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Leadership is a multifaceted concept pivotal to organisational success, fundamentally involving the capacity to influence others. Cole and Kelly (2020) describe leadership as the exercise of power by one person to influence others, guiding their efforts towards achieving shared objectives. Yukl echoes this, defining leadership as the process of persuading others to comprehend and concur on necessary actions, thereby enabling both individual and collective efforts to achieve organizational goals (Cole and Kelly, 2020). Building on these perspectives, Kotter (2001) emphasises leadership's role in motivating, influencing, and enabling individuals to significantly contribute towards organisational objectives, highlighting the critical role leaders play in harnessing the potential of their teams for high performance. The importance of leadership is linked to an organisation’s ability to innovate, adapt, and excel in competitive environments, distinctly setting it apart from management, which focuses on maintaining processes and systems. This essay will explore the dynamic nature of leadership, the theories that underpin our understanding of its practice, and the essential characteristics that distinguish effective leaders, grounding the discussion in academic theory and practical experiences, including examples from The Body Shop and my individual experiences as a leasing manager (Kotter, 2001).
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The leadership style at The Body Shop has evolved significantly over the years, influenced by shifts in ownership and strategic direction. Initially founded on the principles of ethical capitalism by Anita Roddick, The Body Shop was known for its pioneering approach to combining social and environmental concerns with business (BBC News, 2020). This early phase exhibited a transformational leadership style, marked by Roddick’s ability to inspire both employees and customers with a vision of doing business that benefits society and the environment.
However, following its acquisition by L’Oréal, later by Natura, and most recently by Aurelius, The Body Shop’s leadership style shifted towards a more transactional and corporate-centric approach. This is evident in the strategic decisions to streamline operations by closing underperforming stores and cutting jobs in response to financial pressures, reflecting a more autocratic leadership style focused on financial sustainability rather than social impact (Sky News, 2024).
Transformational leadership at The Body Shop initially brought significant advantages, including strong brand loyalty and a distinct corporate identity aligned with social and environmental values, which resonated well with consumers ((The Body shop, 2024; BBC News, 2020). However, the main disadvantage of this style was its sustainability in a competitive, profit-driven market, which became apparent when the company struggled financially under ethical constraints (Sit,2024; Sky News, 2024).
The autocratic style adopted later helped stabilise the business financially by making tough decisions quickly, which was necessary given the company’s economic conditions. The downside, however, was potential damage to the brand’s ethical image and a decrease in employee morale due to job insecurity and the closing of stores, which could alienate the workforce and consumers attracted to the company’s original values.
The leadership style at The Body Shop demonstrates the need for adaptability in different business phases. During its inception and growth phase, transformational leadership was effective in building a strong brand ethos. However, as financial realities pressed, a more autocratic approach became necessary to ensure survival and competitiveness in the market.
This dichotomy raises critical questions about the balance between maintaining ethical standards and ensuring financial viability. It raises few questions: Can companies like The Body Shop maintain their foundational ethical values without compromising profitability? And how can leadership adapt to changing market conditions without losing the essence of what originally made the brand successful?
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Reflecting on my tenure as a leasing manager at Greystar Europe Holdings, managing a portfolio of buildings across London, I encountered a particularly challenging period that tested my leadership and strategic decision-making skills. Significant economic fluctuations marked the London real estate market during this time, creating a fiercely competitive environment. As my team of 12 leasing associates and I navigated this landscape, our primary objective was to maintain high occupancy rates while managing the renewals of several key leases under less than favourable market conditions.
This situation unfolded during a quarter when economic uncertainties led to an increase in market supply and tenants were negotiating hard for better terms. The complexity of this situation required a robust response strategy. I had to critically evaluate whether to adopt a more autocratic leadership style to make swift decisions or to engage in a democratic approach, involving my team in a collaborative problem-solving process. This reflection brings to light a critical question: which leadership style is more effective in managing a crisis in a highly competitive market?
To address the immediate challenges, I initially leaned towards an autocratic decision-making style. This approach enabled quick actions and responses to rapidly changing tenant demands and market conditions. However, I quickly realised that to sustain motivation and drive within my team and to foster a deeper understanding of the strategic shifts we were making, a more inclusive approach was necessary. Therefore, I transitioned to a democratic style, actively soliciting input from my associates on how best to negotiate lease renewals and attract new tenants.
This shift not only improved team morale but also led to innovative leasing strategies that were better tailored to the unique demands of our market. For instance, one associate suggested implementing flexible leasing terms, which became a key differentiator for us in retaining existing tenants and attracting new ones. This experience underscored the importance of adaptability in leadership—balancing the need for quick, decisive actions with the benefits of team involvement and consensus-building.
This critical reflection on my leadership approach during a challenging period at Greystar Europe Holdings raises several pertinent questions: How does one effectively balance different leadership styles to adapt to market and organisational needs? What are the long-term impacts of these leadership decisions on team performance and business outcomes?
Such questions are critical because they not only pertain to personal growth and leadership effectiveness, but they also resonate with broader themes in management such as adaptability, team dynamics, and strategic agility. Through this experience, I learned that effective leadership, particularly in high-pressure, competitive environments, requires a fluid approach that combines elements of both autocratic and democratic styles, tailored to the specific demands of the situation at hand.
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Integrating personal experiences in leadership with theoretical insights can provide a profound understanding of effective management in competitive environments. Reflecting on my tenure as a leasing manager during a challenging economic period, the theories and styles discussed in the leadership literature I studied offer a lens to critically analyse my actions and decisions.
During this turbulent time, my initial autocratic leadership approach aligned with the Commanding Leadership Style described by Goleman, which emphasises swift decision-making and clear directives (Goleman,2000). This style was initially effective in responding to immediate market pressures. However, as the complexity of the situation unfolded, the need for a more inclusive approach became apparent.
The transition to a democratic leadership style, which values collective input and collaboration represented by Tannenbaum and Schmidt theory, was influenced by human relations theories, emphasising the importance of people management in enhancing organisational effectiveness (Cole and Kelly, 2020). This shift was also supported by the Transformational Leadership Theory, which suggests that leaders work with teams to identify needed change, creating a vision to guide the change through inspiration (Bass and Riggio, 2006).
Interestingly, my experience underscores the Path-Goal Theory, which posits that a leader's behaviour is contingent upon the satisfaction, motivation, and performance of their subordinates (House, 1996). By adapting my leadership style from directive to participative, I aligned with this theory, effectively navigating the challenges posed by market conditions and team dynamics. This integration of personal experience and theory not only demonstrates my understanding of different leadership styles, but also highlights the practical application of these theories in real-world scenarios. This adaptability is crucial in leadership, as it enables the leader to effectively respond to varying situational demands, thereby enhancing team performance, and achieving organisational goals.
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This essay has delved into the multifaced nature of leadership by merging theoretical constructs with practical instances from The Body Shop and personal my experiences at Greystar Europe Holdings, underscoring the critical balance leaders must maintain between ethical integrity and financial viability. The transformation in leadership styles—from Anita Roddick's inspirational, ethically-driven approach to a more autocratic, efficiency-focused style under subsequent ownership—illustrates the perpetual challenge of aligning core values with market demands. Similarly, my personal shift from autocratic to democratic strategies at Greystar during a volatile market period raises profound questions about the adaptability of leadership styles. Such scenarios compel me to reconsider the effectiveness of traditional leadership models in contemporary, rapidly changing business environments. Are current leadership development programmes adequately preparing leaders to navigate these complexities, and can leaders truly sustain ethical principles without compromising on competitive performance? This critical analysis suggests a need for a dynamic, context-responsive leadership approach that not only addresses immediate challenges but also strategically anticipates and adapts to future organisational needs.
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