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ABSTRACT  

This developmental paper sets out the rationale and design for a study exploring the 

challenges of authentic leadership within Nigeria’s oil sector, a key driver of Africa’s 

largest economy. While authentic leadership has gained prominence as a corrective to 

ethical failings and declining trust in leadership, the construct remains conceptually 

fragmented, normatively framed, and predominantly shaped by Western contexts. 

Such framing risks overlooking the lived realities of leaders in developing economies, 

where socio political, regulatory uncertainty, and ethical tensions influence leadership 

practice. 

The study proposes a phenomenological approach underpinned by interpretivism to 

capture leaders lived experiences in this complex setting. Authentic leaders will be 

identified through follower nominations, ensuring that authenticity reflects 

recognition by subordinates rather than self-assertion. Semi structured interviews will 

provide rich qualitative data, with analysis following a systematic coding process to 

surface both explicit accounts and underlying meanings. Reflexivity, member 

checking, and peer debriefing are planned to enhance transparency and rigour. 

Keywords: Authentic Leadership, Developing Economies, Nigeria, Oil Sector, 

Phenomenology, Leadership Challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Organisations today face increasingly complex environments characterised by financial 

scandals, leadership malfeasance, and rapid technological shifts (Sendjaya et al., 2016; 

Johnsen, 2018; Liu et al., 2023). These dynamics have triggered what many describe as 

a crisis of confidence in leadership, fuelling calls for approaches that can restore trust, 

legitimacy, and resilience (George, 2003; Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Liu, Liao and Wei, 

2015; Gardner et al., 2021; Gardner and McCauley, 2022).  Within this context, authentic 

leadership has gained traction due to its perceived capacity to address leadership gaps 

in contemporary organisations. Authentic leadership, with its focus on self awareness, 

relational transparency, balanced processing, and an internalised moral perspective, 

has been advanced as one such response. It has been linked to greater employee 

engagement and the nurturing of ethical, trust based work environments (Walumbwa 

et al., 2008; Gardner and McCauley, 2022). At the same time, the growing prominence 

of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has positioned authenticity as essential to 

meeting the moral and social expectations facing contemporary organisations (Kim et 

al., 2018; Fox, Davis and Baucus, 2020).  

Yet, as Alvesson and colleagues remind us, leadership constructs are not neutral or 

universally applicable but socially produced and contextually contingent (Alvesson 

and Einola, 2019a; Alvesson and Einola, 2022). Despite authentic leadership’s growing 

popularity, the field remains dominated by Western centric narratives (George, 2003; 

Ngunjiri and Hernandez, 2017),  exemplified through figures such as Martin Luther 

King Jr. and Warren Buffett (George, 2003; Avolio et al., 2004; du Plessis and Boshoff, 

2018). This reliance has created both conceptual and empirical bias, with limited 

exploration of authentic leadership in non-Western contexts where institutional 

complexity, cultural expectations, and governance challenges significantly shape 

leadership practices(Dickson, Den Hartog and Mitchelson, 2003; Eagly, 2005; Lyu et al., 

2019; Omeihe, Harrison and Omeihe, 2021).  
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The COVID 19 pandemic further revealed the complexities of authentic leadership. 

Leaders sought to display authenticity through symbolic gestures, such as televised 

vaccinations, as a means of restoring public trust (Ljungholm, 2020).  These episodes 

highlight both the demand for authenticity and the difficulty of demonstrating it 

credibly, suggesting that authenticity may be as much about perception and attribution 

as about traits or intentions (Shamir and Eilam, 2005). 

This study examines authentic leadership within Nigeria’s oil sector, an industry 

central to Africa’s largest economy and long entwined with questions of legitimacy, 

corruption, and societal trust investigation (Steel and Webster, 1991; Quartey et al., 

2017). Adopting a follower attribution perspective (Bradley-Cole, 2018) , authenticity is 

defined not by leaders’ claims or traits alone but by social recognition from multiple 

followers. Using interviews with 16 follower identified leaders, the study addresses the 

question: What challenges do authentic leaders encounter in a developing economy?  

This study situates authentic leadership within a resource dependent, politically 

complex context and by doing so, extend existing theory while acknowledging its 

contested, socially constructed character. It responds to the need for research that is 

both theoretically generative and sensitive to the lived realities of leaders operating in 

underexplored environments. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Authentic leadership is often presented as a corrective to the ethical failings and 

leadership deficits evident in contemporary organisations.  While the literature has 

expanded rapidly, much of it is descriptive rather than critical, resulting in 

fragmentation and a lack of clarity about the practical and theoretical implications of 

authentic leadership across diverse contexts (Crawford et al., 2020). Critics point to 

conceptual ambiguity, definitional inconsistency, and a lack of contextual sensitivity 

as persistent problems (Iszatt-White and Kempster, 2019; Crawford et al., 2020).  In 
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this sense, authentic leadership is often portrayed as more aspirational than empirical, 

a construct whose appeal lies in its moral promise rather than its demonstrated 

applicability.  

These tensions become evident when considering contexts outside the West. 

Consequently, leaders in African, Asian, and Latin American settings remain marginal 

in the narrative (Ngunjiri and Hernandez, 2017). This imbalance risks producing a 

form of theoretical monoculture where authenticity is defined through Western 

assumptions of individualism, stability, and moral clarity(Alvesson and Einola, 

2019a). This study responds to these limitations by challenging the dominant 

assumptions underpinning authentic leadership and offers a contextual investigation 

grounded in the lived experiences of leaders in a developing economy.  

Competing Conceptualisations of Authentic Leadership 

Scholarly exploration of authentic leadership converges on the notion that it 

represents a morally grounded and desirable form of leadership yet diverge in their 

conceptualisations. The literature presents at least five influential perspectives: 

authentic leadership as (1) an idealised model, (2) a four dimensional construct, (3) a 

subset of transformational leadership, (4) a root construct for other leadership 

theories, and (5) an evolving interplay of the self. 

The first perspective presents authentic leadership as an idealised construct 

characterised by positive traits, behaviours, and emotions shared between leaders and 

followers. Advocates claim such leaders rebuild trust eroded by misconduct, acting as 

multipliers of organisational potential  (Beddoes-Jones and Swailes, 2015). Empirical 

studies link authentic leaders to enhanced creativity, resilience, and follower ethicality 

(Gaddy et al., 2017).  With Iszatt-White and Kempster (2019) notably describing the 

leadership approach as an idealised construct in their paper. Yet, the risk of portraying 

authenticity as an inherently “good” leadership style is evident. As Alvesson (2019) 



7 
 

observes, such idealisation can mask the socially constructed and politically charged 

realities of leadership. 

The second perspective conceptualises authentic leadership as a four dimensional 

construct comprising self awareness, internalised moral perspective, balanced 

processing, and relational transparency. These dimensions are considered mutually 

reinforcing.  Self awareness refers to the leader’s reflective capacity to understand 

personal strengths and limitations, grounded in introspection and feedback 

(Walumbwa et al., 2008). Internalised moral perspective as described by Alilyyani, 

Wong and Cummings (2018) involves a self regulatory mechanism guided by moral 

values. Balanced processing refers to the leader’s ability to consider diverse 

viewpoints in decision making, evolving from the earlier concept of "unbiased 

processing" (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008). This was revised to 

reflect the inherent biased nature of human information processing (Avolio and 

Gardner, 2005). Relational transparency is about openness and honesty in 

interpersonal exchanges, enhancing mutual trust and transparency (Ngunjiri and 

Hernandez, 2017). Despite its appeal, this model assumes a coherent, stable self and a 

universally legible moral compass. Critics note that what counts as “moral” is 

culturally contested (Alvesson and Einola, 2019b). In the context of study Nigeria , 

where communal obligations, extended kinship networks, and state fragility influence 

ethical expectations balanced processing may be compromised by political and 

familial pressures, while transparency may clash with cultural norms around 

discretion. Thus, applying the four dimensions without contextual adaptation risks 

overlooking how authenticity is enacted and constrained in practice. 

The third perspective frames authentic leadership as a subset of transformational 

leadership.  It positions authentic leadership as either a form of transformational 

leadership or as its conceptual precursor. Scholars argue that both leadership styles 

share characteristics such as optimism, moral grounding, and the ability to inspire (Joo 

and Nimon, 2014; Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber, 2009). Earlier studies on authentic 
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leadership used the concept of authenticity to describe worthy transformational 

leaders. These leaders were described as authentic transformational leaders  whose  

conduct were underpinned by morals (Sidani and Rowe, 2018). However, the 

Nigerian oil context raises questions about distinctiveness. Leaders may mobilise 

transformational rhetoric, such as calls for national development, while engaging in 

practices that perpetuate corruption or exclusion. If authentic leadership is 

indistinguishable from transformational leadership in such settings, its unique value 

is undermined. 

The fourth perspective positions authentic leadership as a “root construct” that 

underlies other positive leadership styles (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). This framing 

suggests authenticity provides the ethical and psychological grounding for servant, 

ethical, and spiritual leadership (Peus et al., 2012). Yet critics argue this claim risks 

definitional overreach, rendering authenticity a vague umbrella under which many 

forms of leadership are subsumed (Tibbs et al., 2016).  

Finally, the fifth perspective interprets authentic leadership as a “battle of self,” 

emerging from the broader psychological and philosophical notion of authenticity 

(Algera and Lips-Wiersma, 2012). Consequently, this offers wide ranging implications 

for the construct. This view highlights the dynamic and evolving nature of the leader’s 

identity, shaped by personal experiences, social contexts, and moral dilemmas. Here, 

authenticity is not a fixed trait but a continuous process of self construction. This 

processual framing resonates with Nigeria’s oil sector, where leaders often manage 

shifting allegiances, conflicting expectations, and uncertainty. Yet it also complicates 

operationalisation: if authenticity is continuously reconstructed, measuring or 

identifying “authentic” leaders becomes difficult. It then becomes pertinent to unpack 

the challenges these leaders encounter across diverse contexts.  

Notably, there remains limited understanding of the challenges faced by authentic 

leaders themselves. This paper responds directly to these oversights by exploring the 

challenges of authentic leadership within Nigerian oil companies. Interestingly, most 
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studies focus on the organisational problems these leaders help to resolve (Crawford 

et al., 2020), rather than the challenges they encounter in their roles. This omission is 

notable, as the challenges may directly shape leaders’ ability to enact authenticity. This 

study seeks to move beyond prescriptive frameworks and offer a more grounded, 

contextual understanding of what it means to lead authentically in a developing 

economy.  This study contributes to the field by identifying specific challenges faced 

by authentic leaders in Nigeria’s oil sector and also by questioning the universality of 

prevailing conceptualisations. It argues for a rethinking of authentic leadership as a 

dynamic, contextually mediated process, one that is shaped as much by external 

pressures as by internal convictions. 

THE NIGERIAN CONTEXT  

Nigeria, Africa’s largest economy, is heavily dependent on oil exports, which generate 

most of the government revenue (Ayuba, 2023; Morocco-Clarke, 2023).  Yet the sector 

is characterised by paradox: despite abundant resources, development outcomes 

remain poor, a condition widely attributed to leadership and governance deficits (Ite 

et al., 2013; Okoi, 2019). Since the 1970s, oil exploration has contributed to 

environmental degradation, gas flaring, and public health crises (Kadafa, 2012; 

Odeyemi, 2014). Regulatory non compliance and bribery have further entrenched 

public distrust (Awobajo, 1981),  

In this context, authentic leadership has the potential to provide a counter narrative 

to corrupt practices. Prior studies demonstrate its association with positive employee 

outcomes in such sectors petroleum (Ahmad et al., 2016; Cavazotte, Mansur and 

Moreno, 2021). Yet whether authentic leadership can be enacted within Nigeria’s oil 

sector remains an open question. Leaders may aspire to authenticity but face systemic 

barriers that limit its realisation. Consequently, by situating authentic leadership 

within Nigeria’s oil sector, the study aims to contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of how leadership can mediate structural challenges and support more 

sustainable organisational practices in the context of the study. 
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METHODOLOGY  

This study will adopt a phenomenological research strategy to examine the lived 

experiences of authentic leaders in Nigeria’s oil sector. Phenomenology is appropriate 

because it allows for the exploration of how authenticity will be experienced, 

negotiated, and challenged within a complex institutional environment. The approach 

will align with an interpretivist paradigm, privileging meaning making and co 

construction of knowledge through accounts of the  participants  (Morse, 2015).  

Authentic leadership has often been presented in static, idealised forms. However, 

following Gardner et al. (2005) and Alvesson and Einola (2019), this study will proceed 

from the view that authenticity is not simply a set of universal traits but a socially 

mediated process, embedded within cultural, political, and organisational realities. The 

interpretivist orientation will therefore ensure that participant voices are captured 

while researcher reflexivity will be used to critically interrogate assumptions and 

hidden tensions. 

Sampling Strategy: A two tiered sampling strategy will be employed, combining 

purposive and snowball sampling. In the first stage, employees in Nigerian oil 

organisations will be asked to identify leaders they perceive as authentic. This follower 

based nomination process will ensure that authenticity is not defined by leaders’ self 

perceptions or formal status but by recognition across multiple observers (Bradley-

Cole, 2018). To be included, leaders will need to be identified as authentic by at least 

two subordinates, creating a consensus based criterion for selection. In the second 

stage, snowball sampling will be used to expand the participant pool across different 

organisations within the Oil industry. This approach will enable the study to capture 

diversity across contexts while remaining consistent with phenomenological inquiry’s 

emphasis on depth over breadth.  

Participant Demographics: Data will be collected from participants within the Oil 

industry. Attention will be paid to gender, age, educational attainment, and years of 

service. This information will allow the study to reflect on whether and how these 
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factors influence perceptions of authenticity. The inclusion of both male and female 

leaders, as well as varying levels of seniority, will be sought to challenge prevailing 

Western centric narratives that often marginalise women and leaders from 

nontraditional backgrounds (Iszatt-White and Kempster, 2019). 

Data Analysis: This will be conducted using a three phase approach adapted from 

King and Horrocks (2010). For the first phase of the initial Coding, In Vivo 

coding(Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2018) will be employed to capture participants’ 

exact words, preserving their meaning systems and ensuring the analysis remains 

grounded in their lived realities. For the second phase, codes will then be examined 

for underlying meanings, contradictions, and tensions, particularly where accounts 

reveal paradoxes in practising authenticity. Finally, the codes will be reviewed, 

refined and clustered into broader categories. 

CONCLUSION  

This paper has set out the conceptual and methodological groundwork for a study 

that seeks to examine the lived experiences and challenges of authentic leaders within 

Nigeria’s oil sector. Tt responds to growing calls to broaden leadership scholarship 

beyond its predominantly Western narrative and to interrogate the applicability of 

authenticity in diverse contexts. Consequently, the study  explores leadership within 

a developing economy context to illuminate how authenticity is both enacted and 

constrained within complex and unstable environments  Though findings are not yet 

available, the study is positioned to make several important contributions. 

Conceptually, it seeks to advance authentic leadership scholarship by moving beyond 

prescriptive accounts toward a more contextually sensitive understanding. 

Methodologically, the follower based strategy and phenomenological design are 

expected to generate rich, grounded insights that capture authenticity as lived rather 

than as merely theorised. Practically, the work has the potential to inform leadership 

development and organisational practices within the Nigerian oil sector and, more 
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broadly, in comparable developing economy contexts. At this stage, the paper remains 

developmental.  

The analysis of interview data will form the next phase, with the goal of identifying 

the tensions, paradoxes, and adaptive strategies that shape authentic leadership in 

practice. It is anticipated that these insights will contribute to ongoing theoretical 

debates and raise critical questions about whether authenticity should be understood 

as a universally desirable construct or as one deeply mediated by context. In 

presenting this proposal, the intention is to stimulate dialogue and invite constructive 

feedback that can refine both the conceptual framing and methodological choices of 

the study. The hope is that such engagement will strengthen the work as it progresses 

toward full empirical analysis and subsequent dissemination. 
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