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In the decades since the first automobiles hit the road, every new CEO had one thing in common with these automotive pioneers: they were all men. In January 2014, that changed when Mary Barra became the first woman to shatter the glass ceilings and named CEO of General Motors (GM).
	Barra has been recognised in both Forbes and Fortune's lists of the world's most powerful women, and she was named to Fortune's list of the 50 Greatest Leaders. She was even featured on the cover of Time Magazine in 2014 as one of the 100 Most Influential People in the World. Among other accolades, she also received the Yale (2018) Chief Executive Leadership Institute's 'Legend in Leadership Award.' According to Colby (2014), Barra is a trailblazer for female leaders and a real example of how hard work, inclusion, and the proper mindset can propel anyone to the top, regardless of one’s background.
	As part of her Electrical Engineering degree at Kettering University, Barra began her job with GM when she was 18 years old. She progressed through a number of responsibilities, from Quality Inspector to Director of Human Resources, giving her the opportunity to build a distinct skill set, before she was named CEO in 2014 and Chairman of the Board of Directors in 2016 (General Motors, n.d.). Barra has demonstrated her success as a leader during GM’s most difficult periods—the bankruptcy filing in 2009 as a result of the global recession in 2008 (Stanisic, 2018), and the 10-year recall crisis during her first month as CEO (Newcomb, 2017). However, her experience and understanding of how the company works proved critical in regaining GM’s footing in the market.
	The global recession had a significant impact on the automobile sector, especially GM. It generated uncertainty in the mortgage and credit markets, resulting in a drop in GM's global market share, which fell from 13.2% in 2007 to 11.6% in 2009 (GM Annual Report, 2010, p. 29). Another issue hurting sales was the fluctuation in the oil price in 2008 and 2009, as the price exceeded demand for the firm's higher-margin automobiles, while demand for compact, better fuel-efficient vehicles soared (GM Annual Report, 2009, p. 30). Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly reduced production of automotive parts from China, forcing GM to curb production at two of its key assembly plants (Banker, 2020; Eisenstein, 2020). All of this happened at the same time that electric car sales skyrocketed (Wright, 2022).
	In certain contexts, these megatrends have intensified the perception of instability, threat, and uncertainty. The VUCA acronym—"Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous"—can be used to define this sort of environment. It is now the "new" norm that symbolises a collection of challenges that leaders and organisations must deal with (Wright, 2022). As a result, the persistent VUCA world, coupled with the exponential rate of technology-driven globalisation, necessitates a new and effective approach to leadership in the twenty-first century, and leaders like Barra must be resilient to foster innovation, adaptation, and high performance. With that in mind, this essay examines Mary Barra's leadership style to see if it has resulted in innovation, adaptability, or high performance in today's complex business environment.
	Leadership and its function are among the most pressing concerns for businesses and organisations. According to Conger and Kanungo (1992, p. 86), leaders are “individuals who establish direction for a working group of individuals and who gain commitment from this group of members to established direction and who then motivate members to achieve the direction’s outcomes”. It is difficult to agree with a definition of leadership since it may be viewed from a range of viewpoints and conceptions. Bass (1990) defines leadership as the leader’s wishes, Kotter (1988) describe leadership as influence, whereas Rost (1993) defines leadership as an interaction. Another view belongs to Yukl (2012), who describes leadership as “the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives”. More recently, Northouse (2021) describes leadership as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal”.
	These contemporary perspectives are consistent with Rost's (1993) definition of leadership, which suggests the essence of what leadership is: a two-way, process of interaction of leadership in which leaders and followers engage to achieve a goal (Rosari, 2019). This essay suggests that leadership is a process in which a person or persons inspire and encourage others to achieve common goals in response to demands or obstacles. In this essay, Mary Barra will be analysed using three different leadership styles: transformational leadership, adaptive leadership, and servant leadership.
	Burns (1978) defines transformational leadership (TL) as a leadership behaviour that is aligned with the company's purpose in order to effectively respond to changing. It is a leadership style wherein leaders inspire or motivate followers to put the company's objectives ahead of their own; leaders may have a powerful and favourable influence on followers to make the necessary changes (Robbins, 2003). Leaders who are prepared to take chances and go into the unknown are transformational. Furthermore, they are willing to test themselves, their ideas, and put them into action, which entails taking risks (Niphadkar, 2017). According to Yukl (2010) and Morse & Buss (2008), transformational leadership is characterised as a leader who can: 1) state a clear and appealing vision; 2) describe how the vision can be realised; 3) operate confidentially and optimistically; 4) inspire followers; 5) employ dramatic and symbolic actions to emphasise important principles; 6) act as a role model; and 7) encourage people to accomplish the vision.
	Based on these characteristics, it can be concluded that Barra has the same perception in optimising her efforts to achieve organisations goals as a transformational leader. For example, just months after taking over as CEO in 2014, Barra found herself in the middle of a recall crisis owing to catastrophic flaws in older vehicles. Thousands of vehicles were recalled, numerous employees were dismissed, and Barra was called to testify before Congress. She put a priority on transparency and responsibility above cost, which had been missing from GM's culture for many years (Ann, 2019). She has claimed that her duty is to help her people to achieve her vision of “no more crappy cars” (Forbes, 2013). She publicly admitted GM's error, engaged a lawyer who specialises in high-profile victim compensation claims, and launched an extensive investigation. She went on to explain the “Speak for Safety” initiative, which encourages staff to disclose problems without fear of retaliation in order to promote responsibility and accountability (Ann, 2019). Barra was perceived as having “masterfully handled the crisis... by expressing genuine compassion for the victims, transparency with investigators and regulators and a commitment to create a new company culture” (Zahrai, 2020).
	Barra has also been lauded for her ability to interact with peers and subordinates while making them feel heard and valued, as well as the ability to lead them by example of generosity and loyalty (Matousek, 2018). This was showcased when Barra was chosen as the internal communications director during the 1998 GM strike to address the communication barrier between union workers, engineers and management. She was able to implement a communications strategy that allowed communication to flow both ways up the hierarchical ladder, allowing meltdowns to be addressed before they became a problem (Ann, 2019). She also stated at the Wharton People Analytic Conference (2018) that, “really focusing on engaging with people, and making sure you do win their hearts and minds… and how you empower them, I think has been key.” This goes to show that not only does she has the characteristics of a transformational leader, but also essential leadership skills such as Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Social Intelligence (SI). In the age of social media and 24-hour news cycle, Barra shown her ability to understand, effectiveness in leading change, and trustworthiness by being transparent and associating herself with the people (Wilkinson, 2014).
	The second leadership model is adaptive leadership. According to Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky (2011), “adaptive leadership is about change that enables the capacity to thrive”. A VUCA environment requires new approaches and skills, and the leadership to deploy them. As in evolution, these new complexes enable organisations thrive under difficult situations instead of regressing or collapsing. Effective adaptive changes draw on what has come before rather than disregarding it. Adaptive leadership must therefore engage people in determining what is necessary to retain in the company’s history or what is disposable (Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky, 2011). Northouse (2021) identified six behaviours of an adaptive leadership: 1) analyse the situation; 2) identify adaptive challenges; 3) regulate distress; 4) maintain disciplined action; 5) give the work back to the people; and 6) protect leadership voices from below. “Adaptive leadership works because leaders are willing to engage in all of these behaviours with the intention of helping followers do adaptive work” (Northouse, 2021).
	 According to Barra, corporate culture does not change rapidly, but it is vital to establish a strong culture in order to encourage people and create an atmosphere that fosters success (Mooney, 2014). Barra must make tough decisions regarding elements of the business that are underperforming or not oriented toward future growth, especially following the huge safety recalls in 2014. It is indeed critical to have a compelling vision for the business, but it must also have to identify the hard realities within the industry, competitors, and business strategy in today’s competitive landscape. Having an unvarnished perspective allows businesses to make the right choices. “If you’re not seeing it, then the whole organisation isn’t, and you’ll definitely miss something,” Barra adds (Mooney, 2014). Innovation in fuels and propulsion systems, expanding mobile technologies, and shifts in transportation and energy policy will all have a significant impact on the automotive industry, potentially deprioritizing individual driving and resulting in new automobile ownership models. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has permanently changed the way people work, and Barra has recognised the need to adapt to all of these challenges.
	For starters, she announced GM’s shift from gasoline-powered vehicles to electric vehicles (EV) in 2017, by introducing an affordable long-range EV (the Chevy Bolt) to market before Tesla (the Model 3) (Putre, 2020). Despite its slow start, GM is spending nearly US$7 billion today to create a new battery facility and renovate an existing plant so that it can produce electric trucks. According to the corporation, this will result in the creation of 4,000 new employment and is the biggest one-time investment in EVs (CBS, 2022). Barra is attempting to position GM as a frontrunner in evs, with plans to invest $35 billion in evs production by 2025 and a goal of being all-electric by 2035. Given GM's ambitions, the CEO also recognises the need of future-proofing her employees. In order to adapt to changes, the company must upskill its present staff but also engage in education and training for prospective staff. GM has adjusted its recruitment techniques and established specially tailored remote positions as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ross, 2021). Barra told CNN that the corporation has also implemented a "work appropriately" attitude. This entails promoting workplace flexibility and also increased responsibility (Cianciolo & Vasel, 2021).
	Not only does this showcase Barra as an adaptive leader, but she also exhibits Learning Agility skills due to her effective adaption to changes, persistence with innovation initiatives and ability to seek out resources for learning. According to the Centre for Creative Leadership (CCL), learning agility is a mentality and series of activities that enables for growth, progress, and the application of new solutions to address more complicated challenges (Mitchinson & Morris, 2014). It is also a set of attributes or traits that enable a person to learn, adapt, and apply oneself in continually changing situations. As we can see, Barra makes learning new things and honing her talents an utmost importance. For example, she was invited to attend a Harvard Business School seminar, and she made time from her hectic schedule to go, demonstrating her want to learn (Sattar, n.d.). Her progression in her career at GM over the years has also proven how she managed to learn, adapt and apply herself at all levels.
	The last leadership model is servant leadership. According to Greenleaf (1996), servant leadership is “a model which puts serving others as the number one priority. Servant-leadership emphasizes increased service to others; a holistic approach to work; promoting a sense of community; and the sharing of power in decision-making”. Each of the characteristics of servant leadership outlined above can only be derived from the leader's selflessness, “others-directed” drive. As a result, servant leadership prioritises essential human qualities and ideals above particular leadership tactics. In Greenleaf's works, behavioural theorists have identified ten important leadership qualities or “attributes”: 1) listening; 2) empathy; 3) healing; 4) awareness; 5) persuasion; 6) conceptualisation; 7) foresight; 8) stewardship; 9) commitment to growth of people; and lastly 10) building community (Russell & Stone, 2002).
	The above attributes describe the outward, manifested characteristics of Mary Barra as a servant leader. Several sources claim that Barra has always fostered an inclusive workplace in which workers freely express themselves. She evaluates the efficacy of all suggestions and offers comments once she obtains a variety of input. Barra's listening skills and approachability have been commended by colleagues and mentors (Engelmeier, 2014). Barra is also noted for being honest and constructive, preferring to give props to her teammates instead of dominating the spotlight (Sattar, n.d.). She emphasises the necessity of getting to know her team's emotional and intellectual sides, as well as prioritising what matters to them. This is how she captured the minds and hearts of the people and rose to the top of the corporate ladder. Studies suggested that such characteristics emerge from a leader's core beliefs and values, and that personal beliefs like as honesty and fairness are “the independent variables that actuate servant leader behaviour” (Russell, 2001). As a result, values are at the heart of every leadership ethos: it defines the traits of leaders, which then in turn influence their actions and judgement.
	To sum up this essay, leaders are under a tremendous amount of strain, and those in big corporations, such as Mary Barra, are more cognisant of this demand than their counterparts. When the specific difficulties and challenges that the automotive industry faces are considered, such as those posed by rivals, economic uncertainty, and unanticipated calamities like the COVID-19 outbreak, it is a marvel that any leader can maintain their principles and values. Barra's blend of leadership styles has resulted in highly successful team members that have courageously and gracefully contributed to the success of one of the world's major auto manufacturers. Despite the calamities, she assumed the reins as CEO, kept her employees safe during the pandemic, and continued to work toward her aspirations to change the driving experience. This goes to show her ability to promote innovation, adaptation and high performance.
	Based on the analysis, it can also be concluded that a transformational leadership is the best fit and truly represents Barra’s leadership style out of all three that was discussed. Her creation of a common goal for the company was set as soon as she stepped up as the CEO, which prove to increase her workforce’s performance as such goals induce greater effort. This goal will then be communicated effectively through various transformation processes such learning, adaptation and application, which will result in the creation of new innovation. The example of Mary Barra should serve as a lesson to other corporate leaders.
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