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ABSTRACT


“Be the one thing you think you cannot do. Fail at it. Try again. Do better the second time. The only people who never tumble are those who never mount the high wire. This is your moment, own it” these are the very words of the entrepreneur, media magnate and philanthropist Oprah Winfrey. What separates ordinary people and successful people is their ability to turn failure to opportunity and when they succeed make a contribution back to the society that enabled their dreams while still pursuing great things. And that to me is what entrepreneurship is all about. 

This paper aimed at looking at one of the most successful and influential entrepreneurs worldwide, Oprah Winfrey, to showcase her entrepreneurial journey towards success while also analysing her leadership styles and her unique contributions to her organisations and the world as a whole.
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While there is no universally recognised definition of entrepreneurship, it is fair to say that it is multifaceted which means it requires a range of activities and analytical rates that no definition is clear cut (Lichtenstein, 2011). In simplistic terms, an entrepreneur is any person who discovers and pursues an opportunity to generate value by engaging in business practises or providing services (Tandelilin, Ratmawati, Agustina and Setyaningrum, 2019). To be an entrepreneur one has to possess certain traits such as resilience, visionary, innovative mindset, risk-taking, “opportunity recognition, opportunity evaluation, and opportunity exploitation” etc. (Tucker, Lowman and Marino, 2016, p. 245; Yap, 2019). However, there are still ongoing debates as to what traits make up an entrepreneur (Smith and Chimucheka, 2014). Although researchers (Tucker, Lowman and Marino, 2016, p. 245) usually link entrepreneurs with positive traits, there are negative traits such as “Machiavellian, narcissistic, and psychopathic” which are essential in entrepreneurship success. Researchers (Tucker, Lowman and Marino, 2016; Do and Dadvari, 2017) discovered a positive relationship between the negative/dark entrepreneur traits and enhanced business performance. Thus, for an entrepreneur to be successful, both positive as well as negative traits are essential. 
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Which entrepreneur do I admire the most? No doubt, it is Oprah Winfrey, a role model for all women and women entrepreneurs out there; a brand in her own right. Oprah was born on 29th January 1954 in rural Mississippi, United States (CNN, 2020). She is known for a plethora of well-earned titles: an entrepreneur, an actress, a philanthropist, a talk show host and a television producer, and CEO and founder of three companies, Harpo productions, OWN and Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls (CNN, 2020). I admire her because she is a survivor of poverty, racism and molestation and a self-made entrepreneur who has been able to accumulate a vast fortune, to become one of the most prominent figure in the entertainment industry and the world in a career packed with milestones and clichés, and yet maintains modesty and compassion. 

Her productive career began at 17 when she started as a radio host and at 19 became the first television show young black woman to anchor for WTVF-TV (CNN, 2020). Furthermore, in 1986 she landed her legendary talk show “The Oprah Winfrey Show” which ran for 28 years successfully (CNN, 2020).  She has won many awards, including “the Bob Hope Humanitarian Award from the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences” (CNN, 2020). In 2003, she became the first “world’s richest African-American woman billionaire with a net worth of nearly $1 billion” (CNN, 2020; Forbes, 2020). In 2018 she was recognised as the most influential person in the entertainment business and was awarded the Golden Globes Cecil B. DeMille Award (CNN, 2020).
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As a leader, Oprah Winfrey is without a doubt a transformational leader. A transformational leader is the one who is capable of communicating and inspiring vision to followers through motivating them by providing support and intellectual stimulation to achieve high performance (Cohrs et al., 2019). In the current business scenario where the environment is turbulent and changing rapidly, academics (Howell and Avolio, 1993; Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Jackson, 2020) recommend that entrepreneurs adopt a transformational type of leadership for creating an innovative climate, employee retention, increased performance and survival. However, academics (Stone, Russell and Patterson, 2004) claim that narcissistic behaviour can thrive because transformational leaders have so much influence on followers. Additionally, in the transformational leadership theory, there are no grounds to which dictatorship can be checked and balanced to avoid oppressing the ones (followers) without power; hence there are questions of morality (Bass et al., 2003). But academics (Rafferty and Griffin, 2004) argue that for a leader to be transformative they must possess ethical underpinnings. 

According to Hickman (2010, pp. 78-79) to be a transformational leader one must have the following elements: “Idealized influence, Inspirational motivation, Intellectual stimulation and Individualised consideration”. The capacity to serve as an epitome for others is what makes a leader possess idealized influence whereas the power to influence and inspire followers is termed as inspirational motivation (Hickman, 2010). Additionally, Intellectual stimulation is the ability to create and encourage innovative climates, and individualised consideration is the ability to be empathetic; which is translated to being visionary, charismatic and emotionally intelligent (Hickman, 2010; Xiao, Zhang and Ordóñez de Pablos, 2017; Shapira, 2019).  Firstly, Oprah is a transformational leader because she is visionary, she was able to go from poverty to radio presenter to news anchor to CEO and founder of Harpo production & OWN and now has a net worth of US 2.6 billion (Forbes, 2020). Similarly, in 1994 Oprah risked her ratings by refusing to engage her TV show in scandalous topics full of intimate details (such as the Jerry Springer show) and instead focused on educative issues and of impact to the society (Klenke, 2002). Furthermore, she promised to use her show to discuss and concentrate on essential topics which affect her viewer’s lives.  Her decisions paid off, and in 2004 she received the People’s Choice Award for favourite talk show host and has also won 5 times Emmy Award for Best Talk Show (CNN, 2020). 

Secondly, Oprah is charismatic, she has a “powerful aura” and is not only visionary but verbally persuasive and can inspire her viewers and employees and build their confidence through her words and actions (Klenke, 2002, p. 25). For instance, in 1996 she introduced the “Oprah’s Book Club” which is a book club with selected popular books that aimed at motivating her audiences and workers towards personal growth (Klenke, 2002; CNN, 2020). According to Weber and Eisenstadt (1968), charisma is a product of a transformational leader. A charismatic leader is one who can empower their followers and emotionally connect on a deeper level with them to embrace and achieve the firm’s mission, vision, values and goals and is particularly influential (Milosevic and Erin Bass, 2014). According to Williams Jr, Raffo and Clark, (2018), non-effective leaders and effective leaders are differentiated on the basis of being charismatic. The same has been argued by previous researchers (Xiao, Zhang and Ordóñez de Pablos, 2017; Shapira, 2019) who suggested charisma to be a vital trait in transformational leaders. Researchers (Waldman, Javidan and Varella, 2004) have found a positive influence among charismatic leadership style and employee satisfaction, productivity and loyalty. However, House and Howell, (1992, p. 84) account that there are dark traits to charismatic leaders such as “narcissistic tendencies to be exploitive of others and self-aggrandizing” (e.g. Adolf Hitler is a dark, charismatic leader). 

Oprah possesses emotional intelligence which today is one of the most distinguishing traits of entrepreneurship (Klenke, 2002; Colfax, Rivera and Perez, 2010). The capacity to perceive, use, sense, and interact positively with your own feelings so you can effectively interact and empathise with others is termed as emotional intelligence (Cross and Travaglione, 2003). Oprah has managed to succeed in her endeavours because of her emotional intelligent trait.  Oprah herself acknowledged that her success is based on her ability like other women to “rapport talk” and that’s how she was able to land her own talk show and kick-out rival Phil Donahue’s Show (Klenke, 2002, p. 23).  Literature (Cross and Travaglione, 2003; Colfax, Rivera and Perez, 2010) has also shown that emotionally intelligent leaders can positively influence their employees and are successful in the businesses, as in the case of Oprah.
[bookmark: _Toc39253751][bookmark: _Toc39086913]Oprah Winfrey’s unique entrepreneurial contribution to her employees and organisations. 

Oprah, as a transformational leader has built an organisational culture that is sensitive to people’s needs and expects everyone to respect each other. Organisational culture is a collection of core assumptions that guide organisations by identifying suitable behaviour for different circumstances (Ravasi and Schultz, 2006). Oprah is known for her ability to empathize with those around her and expects her employees to do the same, and this something most entrepreneurs are blind to (Klenke, 2002). In 1986, she saw how her staff members were working tirelessly without sufficient pay and pleaded with the management team to increase their pay, who refused and so she took money out of her own pocket and gave $ 10,000 to each staff member (Spargo, 2019). Oprah then went on to threaten to leave the show unless her staff member’s salaries were raised, after of which she swore to make better pays to her employees if and when she started her own company (Spargo, 2019). In her interview with Jeff Weiner (CEO of LinkedIn), she said the best way to retain employees’ happiness, loyalty and motivation is to hear and listen to them because that’s all human beings need (Petrone, 2017).  Such a culture in return provides better workplace satisfaction and personal development because an individual believes that a supervisor allows him/her to accomplish his or her purpose; hence, there is an indissoluble link between organizational culture, leadership and employee retention (Ravasi and Schultz, 2006, Tsai, 2011). 
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