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Leadership plays an important role in the success of any organisation because it influences employee performance, motivation and the ability to achieve business goals. Different leadership styles can affect how employees respond to change, work with others and develop within their roles. As the owner of a nail and beauty salon, I have experienced how different leadership approaches can influence both individual performance and the overall success of the business. This report will critically assess recognised leadership theories and reflect on my own leadership style and abilities. It will use leadership models alongside my own workplace experience to evaluate how leadership can be used to set direction, motivate employees, delegate responsibilities and empower others to support positive workplace change.
[bookmark: _Toc234427725]Critically assess a recognised leadership model or theory in relation to its ability to impact on individual workplace performance
Leadership has a big impact on how people perform at work. A good leader can improve motivation, confidence and job satisfaction, which can all lead to better performance. This is especially important in a nail and beauty salon because the quality of each employee's work affects customer satisfaction, repeat business and the reputation of the salon. Every interaction between a beauty therapist or nail technician and a client can influence whether that client returns, so the way employees are led is important. This report will critically assess Ethical Leadership and it’s ability to improve individual workplace performance. It will also compare Ethical Leadership with Charismatic Leadership, Distributed Leadership and Contingency Theory to show that while ethical leadership has many strengths, it also has limitations. Examples from my own experience as the owner of a nail and beauty salon will be used alongside academic research to show how these leadership styles work in practice.
Ethical leadership is based on honesty, fairness, trust and respect for employees. According to Michael E. Brown, et al(2005), ethical leaders demonstrate appropriate behaviour through their own actions and encourage the same behaviour in others. This means that leaders should lead by example instead of simply telling employees what to do. Employees are more likely to respect a leader who is honest, keeps promises and treats everyone fairly. In a salon environment, this could include treating every member of staff equally, listening to concerns, giving fair workloads and making decisions that benefit both employees and the business. When staff feel respected, they are more likely to stay motivated and work to a high standard.
Ethical leadership can also be seen in the actions of well-known historical leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. Although they operated in political and social movements rather than businesses, both demonstrated many of the values linked with ethical leadership. Gandhi encouraged non-violence, honesty and respect while leading India's independence movement, and Martin Luther King Jr. inspired social change by promoting equality, justice and peaceful protest. Their influence came from leading by example rather than through power or authority, which reflects Brown et al, (2005) view that ethical leaders influence others through their own behaviour. While their leadership took place in very different contexts from modern organisations, their ability to inspire commitment through fairness and integrity demonstrates how ethical leadership can motivate individuals to perform beyond what is expected.
One of the biggest strengths of ethical leadership is that it builds trust between the leader and employees. Trust is important because employees who trust their manager are often more confident in their work and more willing to take responsibility. Brown and Treviño(2006) argue that ethical leaders create trusting relationships, which encourages employees to become more engaged in their work. When employees believe their manager will support them and treat them fairly, they are more likely to go beyond the basic requirements of their job. In a beauty salon, this could mean taking extra time with clients, helping colleagues during busy periods or suggesting new treatments without being asked. These behaviours improve individual performance because employees are motivated to do more than the minimum expected of them.
From my own experience as a salon owner, I have found that trust has a direct effect on how employees perform. When staff know that I will listen to their concerns and treat everyone fairly, they appear more confident when working with clients. For example, allowing experienced therapists to recommend treatments without putting pressure on them to sell products has helped them build stronger relationships with customers. Clients are more likely to trust genuine recommendations, which has led to repeat bookings and positive reviews. This shows that ethical leadership can improve workplace performance by creating an environment where employees feel supported instead of controlled.
Ethical leadership can also improve motivation because employees are more likely to work hard when they believe they are valued. Rather than relying on fear or strict control, ethical leaders recognise good performance and reward employees fairly. This idea is supported by Peter Blau (1964) through Social Exchange Theory, which suggests that employees respond positively when they receive fair treatment from their employer. When staff feel respected and appreciated, they often repay that treatment by working harder and showing greater commitment to the organisation. In a salon, recognising employees for excellent customer service, positive client feedback or completing extra training can encourage them to continue performing well.
Another benefit of ethical leadership is that it creates a safe working environment where employees are not afraid to make mistakes. Instead of blaming staff when something goes wrong, ethical leaders focus on learning and improvement. This is particularly important in the beauty industry because employees regularly learn new treatments, products and techniques. If staff are afraid of criticism, they may avoid trying new skills or asking questions. However, if mistakes are treated as learning opportunities, employees become more confident and improve their performance over time. This can also improve customer satisfaction because confident employees are more likely to deliver high-quality treatments.
Although ethical leadership has many strengths, it is not always the most effective leadership style in every situation. One criticism is that leaders who focus too much on maintaining positive relationships may avoid difficult conversations about poor performance. Employees who consistently arrive late, provide poor customer service or fail to meet salon standards still need clear feedback and, where necessary, disciplinary action. If a leader avoids these conversations because they want to be seen as fair or supportive, the performance of the whole team may suffer. This shows that ethical leadership needs to be balanced with accountability if it is going to improve workplace performance in the long term.
One useful comparison is Charismatic Leadership. Charismatic leaders inspire employees through confidence, enthusiasm and a clear vision for the future. They often motivate people to work harder by creating excitement about the goals of the business. In a salon, a charismatic leader may encourage staff to increase retail sales, promote new treatments or improve customer service through enthusiasm and positive energy. This can improve individual performance, especially when employees need motivation during busy periods or when the business introduces new services. However, charismatic leadership also has weaknesses. Employees can become dependent on the leader's personality for motivation instead of developing their own confidence. If the leader is absent, motivation and performance may decrease because staff rely too heavily on that individual for direction and encouragement. This suggests that while charismatic leadership can create short-term improvements in performance, ethical leadership may create more consistent results because it is based on trust rather than personality.
It could also be argued that Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. displayed elements of charismatic leadership because they inspired millions of people through powerful speeches and a clear vision for social change. However, unlike some charismatic leaders who rely mainly on personality, their influence was strongly connected to ethical values such as honesty, justice and equality. This suggests that charisma alone may motivate followers in the short term, but combining charisma with ethical behaviour is more likely to create lasting commitment and trust
Distributed Leadership offers another different approach. Instead of one person making every decision, leadership responsibilities are shared between different members of the team. Employees with experience are given responsibility for specific areas of the business, such as training new staff, managing stock or maintaining hygiene standards. This can improve individual workplace performance because employees feel trusted and develop new skills through increased responsibility. In my own salon, experienced therapists often take the lead in helping newer members of staff learn treatments and understand customer expectations. This not only improves the confidence of the newer employee but also develops the leadership skills of the experienced therapist. However, distributed leadership can also create problems if roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined. Different leaders may have different expectations, leading to confusion or inconsistent standards. In a small business like a salon, too many people making decisions can slow down communication and reduce efficiency.
Contingency Theory provides one of the strongest criticisms of ethical leadership because it argues that there is no single best way to lead. Instead, the effectiveness of leadership depends on the situation, the task being completed and the experience of the employees. This means that ethical leadership may work well in some situations but not in others. For example, a new apprentice in a salon will often need clear instructions, close supervision and regular feedback while learning treatments. An experienced beauty therapist, however, may perform better when given more independence and trust. During very busy periods, such as weekends or holiday seasons, a more direct leadership style may also be needed to keep appointments running on time. This suggests that successful leaders need to adapt their style depending on the situation instead of relying on one approach all the time.
Overall, ethical leadership has a positive impact on individual workplace performance because it builds trust, improves motivation and creates a positive working environment where employees feel respected and supported. These factors are especially important in a nail and beauty salon, where employee behaviour directly affects customer satisfaction and business success. However, comparing ethical leadership with charismatic leadership, distributed leadership and contingency theory shows that no single leadership style is perfect. While ethical leadership creates strong long-term relationships with employees, there are situations where more direct, inspirational or flexible approaches may produce better results. From my own experience as a salon owner, I believe the most effective leadership comes from combining ethical values with the ability to adapt to different employees and different situations, rather than relying on one leadership theory alone.
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To better understand my own leadership style, I completed two self-assessment questionnaires that measured my leadership preferences and behaviours. The results suggested that I mainly use an ethical and democratic leadership style, but that I also show some characteristics of situational leadership depending on the circumstances. Overall, I believe these results are a fairly accurate reflection of how I lead my salon. However, they do not fully capture how often I have to change my approach based on different situations, the experience of my staff and the needs of the business. This shows that while questionnaires can provide a useful starting point, they cannot fully reflect the complexity of leadership in a real workplace.
The first questionnaire showed that I place a high value on fairness, communication and building positive relationships with employees. I agree with this result because I try to create a working environment where everyone feels respected and able to share their opinions. In my salon, I encourage staff to ask questions, discuss ideas and let me know if they are struggling with anything. I believe this has helped create trust within the team, which has improved teamwork and customer service. This links closely with Ethical Leadership, as discussed by Brown et al. (2005), who argue that ethical leaders influence employees by acting fairly, honestly and with integrity. Looking at my own experience, I think this leadership style has helped employees feel more confident and motivated, especially when learning new treatments or dealing with difficult clients.
However, I have also realised that I cannot always lead in the same way. The second questionnaire suggested that I adapt my leadership style depending on the situation, which reflects the ideas of Contingency Theory. I agree with this because my experience has shown that different employees need different levels of support. For example, when a new apprentice joins the salon, I spend more time giving instructions, demonstrating treatments and checking their progress. They need clear guidance because they are still developing their confidence and technical skills. In contrast, experienced beauty therapists usually perform better when I trust them to make decisions and manage their own appointments. Giving them more independence helps them feel valued and encourages them to take responsibility for their work.
There have also been situations where I have needed to be more direct than my normal leadership style would suggest. During busy periods, such as Saturdays or before holidays, there is less time for discussion because appointments need to stay on schedule and clients expect a high level of service. In these situations, I tend to give clear instructions and make decisions quickly to keep the salon running smoothly. Although this is different from my usual approach, I believe it is necessary to maintain standards and reduce stress within the team. This supports the main idea of Contingency Theory, which argues that there is no single best leadership style and that leaders must adapt to different situations.
When comparing my questionnaire results with my actual experience, I think the questionnaires correctly identified my preferred leadership style but did not fully show how flexible I need to be as a business owner. On paper, I may appear to have one dominant style, but in reality, I regularly combine different approaches depending on the employee and the situation. This also reflects some aspects of Distributed Leadership. In my salon, I often ask experienced staff to support newer employees by helping with training or answering questions. This allows them to develop leadership skills while also building confidence in less experienced team members. Sharing responsibility in this way has helped improve teamwork and reduced the pressure on me to manage every small task myself.
I can also see some similarities between my leadership and Charismatic Leadership, although I would not describe myself as a naturally charismatic leader. I try to stay positive, encourage my team and celebrate achievements, especially when we reach business goals or receive positive customer feedback. I have noticed that when I show enthusiasm, my team often responds with higher energy and motivation. However, I do not believe that motivation should depend only on my personality. Instead, I think it is more important to build trust, fairness and respect so that employees remain motivated even when I am not present. This supports the view that ethical leadership creates more sustainable performance than relying only on charisma.
Overall, completing the questionnaires has helped me reflect on my strengths and areas for improvement. They confirmed that I naturally lead through fairness, communication and supporting others, but they also highlighted the importance of adapting my style to different situations. My experience as a salon owner has taught me that leadership is not about using one style all the time. Instead, effective leadership involves understanding the needs of individual employees, recognising when different approaches are required and balancing support with clear expectations. Based on both the questionnaire results and my own workplace experience, I believe my ability to adapt my leadership style has been one of the main reasons I have been able to build a positive team culture while maintaining high standards of customer service.
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As the owner of a nail and beauty salon, I have been responsible for setting the direction of the business and leading my team through different changes. This has included introducing new treatments, improving customer service standards and creating a positive working environment for both staff and clients. Looking back at my own leadership, I believe one of my strengths is communicating clear goals so that employees understand what is expected of them. For example, when introducing new treatment packages, I explained why the change was being made, how it would benefit both the business and the clients, and what support would be available while staff learned the new services. I found that when employees understood the purpose of the change, they were more willing to accept it and work towards the same goal.
This approach links to Kotter's (1996) theory of change management, particularly the importance of creating a clear vision and communicating that vision to others. Kotter argues that employees are more likely to support change when they understand why it is necessary. Looking at my own experience, I believe this reflects how I lead my team. Rather than simply telling employees what to do, I try to explain the reasons behind decisions so they feel involved in the process. This has helped reduce resistance to change and has encouraged employees to contribute their own ideas about improving the business.
Motivating employees is another important part of my role as a leader. I have found that my team responds better to recognition and encouragement than to pressure or criticism. I regularly acknowledge good customer feedback, celebrate achievements and encourage employees to continue developing their skills through training. This links to Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory (1959), which suggests that recognition, responsibility and opportunities for personal growth are important motivators. In my salon, I have noticed that employees who feel appreciated are more confident when dealing with clients and are more willing to take on additional responsibilities. This has had a positive impact on both individual performance and customer satisfaction.
However, I have also learned that motivation is different for each person. Some employees are motivated by learning new treatments, while others value flexible working hours or recognition for their hard work. My experience has shown that understanding individual needs helps me motivate staff more effectively. This also reflects my earlier discussion of Contingency Theory, as it demonstrates that leadership should be adapted to different people rather than using the same approach for everyone.
Delegation has been an area where I have developed over time. When I first became a business owner, I often felt I needed to complete most tasks myself because I wanted everything to meet my standards. However, I soon realised that trying to do everything alone limited the growth of both the business and my employees. I now delegate responsibilities such as stock management, social media updates and mentoring new team members to experienced staff. This has allowed employees to develop new skills while giving me more time to focus on business development and customer relationships.
Delegating responsibilities also links to Distributed Leadership, which suggests that leadership should be shared throughout an organisation rather than remaining with one individual. By trusting experienced employees with additional responsibilities, I have seen improvements in their confidence and decision-making. At the same time, newer employees benefit from learning directly from experienced colleagues. Although I still monitor progress and provide support when needed, I have found that giving employees responsibility has increased both their confidence and their commitment to the salon.
Empowering employees is closely connected to delegation, but I believe it goes beyond simply giving someone a task. Empowerment means giving employees the confidence and authority to make decisions within their role. For example, I encourage experienced beauty therapists to recommend treatments they believe are most suitable for clients rather than following a strict sales script. This allows them to use their professional knowledge while building trust with customers. I have found that clients appreciate honest advice, which has helped increase repeat bookings and strengthen customer relationships.
To support this assessment, I have also received positive feedback from members of my team. They have commented that they appreciate being trusted to make decisions and that they feel comfortable approaching me with questions or suggestions. They have also said that I am approachable and willing to listen to concerns, which has helped create a supportive working environment. While I recognise that there are still areas where I can improve, particularly by becoming more confident when dealing with difficult conversations about poor performance, the feedback suggests that my leadership style has had a positive effect on both employee confidence and teamwork.
Overall, I believe I have developed the ability to set direction, motivate, delegate and empower others to support workplace change. My experience as a salon owner has shown that successful change is not achieved by giving instructions alone but by involving employees, communicating clearly and trusting them with responsibility. The theories of Kotter (1996), Herzberg (1959) and Distributed Leadership support many of the approaches I have used in practice. At the same time, my own experience has taught me that leadership is a continuous learning process, and I will continue to develop my skills as both my team and business grow.
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