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Background: Leaders are essential in every organization to achieve patient safety and healthy work 
environments. Authentic leadership is a relational leadership style purported to promote healthy work 
environments that influence staff performance and organizational outcomes. Given recent growth in 
authentic leadership research in healthcare and the importance of new knowledge to inform leadership 
development, there is an obligation to determine what is known about the antecedents and outcomes of 
authentic leadership in healthcare settings and clarify mechanisms by which authentic leadership affects 
healthcare staff and patient outcomes. 

Objectives: The aim of this systematic review was to examine the antecedents, mediators and outcomes 
associated with authentic leadership in healthcare. 

Design: Systematic review 

Data sources: The search strategy included 11 electronic databases: ABI Inform Dateline, Academic 
Search Complete, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, PubMed, CINAHL, Embase, ERIC, 
PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science, and ProQuest Dissertations & Theses. The search was conducted 
in January 2017. Published English-only quantitative research that examined the antecedents, mediators 
and outcomes of authentic leadership practices of leaders in healthcare settings was included. 

Review methods: Quality assessment, data extractions, and analysis were completed on all included 
studies. Data extracted from included studies were analyzed through descriptive and narrative syntheses. 
Content analysis was used to group antecedents, outcomes and mediators into categories which were 
then compared to authentic leadership theory. 

Results: 1038 titles and abstracts were screened yielding 138 manuscripts for full-text review which 
resulted in 23 included studies reported in 40 manuscripts. Significant associations between authentic 
leadership and 43 outcomes were grouped into two major themes: healthcare staff outcomes with 5 
subthemes (personal psychological states, satisfaction with work, work environment factors, health & 
well-being, and performance) and patient outcomes. There were 23 mediators between authentic 
leadership and 35 different outcomes in the included studies and one antecedent of authentic leadership. 

Conclusions: Findings of this review provide support for authentic leadership theory and suggest need 
for additional testing in future studies using longitudinal and interventional designs in more varied 
healthcare settings with diverse and interprofessional healthcare samples. Knowledge generated through 
this systematic review provides a more comprehensive understanding of authentic leadership, which can 
be used to educate future leaders and has the potential to improve leadership development strategies 
and positive outcomes in healthcare workplaces. 
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Abstract Summary: 
This research paper helps nurse managers/leaders, nurse students, policy makers, and nurse professors 
to be aware of the essential role of authentic leadership in enhancing nursing work environments. 
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• Significant emphasis on leader’s role in creating healthy work environment for both staff and 
patients and improved outcomes in healthcare organizations. 

• Authentic leadership in organizational literature in 2004 (Avolio et al.) - response to several high 
profile corporate ethical scandals. 

• Two systematic reviews showing relationships among nursing leadership practices and staff & 
patient outcomes (Cummings et al., 2010; Wong et al. 2013) – neither included AL studies. 

• Hence, need for a systematic review of the antecedents, mediators and outcomes of AL within 
healthcare to inform policy development, guide leadership development and intervention 
planning, and further direct future nursing and healthcare research. 

Purpose: 

• To identify the antecedents, mediators and outcomes of authentic leadership in healthcare. 

Research questions: 

• What antecedents are associated with authentic leadership? 

• What evidence is there that authentic leadership is associated with staff and patient outcomes? 

• What are the mechanisms (mediators) by which AL has been associated with staff and patient 
outcomes? 

Method: 

• Search was completed in July 2018. 

• 11 electronic databases: ABI Inform Dateline, Academic Search Complete, Cochrane Database 
of Systematic Reviews (CDSR), PUBMED, CINAHL, EMBASE, ERIC, PsychINFO, SCOPUS, 
Web of Science, and Dissertations & Theses. 

• Combination of similar search terms used to search all databases; main search teams: Nurse 
AND Authentic Leadership AND Patient Outcome OR Healthcare Professionals AND Staff 
Outcome. 

Results: 

• 1038 titles and abstracts were screened yielding 138 manuscripts for full-text review which 
resulted in 23 included studies reported in 40 manuscripts. Significant associations between 
authentic leadership and 43 outcomes were grouped into two major themes: healthcare staff 
outcomes with 5 subthemes (personal psychological states, satisfaction with work, work 
environment factors, health & well-being, and performance) and patient outcomes. There were 23 
mediators between authentic leadership and 35 different outcomes in the included studies and 
one antecedent of authentic leadership. 

Conclusion: 

• Findings of this review provide support for authentic leadership theory and suggest need for 
additional testing in future studies using longitudinal and interventional designs in more varied 
healthcare settings with diverse and interprofessional healthcare samples. Knowledge generated 
through this systematic review provides a more comprehensive understanding of authentic 
leadership, which can be used to educate future leaders and has the potential to improve 
leadership development strategies and positive outcomes in healthcare workplaces. 
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