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Abstract
“Leader credibility” is believed by many scholars as essential for effective leader-
ship and is commonly used in discussions about leaders in business, politics, and 
other areas. Yet despite leader credibility’s strong presence in contemporary press 
and research, the “leader credibility” construct is not clearly conceptualized, and a 
grounded understanding of leader credibility is missing. To begin building a solid 
foundation of leader credibility knowledge, we conducted a systematic literature 
review (SLR), which included 108 peer-reviewed articles representing various dis-
ciplines. This paper presents our descriptive and content-based findings. Our results 
reveal a significant research gap: despite the breadth and depth of the research on 
leader credibility, leader credibility is not consistently defined or measured. We pro-
vide an accounting of knowledge to date and illustrate this concept’s weak footing. 
Finally, we outline an array of relevant research paths that are possible after scholars 
reconceptualize the leader credibility foundation.
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1 Introduction

For decades, researchers have studied leaders to identify the keys to successful lead-
ership (e.g., Bass and Bass 2008; Landis et al. 2014). Some believed that great lead-
ers were born rather than shaped by training or experience, and others advocated 
for a link between leader behaviors and the situation (e.g., Blake and Mouton 1985; 
Blanchard et al. 1993). Contemporary leadership theory has focused on the relation-
ship between the leader, follower, and organization (e.g., McCauley and Palus 2021; 
Bass and Bass 2008). Researchers have found leader credibility as relevant to mul-
tiple contemporary leadership theories. For example, leader credibility is discussed 
as a moral component of transformational leadership behavior (Bass and Steidlmeier 
1999), a factor differentiating authentic leaders from non-authentic leaders (Gardner 
et al. 2005), and a characteristic of servant leaders (Russell 2001; Russell and Stone 
2002).

Our interest in leader credulity was prompted by the broad discussion of the topic 
in our classes and upon deeper reflection of the leader authenticity and leader cred-
ibility concepts, which overlap. Therefore, we conducted a scoping review of the lit-
erature and contemporary press to explore leader credibility as a construct. Scoping 
reviews often serve as a precursor to systematic reviews, illuminate key concepts/
definitions, and identify potential knowledge gaps (Munn et al. 2018).

We also discovered leader credibility connected with the source credibility con-
cept and Kouzes and Posner’s research of exemplary leadership and leader cred-
ibility. Source credibility has origins in communications research. Aristotle first 
espoused source credibility and explored how people evaluate a message’s source 
and how those evaluations impact message persuasiveness (Umeogu, 2012). For 
more than thirty years, Kouzes and Posner (2012) researched leadership, publish-
ing their qualitative findings in two books, each with multiple editions. Kouzes and 
Posner advocated the importance of leader credibility, calling it the foundation of 
leadership. Our scoping review discovered that many scholars cite Kouzes and Pos-
ner’s work as the theoretical source of their leader credibility research. Very early, 
we questioned those potential leader credibility theory applications.

In addition, we found that leader credibility surfaced in peer-reviewed jour-
nals representing a wide range of disciplines: public administration (Grasse et  al. 
2014; Gabris et al. 2001), business strategy (Salicru and Chelliah 2014), econom-
ics (Komai and Stegeman 2010), business management (Chun et al. 2014; Kouzes 
and Posner 2005), sports management (Swanson and Kent 2014), political science 
(Myerson 2008; Van Zuydam and Hendriks 2018), medical and health services 
(Davidhizar 2007; Loh et  al. 2016), education (Bolkan and Goodboy 2009; Hol-
land 1997), and psychology (Sweeney et al. 2009). Empirical research has explored 
relationships between leader credibility and various outcomes, such as leader self-
awareness (Grasse et al. 2014), subordinate burnout (Gabris and Ihrke 1996), man-
agerial innovation (Gabris et  al. 1999), motivating language (Holmes and Parker 
2017), subordinates’ perceived cost of seeking feedback (Chun et  al. 2014), and 
affective well-being at work (Rego and Pina e Cunha 2012).
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Our review of the contemporary press also revealed that leader credibility is a popu-
lar concept. An internet search for “leader has credibility” yielded over 9900 results, 
a search for “leader has lost credibility” produced over 2000 results, and a search for 
“build credibility as a leader” generated over 100,000 results. Leader credibility is often 
discussed in media. For example, Angela Merkel lost credibility and became less popu-
lar because of Euro-related decisions (Nixon 2011), yet during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
her science background enhanced her credibility (Miller 2020). Mark Zuckerberg’s tes-
timony to Congress, in which he acknowledged Facebook was sharing users’ data with-
out consent, damaged his credibility (Alaimo 2018). Martin Winterkorn, Volkswagen’s 
former CEO, gained credibility when he presented the vision of Volkswagen becoming 
the world’s number one automaker (Stein 2009). However, Volkswagen’s diesel scan-
dal, intentionally cheating on U.S. emission tests, threatened Winterkorn’s and other 
Volkswagen leaders’ credibility (Fleming 2015). Winston Churchill’s leader credibility 
was enhanced through a tone of defiance while being realistic (Abadir 2020). Warren 
Buffet’s well-known transparency and integrity reputation enhanced his leader’s cred-
ibility (Lissauer 2005).

The contemporary press also discusses the benefits of leader credibility and the 
harms of not having leader credibility (e.g., Murphy 2016; Sinha 2020). For instance, 
contemporary press articles propose benefits from leader credibility, including higher 
organization productivity and performance, stronger relationships, and better leader 
well-being. Proposed harms from the lack of leader credibility include low employee 
morale, employees merely following rules and not fully engaging in their work, and the 
lack of genuine followers. Clearly, leader credibility, or its absence, draws ample atten-
tion in contemporary press.

From this initial scoping review, we observed that leader credibility often appeared 
in the academic literature as a proven and well-established construct. Still, we found 
inconsistencies in how the construct is defined and detected overlap with other con-
structs such as trust and authenticity. Consider these two examples: Leader credibil-
ity “is present when leaders are perceived by their followers as believable, as men and 
women of their word, and as persons who can be followed and trusted (Gabris et al. 
2000, p. 489)”; and "A credible leader possesses character (ethical, honest, loyal, 
respects others) and is recognized as competent (accountable and gets results) (Trem-
aine 2016, p. 137)." The first definition applies trust, but the second applies character. 
Are trust and character the same constructs? The second definition includes compe-
tence, but the first does not. Can followers see a believable, but incompetent, leader as 
credible?

This initial review prompted us to conduct a systematic literature review (SLR) to 
understand better how leader credibility is defined and identify its theoretical connec-
tions. “SLRs synthesize a foundation of knowledge including all related material, pre-
senting both what exists and identifying what is missing (Williams Jr. et al. 2021, p. 
523).” SLRs provide a transparent, objective overview of existing knowledge of a given 
topic that answers research questions from a comprehensive and objective examination 
of existing literature (Brereton et al. 2007; Clark et al. 2021; Siddaway et al. 2019; Tran-
field et al. 2003). SLRs do not seek to support proposed hypotheses, which is the aim 
of traditional literature reviews. In contrast, it is a technique to achieve “sensemaking,” 
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a process for transforming abstract meanings into concrete forms (Weick et al. 2005; 
Rojon et al. 2021).

2  Methodology

Our SLR process followed Tranfield et al. (2003) and Fisch and Block’s (2018) rec-
ommendations for conducting an SLR. We used this methodology to understand bet-
ter the complete nature of the leader credibility concept and related research. We 
began with the following research questions:

(1) What is the theoretical basis of leader credibility?
(2) How is leader credibility defined?
(3) How is leader credibility measured?
(4) What outcomes, antecedents, and moderators are related to leader credibility?

We systematically identified the relevant literature to generate a vast pool of 
articles for possible inclusion in our SLR. We limited our search to peer-reviewed 
journals because we saw merit in assessing higher-quality material that had under-
gone the peer-review process (Podsakoff et al. 2005). We did not restrict our search 
to publication dates or specific academic fields. For instance, we did not limit our 
search to leadership or business-oriented literature.

To increase the probability of having a complete list of SLR inclusion candi-
dates and reduce the chance of missing a relevant piece, we utilized three search 
databases: Google Scholar, ABI/INFORM, and ProQuest. As each search database 
produced different lists, using three search databases was an effective approach that 
yielded a more thorough examination of the literature. We searched for “leader” and 
“credibility,” or “leadership” and “credibility” as search terms in titles, abstracts, 
or keywords. After evaluating our initial results, and to reduce the chance of miss-
ing a relevant piece, we broadened our search by applying only “credibility” as a 
search word in titles, abstracts, or keywords. To determine if an article merited con-
sideration for SLR inclusion, we scanned the article for evidence of a leader cred-
ibility discussion or a related empirical study. Our search produced 278 SLR poten-
tial inclusion candidates. Each of the 278 possible inclusion articles was randomly 
assigned to two researchers from our four-person team.

Since researchers apply “credibility” in various paradigms [e.g., witness credibil-
ity (Kaufmann et al. 2003), celebrity credibility in advertisements (Goldsmith et al. 
2000), internet information credibility (Flanagin and Metzger 2000), and source 
credibility (Ohanian 1990)], our first criterion for inclusion in our review was to 
ask, “Did the article address leader credibility?” If the answer was “no,” the article 
was excluded. As an illustration, we included an article discussing source credibil-
ity only if it contributed to leader credibility knowledge. For example, Holmes and 
Parker (2017) applied source credibility in discussing credible leaders’ communica-
tion, so we included that article. Conversely, Son and Kim (2016) explored source 
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credibility’s effect on employee feedback acceptance, but they did not specifically 
examine leader credibility, so we omitted that article in our SLR.

For inclusion, the article needed to meet at least one of the following criteria: the 
article included a leader credibility definition, or the article was an empirical study 
in which leader credibility was explored, or leader credibility surfaced in findings. 
In summary, first, if an article was not leadership-oriented, it was excluded. And 
second, if the article was leadership-oriented but did not have a leader credibility 
definition or did not include leader credibility empirical research, it was excluded.

We applied the following tactics to ensure inter-rater reliability and consistently 
adhere to our inclusion criteria. First, we assigned each article to two research team 
members (out of four total members), who assessed the article’s potential for inclu-
sion and individually chronicled material related to our research questions. Our 
research team pairings rotated in working through the 278 articles. If two team 
members had differences concerning an article’s inclusion, our entire team assessed 
the article, seeking common ground. Team members did not apply a scale in judging 
articles for inclusion/exclusion. Our team approached this in a dichotomous manner, 
include or exclude.

After initial article reviews, we discussed each article in face-to-face meetings 
and collectively chronicled material related to our research questions. This approach 
caused multiple, in-depth discussions focused on the inclusion criteria and resulted 
in unanimous decisions on including or excluding articles [see Clark et al. (2021) 
for a deeper discussion of team review benefits]. From our extensive review of 278 
articles in the SLR candidate pool, our team agreed on the rejection of 170 articles 
and the inclusion of 108 articles in our SLR. Figure 1 illustrates our SLR protocol. 

3  Literature analysis and synthesis

We analyzed the literature from our SLR from descriptive and content perspectives 
to address our research questions.

3.1  Descriptive analysis

Although we did not limit our search to a specific time period, the 108 articles’ pub-
lication dates span from 1970 to 2021. Figure 2 illustrates the number of articles in 
our SLR published in seven-year increments and suggests leader credibility research 
has grown over the last fifty years.

As expected from our initial scoping review, leadership or management jour-
nals published many of the articles in our SLR. However, as illustrated in Fig.  3, 
peer-reviewed journals from a variety of other fields published articles meeting our 
inclusion criteria, including the following: hotel and restaurant industry, military, 
research technology, strategy, communication, industrial training, political science, 
organizations, business, ethics, human resources, health services, psychology, edu-
cation, and public administration. Yet, as Fig. 3 shows only fields with two or more 
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articles in our SLR, it does not fully illustrate the number and the variety of fields 
represented in our SLR, which shows leader credibility research’s breadth. Indeed, 
articles from twelve other fields, not shown in Fig. 2, surfaced in our SLR, including 
defense, corporate reputation, economics, emergency services, the legal field, mar-
keting, policing, public relations, religion, safety, sports management, technology 
management, and youth services. Our SLR articles represent 29 fields, indicating 
that leader credibility is relevant to a wide array of leadership environments.

There were four fields, other than leadership and management, with relatively 
high numbers of articles in our SLR. Thirteen articles surfaced from the public 
administration field with topics such as the following: the importance of leader cred-
ibility in city managers (Grasse et al. 2014), leader credibility and federal employee 

Research Questions
• What is the theoretical basis of leader credibility?
• How is leader credibility defined?
• How is leader credibility measured? 
• What outcomes, antecedents, and moderators are related to leader credibility? 

Search Process
• Limited to peer-reviewed journals.
• Started with “leader” and “credibility” or “leadership” and “credibility” as search words in 

title, or abstract, or in the article keywords.
o Broadened our search by applying only “credibility” as a search word in title, abstract, 

or in the article keywords.
• Three search databases – Google Scholar, ABI/INFORM, and ProQuest.
• Title and abstract scanned – if any potential existed that the article would contribute to our 

work, it was advanced to the next step, review inclusion consideration.
• 278 articles from the search proceeded to review inclusion consideration.

Review Inclusion Criteria
• First, did the article address leader credibility? If no, remove from further consideration.
• Second, did the article make one or more of the following contributions: 

o The article was an empirical study in which leader credibility was one of the variables 
explored, or leader credibility surfaced in the findings.

o Included a leader credibility definition.

Empirical study of leader 
credibility or leader 

credibility surfaced in 
findings. 

= 73 articles

Included a leader 
credibility definition. 

= 78 articles

Total articles included in the review = 108
(Articles may have applied to more than one of the contributions above, thus the 
sum of the two is greater than the total.)

Fig. 1  SLR Protocol
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burnout (Gabris and Ihrke 1996), leader credibility and city employee innovation 
(Gabris et al. 1999), leader credibility and leader rank in a federal agency (Gabris 
and Ihrke 2007), leader credibility and employee acceptance of performance evalu-
ation (Gabris and Ihrke 2000), and how women in federal agencies gain leader cred-
ibility (Rusaw 1996). Ten articles in our SLR surfaced from education, including the 

Fig. 2  Number of articles included in the SLR based on seven-year publication date periods. Note the 
first period, 1970–1978, is eight years

Fig. 3  Academic fields with two or more articles included in our SLR
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following themes: previous teaching and research as vital for higher education lead-
ership credibility (Spendlove 2007), teacher credibility as a component of classroom 
leadership (Balwant 2016; Bolkan and Goodboy 2009), and the importance of prin-
cipals’ leader credibility (Beam et al. 2016; Gale and Bishop 2014; Holland 1997; 
Northfield 2014). Eight articles from the psychology field met our inclusion criteria, 
including the following findings: leader credibility’s positive relationship with affec-
tive well-being at work (Rego and Pina e Cunha 2012), followers trusting leaders 
with high credibility (Sweeney et al. 2009), and external coaches have higher leader 
credibility than peers from inside an organization (Sue‐Chan and Latham 2004). 
The health services field published six articles in our SLR. One topic addressed was 
the importance of credibility when a doctor or nurse steps into leadership (e.g., Loh 
et al. 2016; Upenieks 2003). This further illustrates leader credibility’s relevance in 
several fields and the breadth of its research.1

3.2  Content analysis

3.2.1  Theoretical connections and observations

To better understand the development of the leader credibility construct, we cap-
tured the theoretical basis applied for leader credibility for the articles included in 
our SLR. Analysis of 108 leader credibility articles revealed two dominant theo-
retical streams: (1) source credibility theory and (2) Kouzes and Posner’s exem-
plary leader and credibility work. Of our review’s 108 leader credibility articles, 49 
(45.4%) applied the Kouzes and Posner stream, and 29 (26.9%) applied the source 
credibility stream. Multiple articles applied both (e.g., Holmes and Parker 2017; 
Kouzes and Posner 2005; Lafferty 2004; Russell and Stone 2002; Swanson and Kent 
2014; Van Zuydam and Metze, 2018).

Source credibility theory. The concept of source credibility originated in Aris-
totle’s work, The Rhetoric, in which he explored how people evaluate a message’s 
source and how that evaluation impacts message persuasiveness (Umeogu 2012). 
Aristotle proposed three elements of persuasion: ethos, logos, and pathos. He theo-
rized that ethos was composed of a speaker’s intelligence, moral virtue, and good-
will towards the audience.

Hovland et  al. (1953) operationalized source credibility by studying the impact 
of informants’ credibility on their ability to persuade and proposed two elements: 
the speaker’s trustworthiness and expertise. Other researchers also operational-
ized source credibility as trustworthiness and expertise (e.g., Sternthal et al. 1978; 
O’Keefe 1990). Andersen (1961) and Berlo et  al. (1969) introduced dynamism to 
the credibility construct, which Hackman and Johnson (1996) supported. Ohanian 
(1990, p. 41) defined source credibility as a “communicator’s positive characteristics 
that affect the receiver’s acceptance of a message.”

1 We cite just a few articles for each field.
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McCroskey and Teven (1999) anchored their leader credibility studies to source 
credibility, creating leader credibility measures exploring three components: exper-
tise, trustworthiness, and goodwill. Returning to Aristotle’s work, the goodwill ele-
ment captured how much the speaker cared for, or had good intentions towards, oth-
ers. However, McCroskey and Teven (1999) did not include the dynamism element.

It is important to note that source credibility’s origin focused on a speaker’s abil-
ity to communicate and persuade. However, modern discussion of leader credibility 
incorporates much more than speaking and persuading. Table 1, which is included 
at the end of this section, presents an overview of the leader credibility theoretical 
foundations we observed. As shown in Table 1, 29 articles in our SLR ground leader 
credibility research in the source credibility concept.

Kouzes and Posner’s exemplary leader and credibility work. Because scholars 
frequently cite Kouzes and Posner in leader credibility research, we looked closely 
at their work and its relation to leader credibility. For more than thirty years, Kouzes 
and Posner researched leadership, primarily publishing their qualitative findings in 
two books, each with multiple editions: The Leadership Challenge: How to Make 
Extraordinary Things Happen in Organizations (2012) and Credibility: How 
Leaders Gain and Lose It and Why People Demand It (2011). Only three articles 
authored by Kouzes and Posner surfaced in our SLR search, and two met the inclu-
sion criteria. In 1988, Posner and Kouzes shared the results of a study correlating 
three dimensions of source credibility (trustworthiness, expertise, dynamism) with 
their five practices of exemplary leaders. This article has only ten references, of 
which two refer to their work. Kouzes and Posner’s (2005) other article in our SLR 
provides advice on leading during cynical times. They espouse that credibility is 
the foundation of leadership and propose traits of admired leaders (honest, inspir-
ing, and competent) are similar to source credibility. They support their work with 
twelve references, two of which are their books. Kouzes and Posner (2005) provide 
only one reference defining source credibility.

Kouzes and Posner’s (1987, first of many editions) book, The Leadership Chal-
lenge: How to Make Extraordinary Things Happen in Organizations, stems from 
their research of exemplary leadership, the book’s focus. Kouzes and Posner began 
by asking people about their best leadership experiences. From analyzing thousands 
of personal accounts, they grouped behaviors exhibited by effective leaders into five 
practices: model the way, inspire a shared vision, challenge the process, enable oth-
ers to act, and encourage the heart. In discussing the five practices—and building on 
research from another qualitative research stream, which we discuss next—they pro-
posed the importance of leader credibility. Kouzes and Posner continued collecting 
data for over thirty years, and based on their findings, and they updated The Leader-
ship Challenge with multiple editions (2012).

Additionally, Kouzes and Posner (2017) asked people what they look for and 
admire in a person they are willing to follow. Respondents consistently indicated the 
four most important attributes: honest, competent, forward-looking, and inspiring. 
Kouzes and Posner argued that three of these four attributes—honest, competent, 
and inspiring—aligned with the key characteristics of “source credibility,” which 
they defined as perceived trustworthiness, expertise, and dynamism. Accordingly, 
Kouzes and Posner (2011) contend that leader credibility consists of three attributes: 
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honest, competent, and inspiring. Subsequently, they wrote a book titled Credibility: 
How Leaders Gain and Lose It and Why People Demand It (2011), which argues 
that credibility is the foundation of leadership. This work focuses on how leaders can 
earn and sustain credibility by incorporating the five exemplary leadership practices, 
which makes a differentiation between exemplary leadership and leader credibility 
difficult. In Kouzes and Posner’s latest version of this book, they specifically added 
questions about credibility to their qualitative exploration. Many articles in our SLR 
cite Kouzes and Posner’s credibility research. Yet much of what they write about 
credibility is based on the “most admired leader characteristics” rather than specifi-
cally on leader credibility. Furthermore, some authors generally applied Kouzes and 
Posner’s work without specifying which source or edition they applied (e.g., Abu‐
Tineh et al. 2008; Gabris and Ihrke, 1996; Gabris et al. 2001; Grasse et al. 2014; 
Von der Ohe et al. 2004).

It is necessary to understand which work leader credibility researchers used to 
ground leader credibility because Kouzes and Posner’s characterization of cred-
ibility and its relationship with the exemplary leadership practices appears to have 
evolved over time. Early on, Kouzes and Posner described credibility as consist-
ing of admired leaders’ four top characteristics (honesty, inspiring, competent, and 
forward-looking). In other writings, Kouzes and Posner drop the forward-looking 
characteristic, making the case that three of the four characteristics (honesty, inspir-
ing, competent) match the source credibility elements: trustworthiness, expertise, 
and dynamism. However, their works do not provide a deep theoretical exploration 
of credibility from literature, but instead, they focus mainly on their qualitative stud-
ies’ findings. They provide a single footnote in the two editions of Credibility (1993, 
2011), citing Berlo et al. (1969) for defining source credibility as having those three 
elements.

Kouzes and Posner’s characterization of leaders did not limit other researchers’ 
use of their work as a foundation for leader credibility research. Recall that 45% 
of the articles in our SLR ground their credibility studies or discussion in Kouzes 
and Posner’s work. Gabris and Mitchell (1991) operationalized Kouzes and Posner’s 
qualitative work and credibility description by creating leader credibility measures. 
Their scale focused on exemplary leaders’ behaviors to build credibility, and Gabris, 
Ihrke, and other colleagues used that scale for over two decades. Gabris or Ihrke 
were authors of eleven articles included in our SLR.

We present in Table 1 the following Kouzes and Posner leader credibility theoret-
ical sub-streams: studies primarily relying on exemplary leadership practices, stud-
ies based on the credibility work primarily, and studies generally focused on Kouzes 
and Posner’s collective leadership work. As shown in Table 1, although Kouzes and 
Posner’s work lacks a stated theoretical or methodological basis beyond the initial 
qualitative exploratory work, it appears many researchers have adopted their work as 
settled leader credibility theory–which we identify as source amplification.

3.2.2  Leader credibility definitions and observations

Our extensive SLR confirmed our perception from our scoping review that leader 
credibility is not consistently defined. To illustrate the variety of definitions, 
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consider the following. Farling et al. (1999) described leader credibility as “…the 
quality that enables one to be believed and also involves the trustworthiness and 
reliability of information of communication received from a person” (p. 57). How-
ever, Bolkan and Goodboy (2009) applied competence and goodwill in addition to 
trustworthiness to describe leader credibility. Furthermore, Sweeney et  al. (2009) 
pursued a different path, using dependable character in their definition. The variety 
of terms applied to describe leader credibility in these well-cited articles illustrates 
the lack of a clear definition of “what is leader credibility.”

Table 2 provides 12 examples of explicit leader credibility definitions from our 
SLR that appear in peer-reviewed journals from various disciplines: leadership, psy-
chology, business, public relations, military, and safety management. The 12 defi-
nitions include an array of elements: perception, competence, trust, believability, 
character, ability, expertise, dependability, and honesty. There are some consistent 
elements. For example, 9 of the 12 definitions specifically include some version of 
“trust.” Half of the definitions include expertise or competence as a definition com-
ponent. However, there are many differences. For instance, only one article men-
tions reliable communication (Farling et al. 1999). Only two articles (Balwant 2016; 
Posner and Kouzes, 1988) include the convincing or inspiration concepts, and a dif-
ferent two of the entries (Sweeney et al. 2009; Tremaine 2016) apply character as a 
broader concept.

Differing leader credibility definitions compound the confusion and ambiguity 
between leader credibility and other concepts. For example, trust and credibility 
are often combined as one concept or treated as very similar ideas (e.g., Bass and 
Steidlmeier 1999; Carrillo 2002; McAllister 1995; Newman et al. 2014; Rego and 
Pina e Cunha 2012; to name a few). For instance, in research conducted on cog-
nitive and affective trust-based mechanisms (Newman et al. 2014), trust is broken 
down into cognitive trust, defined as “trust from the head” (p.115), and affective 
trust, which is “trust from the heart” (p.115). Cognitive trust is derived from rational 
assessments of personal characteristics and is determined by performance track 
records, which is often viewed as credibility. Indeed, McAllister (1995) proposed 
that cognitive trust is determined by the credibility of the exchange partner, directly 
connecting these two constructs. The consistent use of trust and credibility together 
leads to construct confusion.

To further illustrate trust and leader credibility definition confusion, consider the 
portrayal of Jean Monnet as a servant leader (Birkenmeier et al. 2003). The authors’ 
credibility and trust definitions are very similar: credibility includes “worthy of 
belief, to believe, to put faith in” (p. 385); trust includes “confidence, a reliance…
on the integrity, veracity, justice, friendship, or other sound principle of another 
person or thing” (p. 388). As another example, Simons’ (1999) article on transfor-
mational leadership and integrity states, “Transformational leadership often relies 
on charismatic leadership, and charismatic leadership requires trust and credibility 
among employees.” Additionally, “…the development of trust and credibility among 
employees requires behavioral integrity” (p. 92). It appears Simons applies “trust 
and credibility” as one over-arching concept and ties them directly to another similar 
term, integrity. Related, Rego and Pina e Cunha (2012) measured “trust and credibil-
ity of leaders” as one construct. Furthermore, Sweeney et al. (2009) found through 
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Table 2  Leader credibility definitions

Article Definition

Farling et al. (1999) Journal of Leadership Studies "…the quality that enables one to be believed and 
also involves the trustworthiness and reliability 
of information of communication received from 
a person (references Bass, 1990; Clampitt, 1991; 
Kouzes & Posner, 1993; and the Webster Diction-
ary)." (p. 57)

Bolkan and Goodboy (2009) Journal of Instruc-
tional Psychology

"Credibility was examined in this study as it refers 
to three components…competence (e.g., intel-
ligent, informed), goodwill (e.g., cares about stu-
dents, understanding), and trustworthiness (e.g., 
honest, moral, ethical) (references McCroskey & 
Teven, 1999)." (p.299)

Men (2012) Public Relations Review "The concept of CEO credibility includes CEO 
expertise and trustworthiness (references 
O’Keefe, 2002)." p. 171

Sweeney et al. (2009) Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology

"The combination of ability and dependable 
character (i.e., honesty, integrity, good values) 
is essentially what the persuasion and leadership 
literature define as credibility (references Hass, 
1981; Kouzes & Posner, 1992; Posner & Kouzes, 
1988)." (p. 250)

Balwant (2016) Journal of Leadership Studies "A credible leader is one who followers perceive as 
convincing, dependable, competent, trustworthy, 
and believable." (p. 24)

Posner and Kouzes (1988). Psychological Reports "… credibility is the cornerstone of leadership…
[built upon] the foundation of others’ beliefs in 
their honesty (trust), competence (expertise), and 
inspiration (dynamism) (references Posner & 
Kouzes, 1988)." (pp. 529–530)

Holmes and Parker (2017) International Journal of 
Business Communication

"…credibility deals with source credibility and 
focuses on a leader’s competence (expertness), 
their trustworthiness (character), and their 
goodwill (caring), as the dimensions of source 
credibility (references McCroskey & Teven, 1999; 
Myers & Martin, 2015)." p. 73

Carrillo (2002) Professional Safety "…leaders who have the personal habits, values, 
traits, and competencies to engender trust and 
commitment from those who take their direction." 
(p. 42)

Gabris et al. (1999) Public Administration Quar-
terly

"…leadership credibility means that leaders are 
perceived as believable, as men and women of 
their word, as people who can be trusted and fol-
lowed…" (p. 234)

Salicru and Chelliah (2014) Journal of Business 
Strategy

"…the follower’s perception of the extent to which 
the leader has fulfilled the obligations, levels of 
trust and fairness." (p. 41)

Rego and e Cunha (2012) Journal of Happiness 
Studies

"Trust and credibility of the leaders represents the 
degree to which leaders are trustful, fulfill their 
promises, and are honest." (p. 702)
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exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis that items measuring 
leader credibility and leader trust were redundant and best combined into one con-
struct. However, in multiple studies from our SLR, trust and credibility are treated 
as separate concepts (e.g., Bolkan and Goodboy 2009; Bhindi and Duignan 1997; 
Holland 1997; Rusaw 1996).

For another example of the ambiguity between credibility and other concepts, 
consider the following statements from Worden’s (2003a) discussion of integrity: 
“…integrity as a mediator within strategic leadership and its impact on credibility” 
(p. 31); “integrity…can provide the credibility necessary for a positive reputation” 
(p. 31); “for the moral self-governance necessary for integrity to have credibility…” 
(p. 35); “Products of integrity, such as credibility and trustworthiness, are important 
to effective leadership…”(p. 36); and, “Indeed, credibility goes on to play a vital 
role in the reputational capital amassed by the exercise of integrity in strategic lead-
ership” (p. 36). The first phrases suggest integrity impacts credibility, integrity can 
provide credibility, integrity can have credibility, and integrity produces credibility 
and trust. Yet, the last statement implies credibility is vital in exercising integrity. 
This example indicates a circular relationship between these concepts. This is pos-
sible for these related constructs, but a clear and consistently used leader credibility 
definition will help provide clarity. In summary, scholars apply different concepts 
in defining and describing leader credibility, and they use credibility to define and 
describe many of these same concepts.

Existing literature does not seem to acknowledge the inconsistencies. This may 
represent the nomological value of the multiple leader credibility definitions–eve-
rything fits and seems to make sense. Although leader credibility is not consistently 
defined, researchers in many fields have studied it as if it is. Without a consistent 
definition, the literature discusses leader credibility as a proven truth or dogma. 
However, a consistent leader credibility definition is needed for valid and reliable 
research. Hopefully, the present study highlights this previously unrecognized and 
vital research gap.

3.2.3  Leader credibility measures and observations

To further paint a picture of the current state of leader credibility research, we 
explored sources for items used to measure leader credibility in quantitative 
research. We found 13 studies that implemented credibility measurement items 
drawn from different sources. In other words, those 13 articles applied leader cred-
ibility measures from sources not used in other articles. For instance, in exploring 

Table 2  (continued)

Article Definition

Tremaine (2016) Defense Acquisition University 
West Region San Diego United States

"A credible leader possesses character (ethical, 
honest, loyal, respects others) and is recognized 
as competent (accountable and gets results)." (p. 
137)
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subordinates’ feedback-seeking behavior, Chun et al. (2014) measured leader credi-
bility using Fedor et al.’s (1992) items to measure leader expertise. Also, in research 
of combat leadership, Sweeney et  al. (2009) applied Kelley and Thibaut’s (1978) 
leader trust measures. No other quantitative leader credibility study in our SLR 
applied Fedor et al.’s (1992) or Kelley and Thibaut’s (1978) measures. In our SLR, 
13 empirical studies applied measures created by the author(s) rather than relying 
on existing measures. For example, to assess leader credibility, Chng et al. (2018) 
applied indicators of competence and trust items, which it appears they developed 
and applied.

Kouzes and Posner’s work and McCroskey and Teven’s (1999) source cred-
ibility research, discussed in-depth earlier, have the most substantial presence in 
leader credibility measurement. Twelve studies applied items from Kouzes and 
Posner, which are based on their qualitative research and published in two books 
(2012; 2011). Examples include the following: Grasse et al.’s (2014) study of vari-
ations in city-leaders’ credibility; Abu‐Tineh et al.’s (2008) study of credibility and 
transformational leadership of Jordanian school principals; and Lee’s (2011) study 
of preferred leadership characteristics, including credibility, among South African 
managers. Although Kouzes and Posner’s work is applied frequently in leader cred-
ibility research, as we stated earlier, most of their leader credibility research is not 
published in peer-review journals.2 However, articles that used Kouzes and Posner’s 
work as a foundation cited different versions of their work, creating greater vari-
ation in leader credibility conceptualization. Five studies applied McCroskey and 
Teven’s (1999) source credibility items, including Bolkan and Goodboy’s (2009) 
study of credibility and transformational leadership in the classroom and Basford 

Fig. 4  The number of leader credibility measurement items from the four source groups we describe

2 Our SLR included two Kouzes and Posner peer-review published articles. However, most researchers 
cite Kouzes and Posner books as a theoretical basis for the construct.
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et al.’s (2014) study of followers’ reaction to credible leaders’ apologies. Figure 4 
illustrates the number of leader credibility measurement items drawn from the four 
source groups we described above, and Appendix 1 provides a detailed list.

Figure 5 illustrates the 19 most used leader credibility measurement items found 
in our SLR, highlighting that leader credibility measurement items are inconsist-
ent. Apparently, researchers have not applied established methods to develop leader 
credibility measurement items [e.g., multiple questionnaire administrations, factor 
analysis, internal consistency assessment, construct validity, and replication (Hinkin 
1995; MacKenzie et al. 2011)]. The state of leader credibility measures prompts one 
to question the rigor of leader credibility’s quantitative research incorporating those 
measures.

3.2.4  Leader credibility research depth: Outcomes, antecedents, and moderators

The 72 empirical studies in our SLR included 31 qualitative and 43 quantita-
tive studies. Two studies, Kim et al. (2009) and Beam et al. (2016), applied both 
qualitative and quantitative methods. The following summary includes multiple 
examples, yet it does not provide an all-inclusive synopsis of all leader credibil-
ity empirical studies in our SLR. We provide examples that reflect the general 
nature of what we see in leader empirical credibility research. In addition, we 
share a detailed list of antecedents, moderators, and outcomes discovered in our 
SLR in Table 3. Given that the items listed in Table 3 are context-specific, we 
include the research context.

Multiple studies indicate leader credibility positively impacts various workplace 
outcomes. Those outcomes include the following: performance appraisal acceptance 
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(Gabris and Ihrke 2000), believability in a leader’s apology (Basford et  al. 2014), 
less follower burnout (Gabris and Ihrke 1996, 2003), transformational leadership 
(Balwant 2016; Bolkan and Goodboy 2009), innovation (Gabris et al. 2001, 1999, 
2000), and motivating leader language (Holmes and Parker 2017). Findings also 
indicate leader credibility outcomes include employee communication interpreta-
tions (Harshman and Harshman 1999) and societal reputation (Worden 2003b).

Numerous studies identified attributes of effective leaders through a deduc-
tive approach–starting with a general idea (effective leadership3) and dig-
ging down to identify specifics (the attributes of effective leaders). The stud-
ies sought effective leader attributes in various contexts: education (Gale and 
Bishop 2014; Ryan and Tuters 2017; Spendlove 2007); the medical field (Chaf-
fee and Mills 2001; Loh et  al. 2016; Patterson and Krouse 2015; Upenieks 
2003); politics (Van Zuydam and Hendriks 2018; Van Zuydam and Metze 
2018); social resistance (Einwohner 2007); government (Paton and Goel 1993); 
and business (Harshman and Harshman 1999; Worden 2003b). These studies’ 
environments included the following: school administrators in their early years 
of leadership (Northfield 2014), resistance activities in Nazi-occupied Jew-
ish ghettos (Einwohner 2007), policing (Grint et  al. 2017), and large/complex 
organizations (Harshman and Harshman, 1999). It is essential to recognize that 
researchers were not seeking effective leadership as a leader credibility output, 
but leader credibility surfaced in their findings. Five quantitative studies (Cichy 
et al. 1993, 1992; Cichy and Schmidgall 1996; Lee 2011; Tremaine 2016) sup-
port the deductive findings of leader credibility as a component of effective 
leadership. Phrased differently, the research found effective leadership as an 
output of leader credibility. These findings of leader credibility as an attrib-
ute of effective leadership in various environments exemplify the importance of 
leader credibility.

Two leader credibility antecedents found in our SLR were competence 
(Bradley-Levine 2011; Garst et  al. 2019) and character (Jones and Kriflik 
2005; Kim et  al. 2009). Experience or education enhances perceived compe-
tence (Bradley-Levine 2011; Garst et al. 2019). Behavioral attributes, such as 
trust and integrity, develop perceived character (Jones and Kriflik 2005; Kim 
et al. 2009). In addition, findings indicate that presenting a vision for change 
(Denis et al. 1996) and acting in caring and daring manners (Haake et al. 2017) 
builds leader credibility. Multiple studies (e.g., Denis et al. 1996; Van Zuydam 
and Hendriks 2018; Van Zuydam and Metze 2018) emphasized that building 
credibility is a continual work in progress.

A few leader credibility moderators surfaced. For instance, one study pre-
sented international culture as impacting leader credibility; a leader who had 
credibility in the United States did not have leader credibility in the Euro-
pean culture (Baumgartner 2009). Two studies explored challenges women 

3 Yukl (2012) defines “effective leadership” as influencing others and producing results. Not all the stud-
ies mentioned or listed in Table 3 related to effective leadership specifically apply the phrase “effective 
leadership.” However, we saw effective leadership, in a general form, in those studies.
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experience when attempting to build leader credibility in male-dominated 
environments, where women feel a need to assume male attributes to assert 
their credibility (Haake et  al. 2017; Rusaw 1996). One study explored how 
the extent of work experience moderated physical attractiveness’ effect on 
perceived sales manager credibility and found that physical attractiveness 
enhanced more experienced salespeople’s view of a sales manager more than 
less experienced salespeople (Chaker et al., 2019).

In summary, findings from empirical studies in our SLR suggest the impor-
tance of leader credibility in research and in practical application. Leader credibil-
ity research has explored many outcomes and antecedents, reinforcing its depth and 
relevance. However, are these findings valid without a consistent leader credibility 
definition and valid measures?

3.2.5  Overall review analysis and observations

From the collective knowledge about leader credibility research, our SLR 
sheds light on multiple gaps and vulnerabilities. First, leader credibility often 
appears anchored to source credibility or Kouzes and Posner’s work. There-
fore, leader credibility’s theoretical grounding seems narrow. We did not see 
concern among researchers over leader credibility’s weak theoretical basis; 
rather, they took what was published as sufficient grounding. Second, the 
SLR reinforced our premise that although leader credibility is discussed often 
in non-research settings and many academic fields, leader credibility is not 
well defined and is confused with other concepts. Third, the SLR confirmed 
the breadth of leader credibility research. This relevant leadership topic is 
researched in many academic fields. Fourth, leader credibility research is rel-
atively deep, having explored multiple outcomes and antecedents. And fifth, 
although peer-reviewed journals have published 43 leader credibility quanti-
tative studies, leader credibility measures are inconsistent, reflect many ele-
ments, and are not developed through research.

SLRs can only paint a picture from what is present in research, and an SLR 
cannot create quality from a body of work that lacks rigor (Williams Jr. et al. 
2021). However, the SLR process does allow researchers to assess the quality of 
the articles included in an SLR. The management field primarily assesses qual-
ity based on the publication source; and there are multiple articles published 
in notable journals in our SLR, and several are highly cited. We acknowledge 
that articles with varying levels of academic rigor exist in our SLR, which is a 
common problem in SLRs (Rojon et al. 2021). However, since we were taking a 
holistic view and conducting a broad examination of the leader credibility con-
cept as presently presented, we chose not to reject articles based on quality or 
journal ranking. We support the call by SLR scholars to evaluate the quality of 
articles included in an SLR beyond using peer-review journals as the primary 
method and encourage the identification of methods to do so (Briner & Denyer 
2012; Williams Jr. et al. 2021).
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4  Future research agenda

4.1  Analyze theory applied in current leader credibility research

The SLR revealed two primary sources of leader credibility theory (source cred-
ibility and Kouzes and Posner’s exemplary leader and credibility work). How-
ever, rather than thoroughly exploring and testing those assumed foundations, 
many authors of articles in our SLR anchored their work to source credibil-
ity or Kouzes and Posner and moved on. Researchers did not question whether 
anchoring leader credibility to source credibility or Kouzes and Posner’s work 
was sufficient. In leader credibility research employing Kouzes and Posner, it 
is often hard to discern whether the grounding was based on leader credibility 
and its components or if the grounding was a mixture of what makes a leader 
exemplary versus what makes a leader credible. Some of the leader credibility 
measures based on Kouzes and Posner’s work seem to measure the behaviors of 
exemplary leaders rather than credibility. As discussed by researchers re-exam-
ining the development of leader authenticity research (Gardner et  al. 2021), 
the conceptualization of authentic leaders includes antecedents and outcomes 
lumped together and a blurring of similar concepts. We see the same issues 
with the leader credibility theory development. Analyzing the current leader 
credibility theoretical bases applied in research may form an initial step for 
building a solid theory. Effective theories help us understand the world (Tesser 
2000). A better understanding of the scope and complexity of leadership is pos-
sible through leader credibility theory development.

Possible research questions related to the theoretical underpinnings of leader 
credibility include the following:

• How do Kouzes and Posner conceptualize leader credibility in their qualitative 
studies, and is leader credibility different from exemplary leadership and the five 
practices, or have they merged these concepts?

• What role does source credibility play in the conceptualization of leader credibil-
ity?

• How does leader credibility theory merge with or differentiate from related con-
cepts (e.g., authenticity, trust, integrity, servant leadership)?

4.2  Form a leader credibility definition

In developing a leader credibility definition, researchers could do qualitative 
work applying a positivist approach, which seeks a “real world” understanding 
of leader credibility (Meyers 2013). For example, in seeking to define “wis-
dom,” Hershey and Farrell (1997) sought characteristics of wise individuals 
from laypersons. Multiple approaches are appropriate in drawing leader cred-
ibility definition knowledge from followers. Consider the following (described 
in the context of defining leader credibility): ask participants to share charac-
teristics of leaders with credibility; give participants a list of potential credible 
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leader attributes and request a ranking; or ask participants to identify public 
leaders with credibility and then study the attributes of those leaders (Her-
shey and Farrell 1997). Much of Kouzes and Posner’s work started from this 
approach, but since a large portion of their work has occurred outside the peer-
review process, it is hard for researchers to evaluate, replicate, and build on 
what they have done.

Additionally, researchers could conduct an extensive review of current leader 
credibility definitions in the literature, similar to Iszatt‐White and Kemp-
ster’s (2019) SLR focused on re-grounding the authentic leadership construct. 
Researchers may code various phrases and terms applied for leader credibility 
definitions in the literature. From their coding, researchers may build a leader 
credibility definitional model. Following Walumbwa et  al.’s (2008) work 
directed at defining authentic leadership, once leader credibility elements are 
drawn from qualitative research or through an SLR, researchers could survey 
stated items and phrases and apply confirmatory factor analysis to test leader 
credibility’s multidimensional nature and identify any higher-order constructs.

To resolve the definition confusion discussed above, researchers should focus 
on clarifying similar constructs such as honesty, trust, and integrity to determine 
how they differ in the context of leadership. Furthermore, studying each of the 
constructs as they relate to leaders would prove very valuable to better under-
stand the relationships between these terms. By doing so, researchers could help 
eliminate the confusion among these related leadership constructs and provide 
more clarity for research of leader qualities.

Potential research questions regarding developing a leader credibility defini-
tion include the following:

• What does leader credibility mean to people?
• What does it mean to say a leader has credibility?
• What traits or qualities do leaders with credibility demonstrate?
• What concepts or words are most used in the literature when defining leader 

credibility?

4.3  Develop leader credibility measures

Once a reliable leader credibility definitional model is developed, scholars 
should develop valid and reliable leader credibility measures. While there has 
been considerable leader credibility empirical research conducted, research-
ers have not applied consistent leader credibility measures. In fact, in many 
cases, credibility surfaced as an important research item after the fact and was 
not initially included as a research construct. A formal measure development 
process is needed to produce a sound research construct. This process would 
likely include possible item identification, multiple questionnaire administra-
tions of these items, factor analysis, internal consistency assessment, construct 
validity, and replication (Hinkin 1995; MacKenzie et al. 2011). Researchers may 
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apply developed measurement items to explore the relationship between leader 
credibility and logical construct outcomes. This process would require further 
testing of measurement items’ validity and reliability, discriminant validity, and 
a developed definition’s nomological validity (Cooper et  al. 2005; Hair et  al., 
2010). The process of validating and developing valid and reliable measures will 
build leader credibility knowledge and further resolve the confusion between 
similar constructs.

General research questions include the following:

• What are valid and reliable measures of leader credibility?
• How do these measures differ from accepted measures of related constructs 

such as honesty, trust, and integrity?
• How do these measures apply in different contexts?

4.4  Identify leader credibility antecedents and moderators

Leaders are motivated in different ways, including selfish desires or self-sacrificing, 
altruistic aspirations (Avolio and Locke 2002). Researchers might explore if leader 
motivation is an antecedent to leader credibility. For instance, researchers may study 
the connection between a leader’s selfish motivation and leader credibility percep-
tion. Researchers have questioned the relevance of charisma to transformational 
leadership (Williams Jr. et al. 2018). Related, future research may examine whether 
a leader’s charisma affects leader credibility perception building. Researchers may 
find different leader motivations or charisma as leader credibility antecedents or not 
as leader credibility antecedents.

Researchers may explore what impacts followers’ leader credibility perceptions 
from a moderating view. As an illustration, consider “e-leadership,” which reflects 
the movement of leaders’ use of face-to-face encounters to information and com-
munication technologies (Van Wart et  al. 2019). Related to building credibility, 
researchers may investigate the following: do personal, face-to-face encounters build 
leader credibility more so than online communication; is that relationship different 
among various age groups; and does e-leadership diminish the perception of leader 
credibility.

Future research might explore if leader credibility differs in perception 
across various situational, environmental, and cultural leadership settings, and, 
if so, how. We previously mentioned that leader credibility is situational. This 
is illustrated in our introduction by Merkel’s loss of leader credibility in Euro-
rated decisions, but in contrast, her gain of leader credibility when dealing with 
Covid-19. The perception of leader credibility may fluctuate depending on the 
environment or situation. For instance, consider from our introduction Win-
terkorn’s (Volkswagen CEO) decision to intentionally cheat on U.S. emission 
tests, affecting 11 million vehicles. Is it possible that while the unethical act 
was happening, Volkswagen’s culture prompted followers to see their leaders 
as credible? A culture rooted in “doing anything to win” may fog the view of 
leader character. Certainly, organizational structures vary, reflecting different 
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levels of formality and hierarchy. Research indicates higher respect for leaders 
in more hierarchical organizations (Fernandez 1991). Similarly, future research 
may explore the relationship between organizational hierarchy or structure and 
leader credibility perception. That study may resonate in today’s movement 
toward flatter organizations and more delegation.

Rusaw (1996) explored how women in federal agencies gain leader credibility. A 
sound definition and measures may enable replication of that work with more rigor 
from a general context, seeking to discern how diversity in the workplace–gender, 
ethnicity, or international origin–moderates leader credibility perception. Related 
to the international origin, investigators may investigate how leader credibility dif-
fers in various international cultures. For instance, is leader credibility as connected 
to outcomes in countries with high power distance (Hofstede 2001) as in countries 
with low power distance.

Future research may also investigate how changing leadership situations affect the 
perception of leader credibility. Consider an entrepreneur who must learn to dis-
tribute leadership as the company grows (Cope et  al. 2011). Future research may 
explore the temporal evolution of small and mid-size enterprise leaders’ credibility 
as they progress through distributing, or not distributing, leadership.

Potential research questions in this area include the following:

• How does a leader build others’ perception of their credibility?
• What factors or actions can diminish a leader’s credibility?
• How does leader motivation impact others’ perception of their credibility?
• How does charisma impact others’ perception of leader credibility?
• What environmental or situational factors impact the leader’s credibility?
• Does personal, face-to-face encounters build leader credibility more than online 

communication?

4.5  Identify leader credibility‑related outcomes

As another future path, researchers may study leader credibility’s effect on perfor-
mance-related outcomes. Performance assessment may fall into various levels: fol-
lower, group, or organizational. For instance, are followers of credible leaders more 
committed to the organization? Are groups working under credible leaders more 
innovative? And do organizations with credible leaders produce more substantial 
financial outcomes?

As mentioned in our discussion of leader credibility empirical research, mul-
tiple studies applying a deductive approach found leader credibility as a com-
ponent of effective leadership, reflecting influencing others and producing 
results (Yukl 2012).4 Again, these studies were not seeking leader credibility as 
an element of effective leadership, but it surfaced. A consistent definition with 
valid measures may enable replication of that work through testing effective 

4 Yukl (2012) defines “effective leadership” as influencing others and producing results. Not all the stud-
ies mentioned or listed in Table 3 related to effective leadership specifically apply the phrase “effective 
leadership.” However, we saw effective leadership, in a general form, in those studies.
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leadership as an outcome of leader credibility. A confirmed definition and valid 
measures may facilitate the exploration of leader credibility as a component or 
antecedent of various broad leadership concepts (e.g., transformational, authen-
tic, stewardship, spiritual, servant, to name a few). A sound leader credibility 
definition may enable the replication of prior leader credibility research.

Research questions regarding leader credibility outcomes include the following:

• Is leader credibility a necessary antecedent for various leadership theories (e.g., 
transformational, authentic, etc.)?

• What are follower-related leader credibility outcomes?
• What are group-related leader credibility outcomes?
• What are organizational leader credibility outcomes?
• Is leader credibility necessary for effective leadership?
• Are there negative impacts from having high leader credibility?

5  Conclusion

Media and academic research use the term “leader credibility” as if a universal under-
standing exists. However, our SLR has demonstrated that this is not the case. The cur-
rent state of the research is murky and lacks a firm theoretical foundation. There cannot 
be effective sensemaking (Weick et al. 2005) in management or leadership knowledge 
if a construct lacks a consistent definition and valid measures.

Leader credibility research appears, at best, to be scattered in its measurement 
approach and, at worst, potentially invalid in its conclusions. If the construct of leader 
credibility has not been defined and measured sufficiently, studies purporting that 
leader credibility is impacted by a factor, or that leader credibility causes a particular 
outcome may lack sufficient construct validity.

Our SLR revealed numerous studies applying inconsistent definitions and measures, 
but they suggested essential relationships between leader credibility and other factors. In 
other words, we expose an ironic, significant research weakness: the research on leader 
credibility lacks credibility. Namely, (1) leader credibility is not consistently defined, 
and (2) leader credibility is not consistently measured. However, ironically, a consistent 
definition and measures, leader credibility research is broad and deep. By identifying 
these gaps in definition, theory, and measure development and providing an accounting 
of leader credibility knowledge to date, we open the door to a research path forward re-
grounding leader credibility, which is similar to the calls in authentic leadership research 
(Gardner et al. 2021). We hope this work facilitates further exploration of leader credibil-
ity and its re-development following sound theory and construct development principles.

Appendix

See Table 4.
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