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Leadership is widely recognised as one of the most significant factors influencing organisational success, employee performance, and long-term sustainability. In an increasingly competitive and globalised business environment, organisations require leaders who can adapt their style according to situational demands while maintaining strategic direction. Daniel Goleman (2000) introduced six leadership styles based on emotional intelligence, arguing that effective leaders do not rely on one single approach but instead apply different styles depending on the context. These styles include coercive, authoritative, affiliative, democratic, pacesetting, and coaching leadership. 

The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate three of Goleman’s leadership styles—coercive, democratic, and coaching—and assess their importance within a business context. The discussion will be applied to McDonald’s, one of the world’s largest fast-food organisations, operating in a fast-paced and customer-oriented industry. Furthermore, the essay will identify the essential skills required by contemporary business leaders to manage complex challenges and support sustainable organisational growth.
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Leadership has been defined in various ways within academic literature. Northouse (2021) defines leadership as a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal. This definition emphasises influence and shared objectives. Similarly, Yukl (2013) describes leadership as the ability to guide and facilitate individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared goals. Both definitions highlight leadership as a relational and dynamic process rather than simply a position of authority.
 
In the context of McDonald’s, leadership extends beyond supervising daily restaurant operations. It involves motivating employees, maintaining quality standards, ensuring customer satisfaction, managing global supply chains, and adapting to technological changes such as digital ordering systems. Therefore, leadership within McDonald’s must be flexible, culturally aware, and strategically focused.
 
Goleman (1998) argues that effective leadership is strongly connected to emotional intelligence, which includes self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. Leaders who demonstrate high emotional intelligence are better equipped to apply appropriate leadership styles according to organisational needs.
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The coercive leadership style is characterised by a directive and controlling approach. Leaders using this style expect immediate compliance and often use clear instructions and strict supervision. Goleman (2000) summarises this style as “Do what I tell you.” It is most effective during crises or when quick decision-making is required.
 
One of the main advantages of the coercive style is its effectiveness in emergency situations. In a global organisation like McDonald’s, food safety and hygiene standards must be strictly maintained. If a health inspection identifies serious compliance issues, restaurant managers must act immediately to correct the problem. In such cases, a coercive approach ensures that employees follow instructions without delay, protecting the company’s reputation and customer safety.
 
Additionally, during periods of organisational restructuring or operational inefficiency, strong directive leadership may restore discipline and clarity. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, McDonald’s restaurants worldwide were required to implement strict safety measures, including social distancing, enhanced cleaning procedures, and drive-through prioritisation. Leaders had to enforce new policies rapidly to ensure business continuity and employee safety.
 
However, the coercive style has significant disadvantages if overused. It can reduce employee morale, limit creativity, and create a culture of fear. Employees may feel undervalued and disengaged if they are not given opportunities to contribute ideas. In the service industry, where teamwork and customer interaction are essential, excessive authoritarian leadership can negatively affect service quality and staff retention. Therefore, while coercive leadership is valuable in crisis situations, it should not be the dominant style in everyday operations.
 



[bookmark: _Toc1859318295]Democratic Leadership Style
 
The democratic leadership style emphasises participation and collaboration. Leaders encourage employees to share ideas and contribute to decision-making processes. According to Goleman (2000), this style builds trust, commitment, and teamwork within organisations.
 
In the context of McDonald’s, democratic leadership can be particularly beneficial when introducing new products or improving customer service processes. Frontline employees interact directly with customers and often have valuable insights into consumer preferences and operational challenges. By involving employees in discussions about menu development or service improvements, managers can increase engagement and motivation.
 
One major advantage of democratic leadership is that it enhances job satisfaction and organisational commitment. Research suggests that participative leadership improves employee morale and productivity (Northouse, 2021). When employees feel that their opinions are valued, they are more likely to contribute positively to organisational goals.
 
However, democratic leadership can also be time-consuming. In fast-paced environments such as quick-service restaurants, decisions often need to be made rapidly. Consulting all team members before making routine operational decisions may slow down processes. Additionally, not all employees may possess the necessary knowledge or experience to contribute effectively to strategic decisions.
 
Despite these limitations, democratic leadership is highly effective when innovation and employee engagement are priorities. For example, McDonald’s adaptation of its menu to local markets—such as offering region-specific products—often involves consultation with local managers and teams. This participative approach ensures that products align with cultural preferences and customer expectations, enhancing competitive advantage.
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The coaching leadership style focuses on developing individuals for the future. Leaders help employees identify strengths and weaknesses, set development goals, and improve performance through guidance and feedback (Goleman, 2000). This style is long-term oriented and emphasises continuous learning.
 
At McDonald’s, coaching leadership is particularly important because many managers begin their careers as crew members. The organisation invests heavily in employee training and development programmes, enabling career progression within the company. Leaders who adopt a coaching style provide mentorship and constructive feedback, helping employees develop customer service skills, leadership abilities, and operational expertise.
 
One significant advantage of coaching leadership is that it strengthens organisational capability by building internal talent. Employees who receive development support are more loyal and motivated. This reduces staff turnover and ensures a pipeline of skilled future leaders. Coaching also fosters a culture of continuous improvement and innovation.
 
However, coaching leadership requires time, patience, and strong interpersonal skills. In high-pressure environments, managers may prioritise short-term targets over long-term employee development. Furthermore, coaching may be less effective if employees lack motivation or willingness to improve.
 
Nevertheless, in organisations aiming for sustainable growth, coaching leadership is highly beneficial. By investing in employee development, McDonald’s ensures long-term organisational stability and leadership continuity.
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In the modern business environment, leaders face rapid technological change, global competition, economic uncertainty, and increasing stakeholder expectations. To manage these complexities effectively, leaders must possess a combination of key skills.
 
Firstly, emotional intelligence is fundamental. Leaders must demonstrate self-awareness, empathy, and social competence (Goleman, 1998). At McDonald’s, emotionally intelligent leaders can manage diverse teams, resolve conflicts, and maintain positive workplace culture.
 
Secondly, strategic thinking is essential. Leaders must analyse market trends, anticipate consumer demands, and develop long-term plans. For example, McDonald’s investment in digital kiosks and mobile ordering reflects strategic adaptation to technological advancements and changing customer behaviour.
 
Thirdly, communication skills are crucial for aligning employees with organisational objectives. Clear communication ensures that corporate standards, performance expectations, and brand values are consistently implemented across global operations.
Fourthly, adaptability and change management skills are necessary in uncertain environments. Leaders must guide employees through technological transitions, regulatory changes, and economic challenges. During the pandemic, adaptability enabled McDonald’s to maintain operations through drive-through and delivery services.
Finally, ethical leadership and sustainability awareness are increasingly important. Consumers expect organisations to operate responsibly and contribute positively to society. Ethical leaders promote transparency, compliance, and corporate social responsibility, supporting long-term brand reputation and stakeholder trust.
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In conclusion, leadership plays a central role in organisational effectiveness and sustainable business growth. This essay has defined leadership as a process of influence and examined three of Goleman’s leadership styles—coercive, democratic, and coaching—within the context of McDonald’s. The coercive style is effective during crises but may reduce morale if overused. The democratic style promotes engagement and innovation but can delay decision-making. The coaching style supports long-term employee development and organisational continuity, though it requires time and commitment.
 
To succeed in today’s complex business environment, leaders must develop emotional intelligence, strategic thinking, communication competence, adaptability, and ethical awareness. Business leaders should apply leadership styles flexibly according to situational demands while investing in continuous skill development. By doing so, organisations such as McDonald’s can maintain competitive advantage, enhance employee performance, and achieve sustainable long-term success. 
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