


Introduction
Many say that a leader is like the abominable yeti – it can never be seen but one can always find its track (Bennis and Nanus, 1985). This essay will focus on a real-life example of a leadership decision made aiming at improving the current situation of the firm. The business that this essay will investigate is Anheuser-Busch – an American brewing company that produces brands such as Budweiser, Bud Light, Stella Artois etc. (Forbes Team, 2018) (Brown, 2018). In April 2023 they have initiated an initiative to increase the sales to women, minorities and younger, so called “woke” population (Maloney, 2023) (Petri, 2023). Although a brave and seemingly inclusive decision it caused immense damage to the brand by the way it was executed.  
Main Findings
This section of the essay will focus on the most important background information of the company and its assigned leader. It will also explore the needs of the company that led to the changes and the background of the leader that was assigned to implement them and where exactly things went wrong in the process. 
Company Background and Reason for Change
The company that will be investigated within this essay is called Anheuser-Busch – an American brewery that is the largest producer of the most affordable and therefore most consumed beer in America for over 20 years in a row until the change that will be investigated occurred (Bickerton, 2023) (Stock, 2023). The change was planned in the beginning of 2023 and was in the form of a 48 second advertisement that was publicly released on 1st of April 2023. It featured transgender woman Dylan Mulvaney that had the status of a social influencer vlogging her transition to womanhood (Holpuch, 2023) (www.youtube.com, 2023). This advertisement however backfired on an unprecedented scale and led to a decrease in sales of Bud Light as high as 26% and dethroning the brand as the most consumed beer in the USA for the first time in 23 years. (Bary, 2023) (Phillips, 2023) The backlash has also led to a boycott of the company and HSBC changed Anheuser-Busch’s rating from “Buy” to “Hold” (O’Halloran, 2023) (Sabes, 2023).
According to the leader that this essay will investigate, which happens to be the Anheuser-Busch’s marketing VP, initiated the change to increase sales of the product amongst younger drinkers and women as well. She claims that inclusivity was in the heart of the change she initiated, and the advertisement was designed to do so (www.youtube.com, 2023). However, some critics and analysts think otherwise. They believe that the choice that was made by the leader to make the company “woke” and her efforts to “evolve” the company were dictated by something else – ESG (McGowan, 2023) (Frericks, 2023).
ESG or Economic, Social and Government is a recently introduced rating system that rates organisations on the three above-mentioned factors. It is used widely by financial organisations that lend money to larger companies where ones that that fail to comply with the rule are sanctioned (Brock, 2023) (Rust and Quaadman, 2019). 
The matter of the fact is that larger companies require credit lines to stay solvent in the long run as their campaigns need to be paid for long before any profits and potential revenue is paid back. Although the company representative never mentions ESG many critics believe that it was the cause and reason for introducing this advertisement. Many seem to believe that larger companies such as Disney, Amazon, Adidas, and the above-mentioned Anheuser-Busch are ready to slowly lose existing loyal costumers rather than losing their credit lines overnight (www.youtube.com, 2023c). 
Leader Background
When it comes to the marketing leader of Anheuser-Busch, she was assigned at the role of a marketing VP in 2022. Her name is Alissa Heinerschield and according to her words she was aiming to “evolve” the brand from its “fratty” status and increase sales among younger generations and women alike. She apparently believed that this could be achieved by giving voice to the underrepresented minorities such as the ones included in the LGBTQ+ communities (www.youtube.com, 2023) (Myers, 2023). Her attempt to have the organisation go “woke” however got it stuck between a rock and a hard place since according to some sources the marketing team failed to assess the risks involved with launching such a daring and risky campaign (Myers, 2023). One such major risk oversight was the cultural aspect of the average American consumer. They are known to deeply value and respect their privacy and right to freedom and the majority of them saw the advertisement as a way to force certain beliefs on their customer base. Heinerschield’s actions appear innocent and for a good cause on face value although many think of her as a scapegoat of pushing an agenda and moving the company from consumer capitalism (where companies adjust to satisfy the consumer) to stakeholder capitalism (where companies adjust to suiting the stakeholders – less so on the consumers but also the people who fund the whole operation) (Banton, 2021) (Brandt and Georgiou, 2016). Many accuse her of making the biggest marketing mistake of recent times, however many liberals refer to the boycott as “political” and “anti-trans” (Stewart, 2023). Additionally, Anheuser-Busch allegedly have distanced themselves from both Heinerschield’s campaign and Mulvaney after the backlash to recoup some of the losses the campaign has incurred (Holpuch and Creswell, 2023). They have also gone as far as blaming a rogue campaign for the advertisement and pleading ignorance. This however has led to their ESG rating plummeting anyway since many believed that they should have stood their ground and not back off once issues arise (Valle, 2023).
Traits and Styles of Leadership
According to the trait-based leadership theory It is highly beneficial, if not required, for all leaders to possess certain qualities and traits to be successful in their role and motivate their followers. For this essay the author will focus mainly on the traits that researchers found to be most important (Cherry, 2021) (Colbert et al., 2012).
· Dependable
· Intelligent 
· Decisive 
· Confident
· Trustworthy
· Good people skills 
At face value Heinerschield seemingly possess most of the above-mentioned traits. Judging by her statements and interviews she has given she appears to be very confident, decisive, and trustworthy. The way she speaks with passion and certainty about her beliefs and plans for change is very believable and assertive, however this might be due to the large corporate experience and her having dealt with similar scenarios prior to her employment in Anheuser-Busch (Pant, 2023). Knowing the outcome of the change however proves her undependable since she backed off after the backlash. Her intelligence was also put into question since she failed to account for the risk of losing such immense part of the brand’s customer base.
When it comes to the styles of leadership for the sake of brevity this essay will categorise them in their broadest categories (Indeed Editorial Team, 2023) (Baldacchino, 2018) (Cherry, 2023) (Warner, 2015) (Khan, Nawaz and Khan, 2016):
· Autocratic – a style of leadership that has the leader controlling most everything and somewhat forces the change upon their tea. They adapt an approach such as “The change is in effect now and you are going to abide by it whether you like it or not”. This approach could have a positive impact on efficiency and results achieved by having the leader taking all the important decisions and appropriately allocating the workload, however many critics scrutinise it due to the lack of involvement of subordinates that eventually leads to resentment and high staff turnover.
· Democratic – a well balanced leadership style where the leader promotes working environments where every employee is encouraged to share ideas and brainstorm. Ultimately the decision is taken by the leader, and they are held accountable for the outcome. This style is largely praised for its staff involvement and could potentially produce new better ideas and reduce unforeseen risks that could come with change. It also leads less staff turnover. However, this style is much more resource intensive as the company needs to allocate extra time and finance for meetings and engagement with staff and could be disliked by employees that prefer to not share their ideas openly.
· Laissez-faire – this style of leadership is a far cry from the autocratic one as it has the leader giving lots of creative freedom to their employees and offer little supervision. Although this style empowers employees and makes them feel a part of the bigger picture it only works within teams consisting of highly capable and experienced individuals. On the other side it could result in underqualified personnel feeling unsupported as they may require supervision and coaching to reach their full potential.
· Pacesetter – a leadership style that is mainly focused on achieving fast results to a high standard. It has the leader working alongside their employees and constantly pushing for better and faster outcomes. This approach could potentially lead to massive improvements in productivity and earnings however it often leads to staff burnout and increase in work-related stress.
The style of leadership used by Heinerschield according to her statements in interviews from prior and after the change is mostly democratic as she highlights how much she values inclusivity and encourages underrepresented people with similar values to hers to speak their mind. However, her leadership style appears to be largely the pacesetting one due to the low amount of time she took to implement the change since her employment started in late 2022. She needed to quickly tackle the decline in sales and meet the targets set by her superiors however due to this rushed decision she and her team failed to recognise the risks that were hiding in implementing such a change. When the company was boycotted, and the backlash hit allegedly she did not stand her ground and did not doble down on her principles and beliefs. Shortly after the boycott Heinerschield went on a leave but did not get fired from her position as a marketing VP (Creesha, 2023). 

Models of Change
While change is inevitable most people are used to having a set routine. When a change is introduced, it often disrupts this routine and therefore often there is resistance to it. Although there might be some supporters in favour of the change a leader needs to address and ultimately convert the resistance into supporters (Mind Tools, 2022) (Raza, 2019).
Although there is plethora of models that deal with change within a company this essay will focus on the three-step model of Lewin known as Unfreeze – Implement – Refreeze – a three step model aimed at:
1. Introducing the change and gaining followers/converting resistant to change individuals into supporters of the change by actively trying to explain the importance of the change and the long-term benefits it will provide for the organization. In the case of this study the change was introduced without alerting and asking for the opinion of anyone outside the team charged with the task on hand. At least this is what the author could find available online.
2. Implementing the change – within this step many of the people involved are uncertain and are getting used to the change. Productivity is usually reduced as many of the staff are moving away from their old ways and gaining the necessary experience needed to do their job. More people are being converted into supporters of the change and active resistance is greatly reduced. Once the campaign was released the backlash was almost instantaneous. As the majority of the facts show not many stakeholders were converted to supporters however, some communities and individuals have started to support the cause.
3. The refreezing stage aims to set the change in place and have it as the new “norm”. An important stage where the leader should monitor that people involved in the change stick to it in the long term. In the case of Anheuser-Busch refreezing was never achieved as the company backed-off and distanced itself from the campaign once the backlash and boycott occurred.
Forcefield analysis and the Change Agents
Lewin’s force field analysis is a tool used in decision making to identify the balance of supporting and resisting forces when implementing a change. It identifies what pushes the change and what benefits it will bring as well as resistance it might meet along the way. In a similar way change agent identify individuals and parties that are for, against and neutral towards the change taking place. Even though the models appear straightforward the current case study proves that they are not “foolproof” (Cuofano, 2022) (Tahir, 2019) (IFM, 2016). The following table represent some of the driving and opposing forces of the change discussed in this essay:
	Positive Forces
	Negative Forces

	1. Attracting new costumers
2. Being more inclusive towards minorities
3. Increasing sales/revenue
4. Gaining publicity
5. Improving the company’s ESG rating 
	1. Existing costumers
2. Employees disagreeing with the change proposed
3. Costs of employing an arguably famous internet personality
4. Costs associated with developing, launching, and airing a TV advert



When it comes to the change agents (Hammer, 2017)  the most prominent groups are:
· Supporters – Dylan Mulvaney (arguably pushing an agenda); Alissa Heinerschield and team (the initiators and creators of the campaign); Higher authority iat Anheuser-Busch (arguably, since they denied involvement after the controversy); Supporters of the LGBTQ+ community (appreciate the representation); Financial bodies;
· Against – Conservative and “anti-woke” American consumers; People who outspokenly do not support LGBTQ;  
· Neutral – people who do not consume the product; 


Conclusion
Change is an inevitable and unavoidable occurrence in all aspects of life, business being a major one. Change is always linked with an improvement in the long run although many times it causes issues and if failed to be assessed properly and in a timely manner it could have devastating results that could run a business into the ground within months. Such was the case with Anheuser-Busch and their ruinous campaign. Even though at face value their plans were righteous they backfired badly since the team assigned with the task were arguably ignorant towards the cultural needs of their consumers and chose to focus on a stakeholder capitalism style of leadership. Supposedly this was technically required of them to stay afloat, but the backlash caused damage that was on a scale that no one ever expected. This essay focused on some of the methods that could be used to foresee and assess the risks connected to change and hopefully help reduce or eliminate them. It also investigated some of the methods used to identify parties and individuals that support a certain change and those actively working towards sabotaging it. In conclusion the author would like to point out that a leader’s job is not to command and order people around, but rather to steer them towards the right direction and practice what they preach – and eventually when the time comes, take responsibility for their actions.
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