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Introduction
The following paper is an outline of the theory of Congruent 

Leadership. The aim is to offer an insight into this new leadership 
theory.

Background
Congruent leadership

Interest in the issue of clinical leadership is relatively new, 
with initial literature in this area of research dating back only 
to the late 1990s. At this time the author of this paper worked 
as a Nurse Practitioner in the English Midlands. He had clear 
leadership responsibilities and little to no authority to bring 
about change. He managed no one and yet was expected to 
lead across two community hospital sites and in the large 
Worcestershire Community Healthcare Team. Initially he turned 
to the literature to help guide him in his clinical leadership role 
and found precious little about leadership that did not have its 
origins in the managerial paradigm and almost nothing related 
to clinical leadership. As such, further information was sought 
to explore the topic though research into the area of clinical 
leadership. 

This lead to a doctoral research study which lead, in part, to 
the identification of a new leadership theory, called “Congruent 
Leadership.” This theory grew from the initial data analysis that 
indicated that clinical leaders were identified as such because 
they matched their values and beliefs about care and followed 
this up in their actions. Their clinical colleagues recognised the 
match between the leaders’ values and beliefs, and their actions 
and identified them as clinical leaders. As such the theory of 
Congruent Leadership was initiated.

The initial doctoral study was followed up with four other 
research studies. Each was funded and all secured ethical 
approval. While the initial study took place with nurses in the 
UK, the follow up studies all took place in Western Australia with 
either paramedics, nurses in an aged care facility, ambulance 
volunteers, and a range of other health professionals (excluding 
doctors). These subsequent studies employed similar research  
methods (interviews and questionnaires) and were scrupulously 
analysed. They also pointed strongly to clinical leaders being  
recognised because they demonstrated the attributes and  

 
characteristics of Congruent Leaders. An integrative literature 
review was also undertaken that focused on the topic of 
Congruent Leadership and aimed to gain an understanding of 
this new leadership theory. 

Eleven papers were located, with eight offering an insight into 
how Congruent Leadership is defined [1-8]. The remaining three 
offered general insights in to congruent practices in healthcare 
[9-11]. In each of the eight articles, Congruent Leadership is 
defined as, “where the activities, actions, and deeds of the leader 
are matched by and driven by their values and beliefs about (in 
this case) care and nursing” [2]. Stanley adds that, “Congruent 
leadership is based on the leader’s values, beliefs and principles 
and is about where the leader stands. Congruent leaders (clinical 
leaders) are followed because their values and beliefs are 
matched (congruent with) their actions” [4]. 

Congruent leaders are described as “motivational, 
inspirational, organized, and effective communicators and 
relationship builders. Congruent leaders are often found 
throughout an organization’s structure and they are commonly 
not in managerial positions” [6]. Congruent leaders may be 
visionary, but it is not for this attribute that they are seen as 
leaders or followed. It is because they put their beliefs and 
values into practice. They stand by their values, this is noted by 
others and it is for this reason they are followed [12]. Congruent 
leaders are defined by, “the values and beliefs they held about 
care, nursing and respect for others” [9] and are recognised by 
others because their actions are a reflection of their values and 
beliefs. 

It is significant that the leadership theory developed by 
Stanley is dominant in the literature and not unsurprising. 
However, it is pleasing to note that [9] had in effect independently 
verified the attributes of congruent leadership in nurses in the 
palliative care area. As such, recognising congruent leadership 
as a valid leadership theory in the clinical domain is supported 
by significant research and literature into clinical leadership.
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