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Integrating transformational leadership theory with the
social learning theory, this study examined how TFL
influences team knowledge sharing and team customer
orientation through team learning climate. Data was
collected from 125 store managers and their 586 service
employees in mobile device stores and analyzed using
structural equation modeling (SEM). The results show that
store managers’ transformational leadership had positive
influence on team learning climate. In addition, store
managers  transformational leadership had influence on
team knowledge sharing and team customer orientation
through team learning climate. Both theoretical and
practical implications are discussed.

: transformational leadership, team learning climate, team
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ABSTRACT

Integrating transformational leadership theory with the social learning theory, this study
examined how TFL influences team knowledge sharing and team customer orientation through team
learning climate. Data was collected from 125 store managers and their 586 service employees in
mobile device stores and analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM). The results show that
store managers’ transformational leadership had positive influence on team learning climate. In
addition, store managers’ transformational leadership had influence on team knowledge sharing and
team customer orientation through team learning climate. Both theoretical and practical
implications are discussed.
Keywords: transformational leadership, team learning climate, team knowledge sharing, team
customer orientation

1. Introduction and Hypothesis Development

In leadership research, there has recently been a strong focus on how to inspire, motivate,
support, and intellectually stimulate subordinates. Such leadership has been labeled
transformational leadership (TFL thereafter) (Bass, 1985) and has been found important to shape
followers’ attitudes and behaviors and in achieving desirable organizational outcomes (Judge &
Piccolo, 2004). While prior research has highlighted the importance of the leader’s role in
organizational processes, particularly in knowledge management (Bryant, 2003; Srivastava, Batrol,
& Locke, 2006), mechanisms through which TFL influences performance remain understudied.
Working from the notions that team learning leads to effective knowledge sharing through
encouraging new ideas (Taylor & Wright, 2004) and that TFL provides a foundation for
understanding how leaders impact the cultivation of knowledge (Bass & Avolio, 1995), we test
whether a team’s learning climate explains the link between TFL and knowledge—related outcomes.

TFL is defined as a process by which leaders inspire their followers to perform at a higher
level than expected and to potentially exceed the followers” own self-interests for a high-level of
shared vision (Bass & Avolio, 1999). Followers in the condition of TFL are able to maximize their
subordinate’s performance and increase the degree of their feelings of motivation, organizational
commitment, satisfaction, trust and work engagement at the individual level (Bono & Judge, 2003).
Previous research has also examined the kind of leadership behaviors that boost team effectiveness
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(e.g., Burke et al., 2006), and most of these studies have focused primarily on the group level of
analysis.

Organizational learning can help organizations develop strategic resources, such as
knowledge, that have the potential to influence employees’ behaviors. A supportive climate for
learning can be viewed as a facilitator of organizational learning (Thuy Pham & Swierczek, 2006).
Organizations that have developed a high learning climate effectively acquire knowledge as well as
apply the knowledge to modify behaviors, thereby achieving organizational goals (Huber, 1991).
Organizations stressing learning climate can enhance individuals’ ability to acquire information,
interpret it to fully understand its meaning, and transform it into work-related knowledge. Hence,
the current study concentrates on team learning climate, which determines the extent to which a
team promotes a learning environment and an atmosphere of continuous learning.

Drawing on Edmondson et al.’s (2001) suggestion that leaders need to help create a climate for
team learning, TFL is also expected to foster team learning climate through strengthening the
interconnectivity among individual members and cultivating effective knowledge exchanges within
the team. TFL implies creating clear goals and visions, and instilling confidence in followers that
they can accomplish what they aim to do by providing their influence to each other with the purpose
of creating effective team outputs (Carson, Tesluk, & Marrone, 2007; Hetland, Skogstad, Hetland,
& Mikkelsen,, 2011). This mutual influence facilitates interactions and coordination among team
members, encourages exchanges of information, knowledge, and expertise, and allows team
members to learn from their interdependent teamwork, thereby promoting a shared learning climate
within the team (Edmondson, 1999). Based on the discussion, we hypothesize the following:

Hi: TFL has a positive effect on team learning climate.

Knowledge sharing occurs when an individual is willing both to learn and assist others in
developing new capabilities (Bock, Zmud, Kim, & Lee, J, 2005). In particular, team knowledge
sharing focuses on the process by which team members engage in distributing new knowledge and
routines (Argote, Gruenfeld, & Naquin, 2001). It occurs when team members retrieve knowledge
and information and share it with each other via discussion or documentation. Within organizations
individuals can share their knowledge with one another, reach out to other parts of the firm, or even
cross organizational boundaries for seeking and transferring information. More specifically,
knowledge sharing implies a voluntary act by individuals who participate in the exchange of
knowledge even though there are no compulsory pressures (Davenport, 1997), recent theorization of
knowledge sharing work has begun to emphasize the “soft” strategies relying on the leadership of
the specific organizational unit to inspire and support knowledge sharing at individual or team level
(Hulsheger, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009; Srivastava et al., 2006). Leadership activities encourage or
discourage the development of the working environment for knowledge sharing among employees.
In particular, TFL theory provides a foundation for understanding how leaders impact the
cultivation of knowledge (Bass & Avolio, 1995).

Team learning climate is a team-level construct and captures a shared perception among
individual members regarding the extent to which team members engage in behaviors such as
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asking for feedback on performance, exchanging information and knowledge for each other, and
discussing ways to improve performance (Edmondson, 1999). Such a team climate emphasizes the
importance of collective knowledge development through trust and team members’ cooperation
(Zucker, Darby, & Armstrong, 2002). Surrounded by a high learning climate, team members are
able to explore various features and potential applications of knowledge and willing to share
knowledge to team colleagues without fear of reprisal from making errors. Individuals who perceive
that the team recognizes their effort in taking the initiative for speaking up new ideas are more
likely to engage in knowledge sharing (Edmondson, Bohmer, & Pisano, 2001). Team learning
climate can thus enhance individuals’ ability to acquire information, interpret it to fully understand
its meaning, and transform it into work-related knowledge. Although team learning behavior was
found to lead to effective knowledge sharing through encouraging new ideas (Taylor & Wright,
2004), we attempt to further examine whether team learning climate contributes to team members’
knowledge sharing. Therefore, we propose the following:

Leaders may influence knowledge sharing indirectly through their influence on the climate of
the team (Carmeli, Gelbard, & Reiter-Palmon, 2013). Troy, Szymanski and Rajan (2001) found that
a climate emphasizing open communication led to greater knowledge sharing. Previous work
suggests that leaders are instrumental in developing and cultivating work climates (Liao & Chuang,
2007; Schneider, Ehrhart, Mayer, Saltz, & Miles-Jolly, 2005). Leaders can signal behaviorally and
verbally the appropriate and normative behaviors that are expected from team members.
Researchers have found a more direct link between leader expectations, behaviors, and knowledge
sharing, in particular that leader expectations and leader supportive behaviors cultivate a context of
knowledge sharing (Carmeli & Waldman, 2010). Based on the discussion, we propose the
following:

H>: Team learning climate mediates the relationship between TFL and knowledge sharing.

We also suggest that team learning climate predicts team customer-orientation. The concept of
customer-orientation asserts that sales can be achieved by determining customer needs and wants,
and then delivering desired satisfaction better than competitors. Customer-orientation is therefore
defined as the implementation of the marketing concept in interactions between individual
salespeople and their customers (Saxe & Weitz, 1982).

According to social system and group development theories from organizational psychology,
customer-orientation is influenced and determined by the organization’s culture (Williams &
Attaway, 1996). The higher the level of a firm’s supportive organizational culture, the higher it will
stimulate creativity in the salesperson and, in turn, enhance the salesperson’s customer-oriented
selling behaviors. Findings from Siguaw, Brown and Widing (1994) suggest that a firm’s market
orientation has a significant positive relationship with a salesperson’s customer orientation.
Perceived psychological climate, empowerment, and leadership behavior of the sales manager also
have been suggested to be associated positively with customer-oriented selling behaviors of the
salesperson (Martin & Bush, 2006). When employees perceive a higher learning climate, they are
more likely to “learn to learn” about customers (Day, 1994). A higher learning climate makes
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employees put more emphasis on learning issues during everyday interactions with customers as
well as display more customer-oriented behaviors. Consistent with this view, Wang (2013) found
that salespeople within a higher level of learning climate displayed more adaptive selling behaviors
when responding to changing customer needs and sales situations. As such, when salespersons
perceive a higher level of learning climate, they are more willing to display customer-oriented
behaviors to serve and delight customers. Team learning climate, therefore, is expected to positively
predict the team’s customer-orientation. Hence, considering Hypothesis 1, we propose the
following:

Hs: Team learning climate mediates the positive relationship between TFL and team
customer-orientation.

2. Method
2.1 Participants and procedure

This study is based on the 125 stores of a large mobile device chain in northern Taiwan. Each
mobile device store leads the whole employees in the store for achieving the operational goal. That
IS, store mangers act as the leader of the team (i.e., mobile device store). Mobile device stores are
chosen because consumers are more likely to have many service interactions with different
employees in the same store. It is both likely and important for employees to develop
pseudorelationships with customers (Gutek, 1995). Additionally, mobile devices generate higher
levels of customer attention and involvement (Mano & Oliver, 1993). Therefore, this sample
provides a unique opportunity to study the impact of TFL on knowledge sharing through individual
learning. Furthermore, the use of information obtained from multiple sources (store managers and
employees) at multiple levels in a longitudinal design allows us to reduce common method bias
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).

To solicit honest responses, we invited the senior manager in charge of the stores in northern
Taiwan to provide us assistance during the data collection period. All store managers and
employees of the stores were invited to participate in the study. The respondents were assured of
confidentiality and that nobody from the mobile device company would have access to their
individual responses. Specifically, at Time 1, store managers were invited to fill out a survey about
their direct report of their own of TFL. At Time 2, individual employees in each store filled out a
survey about their personal perceptions of team learning climate within the store. At Time 3,
employees filled out another survey on the level of their own knowledge sharing and
customer-oriented behavior. From Tim1 to Time 3, the time intervals ranged from 4 to 6 weeks.
After deleting incomplete questionnaires, the final sample consisted of 586 employees and 125 store
managers, which averaged about 4.69 employees for each store.



Figure 1 The Characteristics of Samples

Store manager sample (N=125) Employee sample (N=586)
Number % Number %
Gender Male 62 49.6 Gender Male 331 56.6
Female 63 40.4 Female 254 434
Age Under 30 34 27.2 Age Under 23 66 11.3
30~35 72 57.6 23~30 316 61.9
Over 35 19 15.2 Over 30 204 26.8
Level of High school 21 16.8 Level of Highschool 37 6.3
education education
College or 104 83.2 College or 549 93.7
above above
Store size(# Under 5 24 19.2 Working Under 1 year 91 15.9
of 5~8 86 68.8 with the 1~3 years 232 40.7
employee)  Over 8 15 12.0 store Over 3 years 95 16.6
Tenure Under 5 years 37 29.6 manager
5~10 years 72 57.6
Over 10 years 16 12.8

2.2 Measures

The measures used in this study are drawn from western studies on social psychology and
organizational behavior. Overcoming language barriers is one of the first steps in accurate
comparability so, for the current study, all measures previously developed in English were
translated into Chinese using a standard translation-back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1980). Next,
we describe the measures for the main study variables involved in the analyses.
TFL. We asked store managers to rate their own TFL behaviors using the seven-item Global
Transformational Leadership (GTL) scale (Carless, Wearing, & Mann, 2000) along a 5-point rating
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (frequently, if not always). One example item is “I encourage
my staff to think about problems in new ways and questions assumptions.” This scale had a
Cronbach’s alpha of .96.
Team learning climate. Team learning climate was measured by using the nine-item learning
climate scale (Nikolova, Van Ruysseveldt, De Witte, & Van Dam, 2014). Example items are “My
organization provides sufficient resources to develop my competences,” and “In my organization,
employees who continuously develop themselves professionally, are being rewarded.” Respondents
answer on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree.” By
definition, team learning reflects a shared pattern of learning behaviors within a team. We assessed
the within-group agreement to examine consensus and justify aggregation. Then, we proceed with
aggregating individual members' ratings of team learning climate to the team level of analysis. This
scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .93.



Team Knowledge sharing. Team knowledge sharing was measured by using Bock et al.’s (2005)
five-item knowledge sharing scale. One example item is “l share my expertise from my education
or training with other organizational members in a more effective way.” Respondents answered on a
5-point scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree.” We assessed the
within-group agreement to examine consensus and justify aggregation. Then, we proceed with
aggregating individual employees' self-reports of knowledge sharing to the team level of analysis.
This scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .92.

Team Customer-Orientation. Team customer-orientation was measured using five positively
worded items from the reduced-version sales orientation/customer orientation scale (Thomas et al.,
2001). This scale was originally designed to measure salespeople’s customer orientation; thus, it
was expected to reflect the level of customer orientation in each store after data aggregation. As a
result, this study asked each participating employee to evaluate his or her customer-oriented
behaviors displayed during the service encounter using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). This scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .89.

2.3 Data Aggregation

Team learning climate, team knowledge sharing, team and team customer orientation are
formed via a bottom-up emergence process. Therefore, this study aggregated the perceptions and
evaluations of learning climate, knowledge sharing, and customer-oriented behavior at the
employee level to form the store-level measures. Investigating within group agreement (rwg) with a
uniform distribution reached acceptable levels of agreement (average rwg for learning climate =
0.93; knowledge sharing=0.94; customer-oriented behavior = 0.93 ). In addition, interclass
correlations (ICCs) appeared as follows: ICC (1) of learning climate, knowledge sharing and
customer-oriented behavior were 0.42, 0.39, and 0.39 respectively. Thus, there were acceptable
levels of within-group
agreement (rwg) and ICC (1).

2.4 Reliability and Validity

As shown in Table 1, construct reliabilities of the scales used in this study were tested using
Cronbach’s o coefficients. All Cronbach’s o coefficients of all measures varied between 0.89 and
0.96. Thus, we concluded that all the measures were unidimensional and reliable.

To confirm the four-factor structure (TFL, team learning climate, team knowledge sharing, and
team customer-orientation) for the measurement model, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using
latent variables was carried out in the first step. The results of CFA provided a reasonable fit to the
data (y>= 587.86, p < 0.01; CFI=0.92, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.060, RMSEA = 0.082). The factor
loadings were highly significant, and the composite reliabilities of each scale exceeded the
recommended level of 0.70 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The results demonstrated an acceptable level
of convergent validity for all constructs at the store level (Hair et al., 2006). The square root of the
average variances extracted (AVE) was larger than the correlation coefficients for each pair of
variables, which provided evidence of discriminant validity (Fornell & Larker, 1981).

The factor loadings were highly significant, and the composite reliabilities of each scale
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exceeded the recommended level of 0.70 (Fornell and Larker, 1981). The results demonstrated an
acceptable level of convergent validity for all constructs at the salesperson level (Hair et al., 2006).

ABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations of variables.

Standard AVE 1 2 3 4

Means Deviation

(M) (SD)
1. TFL(T1) 4.05 046 075 (0.96)
2. Team Learning Climate (T2) 3.93 0.45 0.75 0.81™ (0.93)
3. Team Knowledge Sharing (T3) 3.96 0.40 0.78 0.77™ 0.76™  (0.92)
4. Team Customer Orientation (T3)  3.98 0.39 0.80 0.65™ 0.76™ 0.78™ (0.89)

N=125, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, Coefficient composite reliabilities are reported in the diagonal.

T1=first-wave store manager survey; T2=second-wave employee survey; T3=third-wave employee survey
3.Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Table | presents the means, standard deviations, correlations, and internal consistencies of the
scales. The correlation coefficients of the variables indicated that all the main study variables were
highly associated.

3.2 Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing

To test our hypotheses we conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) in Mplus version 6.0
with maximum likelihood estimation. Mplus produces measures of overall model fit, generates
estimates of the hypothesized relationships (unstandardized and standardized coefficients, standard
errors, and t-tests), calculates total effects, and provides measures of the proportions of variance
explained.

The theoretical model with structural paths was tested in the second step. To test the mediating
role of team learning climate, the following conditions must be satisfied according to MacKinnon,
Fairchild, and Fritz (2007): (1) the independent variable (TFL) has a significant effect on the
mediating variable (team learning climate); and (2) the mediating variable (team learning climate)
has a significant effect on the dependent variable in a regression of the independent and mediating
variable on the dependent variable. Full mediation occurs if there is no effect of the independent
variable on the dependent variable (in addition to the mediating variable). Partial mediation occurs
if the independent variable does have a significant effect on the dependent variable in addition to
the mediating variables.

First, TFL predicted team learning climate (y = 0.81, p < .01), providing support for
Hypothesis 1. Second, results indicated that team learning climate predicted team knowledge
sharing (y = 0.76, p < .01) and team customer orientation (y = 0.75, p < .01). Furthermore, the
estimations of confidence intervals revealed an indirect relation between TFL and team knowledge
sharing, mediated by team learning climate (y = 0.62, p < .01; 95% CI = 0.52-0.72), providing
support for Hypothesis 2, and an indirect relation between TFL and team customer orientation,
mediated by team learning climate (y = 0.61, p < .01; 95% CI = 0.50-0.72), providing support for
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Hypothesis 3.
4. Discussion and Implications
4.1 Discussion

The current research examined whether and why TFL may be related to team knowledge
sharing and team customer orientation. To that end, we conducted a study in which we measured
the variables at different time points and using different sources. As expected, we found that TFL
predicted team-based knowledge-related outcomes indirectly, through employees’ shared
perceptions of learning climate.

A novel insight provided by this research is that team learning climate plays a role in the TFL
process. Perhaps this is not surprising given that TFL is about to create opportunities and processes
to stimulate and encourage knowledge amongst team members (Lee, Gillespie, Mann, & Wearing,
2010), all of which arguably promote an orientation to make use of knowledge. This view is also
supported by TFL theory (Bass, 1985), where the assumption is that transformational leaders inspire
and activate subordinates to perform and achieve goals beyond normal expectations.

Furthermore, TFL aims to communicate the importance of group goals, develop shared values
and beliefs, and inspire unified effort to achieve group goals (Wang & Howell, 2010). The target of
group-focused TFL is the whole group, meaning that the leader behaves similarly toward different
members within the group and that members have a shared perception of the common goals and
visions within the team. Relevant evidence suggests that TFL should promote team knowledge
sharing in several ways. First, TFL implies creating clear goals and visions, and instilling
confidence in followers that they can accomplish what they aim to do by providing their influence
to each other with the purpose of creating effective team outputs (Carson et al., 2007; Hetland et al.,
2011). In teams formed by people with differing perspectives and knowledge, TFL can convince to
fuse their personal goals with the team mission, thereby facilitating the integration of diverse
knowledge bases and viewpoints. Second, TFL may foster team knowledge sharing through
strengthening the interconnectivity among individual members and cultivating effective knowledge
exchanges within the team. This mutual influence facilitates interactions and coordination among
team members, encourages exchanges of information, knowledge, and expertise, and allows team
members to learn from their interdependent teamwork, thereby enhancing team knowledge sharing.
Finally, by acting the knowledge builder role, leaders also actively role model knowledge sharing.
They are setting the example and signaling that the open sharing of ideas and information is
important and valuable for the team. As a result of this role modelling, team members are likely to
reciprocate and share their expertise and knowledge with the team.

Our research is also particularly relevant in light of recent calls for studies examining the
relationship between organization learning and KM. Our findings show the direct relationship
between team learning climate and team customer orientation in service settings. The findings
further validate the earlier studies on KM, such as those conducted by Ismail Al-Alawi et al. (2007)
and Chou et al. (2005), who asserted that an organization must build up a supportive learning
environment to encourage its employees to display customer-oriented behaviors by acquiring and
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developing their customer knowledge. Our findings add to the extant literature by suggesting that
learning climate helps service employees identify the characteristics of different customer types and
develop appropriately specific sales interaction strategies when responding to varying service
situations.

Using a time-lagged study with multiple subordinates of each supervisor and a multi-source
data collection lends credence to the validity and reliability of the findings. The measurements were
not conducted at the same time, because this would risk inflated relationships due to common
source bias.

4.2 Practical Implications

Our research has several practical applications related to the management of employees in the
retailing stores. First, our research demonstrates the relevance of store managers’ TFL in ensuring
that employees actively learn how to deal with varying customer needs and share work-related
knowledge with team members. Store managers need to convey the importance of team learning
climate and knowledge sharing so that salespersons can understand the importance of learning in
the store and take necessary actions to learn and share knowledge of customers to serve customers’
needs and interests.

Second, the results suggest the need to establish a high learning climate to encourage
salespeople to share knowledge. Store managers should make extensive efforts to provide
role-modeling behaviors and practices related to learning as well as provide opportunities and
incentives to encourage salespersons to learn the necessary skills and increase their customer
knowledge.

Finally, the current study reached similar conclusions in our review of the relevant literature
focusing on the link between learning climate and customer-focussed behaviors (Wang, 2012).
These findings are consistent with the resource-based view, which asserts that organizations can
gain competitive advantages through the utilization of knowledge assets (Hult et al., 2002). Hence,
service organizational expecting their employees to exhibit more customer-oriented behaviors must
be certain that employees are encouraged by a high learning climate to acquire the strategic
resource and use the strategic resource to improve customer-oriented behaviors.

4.3 Limitations and Directions for Further Research

Our sample included the chain stores of a single mobile device company with uniform pricing
and advertising practices and similar store features. Despite that the occupational homogeneity and
the compatibility across stores may rule out the extraneous and confounding effects, the single
organizational context may affect the generalizability of the findings. In the further research, we
will try hard to include teams from multiple organizations and examine additional types of values,
such as uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1980), to understand more fully how TFL affects
knowledge sharing and customer orientation though the learning process.
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