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Abstract
Leadership is pivotal to the success of an organization. This paper reviews the effectiveness of flexible leadership to drive change management during the covid-19 pandemic. The paper reviews how a leader’s approach to leadership fosters change management and as such the situational leadership style is looked at in detail. It studies how leaders had to implement an adaptable working model to match the changes of the pandemic by moving away from traditional practices. Also, Kotter’s change management model was studied and examples of an organisation who successfully used it during the pandemic. 
The paper also studies on the strategic implications that these changes have on the stakeholders of an organisation. Hence, changes to communication strategies, organisation culture, leadership approach and environment are assessed and discussed in detail.
Also, recommendations are offered to assist flexible leaders in dealing with such a crisis of there should be a recurrence. 
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Introduction

According to Northouse, 2012, “Leadership is the process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.” This paper focuses on the different approaches to leadership which are trait, skills, contingency and situational approaches. Some change management approaches are also reviewed and includes Kotter’s and Lewin change management approaches. It also explores flexible leadership approaches used in the pandemic and its strategic implications on the stakeholders. 
The pandemic was an unstable and concerning period for both individuals as well as businesses due to its constant changes. Businesses were in crisis mode and had to implement flexible leadership to survive. According to (Kaiser and Overfield, 2010, p. 106), “Flexible leadership is about adjusting one’s leadership style, method, or approach in response to different or changing contextual demands in a way that facilitate group performance”. Flexible leadership played a pivotal role in the pandemic and facilitated many strategic changes in businesses. One leadership style that promotes flexible leadership is the situational style of leadership. Many businesses have reported that leaders had to change their leadership style to match the evolving nature of the pandemic. Leaders had to implement an adaptable working model to match the changes of the pandemic by moving away from traditional practices. Flexible leadership facilitates change management. In order to do this leaders needed to implement a model that is effective in crisis and can be implemented in a short time, hence,  Kotter’s change management system is studied.
The leadership strategies employed during the pandemic has strategic implications on stakeholders in businesses. For instance, many organisations are now communicating better based on strategies learnt during the pandemic. Leaders have changed their approach to match the situation to get the best outcome. In addition, the organizational culture is adapted to achieve success and growth. An adaptable business model also contributes to growth and will reward all major stakeholders. Recommendations were proffered to counteract the effects of the pandemic. 
During the pandemic, leaders had to implement a flexible leadership approach to drive change management, foster an adaptable and agile work model as well as transform their leadership skills to match the situation and to mitigate the strategic implications on all major stakeholders.
Methods

In order to complete this research paper, I have read a variety of literature. The information read is wide and varying even from many credible sources. Hence, I had to make a decision to choose the information based on my own personal judgement and then tried to expound on them to bring across my points. I have read a variety of textbooks to gain insightful knowledge. 
Majority of the sources for my paper comes from credible online  journal articles as well as peer reviewed pieces. I have used a variety of other sources such as studies, press releases, business blogs, business websites as well as business reviews. I have also added my personal perspective on some of these matters and my recommendations were garnered after reading sufficient materials. 





Discussion

Conceptual approaches of leadership and change management

In an organisation, leadership is the most crucial factor that will motivate and influence the overall performance of the team.  According to Northouse, 2021, “Leadership is the process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.”
 (Northouse, 2021), stated there are four approaches to leadership which are the trait, skill, contingency and situational approaches. The trait approach to leadership evaluates the personal characteristics that one needs to possess to make a great leader and  ascertains that these traits differentiates leaders from non-leaders (Northouse, 2021). The skills approach to leadership focuses on skills and capabilities that can be learnt rather than gained innately. (Northouse, 2021) reported that there are three personal skills that can be developed by leaders which are technical, human, and conceptual skills.  Contingency approach is geared at matching leaders to certain situations and ascertains that the right leader should be paired with the right situation.  Situational leadership focuses on applying different leadership styles to specific situations. In this approach, leadership is described as either directive or supportive. 
According to (Moran and Brightman, 2001), “Change management is the process of continually renewing an organisation’s direction, structures, and capabilities to serve the ever-changing needs of external and internal customers”. There are many approaches to change management. One such approach is Lewin’s Change Management Model which postulates that change can be achieved in three steps which are unfreezing, change and refreezing. Unfreezing involves informing and getting employees motivated about the change, after which change will follow. Refreezing is when the employees have accepted the change and is comfortable with it. Another model is Kotter’s  Change management model.  In a literature review conducted by (Mouazen et. Al, 2024), Kotter’s eight step change model was explained and evaluated, it emphasized that people will always be resistant to change unless there is a need for it. Hence the eight steps to change management are, “Creating a Sense of Urgency, Form a Powerful Coalition, Create a Vision and Strategy, Communicate the Vision, Remove Obstacles, Create Short-Term Wins, Build on Change, and “Anchoring Approaches in Culture”. (Mouazen et. Al, 2024).














Role of flexible leadership and individual perspectives in relation to leaders managing change of the pandemic

The covid-19 pandemic has been a time of crisis for many organizations as they struggle to find ways to manage staff appropriately while maintaining a successful business. Given this many organizations had to resort to changing their operational strategies and leadership approach to find a balance. Without this flexibility many businesses ran the risk of failing given the pandemic and the significant impact it had on society. According to (Kaiser and Overfield, 2010, p. 106), “Flexible leadership is about adjusting one’s leadership style, method, or approach in response to different or changing contextual demands in a way that facilitate group performance”. 
[bookmark: _Toc162192884]Situational Leadership and people management

[bookmark: _Hlk161595594]One theory that supports the flexible leadership style is the situational leadership. It asserts that a leadership style that is effective in one situation will not work for another. The covid-19 pandemic was a new crisis, it presented a lot of issues, and to be successful leaders had to change their style to match the situation. In a study conducted by (Al Mazrouei, 2023), the effect of covid-on the leadership style within Australian public sector organizations was researched using a survey of 50 managers who have been working in the public sector for 30 years or more. Based on the findings of the study, it was determined that many leaders have changed their leaderships style due to the pandemic. Many of the respondents stated that during the pandemic they had to be more engaging and less rigid with employees to build trust, inspire and motivate them. Other respondents reported that they had to be more supportive to employees and their needs as many employees struggled to focus on work owing to other distractions. On the other hand, some respondents changed their style by becoming more informative as they had to keep employees in the loop about the pandemic and the effect it had on the organization. Overall, all majority of the leaders have highlighted that they had to be more of a motivator during the pandemic. (Stefan & Nazarov, 2020) also stated that “A leader in the COVID-9 pandemic must be coherent, flexible, account for his emotions, be involved, and listen to all the opinions of  employees in order to carefully manage this period of crisis”. To remain successful in the pandemic it was determined that flexible leaders had to change their leadership style and behaviours to match the situation in and to meet the changing needs of employees. 
[bookmark: _Toc162192885]Adaptable working model
In a report by (Razdan and Ghose, 2020), it was stated that the covid-19 pandemic had led to regular changes in the market and also in the requirements for customers on an almost daily basis. Hence, leaders had to change their operational strategies quite quickly to counteract the effects of the pandemic and to remain successful.  Hence, some leaders have developed an agile and adaptable working model.  (Razdan and Ghose, 2020), stated that many organizations had to move away from traditional practices and old beliefs to survive during the pandemic. “The large majority of leaders have been forced to change how they work as had their organization and become a more adaptable organization”. (Al Mazrouei, 2023).  One main strategy implemented was remote working. (Bajaba et.al, 2021) concluded based on a study using Hadley et al. (2011) theoretical framework, that managers who possesses an adaptive personality are more likely to lead during a crisis such as covid-19. They have determined that the personality of a leader is imperative and will determine if that “leader is able to perform and also to demonstrate adaptive performance given its relevance during times of much needed adaptivity due to the sudden, imposed organizational changes”. (Bajaba et.al, 2021). Developing an adaptable and agile working environment is an important role of flexible leaders during a crisis in order for the organization to survive and continue to be successful. 
[bookmark: _Toc162192886]Change management.
In the pandemic, there were a lot of changes taking place. Hence, it is the role of flexible leaders to manage the change management process and to make it as seamless as possible. Kotter explains an eight-step process in managing change which is quite effective in crisis. During the pandemic Kotter’s change management process was used in many industries to implement change. During covid-19, leaders initiated change due to the sense of urgency caused. (Hall, 2021). Leaders also had to select a diverse team, to bring about the changes. Having a clear mission and strategic roadmap which are aligned to the vision of the organisation is imperative to navigate the uncertainty effectively. Staff empowerment is of utmost importance, and also providing them with the needed resources to accomplish the change. For instance, providing staff with the digital tools to work from home during the pandemic. Staff should then be rewarded for accepting and implementing the changes. Review of processes is imperative given the evolving state of the pandemic to see if there needs to be changes. Many organizations have maintained many of these strategies post pandemic, one such strategy is remote working.
Many organizations have utilised Kotter’s change management process for example at Wake Forest University School of Medicine, within the Department of Internal Medicine, Kotter’s model was used to spearhead the recruitment of staff where a virtual environment was implemented urgently  to host candidates who were unable to come in person.(Miles et.al, 2023).( Miles et.al, 2023),” also reported that the implementation led to major changes during 2020 and found increased website engagement with maintained program fill rates over two successive recruitment cycles”.
The covid-19 pandemic led to many organisational changes which depended upon flexible leadership to navigate these changes. Studies highlighted the need for leaders to be flexible, account for his/her emotions, be involved, and listen to all the opinions of employees. Leaders should also be able to build trust and inspire and motivate employees. Flexible leadership has facilitated adaptable working strategies such as remote work as many organizations move away from traditional beliefs. Adapting Kotter’s change management process led to more effective crisis response during the pandemic. 















Strategic Implications

The strategic importance of flexible leadership during the pandemic holds strategic importance and offers insights into various leadership approaches and their impact on stakeholders. Some impacts are:
[bookmark: _Toc162192887]Clear objectives and strategies:

During the pandemic, flexible leaders had to communicate clear objectives and strategies to their team to keep them up to date on the evolving changes occurring during covid-19 pandemic. “Corporate communication becomes gradually more essential for effective internal and external communication as it keeps employees well-versed and tied up so they can concentrate on accomplishing corporate goals”( Ramaswamy and Singh, 2021).When organizations communicates effectively with all its major stakeholders it builds an integrated culture, where everyone works together to achieve the same goals. Many companies have employed many digital channels of communication since the pandemic which makes communicating more effective whether in person or remotely. Today this has been streamlined as many organisations are now communicating better with all major stakeholders than before, Sheryl Fenney VP at Fanatics  stated that she and her colleagues have garnered a valuable lesson from the pandemic that building a strong culture of communication coupled with effective leadership was pivotal to implementing changes quickly in the organization. Hence, to remain successful businesses needed to have clear objectives and strategy. (Fraser, 2021)



[bookmark: _Toc162192888]Leadership approach

From the pandemic many flexible leaders had to change their leadership approach. Instead of leading rigidly on control they had to develop relationships with employees and stakeholders based on building trust, effective communication, and mutual respect to motivate and inspire the team to achieve results. “Moving away from a top-down leadership style to a more distributive approach became necessary during the COVID-19 crisis” (Lawton-Misra and Pretorius, 2021). This leads to an environment where employees feel valuable. This is demonstrated in Lego leadership where the management team implemented a less rigid leadership approach and relaxed their top-down management style in order to empower managers to complete their jobs.  (O’Connell, 2014). This has revolutionised and transformed the organisation as they grown and is achieving their strategic goals.
Changing Organisation Culture
Flexible leaders drive organization culture by being adaptable, flexible and resilient. In a survey conducted by (Quartz and Qualtrics, nd) that seek to understand how global employees company culture has changed since the onset of the pandemic, it was determined that, “…..77% of respondents believes that company culture has improved since covid-19”.Culture plays a pivotal part in the strategic success of an organisation. The CEO of Decathlon Barbara Martin Coppola outlines that the organisation stays relevant in the changing world through its “culture of empowerment and entrepreneurship.” (Guggenberger et al., 2023) This creates a people centric workforce and drives a positive and energetic culture.  (Guggenberger et al., 2023)



Changing business model

During the pandemic, many organizations have strategically coped with the crisis by adapting their business model. Most organizations globally had to switch to a fully work from home model. In a press release that was released by PWC, Laura Hinton, the head of the company reported that before the pandemic only 10% of PWC employees worked from home simultaneously. However, during the pandemic they had to switch all their staff to remote working within a short period of time. She also stated that working from home not only enabled everyone to work, but it was a way of supporting each other. Subsequently, in 2021, in another press release entitled, PWC announces new flexible work deal for employees, it was announced that this flexible model was embedded in their operations where staff could choose their own working pattern and the flexibility to work from home. Kevin Ellis chairman of PWC quoted that, “The future of work is changing at such a pace we have to evolve continually how we do things to meet the needs of our people and our clients.” Hence, this has strategically changed the operations of their business in a positive way for all major stakeholders. (PWC announces new flexible work deal for employees, 2021)
Recommendations

In a pandemic such as covid-19 it is highly recommended that in order for businesses to stay successful, then flexible leadership is the most effective. Leaders needs to always check their business model and ensure that it is keeping with the fast change caused by such a crisis. They should then shift their model to accommodate these changes. 
In a pandemic everyone is quite shaken by the constant changes and needs extra support. Hence, people management is important. Hence, organizations need to implement strategies that will comfort and support employees and giving peace of mind to work effectively. These measures should always be reviewed along with the evolving nature of the pandemic. 
It is also recommended that leaders have crisis as well as contingency plans as many businesses were caught totally off guard during the pandemic.

















Conclusion

The covid-19 pandemic was a crisis and led to many unprecedented circumstances. To navigate the crisis leaders had to implement strategies to help curtail the impact of the pandemic on their businesses in order to remain successful and relevant in the constantly changing crisis. Many leaders implemented a flexible leadership approach and by doing this were able to drive change management, foster an adaptable and agile work model as well as adopt a situational style of leadership to match the situation. 
Adopting a situational style of leadership is important for flexible leaders as they can match their leadership style to the situation. As reported in a study conducted in Australia with 50 experienced managers it was determined that many leaders had to change their leadership style during the pandemic to be more effective. Many leaders had to be more flexible and empathetic to the needs of their employees.
In addition, flexible leaders were able to foster an agile and adaptable workforce during the pandemic “The large majority of managers have been forced to change how they work as had their organization and become a more adaptable organization”. (Al Mazrouei, 2023). One main adaptation that was made globally was working remotely. This has contributed to employee’s well-being and gave them the peace of mind to work. In addition, it is imperative for flexible leaders to have an adaptable personality. 

Change management was mandatory during the pandemic and how it was managed had severe impact on whether a business would survive or not. Hence, leaders had to be flexible in the approach to this. Kotter’s change management model was utilised by many businesses during the pandemic as it crisis friendly. It stems off creating a sense of urgency and hence, flexible leaders were able to utilise this model to impact change. This was demonstrated at the Wake Forest University School of Medicine where this model was implemented and they were able to recruit new staff using a system that was implemented using Kotter’s model, thereby cementing the importance of having a standard model during the pandemic.

In addition, the role of flexible leadership had strategic implications to the success of the organisation. Clear objectives and strategies had to be communicated to staff during the pandemic, this has had strategic implications on organisations as they had to change their way of communication. Many organisations had to invest in technological devices to foster this. The leadership approach had empowered employees to achieve the strategic goals of the organisation. In addition, the culture of the organisation based on the changes have many strategic implications as having a positive culture will contribute to the success of the organisation. In addition, an adaptable business model impacts the organisation and ultimately determine if an organisation survives or not during a crisis. 

Hence, flexible leadership does play a pivotal role in driving the success of organisations during the pandemic. It is highly recommended that during the pandemic flexible leaders assess their business model and make changes to match the unprecedented changes that will occur. Also, leaders need to be more empathetic and motivating to empower staff to continue doing their roles amidst the crisis around them.
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