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Leadership evolution in expanding organisations: from command to coaching



Introduction


As organisations grow in size and complexity, traditional leadership approaches rooted in command-and-control often become ineffective. Traditional models of leadership, particularly the command-and-control approach, may be suitable for smaller organisations where decision -making is centralised. However, in large and expanding companies, this style can become inefficient, demotivating, and unsustainable. Jamie Dimon, CEO of JPMorgan Chase, highlights this in stating that leaders need to be more like coaches and conductors rather than decision-makers involved in every detail (Whittington, 2023). 
This essay examines how leadership styles must adapt as businesses expand, moving from authoritative methods to more supportive and collaborative approaches. It begins by defining leadership and explaining its significance in the business context. It then evaluates how leadership styles can adapt using established theories and models using real-life business example.
Drawing upon academic theories and practical businesses examples, this essay demonstrates why contemporary leadership requires agility, emotional intelligence, and strategic vision.


 Defining leadership and its importance

Leadership its widely understood as the ability to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute towards organisational success. Leadership it is not solely tight to a person’s position or title but is often reflected in their ability to inspire, support, and empower others (Mullins & McLean, 2019). In contemporary organisations, leadership is increasingly seen as a dynamic process rather than a static role – meaning that individuals at any level can demonstrate leadership by encouraging collaboration, innovation and accountability.
Leadership can be formal (tied to a role) or informal (based on influence), but its importance lies in shaping organisational culture and directing efforts towards strategic objectives. According to Gardner and Yukl (2020), leadership involves creating a compelling vision, aligning people with that vision, and inspiring them to overcome challenges. In growing organisations, where structure become more complex, the need for strong leadership becomes even more pronounced.
Robbins et al. (2021) argue that leadership improves employee satisfaction, retention, and performance. For instance, transformational leaders foster innovation and adaptability, two qualities essential for businesses undergoing expansion. As such, leadership plays a central role not only in maintaining internal cohesion but also in responding effectively to market dynamics.
 Leaders are key drivers of change. As companies expand or face external pressures such as digital transformation or economic shifts, strong leadership becomes essential for managing uncertainty. According to Kelly and Cole (2020), leaders are responsible for articulating a clear vision, gaining buy-in from the stakeholders, and guiding teams through periods of transition. Without capable leadership, organisations may struggle to adapt or lose their strategic direction.
Leadership also plays a critical role in shaping and sustaining organisational culture. Leaders set the tone for values, ethical standards, and workplace norms through their behaviour and communication. 
Moreover, as companies expand, leaders are expected to maintain alignment among increasingly diverse teams. This requires communication, strategic thinking, and empathy – traits associated with contemporary leadership. Hence, understanding what leadership entails and recognising its value is fundamental to managing organisational growth successfully.
Finally, leadership fosters trust and psychological safety- two elements that are increasingly important in diverse, team-based workplaces. When leaders act with integrity, empathy, and transparency, they build strong relations that improve collaboration and performance (Mullins and McLean, 2019). Thus, the importance of leadership lies not only in strategic outcomes but also in the social and cultural foundations it builds within the organisation.


Evolving leadership styles in growing organisations

As organisations scale, leadership styles must evolve. The command-and-control model, while suitable in smaller firms, becomes rigid and inefficient in larger, more dynamic contexts. Dimon’s assertion reflects this shift: effective leaders today must as enablers rather than controllers (Whittington, 2023).
The Situational Leadership Model developed by Hersey and Blanchard (cited in Robbins et al., 2021) supports the idea that leaders should adapt their style depending on team maturity and task complexity. In rapidly expanding businesses, a coaching or delegating approach becomes more appropriate, empowering employees to take initiative and solve problems independently.
Transformational leadership, as outlined by Bass, encourages leaders to inspire, intellectually stimulate, and individually support their followers (Gardner& Yukl, 2020). This style is especially relevant for large organisations where motivation and innovation are essential. For example, Apple’s leadership under Tim Cook demonstrates how transformational leadership promotes collaboration and creativity while maintaining strategic focus.
Servant leadership is another model suited to expanding firms. Leaders prioritise the growth and well-being of their teams which aligns with the coaching style advocated by Dimon. Armstrong (2016) notes that servant leaders build trust, foster inclusive cultures, and enhance long-term performance by valuing each employee’s contribution.
By contrast, transactional leadership, based on structured rewards and penalties, tends to be less effective in large, knowledge-driven organisations. While useful for routine tasks, it does not foster innovation or autonomy – qualities crucial in modern, competitive markets (Kelly & Cole, 2020).
Business examples further highlight the shift in practice. Google, for instance, emphasises participative and decentralised leadership, encouraging innovation through psychological safety and team autonomy. Similarly, Unilever promotes coaching and mentoring as part of its performance development strategy (Robbins et al., 2021).
As companies expand, leaders must decentralise decision-making, facilitate collaboration across teams and regions, and remain accessible. Therefore, adopting adaptive leadership styles not only improves operational efficiency but also builds a resilient, motivated workforce.




Skills leaders need in expanding organisations

Leadership in a growing organisation demands a broader skillset than in smaller firms. According to Armstrong (2016), key competencies include strategic thinking, emotional intelligence, and change management. As structure becomes more layered, leaders must manage complexity while maintaining clarity and focus.
Communication is a core skill, enabling leaders to align teams around shared goals and reduce resistance to change. 
Emotional intelligence, including empathy and self-awareness, helps leaders understand team dynamics and support staff effectively (Mullins & McLean, 2019). This is particularly important in diverse, cross-functional teams.
Change management skills. As businesses grow, change becomes constant – whether through restructuring, new markets or technology, and leaders must manage resistance, communicate benefits and guide teams through transitions.
Decision-making under uncertainty. Larger organisations often face complex, data-rich environments; thus, leaders must be comfortable making strategic decisions quickly, even without perfect information.
Cross-cultural competence. Expansion often brings a more diverse or global workforce; hence leaders need cultural awareness to build inclusive environments, avoid misunderstandings, and lead international teams effectively.
Digital literacy and technology adoption. Leaders today must understand emerging technologies (e.g., AI, data analytics) to drive innovation and efficiency; they don’t need to be technical experts but should embrace digital transformation and lead digital upskilling.
Adaptability and problem-solving are essential in a fast-paced environment. Leaders must respond to market shifts and internal challenges with agility. Gardner and Yukl (2020) add that visionary thinking is critical for steering the organisation toward long-term objectives. 
Robbins et al. (2021) also highlight collaboration and team development as fundamental. Leaders should foster inclusive environments, encourage innovation, and build capabilities across the workforce.
Ultimately, modern leaders must inspire trust, promote learning, and empower others – moving away from micromanagement and towards facilitation.




Conclusion


In conclusion, leadership must evolve as organisations grow. Traditional command-and-control models become less effective in large, complex businesses, as noted by Jamie Dimon. Instead, leadership should shift towards coaching, transformational, and servant styles, which empower employees and foster innovation. Theories such as situational leadership and transformational leadership support this adaptive approach. Leaders in expanding organisations must demonstrate strong communication, emotional intelligence, and strategic thinking skills to navigate complexity and maintain cohesion. Practical examples from companies like Google and Apple show that supportive leadership fosters motivation and success in contemporary settings. Therefore, modern business leaders must be flexible, visionary, and people-focused – prioritising engagement and development over control. As the business environment becomes increasingly fast-paced and interconnected, these skills and styles will remain essential to organisational effectiveness and resilience.
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