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Be   you!
Authentic leadership

1.0
CONTACT HOUR

L
eadership underlies nearly every 

organizational model we embrace as 

nurses. Healthy work environments 

(HWEs), high reliability organizations, 

Magnet® recognition or Pathway to 

Excellence® designation, and safety 

cultures, to name a few, all include 

leadership as foundational elements. In our 

roles, we’re constantly striving to improve 

our leadership skills to achieve these, or other, 

improvements in our healthcare environments.

One of the relational leadership styles, authen-

tic leadership is rooted in positive psychology—

the scientific study of the strengths that enable 

individuals and communities to thrive. The val-

ues of honesty, trust, and integrity are the under-

pinnings of authentic leadership. The importance 

of these values is as old as Greek philosophy 

and as relevant today as it was centuries ago. 

Authentic leadership’s important relationship 

to HWEs impacts staff well-being and patient 

outcomes. With growing nursing literature on 

authentic leadership, we see its positive effects 

on nurses and patients nationwide and globally.

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



www.nursingmanagement.com  Nursing Management • May 2019   19

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



Authentic leadership

20   May 2019 • Nursing Management www.nursingmanagement.com

In a healthcare environment 

of value-based care and high 

performance expectations, lead-

ership that influences outcomes 

is vital. This article explores 

authentic leadership and its rel-

evance to practice and HWEs.

Relational leadership styles

In the nursing literature, rela-

tional leadership styles have 

emerged as consistently resulting 

in beneficial outcomes.1,2 What 

do we mean by relational styles? 

We mean leadership styles that 

focus on relationships with 

people, the most common being 

transformational, authentic, and 

servant leadership. These styles 

may also be referred to as positive 

leadership.3 Positive leadership is 

practiced by individuals who are 

genuine, trustworthy, reliable, 

and believable, helping employ-

ees connect to themselves and 

others.3-5

There are differences in the 

three styles, although all are 

clearly positive and founded 

in relationships. (See Table 1.) 
Transformational and servant 

leadership styles tend to be 

more ubiquitous in the literature 

than authentic leadership. The 

transformational style is focused 

on inspiration by a charismatic 

and confident leader. It’s one 

of the domains in the Magnet 

Recognition Program® due to 

the transformational nature of 

creating a culture of nursing 

excellence.6 Servant leaders con-

centrate on others and the work 

environment, with unwavering 

caring and support. Their focus 

is “primarily on the growth and 

well-being of people...putting the 

needs of others first.”7

Then we have authentic lead-

ership, one of the six essential 

elements of an HWE in the 

American Association of Criti-

cal Nurses’ (AACN) model.8,9 

(See Figure 1.) In fact, although 

authentic leadership was just 

beginning to appear in the lit-

erature in 2005 when the AACN 

published its landmark Stan-
dards for Creating and Sustaining 
Healthy Work Environments, it’s 

noteworthy that authentic lead-

ership was included as a stan-

dard, stating “nurse leaders must 

fully embrace the imperative of 

a healthy work environment, 

authentically live it, and engage 

others in its achievement.”8,9 

The HWE model is grounded in 

authentic leadership’s positive 

effects on patient safety, clinical 

outcomes, and staff recruitment 

and retention.

Authentic nursing leadership 

expert Maria Shirey’s systematic 

review of current literature on 

leadership practices for an HWE 

concluded that relational lead-

ers contribute to higher nurse 

Figure 1: AACN’s HWE model: Interaction between 
authentic leadership, work environment, and outcomes8
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Table 1: Relational leadership styles

Style Focus

Transformational Inspiration, vision

Servant Well-being of people, sharing power

Authentic Openness, being true to oneself

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



www.nursingmanagement.com  Nursing Management • May 2019   21

satisfaction and better work envi-

ronments, boosting employee 

health and well-being.2 Other 

researchers have also found evi-

dence of the correlation between 

relational leadership styles and 

nurse satisfaction. The benefits 

of positive leadership and rela-

tionships seem irrefutable and, 

of course, desirable.

A broad overview

Authentic leadership is relatively 

new, primarily noted within 

the past 15 years in manage-

ment and nursing literature. 

Historically, its origins are based 

on multiple business scandals 

occurring in the early 2000s, 

which led to interest in a shift 

from “arrogant” leadership 

to genuine leaders who instill 

hope, optimism, and resiliency.10 

Authentic leaders act in align-

ment with their personal values, 

building credibility, respect, 

hope, and trust with direct 

reports. This type of leader is 

seen as genuine, resulting in pos-

itive effects such as satisfaction, 

motivation, and performance. 

Of course, contextual factors are 

also influential, such as orga-

nizational culture, politics, and 

structure.2,10 (See Figure 2.)
Shirey states that the most 

desirable leadership attributes 

require authenticity, and authen-

tic leaders are genuine and 

true to themselves.2 Different 

from the two relational styles 

described earlier, authentic lead-

ership focuses on character, not 

charisma or service. If you’ve 

been referred to as a “straight 

shooter” or a “nurse’s nurse,” 

you probably have authentic 

leadership traits.

When you look at conceptual 

models of authentic leader-

ship, you’ll find four constant 

characteristics: self-awareness, 

internalized moral perspective, 

relational transparency, and 

balanced decision-making.11-13 

Let’s break these characteris-

tics down to understandable 

attributes and relate them 

to leadership effectiveness. 

(See Table 2.)
Self-awareness in today’s 

jargon simply means “Do you 

have a clue?” You’ve probably 

worked with or for people who 

literally have no clue how they 

act and their effect on others. 

The authentic leader self-

reflects often and knows his or 

her strengths, weaknesses, val-

ues, and beliefs. This type of 

leader seeks feedback regularly 

to improve. Ed Koch, New 

York City’s mayor in the 1980s, 

frequently asked his constitu-

ents: “How am I doing?” It’s 

this type of ongoing process 

that’s essential to authenticity. 

Focusing on your strengths, 

passions, and self-development 

is key.

Internalized moral perspective 
refers to a strong ethical founda-

tion and acting in accordance with 

your values, even under pressure. 

In nursing, this is considered the 

“nursing compass” and has also 

Figure 2: Shirey’s model of best practices for creating and 
sustaining HWEs2
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Table 2: Authentic leader characteristics

Characteristic Description

Self-awareness Knowing your strengths, weaknesses, and values

Internalized moral perspective Using your moral compass

Relational transparency Connecting with others easily as yourself

Balanced decision-making Seeking and listening to all points of view
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been called moral courage.13 When 

decision-making and actions are 

grounded in your values, you 

have authenticity. Sometimes the 

basic value of patient-centeredness 

is sacrificed in the complexity of 

our organizations. If this happens, 

internalized moral perspective has 

been lost.

Relational transparency 
refers to the ability to connect 

with others easily and the open 

sharing of thoughts, feelings, 

and beliefs. There’s no hidden 

agenda. Being able to develop 

relationships by being yourself 
and consistent in your words 

and actions is fundamental to 

authentic leadership. This is 

leading with the heart, most 

likely resulting in a follower-

ship of engaged employees.

Balanced decision-making 

is when the leader objectively 

seeks, and listens to, all stake-

holders’ perspectives. Decision-

making and conflict resolution 

are handled in a rational manner 

without emotional stakes getting 

in the way. The balanced authen-

tic leader is also behaviorally 

consistent and there’s an absence 

of workplace drama. Refreshing, 

isn’t it?

You may see some or all of 

these characteristics in yourself. 

Look for and develop them 

because authentic leadership has 

significant relevance to our work 

as nurse leaders.

Relevance

From a healthy workplace 

standpoint, authentic leader-

ship is relevant to everyone. 

For example, an authentic 

leader would take on a patient 

experience organizational goal 

because it’s the right thing to 
do (moral perspective), pro-

ceed to listen and involve all 

stakeholders in discussing and 

determining interventions (bal-

anced decision-making), share 

concerns and updates (rela-

tional transparency), and reflect 
on performance and process 

to improve moving forward 

( self- awareness). This type of 

leadership fosters “authentic fol-

lowership,” a concept important 

to any leader’s success.

Early work on authentic lead-

ership stressed this point and we 

all know from experience that 

our success is dependent on our 

teams and their engagement and 

development. The trust gained 

through transparency, balance, 

moral compass, and even vul-

nerability provides a founda-

tion for the leader-follower 

dynamic.14 Other researchers 

continue to identify the impor-

tance of authentic leadership 

for advancing direct reports’ 

intrinsic work motivation and 

subsequent improved work 

performance.15 The interplay 

of leaders and their employees 

clearly affects outcomes. This 

is why authentic leadership is 

an essential element of build-

ing high-performing teams and 

developing others.

Most identified outcomes of 

authentic leadership are related 

to staff engagement—the holy 

grail of leadership and orga-

nizational success, and the 

precursor to high performance. 

Alilyyani and colleagues from 

Canada published a systematic 

review of healthcare outcomes, 

predominantly in acute care 

Table 3: Positive outcomes of authentic leadership17,18

Themes Subthemes

Staff outcomes Psychological state, such as optimism and trust

Work satisfaction, such as engagement and turnover

Environmental factors, such as structural empowerment 
and workplace behaviors

Health and well-being, such as burnout and vitality

Performance, such as creativity and citizenship behaviors

Patient outcomes Reduced falls

Culture Improved safety culture

Developing relationships by being yourself
and consistent in your words and actions is fundamental to authentic leadership.
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settings.16 Associations with 43 

outcomes were grouped into 

two major themes: healthcare 

staff outcomes and patient out-

comes. Staff outcomes included 

five subthemes: personal 

psychological states, such as 

optimism and trust; satisfac-

tion with work, including work 

engagement; work environment 

factors, including structural 

empowerment and workplace 

behaviors; health and well-

being; and performance. There 

was one patient outcome study 

related to fall reduction.16 We 

also see evidence of authentic 

leadership positively affecting 

safety culture.17 The positive 

outcomes in Table 3 are impor-

tant to any nurse leader’s sus-

tained success.

Of concern is an identified 

dichotomy in the nursing lead-

ership literature. Nurses have 

reported declining HWEs while 

the evidence of a positive impact 

on staff and patient outcomes is 

growing.1,18 In a recent systematic 

review of nurse work environ-

ments, it was concluded that 

nurse leaders are anchors for 

HWEs; however, another HWE 

study demonstrated a lack of 

consistent leadership practice 

across the US.1,19 This isn’t ideal 

for the nursing profession or 

patients and a main reason why 

the development of authentic, 

positive leadership attributes is 

relevant today.

Currently, mindfulness is a 

hot topic reminding us to be 

present, focused, and nonjudg-

mental both in our personal 

lives and as leaders.20 With the 

authentic leadership character-

istics of self-awareness and bal-

anced decision-making, we see 

that mindfulness and authentic 

leadership are entwined—you 

can’t be self-aware and listen 

to others without being mind-

ful. The potential of leaders 

is grounded in authenticity 

and “checking in with their 

own humanity” using mindful 

 practices.21 

Another current leader-

ship topic is burnout and its 

opposites, joy and resilience. 

Is authentic leadership an anti-

dote to burnout? With HWEs, 

optimism, engagement, and 

empowerment as outcomes of 

authentic leadership, it seems 

possible that joy at work may 

be advanced and burnout mod-

erated. There’s evidence that 

authentic leadership enhances 

nurses’ “thriving at work,” 

clearly an element of joy.22

What about our millennial 

workforce? Does authentic 

leadership resonate with them? 

We have a lot to learn about 

this question, a topic ripe for 

inquiry and research. From 

experience, it seems that our 

younger generation generally 

does look for approachable 

leaders and the ability to partic-

ipate in decision-making—hall-

marks of authentic leadership.

Can it be learned and measured?

One of the big questions is 

whether authentic leadership, 

or any leadership style, can be 

learned. Alexander studied the 

leader behaviors nurse execu-

tives use to create and sustain 

HWEs, providing evidence that 

authentic leadership can be 

learned and simulated in leader-

ship development programs in 

the academic and practice set-

ting.13 This study is one of only 

a few on authentic leadership 

development, and we still have 

a lot to learn about how to culti-

vate authentic leaders.

Shirey describes the pro-

cess of becoming an authen-

tic leader as a personal 

journey of self- discovery, 

self- improvement, and self-

reflection rather than a des-

tination.3 That makes sense 

for many of our professional 

journeys, whether it be lead-

ership,  clinical excellence, or 

any other. To be authentic, you 

must be in touch with your-

self and reflect often. After 

all, self-awareness is one of 

the basic tenets. The journey 

includes practicing and repeat-

edly learning in continuous 

cycles. Using resources such 

as books, courses, programs, 

team retreats, coaching, 

and mentors is obviously 

The trust gained through transparency, balance, moral compass, and even 
vulnerability provides a foundation for the leader-follower dynamic.
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important to both authentic 

leadership and overall compe-

tency  development.

You can work on developing 

this effective relational style. 

Don’t forget there’s always 

more to learn to be an effective 

leader, such as business skills, 

emotional intelligence, and 

conflict management. There’s a 

growing body of evidence that 

formal leadership programs 

have positive outcomes in terms 

of competencies, retention, and 

transition to new roles; more 

development programs are 

clearly needed.23

As for measurement, histori-

cal authentic leadership instru-

ments, such as the Authentic 

Leadership Questionnaire, 

measure the four attributes 

mentioned earlier from the 

leader’s perspective.24 Interest-

ingly, nurse researcher Marie 

Giordano- Mulligan recently 

developed a new measurement 

tool for authentic leadership 

that’s grounded in nursing 

and from the staff perspective. 

Positively correlated with nurse 

engagement, the Authentic 

Nurse Leadership Questionnaire 

includes caring as a domain, 

using Watson’s Caring Theory 

as a theoretical base. Giordano-

Mulligan notes that the concept 

of authentic leadership was 

developed in other disciplines 

and didn’t include components 

that reflect the unique charac-

teristics of nursing. She also 

states that nurse leaders who 

incorporate authentic leadership 

into their practice are positioned 

to influence nurses’ work-life 

environment and engagement, 

supporting the significance 

of authentic leadership for 

HWEs.25

Call to action

This article explored some, but 

certainly not all, of the nursing 

literature on authentic leader-

ship. Authentic leaders are 

anchored by their own inner 

core values and deep sense 

of self; they know where they 

stand on important issues. 

Their positive relationships 

with employees lead to positive 

individual and organizational 

outcomes. We’ve seen nursing 

research evidence that both 

authentic leadership and HWEs 

contribute to staff engagement 

and improved patient out-

comes. In the context of nursing 

management, it’s the patient 

and staff outcomes of authentic 

leadership that are most impor-

tant to our practice.

One caution is not to get 

caught up in the label. Authen-

tic leadership is a distinct style 

of relational leadership that 

you may find yourself relating 

to or even admiring. Openness 

and honesty are hallmarks of 

authenticity and much needed 

in our workplaces. Developing 

your leadership skills and those 

of others is important whether 

it’s authentic leadership, another 

relational style, or a combina-

tion. We have to learn how to 

create sustainable, meaningful, 

and effective leadership devel-

opment and succession planning 

programs to combat the per-

ceived deterioration of leader-

ship practice noted earlier and 

the impending loss of a large 

part of the nurse leader work-

force in the next few years.18,19,26 

As Shirey asserted during a 2018 

regional research conference, it’s 

a call to action to learn, grow 

relationships, and commit to 

leadership excellence.27 NM

REFERENCES
 1.  Wei H, Sewell KA, Woody G, Rose 

MA. The state of the science of 
nurse work environments in the 
United States: a systematic review. 
Int J Nurs Sci. 2018;5(3):287-300.

 2.  Shirey MR. Leadership practices for 
healthy work environments. Nurs 
Manage. 2017;48(5):42-50.

 3.  Shirey MR. Authentic leaders creat-
ing healthy work environments for 
nursing practice. Am J Crit Care. 
2006;15(3):256-267.

 4.  George B. Authentic Leadership: 
Rediscovering the Secrets to Creat-
ing Lasting Value. Hoboken, NJ: 
John Wiley & Sons; 2003.

 5.  Komives S, Lucas R, McMahon R. 
Revisiting the Relational Leadership 
Model: Perspectives from the Third 
Edition of Exploring Leadership. 
Eugene, Oregon: The University of 
Oregon; 2013.

 6.  American Nurses Credential-
ing Center. Magnet model. www.
nursingworld.org/organizational-
programs/magnet/magnet-model.

 7.  Greenleaf RK. The servant as 
leader. Robert K. Greenleaf Cen-
ter for Servant Leadership. 2016. 
www.greenleaf.org/what-is-
servant-leadership.

 8.  American Association of Critical-
Care Nurses. AACN standards for 
establishing and sustaining healthy 
work environments: a journey 
to excellence. Am J Crit Care. 
2005;14(3):187-197.

 9.  American Association of Critical-Care 
Nurses. AACN standards for estab-
lishing and sustaining healthy work 
environments: a journey to excel-
lence, 2nd edition. 2016. www.aacn.
org/wd/hwe/docs/hwestandards.pdf.

10.  Avolio BJ, Gardner WL, Walumbwa 
FO, Luthans F, May DR. Unlocking 
the mask: a look at the process by 
which authentic leaders impact 
follower attitudes and behaviors. 
 Leadersh Q. 2004;15(6):801-823.

11.  Avolio BJ, Gardner WL. Authentic 
leadership development: getting to 
the root of positive forms of leader-
ship. Leadersh Q. 2005;16(3):315-338.

12.  Gardner WL, Avolio BJ, Luthans F, 
May DR, Walumbwa F. “Can you see 
the real me?” A self-based model of 
authentic leader and follower develop-
ment. Leadersh Q. 2005;16(3):343-372.

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



www.nursingmanagement.com  Nursing Management • May 2019   25

13.  Alexander C, Lopez RP. A thematic 
analysis of self-described authentic 
leadership behaviors among expe-
rienced nurse executives. J Nurs 
Adm. 2018;48(1):38-43.

14.  Avolio BJ, Reichard RJ. The rise of 
authentic followership. In: Riggio 
RE, Chaleff I, Lipman-Blumen J, eds. 
The Art of Followership: How Great 
Followers Create Great Leaders and 
Organizations. San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass; 2008.

15.  Leroy H, Anseel F, Gardner WL, Sels 
L. Authentic leadership, authentic 
followership, basic need satisfac-
tion, and work role performance: 
a cross-level study. J Manage. 
2015;41(6):1677-1697.

16.  Alilyyani B, Wong CA, Cummings 
G. Antecedents, mediators, and 
outcomes of authentic leadership in 
healthcare: a systematic review. Int 
J Nurs Stud. 2018;83:34-64.

17.  Dirik HF, Seren Intepeler S. The 
influence of authentic leadership 
on safety climate in nursing. J Nurs 
Manag. 2017;25(5):392-401.

18.  Ulrich BT, Lavandero R, Woods D, 
Early S. Critical care nurse work 

environments 2013: a status report. 
Crit Care Nurse. 2014;34(4):64-79.

19.  Blake N, Leach LS, Robbins W, Pike 
N, Needleman J. Healthy work envi-
ronments and staff nurse retention: 
the relationship between communi-
cation, collaboration, and leadership 
in the pediatric intensive care unit. 
Nurs Adm Q. 2013;37(4):356-370.

20.  Thakrar M. How to create mindful 
leadership. Forbes. 2017. www.
forbes.com/sites/forbescoaches-
council/2017/06/28/how-to-create-
mindful-leadership/#68c32b76342a.

21.  Pipe T, FitzPatrick K, Doucette JN, 
Cotton A, Arnow D. The mindful 
nurse leader: improving processes 
and outcomes; restoring joy to nurs-
ing. Nurs Manage. 2016;47(9):44-48.

22.  Mortier AV, Vlerick P, Clays E. 
Authentic leadership and thriv-
ing among nurses: the mediating 
role of empathy. J Nurs Manag. 
2016;24(3):357-365.

23.  Titzer JL, Shirey MR, Hauck S. 
A nurse manager succession 
planning model with associated 
empirical outcomes. J Nurs Adm. 
2014;44(1):37-46.

24.  Avolio BJ, Wernsing T, Gardner WL. 
Revisiting the development and vali-
dation of the Authentic Leadership 
Questionnaire: analytical clarifica-
tions. J Manage. 2018;44(2):399-411.

25.  Giordano-Mulligan M. Developing and 
Validating an Instrument to Measure 
Perceived Authentic Nurse Leader-
ship [doctoral dissertation]. Garden 
City, NY: Adelphi University; 2017.

26.  Phillips T, Evans JL, Tooley S, Shirey 
MR. Nurse manager succession 
planning: a cost-benefit analysis. 
J Nurs Manag. 2018;26(2):238-243.

27.  Shirey M. Authentic leadership for 
building healthy work environments 
and high performing teams. Hack-
ensack Meridian Health System 
Research Day. December 2018.

Rosanne Raso is the vice president and 
CNO at NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill 
Cornell in New York, N.Y., and editor-
in-chief of Nursing Management.

The author and planners have disclosed 
no potential conflicts of interest, financial 
or otherwise.

DOI-10.1097/01.NUMA.0000557619.96942.50

INSTRUCTIONS

Be you! Authentic leadership

TEST INSTRUCTIONS
• Read the article. The test for this CE activity is to be taken online at 

http://nursing.ceconnection.com.

• You’ll need to create (it’s free!) and login to your personal CE Planner 

account before taking online tests. Your planner will keep track of all your 

Lippincott Professional Development online CE activities for you.

• There’s only one correct answer for each question. A passing score for 

this test is 13 correct answers. If you pass, you can print your certificate of 

earned contact hours and access the answer key. If you fail, you have the 

option of taking the test again at no additional cost.

• For questions, contact Lippincott Professional Development: 1-800-787-8985.

• Registration deadline is March 4, 2022.

PROVIDER ACCREDITATION
Lippincott Professional Development will award 1.0 contact hour for this 

continuing nursing education activity.

Lippincott Professional Development is accredited as a provider of 

continuing nursing education by the American Nurses Credentialing 

 Center’s Commission on Accreditation.

This activity is also provider approved by the California Board of 

Registered Nursing, Provider Number CEP 11749 for 1.0 contact hour, 

and the District of Columbia, Georgia, and Florida CE Broker #50-1223. 

Payment: The registration fee for this test is $12.95.

Earn CE credit online: 
Go to http://nursing.ceconnection.com and receive 
a certificate within minutes.

For more than 142 additional continuing-education articles related to 

management topics, go to NursingCenter.com/CE. ▲
▲

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.




