Topic: The Impact of Transformational Leadership on Innovation Performance in
SMEs: A Mixed-Methods Study in the UK Manufacturing Sector

Section 1: General Opening Questions

1. Why did you choose this topic?

Model Answer: This topic emerged from observing that while SMEs are critical to the UK
economy, many struggle with sustained innovation. Existing research heavily focuses on
large corporations, leaving a contextual gap regarding leadership dynamics in SMEs. I was
particularly interested in whether transformational leadership behaviors directly influence
innovation outputs or whether the relationship is mediated by organisational culture.

How We Trained the Candidate:
e Start with macro context (economic relevance)
e Identify clear research gap
e End with intellectual curiosity

2. What is your thesis in one sentence?

Model Answer: This thesis demonstrates that transformational leadership significantly
enhances SME innovation performance, primarily through fostering a learning-oriented
organisational culture.

Coaching Note:
e Avoid vague summaries
e (learly state relationship + mechanism + outcome

Section 2: Literature & Theoretical Framework

3. Why did you choose Transformational Leadership Theory over other leadership
models?

Model Answer: Transformational Leadership Theory was selected because it emphasises
intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation, both directly linked to innovation
behavior. Alternative models such as transactional leadership focus more on compliance and
performance management, which may not sufficiently explain creativity-driven outcomes.

Defense Strategy We Prepared:
e Compare 2-3 competing theories
e Justify selection
e Acknowledge limitations



4. What is the main theoretical contribution of your research?

Model Answer: The study extends Transformational Leadership Theory into SME contexts
by empirically demonstrating the mediating role of organisational learning culture, a
relationship underexplored in small firm environments.

Positioning Tip We Provided:
Always frame contribution as:
e Extension
e Refinement
e (Contextual application
e Theoretical integration

Section 3: Methodology Defense

5. Why did you choose a mixed-methods approach?

Model Answer: A mixed-methods design allowed for statistical validation of hypothesised
relationships through survey data (n=214 SMEs), while qualitative interviews (n=15
managers) provided contextual depth and explanation of causal mechanisms.

We structured the answer into:
e Justification of design
e (Quantitative value
e Qualitative value
e Integration logic

6. Why was your sample size sufficient?

Model Answer: The quantitative sample exceeded the minimum requirement determined by
power analysis (G*Power), ensuring statistical validity. Additionally, the qualitative
interviews reached thematic saturation by the 13th interview.

We trained the candidate to:
e Mention power analysis
e Mention saturation
e Show methodological awareness

Section 4: Limitations & Critical Reflection

7. What are the main limitations of your study?

Model Answer: The cross-sectional design limits causal inference, and the study is
geographically restricted to UK manufacturing SMEs, which may reduce generalisability.

How We Structured It:



1. Admit limitation confidently
2. Show awareness
3. Suggest future research

8. If you could redo this PhD, what would you change?

Model Answer: I would adopt a longitudinal design to better assess causality and potentially
incorporate multi-source performance data rather than relying primarily on self-reported
measures.

Section 5: Contribution & Impact

9. What is the practical contribution of your research?
Model Answer: The findings provide SME leaders with evidence that leadership

development programs emphasising transformational behaviors can directly enhance
innovation outcomes.

10. Who benefits from your research?

Model Answer: SME owners, leadership development consultants, and policymakers
designing SME support initiatives.

Section 6: Challenging Questions (Stress Testing)

11. Some scholars argue transformational leadership is conceptually vague. How do you
respond?
Model Answer: While criticisms exist regarding construct overlap, validated scales such as

the MLQ have demonstrated reliability across contexts. My study further strengthens
construct clarity by testing mediation pathways.

Advanced Defense Technique We Used:
e Acknowledge criticism
e (ite established validation
e Reinforce research contribution
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