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This thesis examines the impact of leadership culture on employee commitment in startup
companies. The study was conducted as a literature review. The theoretical basis is based on
previous research literature on leadership, leadership cultures, employee commitment and
startups. The aim of the thesis is to deepen the understanding of how leadership culture
affects employee commitment in startups. In doing so, it aims to provide startups leaders
with insights on how to create a leadership culture that fosters employee commitment.

The findings indicate that leadership styles emphasizing openness, trust, and participation
most effectively strengthen employee commitment in startups. Clear communication, fair
treatment and the opportunity to influence own work emerged as key factors in building
commitment. Leadership practices that support commitment help startups to retain skilled
employees and maintain sustainable growth in an uncertain environment.

Another key finding of the thesis was that a leader should by no means choose only one
leadership style to apply indefinitely. Situations and individual needs are constantly
changing, which is why leadership must be adaptive. Exemplary leadership involves varying
or combining different leadership styles depending on the situation and the individual. This
kind of flexible approach strengthens employees’ experience of fair treatment and increases
their commitment in an uncertain startup environment.
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Téssd tyoOssd tarkastellaan johtajuuskulttuurin vaikutusta tyontekijéiden sitoutumiseen
startup-yrityksissd. Tutkimus toteutettiin kirjallisuuskatsauksena. Teoriapohjana toimii
aiempi tutkimuskirjallisuus, joka késittelee johtajuutta, johtamiskulttuureita, tyontekijéiden
sitoutuneisuutta ja startup-yrityksid. Tyon tavoitteena on syventdd ymmaérrysta siitd, miten
johtajuuskulttuuri vaikuttaa tyontekijoiden sitoutumiseen startup-yrityksissda. Tdmén kautta
tyon tarkoituksena on tarjota startup-yritysten johtajille ndkdkulmia sithen, miten luoda
johtamiskulttuuri, joka edesauttaa tyontekijoiden sitoutuneisuutta.

Ty06ssd havaittiin, ettd erityisesti avoimuuteen, luottamukseen ja osallistumiseen perustuvat
johtamistyylit vahvistavat tyontekijoiden sitoutumista startup-yrityksissd. Selked viestinté,
oikeudenmukainen kohtelu ja mahdollisuus vaikuttaa omaan ty6hon nousivat keskeisiksi
tekijoiksi sitoutumisen rakentumisessa. Sitoutumista tukevat johtamiskdytdnnot auttavat
startup-yrityksid sdilyttdimddan osaavat tyontekijat ja mahdollistavat kestdvin kasvun
epdvarmassa toimintaymparistossa.

Toinen tyon keskeisistd 10ydoksistéd oli se, ettid johtajan ei missddn nimessd kannata valita
vain yhtd johtamistyylié toteutettavaksi ikuisesti. Tilanteet ja yksilolliset tarpeet vaihtelevat
jatkuvasti, minkd vuoksi johtamisen on oltava adaptiivista. Esimerkillinen johtaminen
vaihtelee tai yhdistelee eri johtamistyylejé tilanteen ja henkilon mukaan. Téillainen joustava
lahestymistapa vahvistaa tyontekijoiden kokemusta oikeudenmukaisesta kohtelusta ja lisdd
sitoutumista epdvarmassa startup-ympéristossa.
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1 Introduction

Startups are increasingly important drivers of innovation and economic growth, creating new
jobs and keeping markets competitive worldwide (Sudaryana et al., 2025; Wiesenberg et al.,
2020). A startup is a young company designed to grow fast (Graham, 2012) and create new
products or services under conditions of extreme uncertainty (Ries, 2011). They typically
aim to disrupt existing markets and scale big by offering radically better or entirely new

solutions (Caliendo et al., 2020).

Previous research shows that startups and other young companies with more modest growth
ambitions have generated tens of millions of jobs globally over the past decade (OECD,
2023). For example, young firms accounted for 53 % of gross job creation in France between
2001 and 2015 (Calvino et al., 2016). On top of this, over 90 % of companies in the European
Union are startups and other young companies, highlighting the central role of startup-driven

activity in economic dynamism (Katsinis et al., 2024).

In startups, leadership behaviour tends to have a more significant influence than in larger
and older organizations, making startups a particularly important context for examining the
impact of leadership culture (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Ensley et al., 2006). Particularly
effective leadership practices are needed to support the building of strong and committed
teams, in the dynamic and rapidly changing environment of startups (Caliendo et al., 2020;
Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). Workers are increasingly looking for meaningful work and
environments where they feel valued, supported and motivated (Chammas & Hernandez,

2019; Qing et al., 2020).

Although strong leadership that fosters employee commitment has been shown to have a
positive impact on employee commitment (Lemoine et al., 2019; Robbins & Judge, 2024;
Yukl, 2010), this topic has not been extensively studied in the context of startups.
Nevertheless, the topic is highly relevant given that startups typically operate with fewer
resources and less formal structures than more mature organizations (Chammas &

Hernandez, 2019; Sudaryana et al., 2025).



1.1 Objectives and research questions

The aim for this thesis is to deepen our understanding of how leadership culture affects
employee commitment in the context of startups. Through this, the study aims to provide
insights and guidance for startup leaders to develop a leadership culture that fosters

employee commitment.

The main research question is as follows:

“How does leadership culture impact employee commitment in startups?”

To support the main research question, sub-questions were defined as follows:
SQ1: “What is leadership, and what separates different leadership styles?”
SQ2: “What does employee commitment mean, and how can it be achieved?”

SQ3: “What are the unique characteristics of startups, especially in regard to leadership

and employee commitment, compared to more mature companies?

The first sub-question gives a theoretical foundation for the thesis, offering a basic
understanding of leadership and different leadership styles that have been specified. The
second sub-question provides a definition of employee commitment and the factors
influencing it. The third sub-question examines how the startup context shapes leadership
practices and employee commitment. Together, these sub-questions build a comprehensive

framework that supports answering the main research question.

1.2 Scope and research methods

The topic of this thesis was initially chosen to examine the impact of corporate cultures on
a broad level. However, due to the wide scope of the subject, it was necessary to narrow the
focus. The first delimitation was made by focusing on leadership culture, one of the key
aspects of corporate cultures. The next step was to limit the study to the impact of leadership
culture on employee commitment. Employee commitment emerged as a natural choice
because it reflects in a concrete way how leadership culture affects the individual level in an
organization. This allows the study to focus on a clear and measurable area of impact. The

final selection was based on the type of organization, and startups were chosen as the target



of the study. These steps move the research from a broad examination of corporate

culture towards a focus that allows for an in-depth analysis of the topic.

The research is conducted as a comprehensive literature review. The literature review
analyses academic articles, peer-reviewed publications, books and other related papers. The
review aims to provide a strong theoretical basis for the research and to deepen our
understanding of different leadership styles, employee commitment and the unique

characteristics of startups. No new empirical data will be collected for this study.

The thesis is structured to answer the research questions as systematically as possible. Figure

1 below provides an overview of the key sections covered in this thesis.

Startups

Leadership Employee commitment

N/

The impact of leadership

culture on employee commitment

. 4

Figure 1. Structure of the work

The section on leadership explains the concepts of leadership and leadership culture, reviews
different leadership styles, and examines the specific nature of leadership in the context of
startups. The section on employee commitment defines the concept, examines how it is
analysed, what influences it, and how it appears in startups. The fourth section, links
leadership with employee commitment in startup environments. In the conclusions, the thesis
summarises the key findings, reflects on the study’s relevance and impact, makes
recommendations for companies to improve their leadership cultures, and offers suggestions

for further research.



2 Leadership

Leadership is a phenomenon in which an individual or group seeks to motivate and guide
the actions of others towards predefined goals (Goleman, 2000; Robbins & Judge, 2024;
Yukl, 2010). Central to this influencing process is both the leader's ability to demonstrate a
clear direction and the willingness of those being led to embrace a common goal (Goleman,
2000; Lemoine et al., 2019). Often, the quality of leadership is realised in everyday
interactions: how the leader communicates, provides feedback and supports the team in

different situations (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Yukl, 2010).

Several studies show that different leadership styles can significantly influence how
employees experience their work, interact with others, and perceive the role of their leader
in the organization (Bande et al., 2016; Santana-Martins et al., 2024; Winston & Fields,
2015). Thus, leadership is increasingly being judged not only on performance but also on
how it reflects organizational values and promotes human well-being (Robbins & Judge,
2024; Santana-Martins et al., 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015). This observation highlights
the growing importance of human-centric leadership. Rather than solely focusing on
outcomes, effective leaders today are expected to cultivate a culture of fairness, empathy and
inclusion — elements that directly influence how committed employees feel to their work and

the organization.

2.1 Overview of different leadership theories

The field of leadership theories has evolved significantly in recent decades, and research has
expanded to include an increasingly diverse range of approaches (Esenyel, 2024; Santana-
Martins et al., 2024). Traditionally, two main trends have been distinguished:
transformational and transactional leadership (Antonakis & House, 2014; Bass & Riggio,
2006). However, several new theories, such as instrumental leadership, servant leadership
and authentic leadership, have emerged alongside these (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019;
Esenyel, 2024). Many of these theories partially overlap, sharing core elements such as trust,

ethics and empowerment.
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Transformational theory emphasises the leader's ability to encourage employees towards a
shared vision and to support their intellectual and professional growth (Bass & Riggio, 2006;
Lemoine et al., 2019). This approach has been shown to increase employee intrinsic
motivation, as encouraging problem solving and creativity fosters a sense of belonging
(Antonakis & House, 2014; Esenyel, 2024). A transformational leader seeks to create a
strong sense of meaningfulness, which can improve organizational performance, especially

in the middle of change (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al., 2019).

Transactional leadership, on the other hand, emphasises well-defined performance targets,
performance monitoring and the straightforward use of reward-punishment systems (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). The strength of this type of leadership is its clarity and systematic approach,
which is particularly suited to task-oriented environments or organizations that perform
routine work (Ribeiro et al., 2024). However, extensive supervision and strict role specificity

can, for instance, limit employees' proactivity (Bass & Riggio, 2006).

Instrumental leadership is a newer model that seeks to combine transactional and
transformational elements through practical tools and processes (Antonakis & House, 2014;
Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). This approach aims for long-term organizational
performance by balancing effectiveness with employee motivation (Chammas & Hernandez,
2019; Ribeiro et al., 2024). The instrumental leader balances people-orientation and
systematicity, which can increase employee motivation and streamline processes (Chammas

& Hernandez, 2019).

Ethical leadership emphasises responsible decision-making based on transparency, fairness,
and respect for employees (Lemoine et al., 2019). Central to this form of leadership is that
the leader acts in accordance with the values of the organization and consistently
demonstrates ethical behaviour (Qing et al., 2020). Research suggests that ethical leadership
can increase employee job satisfaction and organizational commitment, especially when
leaders encourage employees to participate in decision-making and respect their views
(Ribeiro et al., 2024; Serang et al., 2024). Ethical leadership creates an organizational culture
in which employees feel psychologically safe and meaningful part of the work community

(Lemoine et al., 2019; Qing et al., 2020).

Servant leadership emphasises the role of the leader as a servant who puts the interests of

the members of the organization ahead of his or her own goals (Bande et al., 2016; Santana-
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Martins et al., 2024). Research suggests that servant leadership can increase employee
intrinsic motivation by taking employees' strengths and needs into account when developing
the work environment (Bande et al., 2016; Santana-Martins et al., 2024). The supportive
approach contributes to the ethical foundation of the organization and can strengthen the

cohesion of the work community (Lemoine et al., 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2024).

Authentic leadership emphasises authenticity, self-awareness and honesty, where the
leader's actions and values are openly expressed (Bande et al., 2016; Esenyel, 2024).
According to this theory, a leader sets an example of ethical and responsible behaviour,
which can inspire employees to deeply commit to the organization's goals (Lemoine et al.,
2019; Ribeiro et al., 2024). A culture of authenticity reinforces an atmosphere in which
employees are more comfortable sharing their ideas and experiencing meaning in their work

(Winston & Fields, 2015).

On top of these, Goleman (2000) has come up with six different leadership styles, which are

presented in Table 1. These styles also share many common features with the earlier theories.

Table 1. Goleman's six leadership styles (based on: Goleman 2000)

Coercive | Authoritative Affiliative Democratic Pacesetting | Coaching
Deman i Promotes mutual .
, ¢ .ds Guides Creates harmony omotes mutu Sets high Develops
The leader's | immediate employees . understanding
. and builds standards for | people for
way of compliance toward a . through
. . . emotional bonds . : performance | the future
operating with orders | shared vision inclusion
The phrasing | “Do what1 | "Come with | "People come | “Whatdo you | "DoasIdo, |, -
2 2 2 : EEd 2 Try thls'
style tell you. me. first. think? now.
. Self- Developing
The leader's Drlye to confidence, Em'pathy', Collaboration, | Achievement | others,
achieve, relationship . . .
personal . empathy, . team leadership,| orientation, | empathy,
. proactive, . building, L .
characteristics ability to T communication | proactiveness self-
self-control |. .. communication
initiate change awareness
o S When change | To motivate . To get quick | To hel
Situations Crisis, kick . g . To build getq P
. requires a new | people during results from a | employees
where the starting .. consensus, or to . .
. vision, or stressful . highly improve or
leadership change, . get input from .
. | when aclear | circumstances, . motivated and | develop
style works | problematic L multiple
best emplovees direction is or to solve emplovees competent | long-term
ploy needed conflicts ploy team strengths
Overall impact . o .\ .. . .
. Negative Positive Positive Positive Negative Positive
on the climate
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Coercive leadership style emphasises authoritarianism and rapid execution, where the leader
uses immediate orders and expects quick responses (Goleman, 2000). This type of leader is
often self-disciplined, straightforward and proactive, and uses clear orders to ensure
organizational effectiveness (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This style is particularly suited to crisis
situations or situations where the organization needs quick decisions and clear direction
(Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). While coercive leadership can be useful in the short term,
for example in emergency situations, its continued use can weaken employee autonomy,

reduce motivation and lead to less creativity (Ribeiro et al., 2024; Santana-Martins et al.,

2024).

Authoritative leadership focuses on creating a strong vision and motivating employees
towards a common goal (Goleman, 2000). This type of leader is often confident, empathetic
and able to guide the organization even in change (Lemoine et al., 2019; Santana-Martins et
al., 2024). It works particularly well in situations where the organization needs direction or
is experiencing major changes, as it provides employees with clarity and a sense of purpose
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). However, this leadership style can also pose challenges if the leader
relies too much on their own vision and does not take sufficient account of the team's views,

which can reduce the sense of inclusion (Goleman, 2000; Ribeiro et al., 2024).

Affiliative leadership emphasises harmony in the workplace, open communication and the
importance of interpersonal relationships for the success of the organization (Goleman,
2000). This type of leader is often empathetic, focusing primarily on employee well-being
and a positive atmosphere (Santana-Martins et al., 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015). The
leader encourages open communication and strives to build a safe environment where
employees can express their ideas freely (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024). Affiliative leadership
is particularly useful in times of stress or when the organization seeks to strengthen a sense
of cohesion, but too much pursuit of harmony can hinder constructive feedback and

performance development (Goleman, 2000; Ribeiro et al., 2024).

Democratic leadership is based on participatory decision-making, where employees' views
are listened to and used to improve the organization's performance (Goleman, 2000). Such
a leader is collaborative, listening and values the expertise of their team, encouraging
employees to actively participate in decision-making (Saks, 2019; Santana-Martins et al.,
2024). Democratic leadership works well when an organization needs innovative solutions

and employee commitment in organizational development (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024).
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While this leadership style supports creativity and participation, it can be challenged by slow
decision-making if too many people are involved in the process without a clear decision-

making model (Goleman, 2000; Ribeiro et al., 2024).

Pacesetting leadership refers to a leadership style in which the leader sets high performance
standards and expects excellent performance from employees (Goleman, 2000). This type
of leader is ambitious, proactive and highly performance-oriented, focusing primarily on
rapid results and high quality (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). The
leader often leads by example and expects similar dedication and efficiency from other
employees as well (Santana-Martins et al., 2024). While this style can produce rapid results,
especially in highly motivated and competent teams, its continued use can lead to job fatigue
and undermine long-term employee motivation (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024; Ribeiro et al.,

2024).

Coaching leadership style, on the other hand, emphasises individual development and
constructive feedback, where the manager helps the subordinate to learn and find new career
opportunities (Goleman, 2000). This type of a leader is often empathetic, supportive, and
committed to the long-term growth of its employees, providing them with resources and
guidance in their career development (Lemoine et al., 2019; Santana-Martins et al., 2024).
Coaching leadership works particularly well when an organization wants to invest in the
long-term development and commitment of its employees' skills (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Although this style of leadership requires more time and resources from the leader, its
benefits are seen in the longer term in terms of increased employee motivation, effectiveness

and loyalty to the organization (Goleman, 2000; Winston & Fields, 2015).

These six leadership styles (Table 1) are applicable alongside various other leadership
theories because they concretise the ways in which a leader behaves in everyday interactions
(Goleman, 2000). For example, a transformational leader may rely on an authoritative or
coaching style to reinforce job meaningfulness and intrinsic motivation, while in
transactional leadership, a coercive or pacesetting approach may work better (Antonakis &
House, 2014). However, it should be added that choosing the leadership style that is
appropriate to the situation and taking into account the personal requirements of employees

1s particularly important (Bande et al., 2016).
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2.2 Leadership cultures

Leadership culture can be defined as the deeply embedded values, norms and behaviours
that guide the form of leadership in an organization (Goleman, 2000; Robbins & Judge,
2024), as illustrated in Figure 2. Such a culture is not permanent but is constantly shaped by
the history of the organization, the industry, and internal and external interactions (Chammas
& Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al., 2019). Leadership culture is concretely expressed in
how a leader guides a team in the face of challenges, encourages employees to innovate or

responds to changes in the organization (Esenyel, 2024; Robbins & Judge, 2024).

[ Leadership culture
2

( Values ) ( Norms ) ( Behaviours )

4 N N N

&

Reflect what the organisation Unwritten rules about what is Give concrete expression to
considers important and is not acceptable behaviour values and norms

- y & O\l 4

Figure 2. Leadership cultures (Goleman, 2000; Lemoine et al., 2019)

Values are key to the formation of a leadership culture, which reflect what the organization
considers important and what ethical principles are considered important in the workplace
(Lemoine et al., 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2024). For example, if an organization strongly values
community, this is often reflected in leadership practices such as open communication,
participation in decision-making and empathy-based feedback (Goleman, 2000; Robbins &
Judge, 2024). Similarly, at the other end of the value spectrum, a culture that values
performance and efficiency more often mean leadership that emphasizes goal setting,
performance measures, and discipline (Yukl, 2010; Zhang et al., 2015). Shaped by the

culture, the leader socializes new members into the organization's ways of doing things, and
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as a result, employees' expectations and perceptions of leadership also develop in a

consistent direction (Antonakis & House, 2014; Robbins & Judge, 2024).

Norms complement values by creating unwritten rules about what is and is not acceptable
behaviour (Goleman, 2000; Santana-Martins et al., 2024). At a practical level, for example,
the nature of different types of meetings or the way in which conflicts are handled reflect the
thought patterns that underlie the norms (Bande et al., 2016; Ribeiro et al., 2024; Yukl,
2010). If an open and conversational atmosphere is valued, the leader will probably seek to
create a safe environment where everyone has the right to express their opinions (Goleman,
2000; Robbins & Judge, 2024). This can enhance the psychological safety of the workplace
and promote learning (Lemoine et al., 2019; Winston & Fields, 2015), but on the other hand,
it can slow down the decision-making process (Goleman, 2000; Yukl, 2010). In contrast, in
a more authoritarian leadership culture, the emphasis is on giving orders and clearly defined
tasks, which can bring straightforwardness but at the same time reduce learning and

motivation (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Zhang et al., 2015).

Behavioural practices give concrete expression to values and norms: they determine how
conversations are conducted, what is rewarded and how the manager and subordinates work
together (Goleman, 2000; Yukl, 2010). Such practices build a framework for how members
of the organization relate to their work and to each other (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Winston
& Fields, 2015). There is evidence that different firms, industries and even geographical
regions develop their own leadership cultures, which can differ considerably (Goleman,

2000; Yukl, 2010).

In addition, shifts in factors such as employee experience and the external environment can
trigger transformations in a company's leadership culture (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Zhang et
al., 2015). A leader influences the process through his own example: his attitudes, values
and solution models are largely reflected in his subordinates, reinforcing or challenging
current practices (Antonakis & House, 2014; Lemoine et al., 2019). In many cases, lasting
change in an organization requires both openness and readiness to face new situations, which
may mean critically evaluating and, if necessary, improving the current leadership culture
(Bande et al., 2016; Yukl, 2010). Sometimes it may be a small internal reform, such as
conducting a new feedback method, while at other times it may be, for example, a

comprehensive strategic reorientation (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015).
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2.3 Leadership in a startup environment

Leadership in startups differs from more traditional organizations due to their unique
operating environment(Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Ensley et al., 2006; Santana-Martins

et al., 2024), with key characteristics specified in Figure 3.

Task prioritization

Flexibility and quick Promoting a spirit of
decision-making experimentation

The unique characteristics of
leadership in a startup environment

Role as an enabler — Flat hierarchy

Handling multiple

Agilit S
BL responsibilities

Open communication

Figure 3. The unique characteristics of leadership in a startup environment (Chammas &

Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al., 2019; Santana-Martins et al., 2024)

Rapidly changing markets and fast growth often require a low hierarchy that reduces
bureaucracy and supports innovation (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al., 2019).
A low hierarchy allows rapid information flow and quick decision-making, which are
critical, especially in ideation and product development (Ribeiro et al., 2024; Winston &
Fields, 2015). Unnecessary hierarchy and rigid structures can easily slow things down and
weaken the spirit of innovation and enthusiasm. The downside is that leadership in startups
often requires the ability to take on many responsibilities simultaneously, as the firm may
not be able to divide tasks among several specialized teams as in more mature companies

(Ensley et al., 2006; Esenyel, 2024).

The leadership cultures in startups often emphasise adaptability and open communication

(Lemoine et al., 2019). Often, small teams make decisions together, with the leader's role
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being more of an enabler than an authority (Goleman, 2000; Santana-Martins et al., 2024).
The leader needs to create an environment that encourages creativity and accountability, as
these things can increase efficiency (Winston & Fields, 2015). Such a setting can also
strengthen psychological safety, which not only builds trust but also makes employees more

willing to take initiative and ownership of their work.

On the other hand, constant change and lack of structure may lead to unclear responsibilities,
making coordination within the organization difficult and workloads unevenly distributed
(Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Yukl, 2010). Without clear responsibilities, startups may
suffer from conflict, which in turn undermines team spirit and performance (Chammas &
Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al., 2019). Resource scarcity requires leaders to prioritise tasks
and carefully design organizational structures to maintain performance in a volatile
environment (Ensley et al., 2006). However, clear processes should not impact agility, as
excessive bureaucracy can slow down decision-making and undermine innovation, which is
often a competitive advantage for startups (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). After all,
internal conflict and unnecessary bureaucracy are among the last things a startup can afford,

when speed, adaptability and cohesion are critical to survival.

The ability to inspire employees is required to keep teams motivated even in uncertain
circumstances (Goleman, 2000; Winston & Fields, 2015). Inspirational leadership can take
the form, for example, of open communication, where the leader shares the vision and
strategy of the company so clearly that each employee understands their role in the big
picture (Winston & Fields, 2015). In practice, this often requires the leader to lead by
example and demonstrate personal commitment to the shared goals. When leaders show that
they genuinely believe in the vision and take ownership of their role, it encourages others to

do the same.

In a phase of rapid growth, new employees and leadership styles may be introduced into the
organization, which may require a cultural transformation (Lemoine et al., 2019). At the
same time, a startup must remain agile while gradually building structures that support
scaling and long-term competitiveness (Winston & Fields, 2015). Finding this balance is

rarely easy and requires continuous adjustment between flexibility and structure.
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3 Employee Commitment

Employee commitment refers to an individual's emotional and value-based connection to the
organization and willingness to contribute to its goals (Markoulli et al., 2017; Meyer &
Allen, 1991; Saks, 2019). A committed employee feels part of the organization and shares
its values and goals, which is reflected, for example, in higher motivation and a willingness
to work as good as possible (Lemoine et al., 2019; Saks, 2019). In practice, commitment is
reflected in employees actively participating in workplace development, communicating
openly and taking responsibility for their own work (Ribeiro et al., 2024; Saks, 2019).
Committed employees also feel that their work matters and that they receive support and
feedback, which helps them to develop and achieve their goals (Markoulli et al., 2017,
Ribeiro et al., 2024).

Several studies show that highly committed employees increase both organizational
competitiveness and individual well-being (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Lemoine et al.,
2019; Saks, 2019). From an organizational perspective, the effects of commitment can be
seen in more efficient operations, lower staff turnover and a positive employer image
(Markoulli et al., 2017; Meyer & Allen, 1991; Saks, 2019). From the employee's perspective,
a good workplace often offers clear career paths and a sense of moving forward in a mutually
agreed direction (Lemoine et al., 2019; Winston & Fields, 2015). Thus, an organization that
invests in commitment is able to create an environment where employees feel comfortable
and want to develop their skills, which supports the goals of both parties (Markoulli et al.,
2017; Ribeiro et al., 2024; Saks, 2019). Without employee commitment, building a strong
and sustainable company becomes extremely difficult, since a company's success ultimately

depends on the people behind it.

3.1 Different methods for analysing employee commitment

Meyer & Allen, (1991) have defined a tripartite model for examining employee
commitment, which divides it into affective, continuity-based, and normative dimensions.
This model, illustrated in Figure 4, has been widely applied to examine how employee

motivation also aligns with organizational goals. (Saks, 2019; Ugwu et al., 2014).
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Figure 4. A model for examining employee commitment (based on Meyer & Allen, 1991)

Affective commitment refers to an employee's emotional or psychological attachment to an
organization, reflected in a willingness to contribute to the whole work community (Meyer
& Allen, 1991; Saks, 2019). In this dimension, employees' experience of meaningful work
and the compatibility of their own values with the organization is highlighted (Markoulli et
al., 2017; Ugwu et al., 2014). Committed employees feel motivated and want to contribute
to organizational goals, which can improve work performance and reduce employee turnover
(Meyer & Allen, 1991; Saks, 2019). In addition, strong emotional commitment tends to
strengthen a person's motivation, as employees perceive their work as rewarding in itself
(Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024; Ugwu et al., 2014). Given its emphasis on intrinsic motivation
and value alignment, affective commitment can be seen as the most critical component of

employee commitment, especially in dynamic environments like startups.

Continuance-based commitment, on the other hand, describes a situation in which the
employee evaluates the costs of leaving a job, such as financial considerations or career
development risks (Meyer & Allen, 1991; Ugwu et al., 2014). Often, this type of
commitment is formed when better alternatives are not available or the employee's current
job offers important benefits that don't want to be lost (Meyer & Allen, 1991; Saks, 2019).
While continuity-oriented commitment can help an organization retain skilled people, it does

not necessarily guarantee exemplary contributions to the job (Saks, 2019; Ugwu et al., 2014).
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In some situations, employee motivation may be mainly external, reflected in the lack of
necessarily strong emotional attachment to the job (Hadi & Johan, 2023; Pepple &
Ambilichu, 2024). This type of commitment is generally neither particularly long-lasting nor

productive, as it is not based on genuine internal motivation.

Normative commitment stems from the employee's perceived ethical or moral obligation to
remain in the service of the organization (Markoulli et al., 2017; Meyer & Allen, 1991). This
is often driven by the values, culture and leadership practices of the organization, which
make employees feel that staying is the 'right' thing to do (Saks, 2019; Ugwu et al., 2014).
For example, if the organization has supported an employee's training or career development,
the employee may feel a personal responsibility to show loyalty back (Meyer & Allen, 1991;
Santana-Martins et al., 2024). Normative commitment may develop loyalty and a
willingness to defend the organization's interests, but it may remain weak if the employee
perceives that the organization's policies or actions do not match his or her moral beliefs

(Markoulli et al., 2017; Saks, 2019).

In practice, organizations often use questionnaires based on Meyer and Allen's (1991) three-
component model to assess different dimensions of employee commitment (Saks, 2019;
Ugwu et al., 2014). Through measurement, it is possible to identify which aspects of
commitment should be specifically targeted in order to create the best synergy between job
satisfaction and organizational goals (Markoulli et al., 2017; Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024).
For example, qualitative and quantitative information from employee surveys or
development interviews can help to target development efforts to the right form of

commitment (Hadi & Johan, 2023; Santana-Martins et al., 2024).

A number of practical measures, such as open communication, training opportunities, and
benefit systems, can strengthen commitment in all these areas (Meyer & Allen, 1991).
Depending on the sector and strategy of the organization, it is advisable to identify the means
by which employees remain motivated and feel organizational pride (Ugwu et al., 2014).
Promoting commitment often requires an ongoing dialogue between management and
employees, where both parties share their expectations and needs (Pepple & Ambilichu,
2024). To sum up, employee commitment is a multi-level phenomenon, which can be
approached through three components, following Meyer and Allen's (1991) model (Saks,

2019). Organizations should systematically assess these components and tailor strategies
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that support both the individual needs of employees and broader business goals (Ugwu et

al., 2014).

3.2 Key factors and perspectives behind employee commitment

Employee commitment is built on both internal and external factors that together determine
the employee's willingness to contribute to common goals (Meyer & Allen, 1991; Saks,
2019), as illustrated in Figure 5. By understanding these two dimensions, practices can be

developed that address both individual and organizational needs (Ugwu et al., 2014).

4( Employee commitment )7
( Internal factors ) ( External factors )

~ R 4 ™

Personal motivation, values and Career development opportunities, reward
emotional attachment systems and managerial practices

& 5 & 4

Figure 5. Two dimensions of employee commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1991; Pepple &
Ambilichu, 2024; Saks, 2019)

Internal factors primarily include things like personal motivation, values and emotional
attachment that guide employees' daily activities (Meyer & Allen, 1991). Several studies
suggest that employees who perceive their work as aligned with their values show higher
levels of commitment and willingness to contribute to organizational goals (Pepple &
Ambilichu, 2024; Saks, 2019). These factors are often influenced by what is known as
"flow", which is fostered by opportunities to build on one's strengths, receive feedback and

participate in meaningful projects (Ugwu et al., 2014). If these internal needs are ignored,
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employee interest and commitment can be weakened, which in turn can increase staff

turnover (Hadi & Johan, 2023).

External factors are often related to career development opportunities, reward systems and
managerial practices (Markoulli et al., 2017; Qing et al., 2020; Saks, 2019). The opportunity
to develop skills and pursue new responsibilities encourages employees to stay with the
organization and perform good (Saks & Gruman, 2018). Reward systems such as bonuses
and a clear career path model can be particularly important for those who value tangible
recognition for their work (Hadi & Johan, 2023). However, it should be noted that financial
incentives alone are not always enough; many people are particularly looking for a sense of

meaningfulness (Ugwu et al., 2014).

When looking at the different factors behind employee commitment, it is important to take
into account, for example, individual differences and organizational characteristics (Aya
Hamza et al., 2024). For example, new employees are often supported by a comprehensive
induction and a clear picture of career progression opportunities, while more experienced
employees often value autonomy (Saks, 2019). The structure and culture of the organization
also contribute to determining the type of developmental and managerial actions that are
possible (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). Moreover, organizational culture, for example, has
a significant impact on how employees perceive their manager's leadership practices (Hoch

et al., 2018; Leroy et al., 2018).

When the right internal and external factors are combined, a work environment can be
created that supports long-term employee commitment (Saks, 2019; Ugwu et al., 2014).
However, as internal factors are closely linked to intrinsic motivation, they are often
considered more influential for long-term commitment than external factors. The common
goal is to promote well-being and development, for both the employee and the company

(Goleman, 2000).

3.3 Employee commitment in a startup environment

Employee commitment is especially vital for startups, as motivated staff who believe in a
common goal are key to rapid growth, innovation and building competitiveness (Caliendo

et al., 2020). Often operating with scarce resources, startups are the most vulnerable if staff
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do not perceive their work as meaningful, as this can translate into rapid turnover and slow
down growth (Saks, 2019). Strong commitment helps employees to cope and adapt to rapid
changes and constant uncertainty (Meyer & Allen, 1991). There are certain things that help

to build strong employee commitment in startups, which are presented in Figure 6.

Right kind of leadership

Clear vision and priorities Building trust

A\ /

Things that help to build strong Strengthening the sense of

Meaningful work —

employee commitment in startups community

Well-being and safety Open communication

Inspiring culture

Figure 6. Things that help to build strong employee commitment in startups (Bass &
Riggio, 2006; Saks, 2019; Santana-Martins et al., 2024)

Open communication chains and a culture of working together foster cohesion, which in turn
strengthens the desire to stay with the company (Ugwu et al., 2014). Because many decisions
are made on the fly in startups, employees often have direct input into the firm's strategy,
which increases a sense of meaningfulness (Jiang & Tornikoski, 2019). In a startup
environment, communication needs to be open and direct so that potential mistakes can be
easily transformed into learning experiences (Markoulli et al., 2017). Valuing a culture of
trying out things and learning from mistakes can strengthen intrinsic motivation, as everyone
sees the impact of their contributions (Ries, 2011). Open and transparent communication

also makes it easier for employees to take initiative and share ideas without fear of failure.

At the same time, the uncertainty of startups can weaken commitment if employees lack
sufficient support and a clear vision (Caliendo et al., 2020; Murnieks et al., 2020).

Psychological safety and a shared strategy are crucial in startups, as they help employees
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stay motivated and adapt to rapid changes even when the environment is unstable (Oyewobi,
2024; Ugwu et al., 2014). This is likely why most successful startup stories have been built

in situations where a highly committed team worked tirelessly towards a shared mission.

The best aspects of the startup world - fast decision-making processes, constant
brainstorming and a shared fire for winning - often fuel the spirit of doing and reinforce a
positive atmosphere (Covin et al., 2020). Genuine collaboration and shared successes foster
a sense of meaning, resulting in employees' willingness to contribute their best (Bande et al.,
2016; Goleman, 2000). Concerning this, celebrating achievements can further strengthen
team spirit, creating shared memories that employees can draw strength from during more
challenging times. On the other hand, short deadlines and rapid business turnarounds can
distract from long-term employee development, leading to employee exhaustion or weaken

commitment (Ensley et al., 2006).

To avoid confusion and conflicts, leadership must provide ongoing support and clear
priorities for the employees (Sudaryana et al., 2025). In practice, this means, for example,
weekly reviews where everyone can contribute to the planning process (Antonakis & House,
2014). Moments like this often play an important role in strengthening employee
commitment, as they help build team spirit and show that everyone's opinion matters
(Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). However, it is important to maintain a balance, as too many
meetings, for example, can easily reduce efficiency and weaken employees' motivation over
time. Mutual trust and shared responsibility lower the threshold to raise problems and come

up with solutions quickly (Markoulli et al., 2017).

As startups have high expectations of their employees and the work can be intense, ensuring
staff well-being is really important (Robbins & Judge, 2024). The low hierarchy of teams,
on-the-fly leadership and fast decision-making allow room for employee creativity and
promote dedication (Yukl, 2012). This helps employees succeed in situations where they are
forced to react at short notice (Serang et al., 2024). Transparency about the company's
direction and goals also reduces the sense of uncertainty, which encourages employees to

invest fully in the startup's success (Ugwu et al., 2014).

Ultimately, the success of startups is largely built on their ability to inspire and commit their
employees behind a shared vision (Caliendo et al., 2020; Covin et al., 2020; Meyer & Allen,

1991). As growth and constant change are part of a startup's foundation, the company must
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be able to create an atmosphere in which employees feel they are doing meaningful work
and are supported in their continuous development (Ries, 2011). Strong commitment keeps
teams ready to respond to change and take responsibility (Bande et al., 2016; Budworth et
al., 2015). This enables startups to combine an agile approach with a shared sense of purpose
that keeps employees in the company even in the face of uncertainty and challenging

moments (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019).
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4 The impact of leadership culture on employee commitment

Leadership culture creates the framework on which employee commitment is often built
(Bass & Riggio, 2006; Robbins & Judge, 2024). Without strong leadership, it is difficult—
if not impossible—to build lasting commitment among employees, and without
commitment, there is no foundation for a truly successful company. When a leader supports
proactiveness and bold ideation, employees adopt an attitude of ownership that becomes
concrete in their daily work (Robbins & Judge, 2024; Ugwu et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2015).
This sense of ownership is not created through grand speeches or lofty visions alone—it is
earned through everyday actions, trust, and consistency. Ultimately, employees not only
understand the strategy, but bring it to life through their own contributions (Meyer & Allen,
1991). At best, this creates a culture where people feel they are building something important

together—where the success of the organization feels personal.

4.1 Effective leadership for employee commitment

While leadership styles should be adapted to situational and individual needs, the styles
illustrated in Figure 7 are widely recognized as effective ways to build long-term employee

commitment.

Leadership styles that best support employee commitment

(Transformational leadership) ( Ethical leadership ) ( Coaching leadership )
( Servant leadership ) ( Authentic leadership ) ( Democratic leadership )

o 4

Figure 7. Leadership styles that best support employee commitment
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Transformational leadership is often linked to strong employee commitment, as it focuses
on building a shared vision, supporting individual development, and leading by example
(Bass & Riggio, 2006; Winston & Fields, 2015). Employees find it easier to find meaning
in their work and commit to its goals when they see a clear link between their role and the
broader purpose of the company (Meyer & Allen, 1991). Because transformational
leadership also promotes openness and trust in everyday interactions, it can have a positive
impact on work climate and help staff see the benefits of collaboration (Robbins & Judge,
2024). This often leads to deeper motivation that goes beyond mere financial incentives
(Bande et al., 2016). In the startup environment, where uncertainty and pressure are constant,
the ability to align everyday actions with a shared purpose often provides employees with

the clarity and reassurance needed to stay committed.

Servant leadership fosters employee commitment by emphasising appreciation and service
to employees (Bande et al., 2016; Winston & Fields, 2015). A leader who serves their team
focuses on creating a framework for employee success and addressing obstacles that arise in
the most effective and humane way possible (Ugwu et al., 2014). This helps to strengthen a
sense of belonging, as people feel listened to and supported (Ribeiro et al., 2024). As trust
grows, so does the likelihood that employees respond with greater commitment (Ugwu et
al., 2014; Winston & Fields, 2015). A sense of being personally valued often leads people

to contribute more—not out of obligation, but out of loyalty.

Ethical leadership plays a key role in employee commitment by promoting fairness,
transparency and consistency (Lemoine et al., 2019). When leaders act in line with shared
principles and consider the broader good (Goleman, 2000; Winston & Fields, 2015), trust is
built. Such an environment creates a sense of stability that can reduce employees' desire to
seek employment elsewhere (Goleman, 2000; Lemoine et al., 2019). Particularly in early-
stage companies, where structure may still be forming, ethical leadership can provide the
stability needed to navigate change. It could be argued that without fairness and clarity, even

talented employees are unlikely to commit fully, as insecurity tends to undermine initiative.

Authentic leadership can significantly support employee commitment since it emphasises
consistency between values, words and actions (Bande et al., 2016; Lemoine et al., 2019).
Leaders who are open about their thoughts and motivations create space for dialogue and

participation (Winston & Fields, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015). This transparency makes it easier
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for employees to express themselves and offer constructive feedback. In this way, people
feel they are partners, not merely followers (Bande et al., 2016; Lemoine et al., 2019). This
creates a community where everyone can feel like an equal partner, rather than just a
recipient of instructions (Winston & Fields, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015). Honesty inspires trust
and encourages intrinsic motivation, which over time increases commitment to the
organization (Bande et al., 2016; Ugwu et al., 2014). In startup where roles evolve quickly,
authentic leadership might provide the continuity that helps people remain committed

through uncertainty.

Among the leadership styles presented by Goleman (2000), coaching and democratic
approaches in particular have been associated with positive effects on employee commitment
(Robbins & Judge, 2024). With a coaching approach, employees experience that their own
skills are being invested in, which increases their willingness to stay with the organization
and give it their best (Bande et al., 2016; Meyer & Allen, 1991). With a democratic
leadership approach, on the other hand, people feel that they have a voice and there is a
stronger sense of shared learning (Ribeiro et al., 2024; Yukl, 2010). In rapidly changing
companies, it is worth reflecting on how the combination of autonomy and support—rather

than top-down control—might strengthen both engagement and performance.

However, it should be noted that no single leadership style alone is sufficient to address all
situations (Antonakis & House, 2014; Zhang et al., 2015). The most effective leaders adapt
to the situation and the individuals they lead. Leadership should be viewed not as fixed
characteristics but as a dynamic process of responding to evolving contexts (Meyer & Allen,
1991; Robbins & Judge, 2024). Particularly in startups, flexibility and emotional intelligence

may be just as important as any one specific leadership model.

4.2 Building employee commitment through adaptive leadership approaches

Adaptive leadership enables strengthening employee commitment based on changing
situations and individual needs (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). Using only one leadership
style can lead to situations where employees do not feel they are receiving the support or
guidance they need, as organizations and their staff are not homogeneous (Santana-Martins

et al., 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015). Therefore, as illustrated in Figure 8, it is important for
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managers to be able to change and combine leadership styles according to the situation and

individual needs (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Goleman, 2000).

Organizational culture

Different situations Individual needs

\ /

Adaptive leadership

/ \

Changing the Combining different
leadership style leadership styles

\ g

Figure 8. Adaptive leadership

Adapting leadership styles is essential because different situations and employee needs call
for flexibility (Goleman, 2000). For example, in situations of change, employees may
experience uncertainty and need both clarity and motivation. In this case, for example,
transformational leadership can provide an inspiring vision to help employees understand
the meaning of change and their own part in achieving it (Santana-Martins et al., 2024). At
the same time, elements of transactional leadership, such as setting clear goals and phased
plans, can be used to ensure that change occurs in an orderly and consistent manner (Ribeiro
et al., 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015). In this case, combining elements of transformational
and transactional leadership can best help employees to adapt with the change by
understanding both the long-term goal and the short-term stepping stones to achieve it
(Chammas & Hernandez, 2019; Santana-Martins et al., 2024). This combination of clarity

and inspiration seems particularly important in startups, where change is not an exception
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but the norm. Without structure, employees may feel lost—but without meaning, they

probably lack motivation.

Combining leadership styles can also help meet the individual needs of employees, which
vary according to, for example, experience, job role and motivational factors (Lemoine et
al., 2019; Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024). For example, experienced professionals who value
autonomy and professional growth can benefit from a combination of coaching and
democratic leadership, giving them the freedom to make decisions while providing support
and direction as needed. In contrast, an employee in the early stages of their career may need
more guidance and clarity, where a transactional approach of setting clear goals and
monitoring performance can provide the structure and certainty needed. At the same time, it
is important for the leader to combine this with a coaching approach that supports the
employee's professional development and encourages them to take on more responsibility as

their skills increase.

Situational demands can also change in the short term, highlighting the need for flexible
variation in leadership styles (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). For example, in an
organizational crisis, authoritative leadership can be essential to enable rapid decision-
making and clear direction setting. However, once the situation is under control, a more
participative leadership style should probably be adopted, allowing employees to discuss
their experiences and jointly develop solutions for the future. Such an approach helps the
organization recover from the crisis while ensuring that employees feel heard and valued,

which strengthens their commitment (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015).

Another key aspect of adaptive leadership relates to the culture of the organization (Lemoine
et al., 2019). Changing and combining leadership styles will not be effective if the basic
structure and policies of the organization do not support flexibility and continuous evolution
(Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024; Santana-Martins et al., 2024). An organization that encourages
open communication and continuous learning also enables leaders to use adaptive leadership
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). When employees feel that they can provide feedback on the
leadership styles that are used, their commitment increases significantly (Winston & Fields,
2015). It could be argued that even the most skilled leader is constrained if the organization
does not support adaptability. Culture either enables or restricts the leader’s ability to

respond to people and situations.
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Flexible leadership requires constant interaction with employees and sensitivity to their
expectations and needs in different situations (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024). This may
involve, for example, regular feedback sessions to identify the leadership style that best
support employee motivation and commitment in different situations (Santana-Martins et
al., 2024). By being able to actively adapt their approach to the situation and the employees’
individual needs, leaders can create an atmosphere in which employees feel valued and want
to commit to the goals of the organization (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Winston & Fields, 2015).
Applying the strengths of multiple styles in a thoughtful way may not only support
commitment but enable sustained organizational success (Santana-Martins et al., 2024;
Winston & Fields, 2015). Perhaps the true value of adaptive leadership lies in its humility:
it acknowledges that no single leader has all the answers, and that commitment is co-

created—not commanded.

4.3 Fostering employee commitment through leadership in startups

In startups, employee commitment is crucial, as these companies often have limited
resources, and competitive salaries or stability are not necessarily attractors (Chammas &
Hernandez, 2019; Winston & Fields, 2015). Unlike more mature companies, startups cannot
rely on strong structures or long-term incentive schemes, but need to leverage things like
leadership and corporate culture to strengthen the motivation and long-term commitment of
their employees. In startups, employees are exposed to constant change and uncertainty,
which can undermine their willingness to stay with the organization (Lemoine et al., 2019;
Ribeiro et al., 2024). Therefore, leadership has a key impact on whether employees feel
ownership of the company's vision and are willing to commit to it over the long term. As
illustrated in Figure 9, certain leadership styles are particularly effective in fostering
employee commitment in the context of startups (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Santana-Martins et
al., 2024).
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Figure 9. Leadership styles that support employee commitment best in startups

The challenge of leadership in startups is to match the constant growth and change of the
company with the needs of employees to keep them committed (Chammas & Hernandez,
2019). Without strong leadership, employees may experience too much uncertainty, which
can lead to a lack of commitment and rapid employee turnover. In this situation,
transformational leadership can provide a solution, as it helps employees understand how

their contribution affects to the overall success of the company (Lemoine et al., 2019).

Another key strategy to promote employee commitment in startups is democratic leadership,
since it empowers employees to influence the direction and decision-making of the company
(Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024). In startups, hierarchies are often low, providing an
environment where employees can easily participate in the decision-making and strategic
development of the company (Santana-Martins et al., 2024). When employees feel that their
opinions matter and that they can influence organizational decisions, their loyalty to the
company is strengthened and they want to do more (Bass & Riggio, 2006). However, in a
fast-paced environment, leaders must carefully balance inclusiveness with the need for quick

decision-making to avoid slowing down essential processes.

In the startup world, where career development paths are often less formalised and resources
for structured mentoring are limited, coaching leadership plays a critical role not only in skill
development but also in creating a psychological contract of mutual growth (Chammas &
Hernandez, 2019; Ribeiro et al., 2024). Rather than traditional career ladders, startups benefit

from leadership practices such as regular feedback loops, which provide employees with a
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tangible sense of progress and belonging (Lemoine et al., 2019; Winston & Fields, 2015).
This approach transforms short-term challenges into personalised growth opportunities,

which in turn strengthens emotional commitment.

Similarly, servant leadership seems to be particularly suited to the startup environment,
where employees are often expected to go beyond their formal roles. By fostering an
environment where leaders actively reduce bottlenecks and protect employees from burnout,
servant leadership can enhance the perception of fairness and shared responsibility (Santana-
Martins et al., 2024; Winston & Fields, 2015). Since startups typically lack institutional
benefits and job security, perceived care and individual recognition can function as powerful
substitutes for formal incentives (Chammas & Hernandez, 2019). When leaders proactively
address well-being, they reinforce commitment not through hierarchy, but through relational
capital and trust (Lemoine et al., 2019). It could be argued that servant leadership acts as an
"emotional salary," offering employees the security and value they might otherwise seek

through traditional benefits.

While adaptive leadership, which is illustrated in figure 8, is valuable in any organization,
in startups it becomes a vital capability for survival due to their constant exposure to
uncertainty and rapid change. Sometimes employees need detailed instructions and support,
while at other times they prefer just a clear vision and the freedom to work independently
(Lemoine et al., 2019; Santana-Martins et al., 2024). A right kind of balance helps ensure
that employees experience both freedom and clarity in their work, which supports long-term
commitment and reduces employee turnover (Pepple & Ambilichu, 2024; Ribeiro et al.,
2024). This adaptability also builds trust: employees notice that leadership is not rigid, but

willing to adjust according to what genuinely serves the team best.

Effective leadership is not just an advantage in startups, but a fundamental requirement for
building lasting employee commitment. In an environment characterised by uncertainty,
rapid change, and limited formal structures, leadership practices shape how employees
experience trust, growth, and purpose. Ultimately, startups that invest in leadership practices
aimed at building trust, personal growth, and shared responsibility are better equipped not

only to survive the early stages but to thrive as they scale.
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5 Conclusion

The aim of this thesis was to deepen our understanding of how leadership culture affects
employee commitment in the context of startups and provide insights and guidance for
startup leaders to develop a leadership culture that fosters employee commitment. The main
research question was: "How does leadership culture impact employee commitment in
startups?". In addition, the thesis answered three sub-questions, which provided the basis for
answering the main research question. The sub-questions were: "What is leadership, and
what separates different leadership styles?", "What does employee commitment mean, and
how can it be achieved?" and "What are the unique characteristics of startups, especially in
regard to leadership and employee commitment, compared to more mature companies?".

The main findings of the thesis are summarised below, in Figure 10.
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Figure 10. Main findings of the thesis

The main research question was about the impact of leadership culture on employee
commitment in startups. The impact of leadership on employee commitment is primarily

built on the organizational culture of the company and how employees perceive their role in
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the company. The thesis found that transformational, democratic, coaching, and servant
leadership best support employee commitment in startups. These leadership styles are based
upon trust, transparency, and inclusion. Overly performance-oriented or commanding
leadership can undermine employee motivation and commitment, especially if used over a

long period of time.

The first sub-question looked at what leadership means and how different leadership styles
differ. In this thesis, leadership is understood as a holistic influence, where the leader not
only directs the activities of an organization, but also builds company culture and creates the
conditions for employee motivation and commitment. Different styles of leadership offer
different ways of influencing employees: participative and coaching leadership support
employees' autonomy and development, while performance-oriented and commanding
leadership may be appropriate for short-term situations requiring strict orders. However, the
most effective way to lead lies in the ability to adapt leadership styles to the situation and
the needs of the individual. In a startup environment, this adaptability is particularly
important, as constant change and uncertainty require both flexibility and clarity from

leaders.

The second sub-question dealt with employee commitment and the factors that contribute to
building it. Commitment arises when employees experience their work as meaningful and
view the community’s goals as aligned with their own personal ambitions, seeing themselves
as an important part of that community. Commitment is also strengthened by providing
continuous learning and growth possibilities. While rewards and career development are
important, the meaningfulness of the work and the experience of contributing to the future

of the company prove to be crucial for maintaining employee commitment.

The third sub-question looked at the specific characteristics of the startup environment and
their impact on leadership and employee commitment. Startups differ from more mature
companies at least in terms of rapid decision-making and constant uncertainty. In such an
environment, the leader is required to be able to provide both a big vision and day-to-day
support to the team. Leadership must be inclusive and enabling, so that employees feel part
of the company's story and development. The thesis also found that startup leaders truly need
to be able to balance organizational goals with the individual needs of employees to maintain

employee commitment.
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The findings of the thesis confirm previous knowledge on the link between leadership and
employee commitment, but also brings new perspectives, especially concerning the startup
environment. This study deepens our understanding of how leadership culture shapes
employee commitment, especially in the fast-changing and uncertain startup context. On a
practical level, the research provides tools for especially startup leaders to develop an
organizational culture where employees feel that their work is meaningful and want to

commit to the company in the long term.

The work also has a wider societal relevance. Startups play a key role in driving employment,
economic growth and innovation, and their success often relies on their ability to retain
skilled workers. When employees feel that their work is meaningful and that they have the
opportunity to learn, they are more willing to commit to the company's goals in the long
term. This in turn makes startups and also other companies more competitive, improves
productivity and enables sustainable growth even in challenging market conditions.
Committed employees contribute to a company's innovativeness and ability to develop new
solutions to societal challenges, making strong leadership not just important for individual

companies, but for the economy as a whole.

The limitations of this work relate in particular to the scope of the analysis. The thesis only
looked at the impact of leadership culture on employee commitment, although leadership
has wider effects on startups. Leadership does not only shape employee engagement but also
influences broader outcomes. Future research could therefore explore questions such as:
What wider impacts does leadership culture have on startup companies beyond employee
engagement? However, it is important to note that leadership is not the only factor affecting
employee commitment. Future studies could also take a broader view by asking: What other
factors influence employee commitment in startups? By understanding leadership, employee
commitment, and startups more broadly, leaders can better create the conditions to build

truly successful businesses.
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