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Business is changing dramatically around the world, where agility and flexibility are becoming critical competencies for leaders. In the face of ongoing technological innovation, economic volatility and evolving market demands, traditional and rigid management models are losing their effectiveness in ensuring the sustainability of organisations (Alzoraiki et al., 2024). The situational leadership framework developed by Daniel Goleman recognises that one-size-fits-all leadership is not the most effective way to go, and that leaders should be flexible and adjust their styles based on the specific situations they encounter within the workplace (Wooldridge, Purdum and Jones, 2025). The essay will define leadership and critically examine three of the main leadership styles identified by Goleman (Democratic, Coercive and Coaching) in the context of business. It will explore the current capabilities of a leader needed to help organisations to grow and develop in an uncertain, competitive and dynamic world. The potential difficulties and opportunities of these leadership styles will also be assessed with regards to the effectiveness and the long-term performance of the organisation.
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Northouse (2020) describes leadership as an intentional influence by one person over a group of diverse individuals to a common and shared goal. Authentic leadership has nothing to do with an authority position and it is a behaviour that positively affects others. Specific behaviours impact the overall effectiveness of a particular organisation influencing its ability to successfully achieve their operational objectives (Karauri and Kyongo, 2024). Good leaders are always encouraging their employees to think about what they are doing and their influence on the long-term company objectives. There is a critical difference between management and leadership. Management focuses on keeping things stable, addressing complex processes, and managing administrative systems, while leadership involves disruptive change, creating new directions, and inspiring and leading the organisation at every level to effectively respond to the challenges and uncertainties of today's corporation.
The participative leadership style, follows the four dimensions of the democratic leadership style as described by Daniel Goleman. In this leadership style, the voices of employees are heard, their opinions, ideas and perspectives are considered and incorporated into managerial decision-making processes (Wooldridge, Purdum and Jones, 2025). This type of approach relies on thorough cooperation, participation and consensus within the organisation. Democratic leadership is not a top-down approach, but rather a bottom-up approach, and democratic leaders dedicate themselves to finding valuable input from their subordinates, ultimately leading to better operational results. This fosters an inclusive culture where all team members feel truly heard, valued and respected every time.
The main benefit of this very participative approach is to achieve extremely high employee morale and strong alignment with good corporate values. The more people are involved in strategic decision-making, the greater the buy-in they are likely to have for the organisation's overall direction and vision (Gurney, 2024). On the other hand, one of its major drawbacks is that it is bound to have incredibly slow decision-making processes. Unfortunately, this particular style can result in unproductive and endless meetings and inoperative operations during times of crisis when the need for speed, decisiveness and action is imperative.
For example, the John Lewis Partnership has democratically elected councils which give its everyday retail workers significant power (JLP, 2025). The John Lewis Partnership also has a model of democratic voting which is very evident in the fact that every employee is an active partner and regularly votes on key policies in the company. This radical transparent organisation perfectly fits their foundational values framework, which continuously brings long term organisational effectiveness, intense loyalty and superior customer service through employee ownership and collective responsibility at every store in the British retail network.
Goleman's Coercive (or Commanding) leadership style is an extremely directive style that is focused on giving instructions, immediate compliance, and a very centralised authority (Gutterman, 2023). It is a very directive approach, one that requires subordinates to not question the direct instruction and that can only be enacted through a top down hierarchy. The coercive style of leadership is a leader that tightly centralises all authority and closely watches every little detail of the operation without soliciting feedback from outside the system. This imposing style gives an overwhelming emphasis to absolute obedience, rapid execution and disciplined uniformity, rather than any kind of participative process (Grayling, 2025).
The greatest advantage of this forceful method is that it can be executed quickly, and with absolute clarity in an existential corporate crisis. Coercive leadership is effective in times of crisis because it bypasses the bureaucratic processes and instills change quickly (Hatum, 2025). The disadvantages, however, are also great. When this ‘aggressively dictatorial’ approach is overused, it inevitably leads to staff turnover, reduced employee morale and delightful creative innovation to say the least, and an intensely toxic work environment.
For instance, one prominent case of this application in context is former CEO Dave Lewis's influential step intervention in the disastrous Tesco's financial accounting scandal in 2014 (Wood, 2019). With the company on the verge of total collapse, Lewis was aggressive and adopted a coercive style of management to immediately stop all things, suspend key executives and quickly restructure the failing company in a one-man unilateral decision. This was an extremely heavy-handed message, right on target for the fearful circumstances of a dramatic corporate emergency, and it proved that strong leadership often inflicts damage on long-term culture, but it's a powerful survival mechanism that can be essential to managing sudden and catastrophic existential crises.
The third situational framework, Coaching leadership, focuses on employee development, guidance, encouragement, learning and constructive performance improvement. The developmental approach explicitly involves intensive personal growth, committed mentorship and the cultivation of important long-term capabilities of individual employees (Cui, Wang and Nanyangwe, 2022), which is different from coercive mandates. Coaching leaders are not bosses, but supportive counsellors, empowering their employees to recognise individual strengths and weaknesses and directly connect them with other goals within the company. It is indeed a compassionate approach that takes the everyday activities and makes them a learning opportunity in an ongoing way.
Coaching model increases talent retention rate, creates a strong sense of employee loyalty and a ensures gradual progression of a competent and sustainable workforce. Organisations that invest in themselves in terms of personal development, strengthen their critical talent pipelines. But this particular type of style has its own shortcomings (Sharef, Yahaya and Alli, 2024). A tremendous amount of time is required and patience is needed. Otherwise, if when a staff member is completely closed off to positive feedback or if they are completely lacking in personal motivation to embrace positive change then it's futile.
Pret A Manger a popular coffee chain which gets great results through strategic engagement with its internal academies while encouraging entry-level workers in the hospitality industry to step up as good-quality store managers. The company’s coaching and mentorship programmes are carefully followed and experienced senior leaders constantly lead junior staff through intensive developmental stages (Pret, 2026). Business dividends that are generated using coaching approach is essential for the in-depth team development and long-term sustainable commercial business growth.
Contemporary managers must continuously develop highly specialised skills, first and foremost, profound Emotional Intelligence, often referred to as EQ, which has been used as the foundation for all the various behavioural skill frameworks established by Daniel Goleman, and is the bedrock of all successful modern management (Zhang, 2025). The most important part of emotional intelligence is self-awareness: the ability of the leader to control his or her own emotional reactions in situations of great commercial stress. Moreover, empathy is of paramount importance in dealing with ever-diversified global workforces and in an extremely complex interpersonal office context. Leaders who do not have a significant amount of empathy will not be able to relate to their team or find the right fit for the situation.
In today's volatile market deep cognitive flexibility and outstanding organisational agility is required. Leaders are now working in highly volatile contexts where unexpected and radical external shifts, such as the current economic shock of the global crisis, unplanned disruptions in the supply chain and/or technological changes, can occur at any moment (Garba Uchenna Attah, Gil-Ozoudeh and P Iwuanyanwu, 2024). Therefore, flexibility in the change strategy is crucial. At times, it is necessary to shift from collaborative democratic way of working to a more coercive and decisive style for cases when sudden existential crisis threatens or jeopardises the organisation's functioning.
Lastly, a complete digital literacy is an absolute must have skill of any corporate executive these days. In today's digital era, it is essential for modern leaders to have a deep understanding of the current digital transformation processes, emerging tools for artificial intelligence, and advanced data analytics, enabling them to make informed decisions for sustainable financial growth (Zavrazhnyi, 2024). The successful combination of the three most important skills emotional intelligence, structural agility, and a profound understanding of the digital world, allows a modern leader to effortlessly and efficiently move between the various stylistic approaches Goleman recommends. Expert executives understand, and are able to accurately read, nuanced human emotions as well as the more complex quantitative data, and they make a conscious decision about which leadership methodology is best suited to the occasion  ensuring that huge organisations are always successful, even in the face of substantial administrative challenges.
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Thus, leadership should be applied based on the situation and is never universal. Goleman's model illustrates how democratic leadership can build a team, coercive leadership can help people in a crisis and make things happen, and the coaching leadership can develop resilient talent. There are several good leadership styles. Emotional intelligence and cognitive agility help with this flexibility by helping leaders to gauge employee and their operational needs. Thus application of leadership style based on the situation contributes to the development of resilience, effectiveness and sustainable performance of organisations in the complex global business settings.
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