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Abstract. Physician shortage is a major concern in many health care systems
globally, while healthcare leadership constitutes one of the most vital factors within
human resource management. Our study examined the relationship between
managers’ leadership styles and physicians’ intent to leave their current position. In
this cross-sectional national survey, questionnaires were distributed to all physicians
working in the public health sector of Cyprus. Most demographic characteristics
evaluated by chi-square or Mann-Whitney test, were statistically significantly
different between those who intended to leave their job and those who did not. The
results of our study demonstrated that transformational leadership has a positive
influence on retention of physicians in public hospitals, while non leadership infers
a negative influence. Developing leadership skills in physician supervisors is of a
great importance for organizations to make a large impact on health professionals’
retention and overall performance.
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1. Introduction

The concept of leadership has a multidimensional character, while it is further broadened
by the various different characteristics that define a leader. Therefore, the
multidimensional character of leadership and its characteristics combined with the
various modes of leadership recorded in the international literature add even more
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complexity to the construct of leadership [1]. Physician shortage is an increasing problem
that threatens the functioning of the health care sector worldwide [2]. Understanding the
relationship between leadership styles and physicians’ intent to leave is fundamental for
retaining physicians in the workforce. This is worrying, given that turnover intention has
a direct association with actual turnover and is regarded as an important predictor of job
quitting [3].

Previous studies have found that intention to leave is associated with certain
demographics, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, factors in the personal or
family domain, job-related well-being and other career-related aspects [4]. Moreover,
job dissatisfaction, work-related stress, work-family conflict, mental and physical health,
physical violence and threats from patients have all been associated with higher levels of
physicians’ turnover intentions [5, 6]. However, there is a gap in the literature on how
leadership can influence physicians’ intention to leave their job [7].

The aim of our study was to evaluate the association between physician managers’
leadership styles (transformational, transactional, laissez-faire leadership styles) and
intention to leave among physicians in the public health sector of Cyprus.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Setting and Study population

A national cross-sectional survey was conducted between October 2016 and January
2017 among all physicians working in the public healthcare sector of Cyprus. Out of 690
physicians, 502 completed the survey (response rate 73%). A total of 188 cases were
excluded because they were undetermined with respect to their intention to leave.
Therefore, a total of 314 physicians were included in the current analysis.

2.2. Questionnaire

Physicians’ leadership was evaluated by the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire
(MLQ). Initially known as the MLQ-5X, its strength depends on its ability to capture
several leadership styles in a single measurement instrument. MLQ-5X comprises of 45
items where the first 36 items measure the type of leadership style and the next 9 items
examine the leadership outcomes. It incorporates a range of nine subscales to capture
transformational, transactional, and non-leadership styles, as well as leadership outcomes
[8]. Each of the 45 items is rated using a 5-point Likert scale. A double reverse translation
and adaptation from a specialized health professionals’ team for the Cypriot population
was applied to adjust the questionnaire to the cultural context. Participants were also
assessed whether they intended to leave their institution within the following year. The
study was approved by the Cyprus National Bioethics Committee (07/04/2016, Protocol
number EEBK EIT 2016.02.57), the office of the Commissioner for the Protection of
Personal Data and the Ministry of Health.

2.3. Statistical analysis

Welch two sample t-tests were used to indicate if there is a statistically significant
difference in means on the average scores of leadership styles between physicians who
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intended or not to leave their job. In addition, multivariable logistic regressions were
performed between leadership styles and intention to leave. The models were adjusted
by demographic characteristics of the participants. All, statistical analyses were
performed using the “R” open-source software (version 4.2.0).

3. Results

A total of 314 physicians (158 male and 154 female) were included in the current study.
Leadership as evaluated by the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) relative to
intention to leave is presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Association of leadership with intention to leave

MLQ Scale Intention to leave p-value

Yes No

mean (SD) mean (SD)
idealized influence (attributed) 1.6 (0.9) 2.1(1.0) <0.001
idealized influence (behavior) 1.7 (0.9) 2.0 (0.8) 0.010
inspirational motivation 1.6 (1.0) 2.0(0.9) 0.008
intellectual stimulation 1.4 (0.8) 1.8 (0.8) <0.001
individual consideration 1.4 (0.8) 1.7 (0.8) 0.030
contingent reward 1.3 (0.8) 1.7 (0.9) <0.001
management by exception (active) 2.0(0.9) 2.0 (0.8) 0.905
management by exception (passive) 2.5(0.9) 2.2 (1.0) 0.010
laissez-faire leadership 2.4(0.9) 2.0 (1.0) 0.002
extra effort 1.2 (1.0) 1.9 (1.1) <0.001
effectiveness 1.4 (1.0) 2.0 (1.1) <0.001
satisfaction 1.5 (1.0) 2.0 (1.1) <0.001
Factor
transformational leadership 1.5(0.7) 1.9 (0.8) <0.001
transactional leadership 1.9 (0.5) 2.0 (0.5) 0.473
non-leadership 2.4(0.9) 2.0 (1.0) 0.002
Total 1.8 (0.5) 1.9 (0.6) 0.017

4. Discussion and Conclusion

In summary, we evaluated the association between physician managers’ leadership styles
and intention to leave among physicians in the public health sector of Cyprus. The results
of our study demonstrated that transformational and transactional leadership have a
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positive influence on retention of physicians in public hospitals, while non leadership
(laissez-faire leadership) infers a negative influence.

Several studies have described the positive contribution of physician managers
using transformational leadership practices. Weberg emphasized that a transformational
leader is one who can elevate the interests of staff, facilitate their commitment to the
mission and values of the organization and lead staff to rise above their personal interests
[9]. Lavoie-Tremblay et al. indicated that transformational leaders potentially lead to
high quality care and weak intention to quit the healthcare facilities, while abusive
leadership potentially leads to poorer quality care and strong intention to quit [10].
Moreover, our findings are in line with Martinussen reporting that supportive leadership
may have a positive influence on retention of physicians in public hospitals [7].

Although we had a high response rate, we excluded a large number of
responders due to indetermination with respect to their intention to leave. Data were
collected only from physicians, while other aspects in addition to intention to leave such
as physician well-being, burnout, stress, professional fulfilment, and workplace
satisfaction were not assessed.

Our study showed that transformational leadership is associated with physicians’
retention in public hospitals. Developing leadership skills in physician supervisors is of
great importance for health professionals’ retention and overall performance.
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