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Effective leadership is essential for driving both individual and organisational performance. It is not just about giving instructions but guiding, motivating, and influencing others to achieve shared goals while navigating complex and dynamic environments. In public sector organisations such as the UK Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), leaders must juggle policy requirements, performance targets, and delivering high-quality services. Research shows that leaders who are aware of others, adapt their approach, and communicate clearly are better equipped to inspire commitment and enhance performance (Northouse, 2021).

Transformational and visionary leadership provide useful ways to understand leadership in these settings. Transformational leaders focus on motivating followers to exceed expectations, develop their potential, and embrace change through behaviours such as idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Visionary leadership, closely aligned with transformational theory, compliments this by focusing on clear compelling vision and aligning team efforts toward its long-term goals (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Leadership philosophies, which encompass the underlying values and beliefs that guide leaders’ behaviours and decisions, complement these approaches by embedding principles such as inclusion, empathy, and collaboration into leadership practice (Dawkins Brown, 2023).

Together these theories and philosophies help explain how leaders in the DWP can motivate teams, empower individuals and drive change. By combining relational, cognitive, and motivational competencies alongside an inclusive leadership philosophy, leaders can navigate a target-driven environment while fostering engagement, trust, and high-quality service delivery. This essay will critically examine these models, exploring their influence on individual workplace performance and reflecting on their practical application in a real-world professional context.
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Over the years, an enormous amount of research has been devoted to leadership and its role in the workplace. Storey's view is that Leadership is not simply about personal qualities or charisma, but about mobilising people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (Storey, 2004) and Nordstrom defines leadership as "Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal" (Northouse, 2018) and similarly Maxwell believes “Leadership is influence—nothing more, nothing less (Maxwell, 1998 p17). 

Storey’s view of leadership is mobilising individuals and empowerment, whereas Northouse and Maxwell's view is that leadership is influencing but Nordstroms view aligns with Storeys as they need people to achieve their goals. In public sector organisations such as the UK Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), leadership plays a particularly significant role due to the complex balance between policy compliance, performance targets, and service delivery and will often shift workforce to different areas of work to ease pressure and clear backlogs.

Leadership has been recognised by various theorists as a key determinant of organisational success, influencing employee motivation, satisfaction, and performance (Northouse, 2022). Among various leadership theories, Transformational Leadership has attracted substantial attention due to its focus on inspiring, motivating, and intellectually stimulating employees, fostering innovation and commitment to organisational change. 

Mahatma Gandhi is recognised as one of the world's most inspirational leaders of time – he was dedicated to serving his people and focused on their needs, such as sanitation which is comparable to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  Gandi empowered others by developing other leaders, showing moral authority and integrity by practising what he preached. By being authentic and showing great courage by willing to suffer and face imprisonment for his beliefs, a belief shared by the full focus website- four characteristic of inspirational leaders – being setting the pace, believe in the future, connect to a larger story, help people believe in themselves, all in which Ghandi leadership reflects and had a transformational leadership style support mankind to achieve higher levels of performance while also developing them personally and professionally. Rather than focusing only on tasks or rewards, he created a shared vision, innovation, and change, and help individuals realise their full potential (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985). While Gandhi’s leadership exemplifies transformational principles, moral and charismatic leadership may be difficult to replicate in contemporary bureaucratic organisations as leaders operate within formal constraints to meet accountability and performative targets.

The four components of Transformational leadership referred to as the four I’S. idealised influence – leaders function as role models, demonstrating integrity, ethics, and trustworthiness. Inspirational Motivation, where leaders communicate a clear and compelling vision that inspires and motivates others. Intellectual stimulation, creativity and critical thinking, problem solving, and finally, individualised coaching, leaders can support, coach and mentor individuals to help them grow and develop, while these components provide a helpful framework, their effectiveness depends on how consistently they are applied in day-to-day interactions rather than simply being promoted as leadership ideals. 

According to Bass and Avolio (1994), transformational leadership provides an ideal of leadership, given contemporary developments in the global business world. In contrast, transactional leadership focuses on performance management through rewards, sanctions, and compliance (Bass, 1985). While this approach can be effective in achieving short-term performance targets, it often fails to sustain motivation or support long-term development. Compared to transformational leadership, transactional leadership provides a clearer structure but has a weaker impact on intrinsic motivation and engagement. (Hyatt, n.d.),  this may suggest that transactional leadership may be necessary for ensuring compliance and consistency within public services.

Burns (1978) originally introduced transformational leadership, later expanded by Bass (1985), who emphasised its impact on motivation and performance. Bass and Avolio (1994) further developed this model through the Four I’s, highlighting how leaders influence followers through values, vision, and support. Although this model has been widely adopted, its practical application requires leaders to balance inspiration with operational demands, particularly in structured environments such as the public sector.

Several scholars and leadership theorists have criticised or opposed transactional leadership, though usually not because it is “bad,” but because they argue it is limited, overly focused on compliance, or insufficient for complex organisational change. Burns (1978) was one of the earliest critics, arguing that transactional leadership focuses on exchanges and compliance rather than elevating followers’ values or moral purpose. In highly regulated environments like the DWP, transactional leadership can ensure consistency and accountability; however, when overused, it may limit autonomy and reduce intrinsic motivation among staff.

The notion that workplace culture also comes into consideration, and when discussing transformational leaders, they can change and control the culture and Kets de Vries 1994, p78 states it's assumed they have “the ability to define the parameters of corporate culture”. 
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The Breakthrough leadership website article describes transformational leadership as “creating a shared vision, fostering creativity, and empowering individuals to reach their full potential”, (Cottrell, 2024) The four components of transformational leadership closely align with the Civil Service Behaviours Framework, particularly Leadership, Developing Self and Others, Communicating and Influencing, and Changing and Improving, making transformational leadership highly relevant within the DWP context. Managers play a critical role in enabling transformational leadership within the DWP Work Coach environment by shaping culture, behaviours, and performance expectations.

Transformational leadership aligns closely with Civil Service behaviours and can positively influence the DWP Work Coach environment. Idealised influence is demonstrated when leaders act as role models, showing integrity, professionalism, and ethical decision-making, reflecting Leadership, Integrity, and Managing a Quality Service. Building trust and credibility encourages staff to maintain exacting standards, although its effectiveness depends on consistency and the personal qualities of the leader. 

Inspirational motivation involves communicating a clear and compelling vision that links individual roles to departmental and government objectives, aligning with Leadership, Communicating, and Influencing, and Seeing the Big Picture. While this may enhance engagement and commitment, by focusing too heavily on organisational priorities, there may be a risk of neglecting individual needs. 

Intellectual stimulation encourages innovation, constructive challenge, and creative problem-solving and supports Changing and Improving, Making Effective Decisions, and Working Together. It fosters the continuous improvement required in a government department; this can create uncertainty if expectations are unclear.

Individualised consideration focuses on coaching, mentoring, and personalised support, Developing Self and Others, Working Together, and Leadership. This develops skills and confidence but requires time and consistent application. 

In the DWP Work Coach context, transformational leadership can be both highly relevant and constrained. Work Coaches are engaged in work that involves behaviour change, motivation, and complex human situations. Leaders who provide a clear sense of purpose can help Work Coaches connect their daily tasks with a meaningful vision. Through regular one-to-one discussions, coaching, and/or mentoring, can strengthen engagement and resilience, which in turn supports performance in demanding claimant interactions. 

Work Coaches often need to tailor approaches to different claimants, navigate barriers, and think creatively about support options. Leaders who encourage reflection, sharing good practice, and experimenting with innovative approaches can enhance problem-solving and learning at the individual level. This can improve the quality of decision-making, claimant outcomes, and job satisfaction.

However, the DWP is a highly structured, target-driven environment, with strong emphasis on compliance, consistency, and audit trails. In such a setting, transactional leadership (clear expectations, monitoring, and consequences) is often prioritised, particularly around performance targets and adherence to policy. Work Coaches may experience transformational messages about “supporting and empowering claimants” while simultaneously being measured heavily on numerical outcomes and mandated activities. When leadership rhetoric emphasises empowerment and values, but day-to-day practice feels controlled and metrics-driven, individuals may become cynical, which can harm motivation and performance.

A manager who listens, acknowledges pressures, and involves the team in solving local problems is likely to enhance motivation and willingness to go the extra mile for claimants. On the other hand, leadership that focuses on “red‑amber‑green” performance dashboards, without understanding caseload complexity or emotional strain, may result in stress, reduced discretionary effort, and a tendency to focus narrowly on “hitting the numbers” rather than quality of support. 

In the DWP workplace, there is a mixture of transformational leaders and Servant leadership styles. Transformational leaders focus on the organisation's vision, change and high performance while inspiring and motivating to exceed expectations, whilst having charisma and drive and a desire to achieve a goal together (Bass,1985; Northouse, 2022). 	In contrast, servant leaders focus on employee wellbeing, growth, and empowerment. By serving first and putting others' needs before themselves, this type of leadership helps build trust and empowerment to contribute ideas and grow professionally.

Similarities between Transformational and Servant are that they care and want to develop others, are inclusive and motivate and are emotionally intelligent people who focus on positive outcomes. (Northouse, 2022). A key distinction between the two is that transformational leaders will want to achieve this together, whilst servant – how best can I support you to grow. 
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Visionary leadership is a leadership approach focusing on articulating a clear and compelling image of a desired future and motivating followers to work toward its achievement or end goal and it is linked to transformational leadership and strategic change, particularly in environments characterized by uncertainty and competition. Although visionary leadership often celebrated for its inspirational capacity and long-term orientation, there are strengths and inherent limitations. 

Strengths of visionary leadership are its ability to inspire and motivate followers by communicating a shared vision, fostering a sense of purpose, and direction to enhance commitment, cohesion, and morale, particularly during periods of organizational change. Visionary leadership supports innovation by encouraging followers to challenge existing assumptions and explore new possibilities, which is essential for organizational growth and adaptability (Kirkpatrick, 2016). 

Furthermore, visionary leadership can contribute to improved organizational performance by providing strategic clarity. A well-articulated vision acts as a guiding framework for decision-making, helping organizations prioritize resources and actions in line with long-term objectives. When effectively communicated, vision reduces ambiguity and helps followers understand how their roles contribute to organizational success (Kotter, 1996). Visionary leadership is valuable in complex and dynamic contexts where traditional management approaches may be insufficient.

Despite its strengths, visionary leadership has notable limitations, leaders may prioritize future goals while neglecting the operational processes required to achieve the and without effective planning and execution, vision risks remaining symbolic, leading to follower frustration when outcomes are not achieved (Kotter, 1996). 

Additionally, visionary leadership can become overly idealistic or disconnected from organizational realities if goals exceed available resources or capabilities. This may increase scepticism and reduce trust. Its strong emphasis on leader influence may also limit participative decision-making, reducing follower voices and the diversity of perspectives in strategic decision making (Kirkpatrick, 2016).

Visionary leadership can be a powerful tool for motivation, innovation, and strategic direction. However, its success depends on the leader’s ability to balance inspiration with practical execution and inclusive leadership practices.
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The leadership traits questionnaire results reveal a combination of strengths and areas for development, with an overall average score of 3.4. The individual scored highly by others in being articulate (4.4), demonstrating a strong ability to communicate a clear and compelling vision, a core component of visionary leadership. In addition, scoring themselves four in conscientiousness, diligence, sensitivity, and empathy (average 4.2) this indicate a strong capacity for responsibility, consistent effort, and awareness of others’ needs, supporting the relational and ethical aspects of visionary leadership. In contrast, a score of 3 in self-confidence suggests that, while the individual can inspire and connect with others effectively, there may be hesitation in asserting the vision decisively. 

Enhancing self-confidence could improve the ability to lead with conviction, ensuring that the vision not only motivates but is also implemented effectively. Overall, the results indicate that effective communication and interpersonal skills align well with the principles of visionary leadership, while targeted development in self-confidence would further strengthen leadership effectiveness.(see appendix A for questionnaire)
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The Conceptualising Leadership Questionnaire results, (appendix B) indicate a well-rounded leadership profile, highlighting strengths across multiple dimensions. The individual scored highest in ability (17), reflecting strong cognitive and decision-making skills essential for formulating and implementing an unclouded vision, a key aspect of visionary leadership. Scores of sixteen in skill, behaviour, and relationships suggest competence in applying leadership skills, demonstrating effective behaviours, and fostering positive interpersonal connections, all of which support the successful communication and enactment of a shared vision. A trait score of 13 indicates moderate emphasis on inherent personal characteristics, suggesting potential for growth in leveraging innate qualities to inspire and guide others. The process score of 15 demonstrates an emerging understanding of leadership as a systematic and dynamic function, emphasizing the importance of structured approaches to achieving organizational goals. 

Overall, these results suggest a leader with strong cognitive, relational, and practical capabilities, whose effectiveness in visionary leadership could be enhanced by further developing personal traits and a deeper understanding of leadership processes to guide teams toward long-term objectives.
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The individual’s leadership self-assessment and Conceptualising Leadership Questionnaire results provide a detailed reflection of their leadership style within the DWP Work Coach role, highlighting both strengths and areas for development. In the self-assessment, the individual rated themselves highly in being articulate (5), reflecting a strong ability to communicate ideas clearly, explain complex processes, and convey direction to clients and colleagues. In addition, scores of four in conscientiousness, diligence, sensitivity, and empathy (average 4.2) indicate a consistent work ethic, diligence, and strong interpersonal awareness. These traits are particularly important in the Work Coach role, where communicating policies, supporting clients’ employment journeys, and maintaining trust are essential to achieving positive outcomes. However, a lower self-rating of three in self-confidence suggests that, while the individual demonstrates competence, there is occasional hesitation when making high-stakes decisions, such as enforcing compliance or prioritising competing client needs.

The Conceptualising Leadership Questionnaire complements this self-assessment, highlighting strengths in ability (17) and skill, behaviour, and relationships (16 each). These results indicate strong decision-making, practical leadership application, and relational competence, all of which are evident in daily work. For example, when managing complex cases, the individual applies structured problem-solving approaches, coordinates effectively with colleagues and external agencies, and maintains positive engagement with clients, reflecting the process and relationship-oriented aspects of leadership. Moderate scores in process (15) and trait (13) suggest that while the individual demonstrates effective behaviours, there is room to further develop an understanding of leadership as a dynamic, context-dependent process, as well as to leverage inherent personal characteristics for greater influence.

These findings align closely with visionary leadership theory. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), visionary leaders articulate a compelling vision, inspire commitment, and foster motivation through clear communication and relational engagement. In the DWP context, this translates to guiding clients toward employment goals, motivating them to act, and ensuring that team objectives are understood and pursued collaboratively. The individual’s strengths in articulation, conscientiousness, and empathy facilitate the enactment of an unobstructed vision for client progress while building trust and engagement. Meanwhile, the identified gaps in self-confidence and process understanding suggest that further development in decisiveness and strategic planning could enhance leadership effectiveness, particularly in complex or uncertain situations. This aligns with Kotter’s (1990) distinction that leadership is concerned with coping with change, whereas management focuses on coping with complexity.

In practice, the combination of strong people skills, cognitive ability, and conscientious behaviour enables the individual to perform effectively as a Work Coach, balancing the administrative demands of the role with client-centred support. The evidence from both questionnaires confirms that the individual’s leadership style is relational, communicative, and practical, yet could be strengthened by targeted development in self-confidence and the systematic application of leadership processes. Overall, the results indicate that the individual embodies key elements of visionary and relational leadership, while demonstrating potential for growth in decisiveness and strategic influence in the workplace (Northouse, 2021; Yukl, 2013). This aligns with Maund’s view that effective workplace leadership is grounded in effective communication, self-awareness, and the ability to adapt behaviour to different situations and people, rather than relying solely on positional authority (Maund, Skills for the Workplace – Student Year Book) 
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The UK Civil Service Leadership Statement outlines the behaviours expected of all civil service leaders, including inspiring others through clear purpose, being confident in engagement, and empowering teams to deliver objectives with visibility, openness to challenge, and investment in people’s capabilities (Civil Service Leadership Statement, 2015/2016). In the role as a DWP Work Coach, the author demonstrates effective leadership through everyday interactions with clients, colleagues, and stakeholders, particularly during periods of workplace change. They have the ability to set direction, motivate, delegate, and empower others can be critically assessed using Maund’s Skills for the Workplace, Kotter’s (1990) theory of leadership and change, and Goleman’s (1995) Emotional Intelligence framework, alongside feedback from line manager, customer feedback, and ongoing self-development.

Setting direction in the workplace during change requires clarity, consistency, and emotional awareness. Kotter (1990) identifies leadership as the process of coping with change through establishing direction and aligning people toward shared goals. Maund similarly emphasises clear communication and self-awareness as essential workplace skills. In practice, they will set direction by clearly explaining policy changes and expectations to clients while maintaining sensitivity to individual circumstances. One-to-one discussions with their line manager have acknowledged the ability to remain professional and focused, even while navigating ongoing bereavement alongside responsibilities as a mother and grandmother. This highlights the importance of self-regulation and resilience, concepts central to Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence model (1995), which identifies self-awareness, self-regulation, social awareness, and relationship management as key leadership competencies, this aligns with The UK Civil Service competency and Success Profiles frameworks set out the core behaviours that leaders are expected to demonstrate, including providing direction, inspiring others, and valuing difference and inclusion. These frameworks emphasise behaviours such as setting vision, engaging people in a shared purpose, and empowering teams to achieve results (Civil Service Competency Framework, 2018; Success Profiles: Civil Service Behaviours, n.d.). This aligns with transformational and inclusive leadership principles and supports the application of leadership theory to the DWP context.

The authors approach to motivation allows them to respond effectively to individual client needs, recognise emotional cues, and foster engagement during periods of change. draws on Maund’s focus on interpersonal awareness and adaptability, Kotter’s emphasis on aligning people to change, and Goleman’s emotional intelligence framework and Customer feedback has highlighted my empathetic communication style, reporting that clients feel understood, supported, and encouraged to engage fully with their goals. Applying Goleman’s social awareness and relationship management principles allows the work coach to recognise individual client needs, respond to emotional cues, and foster intrinsic motivation. This has been particularly important when balancing professional responsibilities with personal challenges, enhancing my ability to inspire engagement authentically.
This professional recognises that motivation and engagement are intricately linked to the fulfilment of individual needs. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs suggests that individuals are motivated by a progression of needs in the DWP Work Coach context, understanding this hierarchy allows the practitioner to support clients effectively, addressing immediate practical needs such as financial security while fostering confidence, self-efficacy, and long-term employment aspirations. By aligning leadership approaches with these human needs, the practitioner can motivate and empower clients and colleagues, creating an environment where individuals feel supported, valued, and encouraged to reach their potential.

Although they do not hold formal line management responsibility, they can demonstrate effective delegation through collaborative working. Maund highlights trust and clarity as foundations of delegation and apply when coordinating with colleagues and external partners. Additional experience as a Non-Executive Director of a housing association has further developed this skill, requiring strategic oversight, constructive challenge, and confidence in empowering others to deliver outcomes. Goleman’s model reinforces the importance of relationship management in delegation, ensuring that colleagues feel trusted, supported, and accountable. Managing multiple responsibilities — including family commitments — has strengthened the individuals ability to prioritise, delegate appropriately, and maintain positive working relationships.

Empowerment is central to the work coach leadership style and Maund emphasises empowering others through confidence-building, inclusion, and skills development. Empowering their clients by involving them in decisions about their employment goals and encouraging ownership of agreed actions. Own self-development has been established through studying for a degree, alongside navigating bereavement, and other family responsibilities, has enhanced resilience, reflective capacity, and emotional intelligence. Applying Goleman’s framework allows the author to remain aware of both their own emotional state and that of others, which in turn informs a compassionate and empowering leadership approach.

Overall evidence suggests that in DWP context, effective leadership is not defined by a single model but by the ability to change between leadership styles in response to people, pressure and organisational demands. 

In conclusion, drawing on Maund’s Skills for the Workplace, Kotter’s (1990) change leadership theory, and Goleman’s Emotional Intelligence framework (1995), and this professional demonstrates strong capability in setting direction, motivating, delegating, and empowering others, even during periods of personal challenge. Feedback from sources including line manager, customers, and additional experience as a Non-Executive Director confirms the effectiveness of this approach. Balancing professional leadership with bereavement, family responsibilities, and ongoing academic study has strengthened emotional intelligence, resilience, and relational leadership skills, enhancing their ability to lead and sustain workplace change effectively within the DWP and beyond.
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