
ATTRIBUTES AND IMPACTS OF LEADERS: TRANSPORT FOR WALES (TFW)



Executive Summary

This report examines the attributes and impacts of Leadership within Transport for Wales (TfW), with a particular focus on how leadership practices influence organisational performance, culture and public service delivery in the rail sector. Operating within a complex environment characterised by operational interdependence, public scrutiny and institutional constraints, TfW provides a relevant case for analysing leadership effectiveness in a public transport context.
The analysis demonstrates that many of TfW's current challenges cannot be explained solely by technical or structural factors. Instead, they are closely linked to leadership-related issues, including weak alignment between strategic objectives and operational execution, limited relational and emotional leadership capability, and an over-reliance on procedural control and reactive management. Evidence from audit reports, regulatory data, and public scrutiny highlights how these leadership deficiencies contribute to service disruptions, strained industrial relations, and declining public confidence.
The report further identifies patterns consistent with toxic Leadership, manifested through authoritarian behaviours, limited transparency and avoidance of accountability. These dynamics are reinforced by rigid organisational structures and a defensive culture, which reduce psychological safety, undermine collaboration, and constrain organisational learning. The consequences extend beyond internal performance, directly affecting passenger experience, institutional reputation and trust in public service provision.
To address these challenges, the report evaluates leadership development as a strategic intervention. Mentoring, coaching, influence-based Leadership and the development of collective leadership capabilities are identified as relevant mechanisms for supporting behavioural and cultural change. However, their effectiveness depends on senior leadership commitment, strategic alignment, and a culture that supports learning, reflection, and accountability.
Finally, the report emphasises the importance of adaptive Leadership and influencing through understanding as essential approaches for managing complexity and uncertainty within TfW. By mobilising stakeholders, facilitating dialogue and encouraging shared responsibility, these approaches offer a pathway toward improved organisational performance, stronger leadership capability and the restoration of public trust in rail services.
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Leadership is a determinant of organisational performance, internal culture and the ability of an institution to operate effectively in a complex and dynamic environment (Yukl and Gardner, 2020). In the public transport sector, where service quality directly affects user experience and public image, the role of Leadership becomes essential for the stability and evolution of organisations. Transport for Wales (TfW), responsible for the rail network and public transport integration in Wales, constitutes a relevant contemporary framework for assessing leadership attributes and impact. The complexity of its operations, media pressure and social responsibility amplify the effects of both effective and deficient Leadership (Brown, 2020).
The choice of TfW as a case study is justified by the fact that it reflects current and significant leadership challenges in an organisation transforming (Bolden, 2016; CIPD, 2023). Unlike ScotRail, which has experienced similar difficulties such as strikes, staff conflicts, and punctuality issues (Office of Rail and Road, 2022; Transport Scotland, 2021), TfW represents a more complex example due to its public status and direct accountability to the Welsh Government and citizens (Welsh Government, 2023). This comparison highlights that Leadership in the rail sector cannot be analysed in isolation but must be analysed in relation to the socio-political context and the operational pressures specific to the industry (Van Wart, 2013; McKinsey & Company, 2021).
However, in contrast to organisations in other sectors, such as BHS, where toxic Leadership, poor governance and poor financial decisions led to the company's collapse (Tourish, 2019; Financial Reporting Council, 2016), TfW offers a different and more complex context, where poor Leadership may not 'close the organisation' but can profoundly affect service quality, employee morale, public reputation and passenger safety (Yukl and Gardner, 2020; Office of Rail and Road, 2022). This multi-dimensional comparison highlights why TfW is a suitable choice for critical analysis: it offers both operational challenges similar to other rail operators and relevant leadership lessons compared to organisations that have failed for cultural and strategic reasons (Bolden, 2016).
The report therefore aims to critically investigate how Leadership, emotional intelligence, adaptive capacity and toxic Leadership influence organisational performance and culture.
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[bookmark: _Toc216432388][bookmark: _Toc218262640] 1.1 Current leadership challenges at Transport for Wales 

Transport for Wales (TfW) faces multiple leadership challenges arising from the operational complexity of the rail sector and the structural constraints associated with its status as a public organisation (Van Wart, 2013). A key challenge is Leadership's inability to ensure coherence between publicly stated strategic objectives and consistently delivered operational performance (Office of Rail and Road, 2022). Senedd Cymru reports highlight recurrent service delays, frequent cancellations and persistent resource management difficulties, indicating weaknesses in translating strategy into effective operational execution (Senedd Cymru, 2023).
A clear illustration of this challenge is the management of the transition to new operating contracts and fleet modernisation. Although presented as part of a strategic vision to improve services, implementation was marked by delays and ineffective communication with frontline staff (RMT, 2022). This disconnect between strategic intent and operational reality reflects leadership approaches that are more oriented towards administrative control than towards influence, engagement, and coordination (Yukl and Gardner, 2020).
A further challenge concerns employee–union relations in a high-pressure environment. Disputes over working conditions, working hours, and staff stress levels have led to union action and declining employee morale (BBC News, 2023). These tensions reveal limitations in relational and emotional leadership capabilities—particularly empathy, emotional self-regulation and authentic communication—contributing to a defensive climate in which decisions are perceived as imposed rather than co-created (Boyatzis and McKee, 2022).
TfW leadership also appears to struggle with taking responsibility for operational failures. Research on public-sector organisational culture identifies responsibility avoidance and blame-shifting as symptoms of weak adaptive Leadership and fragile organisational cultures (Bamidele, 2022). In this context, such practices limit organisational learning and reduce the capacity to convert failure into improvement.
Overall, leadership challenges within TfW cannot be attributed solely to external or structural factors. They reflect deficiencies in strategic alignment, relational leadership capability and adaptive capacity, with direct implications for organisational performance and public trust.
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 Percentage of delayed and cancelled Transport for Wales services (2019–2023)
Source: Office of Rail and Road (2022); Senedd Cymru (2023).


[bookmark: _Toc216432389]The increase in delays and cancellations indicates operational instability linked to a lack of decision-making continuity and difficulties aligning strategic Leadership with operational execution (Office of Rail and Road, 2023; McKinsey & Company, 2021). While not implying direct causality, the temporal correlation suggests leadership challenges can amplify dysfunctions in a complex rail system, affecting passenger experience and organisational efficiency.
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The distinction between Leadership and management is central to understanding the challenges faced by Transport for Wales (TfW). Although interrelated, the two concepts imply different roles, competencies and objectives (Mullins and Christy, 2016). Management is primarily concerned with planning, organising, controlling and adherence to procedures, whereas Leadership focuses on influence, vision, motivation and mobilising people in contexts of change (Yukl and Gardner, 2020; Northouse, 2022). In complex public organisations such as TfW, an imbalance between these dimensions can have significant implications for organisational performance and culture.
Evidence from TfW suggests a predominance of bureaucratic management approaches at the expense of strategic and relational Leadership (Mintzberg, 2009; Tourish, 2019). Rigid reporting structures and an emphasis on compliance indicate a control-oriented management style that limits employee involvement in problem-solving and adaptive responses (Schein, 2017; Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky, 2009). This is illustrated by the reactive handling of recurrent delays and staff shortages, where administrative responses appeared to take precedence over strategic anticipation and positive behavioural influence (Senedd Cymru, 2025; Office of Rail and Road, 2025).
The distinction between Leadership and management is further evident in the context of organisational change. Effective Leadership requires articulating a clear vision, maintaining consistent communication, and fostering a shared sense of purpose, particularly during periods of uncertainty. In TfW, communication gaps between senior management and operational staff suggest that managerial decision-making has not been sufficiently complemented by Leadership capable of generating commitment and trust. As noted by Adair (2010), imbalances between task, team, and individual needs often result in reduced performance and increased internal tensions, dynamics observable within the TfW context.
From a cultural and emotional perspective, the limitations of a predominantly managerial approach become even more apparent. While managers implement rules and procedures, leaders shape organisational culture and influence how employees perceive and respond to change (Kotter, 1990; Schein, 2017). The limited visibility of empathetic Leadership during periods of disruption at TfW contributed to perceptions of a distant management, focused on performance indicators rather than lived employee and passenger experiences. Consequently, TfW's challenges do not arise solely from deficiencies in managerial capability, but from an inability to integrate effective management with authentic Leadership centred on people, vision and influence (Kotter, 1996; Avolio and Gardner, 2005). This distinction explains why structural adjustments or process redesign alone are insufficient to achieve sustainable improvements in organisational performance (Schein, 2017; Beer, Eisenstat and Spector, 1990).
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Leadership within Transport for Wales (TfW) can be interpreted through established leadership theories that explain how leadership styles shape strategic direction, organisational behaviour and the capacity to respond to complexity in a highly regulated public transport environment (Northouse, 2022). In this context, transformational, transactional and adaptive leadership theories provide complementary analytical lenses for assessing leadership practices and their implications for organisational performance and culture.
Transformational Leadership is particularly relevant to TfW due to its emphasis on vision, meaning and employee engagement. This approach requires leaders to build trust, communicate strategic intent and mobilise staff around shared goals, which are critical in sustaining long-term change within public service organisations (Northouse, 2022). Parliamentary scrutiny of TfW has highlighted persistent challenges in maintaining staff engagement and confidence during periods of reform, indicating limitations in consistently applying transformational leadership behaviours (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
Transactional Leadership remains central to understanding how TfW ensures compliance, safety and operational control within the rail system. Reliance on clear rules, performance monitoring and corrective action supports predictability in a safety-critical environment (Yukl and Gardner, 2020). However, audit evidence suggests that an overemphasis on procedural compliance within TfW has constrained organisational flexibility and limited proactive problem-solving, particularly in relation to service performance and workforce management (Audit Wales, 2023).
Adaptive Leadership offers further insight into TfW's leadership challenges by emphasising the need to address ambiguity, systemic problems and competing stakeholder interests. In a context shaped by structural reform, political oversight and high public expectations, adaptive Leadership involves facilitating collective learning and tackling root causes rather than relying on short-term technical solutions (Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky, 2009). Reviews of TfW's performance indicate that reactive responses to operational pressures have frequently prevailed over adaptive, forward-looking leadership approaches, reinforcing patterns of short-term problem management rather than sustainable change (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
Overall, the application of transformational, transactional and adaptive leadership theories enables a more nuanced understanding of how leadership styles interact within TfW. A more balanced integration of these approaches would be better aligned with the complex demands of the public railway sector, supporting both operational stability and longer-term organisational improvement.
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Emotional intelligence represents a core component of leadership capability in complex public organisations, where leaders are required to manage operational pressures, industrial relations, political expectations and public dissatisfaction simultaneously (Goleman, 2017). Within Transport for Wales (TfW), leadership effectiveness depends not only on technical and procedural competence, but also on leaders' capacity to recognise, regulate and influence emotional responses in high-pressure contexts.
Key dimensions of emotional intelligence, including self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy and social skills, are particularly relevant in the rail sector. In environments characterised by service disruption, union tensions and media scrutiny, leaders are frequently required to communicate difficult decisions and manage strong emotional reactions from employees and passengers. Deficiencies in self-awareness and emotional regulation increase the likelihood of defensive communication, avoidance of accountability and erosion of trust, with negative consequences for collective performance and organisational resilience (Boyatzis and McKee, 2022).
Empathy and interpersonal competence play a critical role in shaping organisational climate and employee engagement. In the TfW context, limited demonstration of empathetic Leadership towards operational staff can reinforce perceptions of distance between Leadership and frontline employees, particularly during periods of change or uncertainty. Research indicates that leaders' ability to understand the emotional impact of decisions directly influences employee commitment, job satisfaction and willingness to support organisational initiatives (Carden, Jones and Passmore, 2022; CIPD, 2023).
Emotional intelligence is also closely associated with effective conflict management and the prevention of toxic organisational dynamics. Leaders with underdeveloped emotional competencies may inadvertently contribute to defensive cultures characterised by blame, withdrawal and reduced dialogue. In highly interdependent systems such as TfW, these dynamics can undermine collaboration and compromise service quality, highlighting the strategic importance of emotional intelligence for sustainable leadership effectiveness (Einarsen et al., 2020).
Overall, leadership capability within TfW cannot be meaningfully assessed without consideration of emotional intelligence. Developing leaders' emotional competence represents a critical mechanism for strengthening trust, improving communication and supporting organisational performance in an environment defined by complexity and sustained pressure.
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Poor Leadership within Transport for Wales (TfW) has significant consequences for both internal organisational performance and the external environment in which the organisation operates. In public rail systems, leadership deficiencies tend to have cumulative effects, influencing operational efficiency, employee relations and public trust in transport services (Bolden, 2016). Within TfW, periods of organisational change have been accompanied by inconsistent communication and limited strategic clarity, contributing to declining staff morale and reduced confidence in management (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
These internal effects are intensified by the interdependent nature of railway operations, where effective coordination between teams is critical. Weak Leadership in such contexts is commonly associated with reduced organisational commitment and increased resistance to change initiatives (Bolden, 2016). Audit evidence relating to TfW governance and workforce management highlights capacity pressures and challenges in sustaining engagement during ongoing operational disruption, reinforcing these leadership-related limitations (Audit Wales, 2023).
The impact of poor Leadership is also evident in operational performance outcomes. Incoherent decision-making and delayed managerial responses have contributed to recurrent delays, service cancellations, and inefficient resource allocation, reflecting a reactive rather than anticipatory leadership approach (Yukl and Gardner, 2020). Independent regulatory data show that TfW has consistently underperformed in punctuality and reliability compared to other UK operators, indicating limitations in Leadership's ability to coordinate complex systems and anticipate operational risk (Office of Rail and Road, 2023).
From an external perspective, leadership shortcomings directly affect passenger experience and public confidence. Repeated service disruption combined with inadequate real-time information is perceived by users as a management failure, regardless of technical explanations (CMI, 2015). Parliamentary scrutiny of TfW has linked declining passenger satisfaction to leadership and governance challenges, with implications for institutional credibility and trust in public transport provision (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
Beyond organisational boundaries, poor Leadership within TfW generates wider economic and social consequences. Rail transport plays a critical role in regional mobility and access to employment, and sustained service underperformance can disrupt local economies and exacerbate inequalities of access (Audit Wales, 2023). These impacts underline that leadership failure in public transport organisations extends beyond internal inefficiency to affect broader policy objectives and social outcomes.
Overall, the consequences of poor Leadership in TfW extend across organisational, social and institutional domains. This interdependence reinforces the need for Leadership that is adaptive, accountable, and aligned with the public interest in a sector fundamental to societal functioning (Yukl and Gardner, 2020).
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Toxic Leadership refers to persistent patterns of behaviour that undermine employee well-being, organisational effectiveness and long-term performance. Unlike ineffective Leadership, which may result from limited competence or experience, toxic Leadership is characterised by recurring practices that generate fear, demotivation and distrust, often justified through performance pressure, tight control or external constraints (Lipman-Blumen, 2010).
In public organisations, toxic Leadership is frequently embedded in bureaucratic structures and compliance-oriented cultures, where authoritarian communication, excessive micro-management and avoidance of accountability become normalised (Tourish, 2019). Such practices reduce psychological safety and discourage employees from raising concerns or contributing to organisational learning, reinforcing defensive behaviours and limiting adaptive capacity (Edmondson, 2018).
Within Transport for Wales (TfW), the relevance of toxic Leadership is intensified by the interdependence of rail operations and sustained public scrutiny. Leadership approaches dominated by control and reaction have contributed to strained relationships between management and frontline staff, particularly during periods of disruption and reform, when responsibility for systemic issues is displaced onto individuals rather than addressed at a structural level (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
Toxic Leadership also shapes how organisational change is experienced within TfW. Reforms introduced through non-transparent or authoritarian practices have been associated with employee resistance and low trust, even where strategic objectives were legitimate. This illustrates that toxic Leadership functions not only at an individual level but as a systemic failure linked to governance arrangements, organisational culture and insufficient leadership development (Einarsen et al., 2020; Audit Wales, 2023).
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Toxic Leadership can be identified through observable behavioural and structural indicators that shape organisational climate and working relationships. Within TfW, a key indicator is the prevalence of micro-management and excessive control, frequently justified by compliance and safety requirements in a regulated rail environment (Adair, 2009). When control becomes disproportionate, it restricts professional autonomy and limits employees' ability to exercise judgement in complex operational situations, increasing fear of error and avoidance of responsibility (Yukl and Gardner, 2020).
Another significant indicator is poor communication and limited transparency in decision-making. Within TfW, strategic changes and internal reorganisations have often been perceived by operational staff as inadequately communicated, contributing to uncertainty and diminished trust (Senedd Cymru, 2025). One-way communication practices, centred on announcing final decisions without meaningful consultation, are closely associated with authoritarian leadership and deteriorating management–employee relationships (CMI, 2015; Bolden, 2016).
Favouritism and inconsistent rule application further signal toxic leadership dynamics. When decisions regarding promotion, task allocation or performance evaluation are perceived as influenced by loyalty rather than merit, a climate of inequity and resentment emerges (Bamidele, 2022). In an interdependent rail system such as TfW, these perceptions undermine collaboration and reduce employees' willingness to assume additional responsibilities (Lipman-Blumen, 2010).
A further indicator is the avoidance of accountability for systemic failures. Leaders' tendency to shift responsibility to lower organisational levels reinforces a culture of blame and discourages the reporting of problems or operational risks (Northouse, 2022). Audit findings relating to TfW governance suggest that such defensive behaviours have weakened psychological safety and contributed to persistent organisational dysfunction (Audit Wales, 2023).
Overall, indicators of toxic Leadership within TfW are mutually reinforcing, supported by rigid organisational structures and sustained external pressure. Identifying these indicators is essential for understanding how leadership practices contribute to ongoing dysfunction and strain both internal performance and the organisation's relationship with the public it serves (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
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Toxic Leadership exerts a direct influence on organisational culture by shaping the norms, values and behaviours that guide everyday work practices. Within Transport for Wales (TfW), these cultural effects are particularly significant given the collective nature of railway operations and the high level of interdependence among teams. Organisational culture is shaped not only by formal policies, but by the behaviours that Leadership tolerates, rewards or ignores, making the cultural impact of toxic Leadership enduring and difficult to reverse (Schein, 2017).
A key cultural consequence of toxic Leadership is the emergence of a defensive culture characterised by excessive compliance, risk avoidance and reduced initiative. When employees associate raising concerns or expressing critical views with negative consequences, proactive behaviour is replaced by silence and withdrawal (Morrison, 2014). In safety-critical systems such as TfW, where reliability depends on open communication about risk, this dynamic increases operational vulnerability and limits continuous improvement (Edmondson, 2018).
Toxic Leadership also weakens cultures of learning and growth. Organisations that treat mistakes as individual failures rather than collective learning opportunities tend to develop rigid, risk-averse norms. Within TfW, such cultural patterns constrain adaptability and innovation, reinforcing established practices even when they no longer support performance or service improvement (Dweck, 2017).
Another significant cultural implication is the erosion of interpersonal and institutional trust. Inconsistent decision-making, limited transparency and perceived unfairness undermine relationships between Leadership and employees, leading to cultural fragmentation. Over time, loyalty to sub-groups or individuals can replace commitment to organisational purpose, reducing coherence and service consistency within public organisations such as TfW (Gobillot, 2021).
Overall, the cultural consequences of toxic Leadership within TfW are reflected in defensiveness, rigidity and declining trust. These characteristics not only result from leadership practices but also perpetuate them, creating a self-reinforcing cycle that is unlikely to be disrupted without deliberate changes to leadership behaviour and organisational norms.
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Toxic Leadership has direct and measurable effects on operational performance and user experience, particularly in public service organisations where service quality depends on coordination, communication and managerial decision-making. Within Transport for Wales (TfW), these effects are reflected in operational instability, strained passenger relationships and declining public confidence in rail services (Bolden, 2016).
At the operational level, toxic Leadership contributes to recurrent disruption by discouraging open communication and accountability. In safety-critical rail systems, Leadership characterised by blame avoidance or excessive control delays risk reporting and inhibits coordinated problem-solving, increasing operational vulnerability (Edmondson, 2018). Sector-wide evidence indicates that rail organisations experiencing Leadership and governance deficiencies are more likely to face persistent delays, cancellations and inefficient resource use, undermining service reliability (Office of Rail and Road, 2022).
From a customer perspective, the effects of toxic Leadership are evident in how passengers experience operational problems. Service disruption, inadequate real-time information and defensive responses to public feedback are commonly perceived as management failures, regardless of technical explanations (CMI, 2015). In the case of TfW, these perceptions are intensified by its public service mandate, which heightens expectations of transparency and accountability (Senedd Cymru, 2023).
Toxic Leadership also shapes organisational responses to complaints and feedback. Where internal cultures are dominated by responsibility avoidance, interactions with passengers tend to become reactive rather than solution-oriented, limiting organisational learning from negative experiences (Morrison, 2014). Research on Leadership during service failures shows that a lack of empathy and authentic communication amplifies reputational damage and prolongs recovery from operational crises (Brown, 2020).
Beyond service delivery, the consequences of toxic Leadership extend to institutional reputation and external stakeholder relationships. Persistent underperformance combined with negative leadership perceptions increases political scrutiny and the likelihood of external intervention, reducing organisational autonomy and complicating strategic decision-making (Audit Wales, 2023).
Overall, the operational and customer-facing consequences of toxic Leadership within TfW are systemic rather than incidental. They demonstrate that leadership dynamics directly shape service quality, user experience and organisational legitimacy, reinforcing the need to address toxic Leadership as a critical public service issue rather than a purely internal concern.
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[bookmark: _Toc216432399][bookmark: _Toc218262651]3.1 Purpose and value of leadership development 

Leadership development is a strategic capability for public organisations operating in complex, highly scrutinised environments such as the rail sector (CIPD, 2023). Within Transport for Wales (TfW), its value lies in strengthening decision-making coherence, improving internal relationships and enhancing the organisation's capacity to respond credibly to public and political expectations (Senedd Cymru, 2025). Leadership development should therefore be understood as a continuous, organisation-wide process rather than a one-off training intervention, with direct implications for long-term performance and sustainability (Day et al., 2014).
A central purpose of leadership development is to enhance leaders' ability to manage complexity and ambiguity (Bolden, 2016). Public transport organisations operate under conditions of operational interdependence, regulatory constraint and political pressure, requiring advanced capabilities in judgement, influence and coordination (Van Wart, 2013). Leadership development programmes support improved decision quality by fostering systemic thinking, accountability and critical reflection, competencies widely recognised as essential for effective public-sector Leadership (Bolden, 2016).
Leadership development also plays a key role in shaping organisational culture by signalling the importance of ethical behaviour, collaboration and continuous learning (CMI, 2021). In the context of TfW, where cultural and relational tensions have been identified, investment in leadership capability can support the rebuilding of trust and promote a more inclusive and accountable organisational climate (Senedd Cymru, 2025).
In addition, leadership development has a preventive function in reducing the risk of deficient or toxic Leadership (Einarsen et al., 2020). By strengthening emotional intelligence, self-awareness and communication skills, leadership programmes can mitigate authoritarian and defensive behaviours that undermine organisational effectiveness (Boyatzis and McKee, 2022). This preventive role is particularly significant in public organisations such as TfW, where leadership failures have reputational and societal consequences (Einarsen et al., 2020).
Overall, leadership development within TfW extends beyond enhancing individual capability and functions as a strategic mechanism for aligning leadership behaviour with organisational values, operational demands and the public service mission (CIPD, 2023). Through this alignment, leadership development supports the delivery of reliable, accountable and citizen-focused transport services in a highly visible public context (Day et al., 2014).
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Strengthening leadership capacity within Transport for Wales (TfW) requires development interventions that move beyond traditional formal training and aim for sustained behavioural change embedded in daily practice (CIPD, 2023). In complex public organisations, leadership development is effective only when aligned with the specific operational context and integrated into everyday decision-making (Bolden, 2016).
From this perspective, mentoring represents a relevant medium- and long-term development mechanism that facilitates the transfer of experience, tacit knowledge and organisational norms (CIPD, 2022). In sectors characterised by high operational interdependence, such as rail transport, mentoring supports the continuity of leadership capability and the development of professional identity among emerging leaders (Garvey, Stokes and Megginson, 2018). Within TfW, mentoring enhances exposure to strategic perspectives and deepens understanding of public leadership responsibilities, contributing to increased role clarity and organisational commitment (Van Wart, 2013; CIPD, 2022).
Complementary to mentoring, leadership coaching provides a development framework centred on self-reflection, accountability and behavioural improvement (Passmore, 2021). Its relevance is particularly high for middle-level leaders operating at the interface between strategic decisions and operational realities, where emotional and relational capabilities are critical (Boyatzis and McKee, 2022). Evidence indicates that coaching can reduce defensive or authoritarian behaviours and improve decision quality when applied as a mechanism of accountability rather than control (Passmore, 2021; Sutton, 2023; CIPD, 2023).
An additional dimension of leadership development involves cultivating skills of influencing through understanding, which requires integrating the perspectives and constraints of diverse stakeholders into decision-making processes (Cialdini, 2021). In the TfW context, where collaboration between management, operational teams, unions and public authorities is essential, this approach is associated with greater decision legitimacy and reduced organisational conflict (Gobillot, 2021). Programmes focused on relational influence and social intelligence further support trust-building and cross-functional collaboration (Edmondson, 2018).
The development of teamwork and collective leadership reflects the need to adapt Leadership to the interdependent nature of railway activities. Team-level development interventions are associated with increased adaptability and a reduced risk of excessive concentration of decision-making authority, supporting sustainable organisational performance (Bolden, 2016; Edmondson, 2018; Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018).
Overall, leadership development strategies relevant to TfW should be understood as interdependent elements of a systemic approach, supported by senior Leadership and aligned with public-sector requirements (McKinsey & Company, 2021). Mentoring, coaching, relational influence and team development function as complementary mechanisms that cumulatively strengthen leadership capacity and support long-term organisational change (Bolden, 2016; CIPD, 2023).
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The effectiveness of leadership development programmes is directly conditioned by the organisational context in which they are implemented. In the case of Transport for Wales (TfW), leadership development cannot be treated as an isolated intervention, but requires conditions that support the transfer of learning into practice and long-term behavioural change (Day et al., 2014).
A key factor is genuine commitment from senior Leadership. When top management supports development initiatives by allocating resources and modelling desired behaviours, programmes gain legitimacy and real impact. Without this support, leadership development risks being perceived as a formal exercise, with no influence on organisational culture or decision-making (Van Wart, 2013).
Aligning leadership development with organisational strategy is another critical condition. Programs that do not align with strategic objectives and concrete operational challenges tend to have limited impact. For TfW, this alignment is crucial amid pressures on performance, public accountability, and structural reform, with leadership development targeting competencies in change management and interdependent coordination (McKinsey & Company, 2021).
Organisational culture decisively influences the effectiveness of leadership development. An environment that supports reflection, feedback and learning from experience facilitates the adoption of new behaviours, while cultures dominated by blame discourage constructive risk-taking. For TfW, promoting psychological safety is essential for mentoring and coaching to generate real change (Edmondson and Lei, 2014).
Overall, effective leadership development in TfW depends on senior management commitment, strategic alignment, and a culture conducive to learning. The absence of these conditions can significantly reduce the impact of interventions, regardless of the quality of program design.
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Although leadership development programmes can contribute to building organisational capacity, their implementation within Transport for Wales (TfW) is accompanied by structural limitations that require a realistic assessment of their impact. Without recognising these constraints, leadership development risks being treated in an idealised manner, with limited effects in practice.
A significant limitation derives from the specific nature of the public sector, characterised by political constraints, strict regulation and high public accountability. In the case of TfW, leadership priorities are influenced by political cycles, institutional pressures, and compliance requirements, which reduce the flexibility needed to implement long-term development initiatives coherently (Van Wart, 2013).
Cultural resistance to change is an additional challenge. In large, hierarchical organisations, leadership behaviours are deeply entrenched, and practices promoted through mentoring or coaching may be perceived as incompatible with existing norms. In the context of TfW, the influence of bureaucratic structures and the emphasis on procedures can generate tacit opposition to the transition to more relational and adaptive Leadership (Schein, 2017).
Time and resource constraints also limit the effectiveness of leadership development. Continuous operational pressures in the rail sector can reduce leaders' willingness to engage actively in reflection and learning processes, diminishing the impact of programmes, even when they are well designed (CIPD, 2023).
Another challenge is measuring the impact of leadership development. The results are often indirect and long-term, manifesting in behavioural and cultural changes that are difficult to correlate with traditional operational indicators, which can limit organisational support for these initiatives (Day et al., 2014). Finally, there is a risk that leadership development programs will be treated as token initiatives rather than genuine mechanisms for change. Without their integration into governance, performance evaluation, and decision-making processes, the impact of mentoring and coaching remains limited, especially in public organisations under pressure to demonstrate rapid action (Bolden, 2016; McKinsey & Company, 2021).
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In an environment characterised by operational uncertainty, public pressure and institutional constraints, adaptive Leadership and influencing through understanding are increasingly essential for organisational effectiveness. Within Transport for Wales (TfW), these approaches offer a framework for analysing how leaders respond to systemic challenges without relying solely on hierarchical control or short-term solutions.
[bookmark: _Toc217996242][bookmark: _Toc218262656]4.1 Adaptive Leadership in the context of Transport for Wales

Adaptive Leadership focuses on leaders' ability to recognise complex problems for which technical solutions are insufficient and to mobilise stakeholders to facilitate collective learning (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009). This approach involves accepting uncertainty and treating change as a social process rather than just a managerial intervention.
In the context of TfW, challenges such as operational performance instability, structural changes, and strained industrial relations can be interpreted as adaptive problems because they require changing organisational behaviours, values, and practices, rather than just procedural or technical adjustments (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009). Addressing these challenges requires Leadership that is able to facilitate dialogue and collective responsibility within the organisation.
Applying adaptive Leadership in TfW would involve creating safe spaces for expressing divergent views, encouraging shared responsibility, and supporting experimentation and learning processes (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018). From this perspective, leaders do not provide predefined solutions but create the necessary conditions for the organisation to develop collective responses to emerging problems.
The limitations of adaptive Leadership arise when political pressures and an excessive focus on immediate results reduce organisational tolerance for uncertainty and learning. In such conditions, there is a risk that adaptive Leadership will be replaced by reactive and controlling responses, which alleviate short-term symptoms but do not address the root causes of organisational problems (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018).
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The "influencing through understanding" approach emphasises the ability of leaders to build influence through empathy, active listening and understanding of multiple stakeholder perspectives. For TfW, this competency is critical in relationships with operational employees, unions, public authorities and passengers. Influencing based on understanding helps reduce conflict and increase the legitimacy of decisions, especially in contexts where formal authority is contested or insufficient (Cialdini, 2021).
Teamwork plays a central role in supporting this form of influence. In an interdependent rail system, performance depends on effective collaboration among teams and on leaders' ability to facilitate cross-functional coordination. Leadership oriented towards collaboration and relational influence is associated with better adaptability and a reduced risk of authoritarian or toxic Leadership. However, in the absence of an organisational culture that supports authentic collaboration, these approaches can remain at a declarative level, with little impact on daily practices (Edmondson, 2018).





[bookmark: _Toc216432403][bookmark: _Toc218262658]Conclusion 

Leadership is a decisive factor in the effective functioning of complex public organisations, and the analysis of Transport for Wales demonstrates the significant influence leadership practices have on operational performance, organisational culture and relationships with the external environment. In a sector characterised by public scrutiny, operational interdependence and institutional constraints, leadership quality shapes not only short-term outcomes but also the organisation's capacity to fulfil its public mission sustainably.
The analysis indicates that the challenges faced by Transport for Wales cannot be attributed solely to technical or structural factors. An imbalance between management and Leadership, together with limitations in applying leadership approaches suited to the organisational context, contributes to instability in decision-making, internal tensions, and declining trust. A dominant focus on procedural control and reactive responses restricts the space for strategic, relational and adaptive Leadership, which is essential in a context of continuous change.
The report further shows that toxic Leadership, expressed through authoritarian behaviour, limited transparency and avoidance of responsibility, can become systemic when reinforced by rigid structures and a defensive organisational culture. These dynamics weaken employee engagement, undermine collaboration and negatively affect passenger experience and institutional reputation, with wider implications for public trust.
Leadership development, therefore, emerges as a critical strategic response. Mentoring, coaching, influence-based Leadership and strengthened teamwork offer mechanisms for supporting behavioural and cultural change. However, their effectiveness depends on senior leadership commitment, strategic alignment and a culture that supports learning and reflection. Without these conditions, leadership development risks remaining symbolic rather than transformative.
Overall, the analysis demonstrates that Transport for Wales' performance and credibility are closely linked to how Leadership is understood and enacted across the organisation. Treating Leadership as a collective, adaptive process supported by continuous development, accountability and responsiveness represents a necessary condition for improving operational performance, strengthening organisational culture and restoring public confidence in rail services.
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