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1.0 Introduction 


‘’I care more about the people than about the company. That's why I don't want to own it. I don't want to run a business. People do it better than I do.’’                                                                                                                                                                  

                                 Karl    Lagerfeld.


This is a statement from the most influential and controversial leader from the fashion industry. An artist, caricaturist, and photographer Karl Lagerfeld passed away at the age of 85 in February 2019. His passionate work was to rejuvenate already famous brands and essentially bring them to life again. By implementing new trends, modern twists and energy into collections, he built an empire which generated millions in profit over the decades. His most successful project was taking the lead in Chanel, followed by Fendi, Chloe and many more. Press often described Lagerfeld as a genius and natural born leader, however his controversial leadership style landed him a bad impression and attention from feminist organisations, calling him a narcissist, racist and fatphobic who hates women. He endlessly loved his cat Choupette, which as he said was his muse and he liked to be left alone when designing, without being disturbed. World knew Lagerfeld as a successful entrepreneur but the question is what kind of leader Lagerfeld really was, what theory would apply to him and what style and strategies he used to lead every business to the worldwide success.  This essay is a short timeline through his professional life and legacy he left behind. Once again, loved and hated, legendary Karl Lagerfeld….

 

2.0 Main Body

2.1 Background and family

Karl Otto Lagerfeld  was born in September 1933 into a wealthy aristocratic family from Berlin. His father Otto owned a company that produced and imported evaporated milk, his mother Elizabeth  was a violin player and grandfather was a local politician. 
His family shielded Karl  from the deprivations of World War II , but was later criticized for being Nazis who employed slave laborers in the family business. (Scally, 2020)
Lagerfeld was only a young boy when he started to be interested in design and clothes. He was collecting fashion magazine cut outs and commenting on other kids outfits in school. (Karl Lagerfeld, 2019).  When he was growing up he was greatly influenced by his mother Elizabeth. As he stated in one of his interviews, she was very strict and some would say with horrible parental rules, slamming the piano lid on Karl’s fingers and sending him drawing instead, because she couldn't bear the noise. She never mentioned that she was proud of Karl’s success, and she only gave him her blessing when he decided to move to Paris.  Lagerfeld claimed that she was ‘’OK’’ and predicted his success, however she did not forget to remind him that he has ugly hands, big nostrils and not very nice hair. Her aristocratic upbringing had also a positive influence on Karl as he never had a problem with alcohol drugs and he never smoked. (CNBC, 2017)

2. 2   Achievements

As stated in Biography.com, Lagerfeld moved to Paris in 1954 at the age of 14, with clear vision and dream to be a famous designer.  He entered a Woolmark competition and won first prize for the best coat 2 years later, in 1956.  That prize was his first great achievement which landed him an assistant job for already famous designer Balmain, where he remained for 3 years. He enjoyed that job but his ambitions were to have his own brand thus finally in 1961 he created his very first collection of Karl Lagerfeld trademarks.
Lagerfeld spent an astonishing, world-record-breaking 54 years in Italian house Fendi, which he joined in 1965, and over 36 years at Chanel since 1983, but still continuing to design for Chloe and his own brand.
In 2004 Lagerfeld became the first designer to collaborate with giant H&M and brought his fashion to the high street. It was a great marketing move because his collections literally sold out within a few minutes and added a bunch of money to company profits. He teamed up with Coca Cola designing bottles, Vans and cosmetic brand Shu Uemura when he used a portrait of his cat for the brand logo. (Chan, 2019)

2.3 Restless leader


Mc Gregor’s X and Y theory about  approach of leading employees is described in 2 categories , when ‘’X’’ employees are more lazy and less interested in work they doing and need more control and supervision , while ‘’Y’’ employees are more motivated and productive, working towards common goals, engaged in problem solving and decision making  process as well as taking responsibility for their actions. (Mc Gregor, 1960). Only theory ‘’Y’’ would apply to Lagerfeld’s team as his employees were chosen precisely and only the best people could be privileged to work with him. 
Lagerfeld’s employees often described him as a very creative, amazingly talented and fair boss. He was an inspiration for every young designer, very intelligent and hardworking leader who never stopped learning and cultivating himself. (Ann, 2016). His look was sharp, usually dressed in black glasses, high collar white shirt and fingerless gloves with his white hair always tied in a ponytail. Although he might look very strict at what he expected from his employees his style was surprisingly more democratic than authoritarian. He was a mixture of different leadership styles based on his actions in certain situations. For instance, in his documentary called ‘’7 days with Lagerfeld ‘’he expressed how much he appreciated everyone's hard work putting together the most extravagant and most amazing fashion shows. He stated that if people aren't happy in their job, they should leave and do something else. He claimed that: ‘’People buy dresses to be happy, not to hear about somebody who suffered over a piece of taffeta.” (Friedman, 2019)
Democratic style would reflect Lagerfeld’s leadership as he supported creativity, and self-actualization, stating that: ‘’My job is to bring out in people what they wouldn't dare do themselves.’’
He praised and celebrated his employees hard work and commitment with rewards and recognition. Karl Lagerfeld has been the greatest marketing mind and selected only the best people to work with stating, that you should go by rule: ‘’Keep the best, forget the rest..’’ His advice to a successful leadership would be to ‘’Educate yourself: Be Your Own Tutor’’. As a leader, self-education is very important. Your followers cannot learn the core unless you show them the way. He believed in his instincts and developed from his own personal qualities [trait theory].
He liked to describe himself as a happy victim of books, comparing books to a drug without danger of overdose, motivating others to ‘’stuff their brains with knowledge.’’ People often described Lagerfeld as a man with knowledge of industry with endless energy and drive, a very ambitious, talented and charismatic leader. He was a mixture of authoritarian and democratic leadership style, which Lewin theory describes as a perfect leader. 
Autocratic style was needed in place because as an artist and designer, making things exactly to match the creators vision required extreme attention to detail and following the instructions to achieve the final product. He creates most impressive fashion shows sceneries from replicas of Eiffel tower to transporting giant iceberg from Scandinavia and his followers absolutely adored his last fashion show in 2019, when he converted Grand Palais into  the Villa Chanel country house, surrounding by  beautiful  ponds, palm trees,  artificial grass, live shrubs and plants. (Yalcinkaya, 2019)
He was aware of his coercive power and used it as severe punishment. (Hofmann et al., 2017) Based on this experience,  his ex-assistant Arnaud Maillard called Lagerfeld an unbelievable narcissist. He wrote a book about Lagerfeld, arguing that he wanted to work also with another brand called Celine but Karl had refused it, however when this position had been taken by someone else, Karl, using his coercive power, fired Arnaud without ‘mowing a brow’. (C. Lunenburg, 2012). He wrote in his book that Lagerfeld was a bit of a diva, surrounded himself with a royal court kind of team, where everyone agrees with him. Wanting  ridiculously expensive things and with posh manners,  such as Baccarat crystal glass of Pepsi cola wherever he goes,  being replaced every half an hour so it doesn't go flat and warm. He paid respect and tribute to his ex-boss, even though Arnaud was hurt by Karl’s decision and as he stated that he couldn't find any jobs after that. He described Karl or as he called him ‘Kaiser’ as hot and cold, saying:’’ He fired people within seconds, without hesitation. Lagerfeld employees had to be available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. He could be very generous. When Arnaud was looking for his first apartment in Paris, Lagerfeld discreetly slipped him an envelope that made it possible to afford. But he can also be merciless. ‘I’ve seen him simply stop talking to people and ignoring their existence. In the fashion business, nobody raises their voice; they say the worst things in a very polite tone.’ (Odell, 2009)


2.4 Chanel reborn - Situational leadership
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Chanel - founded by Gabrielle Chanel (later called Coco Chanel) is a luxurious haute couture brand with one of the most famous interlocking CC logo in the world. When Lagerfeld became a director after Coco died (1971), he compared it to a not very attractive sleeping princess. Lagerfeld rejuvenated the brand and made the most of the CC logo as a symbol of old and new Chanel.  Making collections more modern and forgetting old fashion pastel colours and squared suits Lagerfeld brought Chanel back to life. Following his marketing knowledge, he kept a famous tweed jacket and turned it into a more suitable outfit for younger generations with a more casual look. (Pidgeon, 2019).
This is when Lagerfeld shows his situational leadership qualities when he adapted to a situation in Chanel, making it survive and accommodate to a fast changing environment in the fashion industry. His agility and multi-talented skills were used to lead a team of professionals in Chanel requiring only minimal guidance. (Staff, 2020).  According to Hersey and Blanchard (1981) the leader must choose appropriate leadership style and apply it to a current situation. Different styles suit different circumstances and a great leader must adapt his leadership style in order to achieve organisations common goals and objectives. (Shaukat and Sikandar, 2018). Lagerfeld was the biggest strength of Chanel and he modified everything yet nothing in the company, keeping customers excited and curious about new collections and creative designs, respecting its heritage. (Teo Jia En, 2011)
Lagerfeld expressed the characteristics of an industry leader by staying updated with continuing culture and technology. He hired a personal assistant whose job was to look after his 300 iPods. His goal was to keep discovering and inventing over and over again. He set the bar very high for every team member and used it as a successful technique to push his brand to a more advanced level. (Ann, 2016)

2.5 Qualities of a perfect leader - knowing your traits
[image: ]
According to Cervone and Pervin (2008) personality traits apply to psychological aspects that add to a person’s experiencing original arrangements of feeling, logic, and reactions. Lagerfeld was a big personality, he believed in his instincts, his vision and his personal qualities. Psychologist Sigmund Freud believed that our personality is shaped in childhood and influences us for the rest of our lives.   (Mc Leod, 2018). That definition applies and may explain why Lagerfeld never wanted to speak about his past and childhood and stated that he only lived for the presence and the future. He explained in his interview for CNBC (2017) that his childhood was very simple and that he didn't  enjoy playing with his siblings or kids. He stated that he hated kids until these days and he is no family person. When he was small the only thing he wanted was to ‘grow up’. (YouTube, 2017). His parents were aristocrats and as he stated his mother had no patience and never showed interest in his work or expressed emotions about being a proud parent.  However, this didn't affect Karl as an employer, he was a natural born leader with sensitivity to others and strong beliefs. Cara Delevingne wrote an emotional tribute after Lagerfeld’s death, stating how working with Karl for a few years changed her life and brought so much confidence and ambition into her life by believing in her talent and introducing her to important people from the world of fashion. He used to say: ’Don’t sacrifice yourself too much, because if you do, nobody will care for you, and there's nothing left of you to give..’’ He stated that the secret of modeling is a natural face that people can recognize and bring something unique and not perfection. (Karl Lagerfeld Quotes, 2020)
2.6 Controversies
There is no doubt that Lagerfeld was partly a charismatic leader. His drive and responsibility for the company and his employees were inspirations for many followers and future generations. He didn't want to make revolutionary statements but only leave a legacy worth mentioning. His attitude may seem careless or arrogant, based on his controversial comments about others. He expressed his opinions so easily and without single care, knowing that it wouldn't hurt his business because he was aware of his power and popularity in this industry. That was a part of his authoritarian style. He always set the bar very high in what he expected from people. He often criticized models for being too wide, big busted or even ugly, making shocking statements about individuals appearance. Tanya Gold stated in Guardian (2019) that Lagerfeld didn't really like women and only made ridiculously expensive clothes which normal working class women could never afford. Her criticism pointed at the fact that his collections should be more accessible and bring joy to all women and not just celebrities and rich bureaucrats. (Gold, 2019). He sparked his body shaming comments again in 2008 when he stated that no one is interested to see a curvy women and called singer Adele a’’little too fat ‘’ but apologized later, saying he used the word ‘roundish’ and he respects Adele as an artist.. (HuffPost, 2012). Actress Jameela Jamil posted her tweet about Lagerfeld's death calling him a ruthless fat-phobic and misogynist and stated that he might have been a fashion genius but he wasn't a very nice person. (North Wales Chronicle, 2019). He had similar leadership qualities and similarities in personality like Coco Chanel, being both transformational leaders and very influential, but also sharing the same vision and trying to implement positive changes and promote creativity and innovation. (Hatherly, 2019). Same as Lagerfeld Coco commented on her rivals Christian Dior collection as ridiculous, stating that he used too much fabric to design his clothes that models can’t move and he upholstered women instead of dressed them. However, Dior was known for adoring women, describing them as gifts from God and models loved working with him. Unless like Lagerfeld who publicly criticized and shamed most of them. Lagerfeld expressed care and appreciation to his female employees but Dior personally knew his employees even hugged them for press which Lagerfeld would never do, he preferred non personal contact and as he said the best female in his life was his cat Choupette which if it was legal he would marry. (Baker, 2019).  His communication with the team was mostly through his personal assistant and public interviews were short and almost always controversial, he used to say: fashion designers are basically ‘dictators of style and that he hates amateurs and unprofessional people who can't do the job.  Organisation protecting animal rights (PETA) was celebrating victory over banding fur used for clothes and accessories in the fashion industry. After years of confronting Lagerfeld of slaughtering and killing animals for fashion ‘frocks’, however, Lagerfeld commented as a childish to discuss this problem in a ‘meat eating world’. Chanel, alongside other companies such as Versace, Burberry, Michael Kors et al.  joined the fur-free campaign and banned fur from their collections. (Toliver, 2019). It seems that Lagerfeld drew attention to his business by making controversial statements and comments by purpose, which almost looked like a good marketing strategy at the time. When people speak about you and your brand, they are still interested in spending an enormous amount of money for one piece from the collection. No matter how true his statements were, every leader with millions of followers need to adapt to a new society and what was allowed to say 20 years ago might be offensive to people in current world where racism, discrimination and bullying has no place. New era of 21st century leaders requires focus on respect, communication, interaction with social media, promoting self-awareness and ecological sustainability. (Rost, 1991)

2.7 Analysis of situational, autocratic and transactional leadership styles
Situational leadership style is often used by companies for training purposes, teaching employees solving problems in certain situations, however it is not always easy to match style to employee competency. This style does not rely on the skills of the leader, thus is customized to match organisations requirements. (Strengths And Weaknesses Situational Leadership, 2020) Hersey and Blanchard described it as a process of how to interact with employees based on their needs, and it all depends on maturity and level of knowledge they have. (Jenkinson, 2020). Employees are engaged in problem solving and decision making processes, unlike in authoritarian style, when the approach by the leader is very much in the form of ‘do what I say’.  This approach is negative and people are motivated to do the work by punishment or threat thus is not suitable for today’s democratic world and wouldn't survive pressure from authorities and trade unions. (Autocratic Style leadership | Meaning, Advantage, Disadvantage, 2020). In transactional leadership style, it all relies on the leader’s capability to use suitable rewards or punishment to motivate employees to finish the task with a positive outcome. There is a form of psychological contract in place, when employers expect work done by employees following his instructions, and employees can expect reward or being punished for avoiding the task.  (Transactional Leadership – What is it? Pros/Cons? Examples?, 2020).  Burnes (1978), argues that differences between transformational and transactional leaders are that transactional leaders see their bond with people they lead via deals or contract and transformational leaders goals are to motivate and inspire followers beyond agreement, not for profit but for better change and improvement. 




2.8 Understanding of my own Leadership approach
In our lifetime we go through many different jobs and experiences dealing with problems and issues that come across our path. I believe that we have natural abilities to be leaders since we were born. Our leadership traits are being recognised in early age from being children and playing with our friends or doing tasks in school. I grew up in a happy family where respect and togetherness were the basic foundation taught by my parents. My mum used to say ‘’treat people the way you would like to be treated ‘’, which shaped my values and beliefs. My dad taught me to be humble and helpful. He stated that: ’You need to try to help people, but if you can't at least don't hurt them. ‘’Words can hurt the same as actions. Once something is said you can't take it back and you might remember it for the rest of your life. I was working in many industries and performed different duties with different levels of responsibility. Based on the leadership questionnaire I have scored 18 being authoritarian, 29 democratic and 17 laissez-faire leader. I couldn't agree more with this statement. When working for a housekeeping company in Cornwall I was leading a team of four and my responsibility was to make sure that properties are cleaned to a highest standard, therefore it required a bit of strong autocratic style to push the team to do the job on first attempt by deadline without mistakes and issues. Reward power was used in the form of bonuses and recognition by the company after receiving positive feedback from customers and property owners. Democratic style was present when I have discussed ideas for improvement and also engaged the team in decision making. My team knew that if we have 3 hours to do the job and we have managed to finish it in 2 hours, I made sure we all get paid for 3 hours, letting them go home early, enjoying extra time with their families.  I am definitely an empathetic leader because I care how people feel about the job they are doing and I find it important for their mental health. My legacy is to be remembered as a fair leader and good person. Treating everyone with respect and helping them to grow following hierarchy of needs and believing in people's qualities can turn a lazy and unmotivated employee into a committed individual with self-control and direction. I believe I have the ability to motivate and influence others and bring best out of them. My time management skills are great when things need to be done and my strengths are punctuality, problem solving and decision making as well as working under pressure. I believe I am a situational leader and can adapt to different situations.  When working for a meat factory in Cornwall I was leading a team of foreign workers, and therefore I found it easier to train new workers on tasks in their first language and then once they understood the task, I provided training in English. It was much more effective and faster at that time. This form of situational leadership was perfectly working at the place where the majority of employees were from different backgrounds and levels of maturity varied from people who left education in early age to people who had 2 university degrees and lots of experience and knowledge already. These workers required minimal guidance and shorter training.  However, working for a care home required a completely different style of leadership. Visiting clients in their own home and with underlying health issues there was no place for autocratic style. Patience, empathy and commitment to do this job were main drivers. Perfect time management and will to help others were crucial for this job role because it wasn't a very good paid job. Main motivation was flexible working hours and intrinsic reasons to perform a job, such as satisfaction and ability to help others. Being able to change other people's lives to better is my objective and a part of my journey to become a transformational leader.
3.0 Conclusion

Theorists define leadership as a process or method of navigating and motivating employees towards organisational goals and objectives. Different organisations have different leadership styles which are suitable for that business. Lagerfeld was a combination of democratic and autocratic approach based on the way he led his business and people. Often criticized for his controversial statements and behaviour he was either loved or hated. His charisma and talent run through his astonishing collections for decades. World lost one of the greatest leaders from fashion, who believed in education and self-actualization. The legacy he left behind will live forever and inspire many younger ambitious leaders to follow his footsteps. It's been proved that with the right choice of leadership style, leaders can achieve company's objectives and goals.
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