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Path–Goal Theory


Path-Goal Theory


• Bottom line…
• Path-goal theory centers on how leaders motivate 


subordinates to accomplish designated goals
• Emphasizes the relationship between 
• the leader’s style 
• the characteristics of the subordinates
• the work setting


Motivation


• Video: RSA Animate - 
Motivation








Motivation
• Important to understand what 


motivates us because path-goal 
theory is a motivational theory


• What surprising things about 
motivating people do we learn?
• Simple tasks versus more 


complex tasks
• Why is it important for leaders to 


understand that employees are 
interested in purpose, not just 
money?


• Do you agree with Dan Pink’s 
discussion of the importance of 
mastery and self-direction?


Conditions of Leadership Motivation


• Leadership generates motivation when:
• It increases the number and kinds of payoffs 


subordinates receive from their work
• Makes the path to the goal clear and easy to travel 


through with coaching and direction
• Removes obstacles and roadblocks to attaining the goal
• Makes the work itself more personally satisfying








Directive Leadership (task-related)


• Leader who gives subordinates task instruction including:
•  What is expected of them
•  How task is to be done
•  Timeline for task completion
•  Clear standards of performance
•  Clear rules & regulations


Supportive Leadership (relationship-related)


• Leader who is friendly and approachable:
• Attending to well-being & human needs of 


subordinates
• Using supportive behavior to make work 


environment pleasant
• Treating subordinates as equals & giving them respect 


for their status


Participative Leadership


• Leader who invites subordinates to share in the decision-
making:
• Consults with subordinates
• Seeks their ideas & opinions
• Integrates their input into group/organizational 


decisions


Achievement-Oriented Leadership


• Leader who challenges subordinates to perform work at 
the highest level possible:
• Establishes a high standard of excellence for 


subordinates
• Seeks continuous improvement
• Demonstrates a high degree of confidence in 


subordinates’ ability to establish & achieve challenging 
goals








Styles


• Video: Remember the 
Titans


• What types of leadership 
do we see in this movie?


Remember the Titans


• Coach Boone…
• in the gym
• at the buses
• at camp
• during night practice
• talking to Sunshine (Ronnie Bass)


Remember the Titans


• Gerry, Julius, & Blue
• at the night practice (Gerry & Julius)
• in the team meeting (Blue and also Gerry & Julius)
• when cutting Ray (Gerry)


• Sunshine (Ronnie Bass)
• when replacing the injured QB


• Coach Yoast
• talking to Petey
• the rest of the “blitz all night!” scene








Subordinate Characteristics
• Strong need for affiliation
• Friendly and concerned leadership is a source of satisfaction
• Use Supportive Leadership


• Preference for Structure 
• Dogmatic & authoritarian 
• Leadership provides psychological structure, task clarity, & 


greater sense of certainty in work setting
• Use Directive Leadership


Subordinate Characteristics
• Desire for Control
• Internal locus of control (“I am in control of my destiny”)
• Leadership that allows subordinates to feel in charge of their 


work & makes them an integral part of the decision-making
• Use Participative Leadership


• External locus of control (“outside forces control my life”)
• Leadership that parallels subordinates’ feelings that outside 


forces control their circumstances
• Use Directive Leadership


Examples of Path-Goal Situations and 
Effective Leader Behaviors








Task Characteristics


• Task Situations Requiring Leader Involvement
• Unclear and ambiguous - Leader needs to provide 


structure
• Highly repetitive - Leader needs to provide support to 


maintain subordinate motivation
• Weak formal authority - If formal authority system is 


weak, the leader needs to assist subordinates by making 
rules and work requirements clear


• Nonsupportive / weak group norms - Leader needs to 
help build cohesiveness and role responsibility


Strengths


• Useful theoretical framework.  Path-goal theory is a 
useful theoretical framework for understanding how 
various leadership behaviors affect the satisfaction of 
subordinates and their work performance.


• Integrates motivation.  Path-goal theory attempts to 
integrate the motivation principles of expectancy theory 
[we’ll discuss this later] into a theory of leadership.


• Practical model.  Path-goal theory provides a practical 
model that underscores and highlights the important ways 
leaders help subordinates.


Criticisms
• Interpreting the meaning of the theory can be confusing 


because it is so complex and incorporates so many different 
aspects of leadership; consequently, it is difficult to implement.


• Empirical research studies have demonstrated only partial 
support for path-goal theory.


• It fails to adequately explain the relationship between 
leadership behavior and employee motivation
• There’s a lot more to employee motivation


• The path-goal theory approach treats leadership as a one-
way event in which the leader affects the subordinate.








Application


• Informs leaders about when to be directive, supportive, 
participative, or achievement oriented.


• Can be used by leaders at all organizational levels and for 
all types of tasks.


Next:  Leadership Brand
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