senge, 1992). Team learning is 
an integral part of Senge's learning organisations. It is described as the 
possibility of team members to share information and discuss. This can 
lead to organisations that are able to react flexibly and therefore are 
able to improve performance (Senge, 1992).

The aim of this study was to investigate whether there are re-
lationships among transformational leadership, safe team climate, 
knowledge sharing and reflection, and team performance in nursing 
and social work teams. We expect that transformational leadership 
positively relates to the individual's perception of a safe team cli-
mate (Hypothesis 1). We hypothesize that transformational lead-
ership positively relates to knowledge sharing and reflection via 
the individual's perception of a safe team climate (Hypothesis 2). 
Furthermore, we expect that the individual's perception of a safe 
team climate positively relates to knowledge sharing and reflection 
(Hypothesis 3). Lastly, we hypothesize that knowledge sharing and 
reflection positively relate to a team's performance (Hypothesis 4).

3  | METHODS

3.1 | Sample

Participation in our study was voluntary and anonymous. Regarding 
the criteria for participation in our study, participants needed to 
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work together in teams with at least two members who shared a 
common task in nursing or social work (e.g., teams working with 
people with disabilities) to be eligible to participate in the study. 
Typically, their daily work consists of complex tasks that are solved 
by working together in teams (Timmermans et al., 2011). We used 
simple random sampling and collected our data in Bavaria, Germany. 
We contacted organisations via email or telephone and introduced 
a contact person (e.g., ward manager, manager of nursing, team 
manager, organisation manager) to our study, in particular about 
the criteria for participation, our study's focus and our approach 
to data protection. We asked the contact person if the team fulfils 
our criteria. If yes, we then asked the contact person to distribute 
the questionnaire to their colleagues, team members or employees. 
Participating teams worked in inpatient care (e.g., retirement home) 
and in-house support in social work (e.g., sheltered workshop). 
Participating teams worked in 12 different organisations engaged in 
nursing and social care. The questionnaire contained an introduction 
part where participants were informed that participation is volun-
tary, data collection and data analyses are anonymous, and no iden-
tifying information about their organisation will be collected. Data of 
an individual team member cannot be retraced.

3.2 | Research design

We conducted a cross-sectional questionnaire survey with validated 
scales to measure the variables of transformational leadership, safe 
team climate, reflection and knowledge sharing, and team perfor-
mance. Based on our theoretical framework, the used scales are an 
appropriate operationalization of the constructs.

3.3 | Scales

Transformational leadership is measured using the Global 
Transformational Leadership (GTL) scale (Carless, Wearing, & 
Mann, 2000, p. 389), which contains items about communication of 
a clear and positive vision, support for staff development, encour-
agement of staff, fostering of trust, involvement and cooperation, 
encouragement of thinking about problems, and behaviour that is re-
spectful and inspiring and congruent to values (Carless et al., 2000). 
The answering format was a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (very often).

Nurses and social workers assessed the leadership style of their 
ward managers or team managers. We focused on leadership of 
ward managers and team managers at the operational level because 
research indicates that they have an important influence on the or-
ganisation of services, patient outcomes and staff shortage (Aiken 
et al., 2012).

For measuring knowledge sharing, the validated scale from 
Staples and Webster (2008) was used. This scale measures the 
team members’ individual perceptions of sharing knowledge, ideas, 
experience and expertise among the team members. The response 

format was a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very 
often). Reflection was measured with a scale developed by Schippers 
et al. (2007). This scale contains two components of reflection activ-
ities: reflection activities about work tasks and strategies for accom-
plishing those tasks (task reflection) and reflection activities about 
discussing processes, values and norms of the team (process reflec-
tion) (Schippers et al., 2007). The answering format for these scales 
was a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often).

Van Woerkom and Croon (2009) developed an instrument that 
measures different types of team performance. To cover different 
perspectives on performance, we included the scales on the teams’ 
effectiveness and innovativeness of the validated instrument. The 
answer format for these scales was a 7-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree).

The scale that we used for measuring safe team climate was de-
veloped by Bauer and Mulder (2011). It measures individual team 
members’ perception of feeling safe for taking interpersonal risk 
within their own team. The scale items are about non-punitive han-
dling of critical moments (e.g., occurrence of errors) and trust. The 
scale has been used in different domains, such as hospital nursing 
and geriatric nursing (e.g., Bauer & Mulder, 2011), and is therefore 
applicable for the context of the present study. The answer format 
was a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree).

3.4 | Analyses

We calculated descriptive statistics and performed correlation anal-
yses (Table 1). To analyse the relationships among transformational 
leadership, safe team climate, knowledge sharing and reflection and 
team performance, we conducted structural equation modelling 
using Mplus 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998‒2013). In the model, reflec-
tion was specified as a second-order variable comprising the factors 
task reflection and process reflection. The same procedure was used 
for team performance. The second-order variable comprised the two 
performance indicators, namely effectiveness and innovativeness.

In our study, individual team members assessed the learning 
activities, knowledge sharing and reflection of the team, transfor-
mational leadership and team performance. The team members’ in-
dividual assessments require data analyses at the individual level. To 
take into account that team members are nested in teams, we used 
an approach that analyses complex data at the single level while con-
sidering clustering effects with regard to the study's sampling design 
(cf. Marcoulides & Schumacker, 2009). This approach enables com-
puting standard errors and a chi-square test of model fit taking into 
account stratification and non-independence of observations be-
cause of cluster sampling (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). To account for 
the hierarchical data structure, stratification and cluster information 
were included. We were able to obtain robust parameter estimates 
and standard errors and account for the associated unequal selec-
tion probabilities (Stapleton, 2006). To test the validity of the model 
to the present sample, standard fit indices and cut-off criteria were 
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used, with SRMR ≤ 0.10, CFI ≥ 0.90 and RMSEA ≤ 0.08 indicating 
acceptable fit (cf. Kline, Muthén & Muthén, 2012). To account for the 
non-normality of the data, the restricted maximum-likelihood esti-
mator method was used. In addition, indirect effects were computed 
and tested with regard to statistical significance and the direction 
and size of the effects.

4  | RESULTS

The total sample in our study consisted of 32 teams (N = 32 teams, 
n = 183 team members); 82 per cent of our particiapants were fe-
male. Participants were aged between 18 and 60 years (M = 40.78, 
SD = 11.77) and had worked in their team for at least 2 months 
(M = 40.8, SD = 39.5). 54 per cent of teams (17 teams) worked in the 
domain of geriatric nursing and 46 per cent (15 teams) in social work, 
such as youth welfare service or pedagogical care of young people 
with physical or mental disabilities. The teams had two to ten team 
members (M = 6.92, SD = 1.91). 27 per cent of the teams worked 
for profit organisations and 73 per cent for non-profit organisations.

Table 1 gives an overview of the mean values, standard devia-
tions and Cronbach's alphas. The scales are appropriate and have 
been used in other studies with Cronbach's alphas for transforma-
tional leadership (α = 0.90) (Carless et al., 2000), knowledge sharing 
(α = 0.86) (Staples & Webster, 2008), reflection (α = 0.79) (Schippers 
et al., 2007), safe team climate (α = 0.85) (Bauer & Mulder, 2011) and 
performance (α = 0.91) (Van Woerkom & Croon, 2009). In the pres-
ent study, Cronbach's alphas were satisfying for transformational 
leadership (α = 0.92) and knowledge sharing (α = 0.88). Reflection 
was specified as second-order variable comprising task reflection 
and process reflection (α = 0.68–0.78). Team performance consists 
of effectiveness and innovativeness of teams (α = 0.68 −0.77).

Our model (Figure 1) shows an acceptable fit to the data 
(SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.08, 90% C.I. = 0.06–0.09). The 
results of our structural equation modelling indicate that transfor-
mational leadership has a direct relationship with safe team climate 
(β = 0.60), which is consistent with Hypothesis 1. Transformational 
leadership also relates to knowledge sharing (β = 0.53) and reflec-
tion (β = 0.50) positively via safe team climate. These results support 
Hypothesis 2. Safe team climate positively relates to knowledge shar-
ing (β = 0.80) and reflection (β = 0.83), which supports Hypothesis 
3. The results also show that there is a positive relationship between 
reflection within the team and team performance (β = 0.70). There 
is no significant relationship between knowledge sharing and team 
performance. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was partially supported.

The results indicate that transformational leadership has a posi-
tive indirect relation with knowledge sharing and reflection through 
safe team climate, transformational leadership positively relates to 
safe team climate, reflection positively relates to team performance, 
and knowledge sharing is not related to team performance.

5  | DISCUSSION

Our results are in line with the research results on transforma-
tional leadership in the domains of nursing (cf. Lega, Prenestini, & 
Rosso, 2017). Studies indicate that transformational leadership 
styles can positively influence outcomes for nurses and health care 
workforces (Lega et al., 2017), positively influence patient safety 
outcomes (Boamah et al., 2018) and enhance patient satisfaction 
(Wong, Cummings, & Ducharme, 2013). Our findings suggest that 
it is necessary to use transformational leadership styles to create 
‘empowering nursing work environments’ (Boamah et al., 2018, p. 6). 
Wong et al. (2013, p. 718) argued that focusing on the ‘mechanism 

F I G U R E  1   Standardized estimates for the mediation model of transformational leadership, team learning and team performance (N = 32; 
n = 183 team member); standardized β included; transformational leadership—safe team climate (B = 0.45); safe team climate—knowledge 
sharing (B = 0.71), reflection (B = 0.58); reflection—team performance (B = 0.38); indirect effects: transformational leadership—knowledge 
sharing β = 0.53; transformational leadership—reflection β = 0.50; all estimates p < .05; model fit: SRMR = 0.06; CFI = 0.91; RMSEA = 0.08; 
partial model fit: SRMR = 0.07; CFI = 0.79 RMSEA = 0.08
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of influence on outcomes’ is necessary. The present study increases 
insight into this mechanism and shows that transformational leader-
ship is positively related to the learning activities of teams and influ-
ences team performance. Therefore, we conclude that nurses’ work 
environments should contain learning opportunities. Whereas other 
studies focused on specific outcome measures (e.g., patient safety 
outcomes) (Boamah et al., 2018), this study increases insight into 
nurses’ subjective assessment of their team performance.

One of the limitations of our study is that we used team members’ 
self-reports for team performance and transformational leadership; 
therefore, the results may suffer from potential biases (D’Innocenzo 
et al., 2016). Furthermore, our sample size was relatively small. A 
strength of our study is that we used an approach that analysed indi-
vidual assessments considering that individuals are nested in groups.

6  | CONCLUSION

The results and implications of this present study increase insight into 
the underlying mechanisms of transformational leadership in nursing 
and social care. Our results can help ward managers and team manag-
ers to become aware that leadership can have a positive impact on 
team performance when they foster a safe team climate. Furthermore, 
for individual employees and team members as well as for teams, it is 
important to become aware of the fact that learning is essential for 
improving performance. In addition, for organisations, it is important 
to become aware of the fact that performance is influenced by ward 
managers and team managers, teams, a safe climate and learning.

6.1 | Implications to nursing management

The practical implications of our study also relate to the importance 
of leadership behaviour. Team managers behaving as transforma-
tional leaders are able to create a safe team climate which enhances 
learning and thus improves outcomes.

The conclusions of our study are important for leadership edu-
cation. Future ward managers and team managers should not only 
learn how to establish a leadership style, but also should seek to 
understand how leadership style can lead to a safe team climate and 
how learning possibilities can be arranged for their employees. It is 
necessary to train future ward managers and team managers not 
only in leadership style, but also in enabling learning, creating a team 
climate and in being able to guide their own professional develop-
ment. Further studies should focus on these suggestions by includ-
ing informal learning activities and leadership style.
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