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A Definition and Illustration of Democratic 
Leadership 

John Gastill2 

Renewed calls for demaracy make it  imperative that we understand the nature 
of democratic lcadcrship. Existing definitions of dcmwrstic lcadcrship are 
inconsistent and inadequate, so this essay provides s clear delinilion that applies 
lo social groups both large and small. As defined herein, democratic leadership 
is conceptually distind from positions of authority; rather, it i s  delined as the 
performance o f  lhree lunctions: distributing responsibility among the 
membership, empowering group members. and aiding the group's 
dccisian-making process. Many, most, or all members of a group serve these 
functions, regularly exchanging the roles of leader and follower. A limited 
number of practical and moral considerations are identified for asesing the 
appropriateness of the democratic leadership model for dinerent groups. In 
sddilian, thc National lssucs Forums program is used to illustrale the model. 
and suggestions are made lor future research on democratic leadership. 

KEY WORDS: democratic leadership; democracy; panicipalian; decision 
making; facilitation. 

Across the globe, the tumultuous political events of the past 3 years 
have raised hopes for the creation and revitalization of democratic institu- 
tions. In some countries, dictatorships have crumbled and new governments 
have crawled from the rubble. In others democratic opposition movements 
have gained strength, courage, and international recognition. Emboldened 
citizens in China, Czechoslovakia, Namibia, El Salvador, and elsewhere 
have organized to promote democratic social change, and new political par- 
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ties and organizations in the West are striving to make their nations' po- 
litical systems more democratic? 

Social scientists should respond to these international calls for de- 
mocracy, because high-quality theory and research can aid those who seek 
to create democratic groups, communities, and nations. In fact, there al- 
ready exists a substantial literature addressing the philosophical and 
empirical issues surrounding democratic governments, economies, and so- 
cieties (e.g., Bellah et al., 1991; Dahl, 1989). 

The dynamics of democratic leadership, however, are not well under- 
stood. In fact, there is no clear and well-developed definition of the term 
within academia. In a classic review, Cibb (1969) lamented the fact that 
"the basic psychological meaning" of democratic leadership had "nowhere 
been spelled out" (p. 258). Twenty years later, Miriam Lewin (1987) agreed. 
repeating Kurt Lewin's earlier "call for a better understanding of the de- 
tailed nature of democratic leadership and followership through social 
science research" (p. 138). A recent meta-analysis reached similar mnclu- 
sions, finding that conceptual ambiguity and operational inconsistency has 
clouded the findings of the last four decades of research on democratic 
and autocratic leadership (Gastil, in press). 

Since leadership plays a vital role in democratic movements and 
democratic governance, it is essential that researchers address this issue. 
Ultimately, this entails empirical investigation of the practice of democratic 
leadership. but a necessary first step is creating a useful definition of the 
term itself. 

PREVIOUS DEFINITIONS OF DEMOCRATIC LEADERSHIP 

In his comprehensive handbook on leadership, Bass (1990) provides 
a general definition of leadership: 

Leadership b n inlcrsclion behvccn huo or more members of a group th.1 oRm 
involver a structuring or rcrtructuring of the situatbn and the perceptions and er- 
pcctations of the members. . . . Leadership occun when one group member 
modifies the m~tivalion or mrnpelcncies or olhcrs in the group. Any member or 
thc group can exhibit some amount of leadership . . . (pp. 19-20). 

%c s u m s e ~  and failurn of demoantic movemenu are d M  in mnl pcriodiub, 
including recent isnes of the Jwmol ofDmocmcy and Cumnl Hirroy. For general o v c w i w  
of the prospects for democratization around the globe. we Barber and Watson (1988); for 
a mom aeadcmic review, we Dahl (1989). Them also exist many regional revinv~ such a, 

Decala'r (1992) apprairnl or thc patcntial lor democratic change in Afriu, and there are 
numerous writings on new democratic organizations, such a, the Greens (Dohron. lWO. 1991) 
and the New Party in the Uni1c.d Slates (Pope and Rogers, 1992). 
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This is essentially the definition of leadership adopted in this essay. The 
only exception is that herein, leadership is viewed as constituting only con- 
sfmctive behaviors aimed at pursuing group goals. This defines leadership 
as "an instrument of goal achievement" (Bass, 1990, pp. 15-16). 

This definition gives "leadership" a positive connotation. This norma- 
tive aspect becomes greater still when one speaks of "democratic" 
leadership. Literally hundreds of authors have not so much described as 
advocated democratic, participatory. and similar "alternative" styles of lead- 
ership, contrasting them with authoritarian, supetvisoly, charismatic, and 
other conventional modes of leadership (for partial reviews, see Anderson, 
1959; Bass. 1990; Gibb, 1969; Hollander & Offerman, 1990). 

According to these advocates, undemocratic leadership styles result 
in a variety of undesirable outcomes: dependent and apathetic followers 
(Barber. 19% Heifetz & Sinder. 1987; Manz & Sims. 1989; White & Lip- 
pitt, 1960). low-quality policies coupled with inefficient implementation and 
constituent support (Gibb, 1969; Heifetz & Sinder, 1987; Maier, 1952), the 
mystification of the decision-making process (Edelman, 1988). and in some 
cases, social strife and aggression (Lewin. Lippitt, & White. 1939; Starhawk, 
1986). In addition, undemocratic leadership undermines the pursuit of ethi- 
cal ideals, such as self-determination, personal development. and 
democratic decision making (Barber, 1984: Sashkin, 1984). 

While criticizing existing leadership styles, authors have called for al- 
ternative styles of leadership, such as "group or educational leadership" 
(Busch, 1934), "participative management" (Likert, 1961). "servant leader- 
ship" (Greenleaf, 1977). "nonconstitutive leadership" (Tucker. 1981), 
"transformative leadership" (Burns. 1983). "responsive leadership" 
(Starhawk, 1986). "public leadership" (Mathews, 1988). "superleadership" 
(Manz & Sims. 1989). or "values leadership" (Fairhorn, 1991). The most 
common name for alternative leadership styles may be "democratic lead- 
ership." which has appeared repeatedly during the last 70 years (e.g.. Abse 
& Jessner. 1962; Barber. 1984: Cibb. 1969; Haiman. 1951; Heifetz & Sin- 
der, 1987; Kutner, 1950; Lassey, 1971; Lewin, Lippitt, & White, 1939; 
Maier, 1952; Nagel, 1987; NACLO, 1984; Smith, 1926; Tead, 1935; White- 
head, 1936). 

Kurt Lewin and his colleagues presented what has become the classic 
formulation of democratic leadership (Lewin & Lippitt. 1938; Lewin, Lip- 
pitt. & White, 1939; White & Lippitt, 1960). They distinguished democratic 
leadership from autocratic and laissez-faire styles, arguing that democratic 
leaders relied upon group decision making, active member involvement. 
honest praise and criticism, and a degree of comradeship. By contrast, lead- 
ers using the other styles were either domineering or uninvolve'd. 






















