Visionary leadership style: a controversial approach or an ideal to strive for

This article will focus on the consideration of the visionary leadership style in the example of the think-tank “Ukrainian Institute for the Future” (UIF). Our goal is to understand the advantages and possible downsides of the visionary leadership style; to derive how this leadership style affects the team of  UIF; what can get in the way of team members in achieving the company goals in the conditions of using a visionary leadership style by the manager of UIF and whether this leadership style is suitable for the type of organization we are considering.

According to D. Goleman, the visionary leadership style has the most positive effect on the general climate in the company: employees feel confident, empathy is developed in the company, and positive changes occur more quickly. The results of the Hay/McBer study demonstrate that this leadership style, due to its positive influence, works well in almost any business situation, especially when the company needs a new vision and a clear direction of development (Goleman, 2000).

In general, we can highlight the positive features of this leadership style under the conditions of its ideal performance:

• team members know the company's development direction and vision, so they work without uncertainty;
• team members are focused on the future of the company, not on past mistakes;
• freedom of expressing one's opinion and choosing the means of achieving the goal prevails in the company;
• this style of leadership acts as a catalyst for positive changes in the company;
• the leader can motivate the team.

We consider the first point – a clear understanding of the vision and direction of the campaign as the first feature that distinguishes a visionary leadership style from others. The research of The Institute for Sustainability Leadership of the University of Cambridge refers to research by Visser and Courtice, which states that one of the distinguishing features of leaders for the future is long-term thinking – envisioning and using strategic, long thinking and planning, seeing the whole, while not discounting the future (Visser & Courtice, 2011). Thus, we are once again convinced that a visionary approach to leadership is future-oriented, and therefore best able to prepare the team for unexpected crises. Analyzing VUCA Leadership, which focuses on the competencies needed to lead and act effectively in a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous world, Carol Mase notes that "Vision in response to Volatility is more than an exercise. It is how you get out of the weeds, come up for air, and steer toward the horizon. Incorporating constant exploration and imagination. Vision becomes a counterbalance to Volatility. On the other hand, a Vision that is vague or without just enough structure is Volatility in dangerous disguise" (Mase, 2022).

Moreover, it is worth emphasizing that the presence of a vision enables campaign workers to clearly understand their goals, and therefore have a high level of motivation to achieve the goal. The most effective work usually is done by the campaign in which the manager was able to inspire the employees to construct a clear vision of the future result that the campaign is aiming for. In this context, it is worth recalling the work of D. Scott and R. Freeman, in which the authors analyze leadership from the point of view of various scholars, starting with Plato. In this work, J. Burns states that leadership is nothing if not related to a collective purpose and that the effectiveness of leaders should be judged by actual social change, which is measured by intentions and satisfaction of human needs and expectations. In particular, the authors point out that the understanding of the importance of a leader's vision of the future was indicated in the works of Plato, who believed that a leader, like an artist, should have a vision embodied in a goal that can inspire others to follow (Scott & Freeman, 2021).

Besides, the world changes very fast, so organizations must have to be changed quickly for their development and survival of the organization (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2008). For example, regarding UIF, it is worth noting that the manager of UIF Den V. chose the visionary leadership style because he usually tried to adapt the vision of the campaign development to the scenarios of the world agenda changes. Considering that the think tank works with analytical forecasts, it helps the team to understand what the Institute will be able to suggest to respond to certain economic or political challenges and for which work different departments should prepare. 

So, we suggest giving a particular example of how a clear understanding of the vision and direction of the campaign development influences the team of UIF. Den V. gathered the team at the business meeting and informed them that the economic department made a forecast of the economic situation development in the country. It became clear that the country will face a recession in 4 months, which will significantly affect the employment of people in the country. This news prompted the team to review the field of work for the near future, so during the meeting, Dan V. and the team members formulated a new vision for the Institute. Therefore, Den V. suggested the Institute's team prepare for the coming months to work on reports and studies that will help the authorities find a solution to this problem, preserve the optimal number of jobs in the country, and prevent total unemployment.

Also, Den. V and the senior specialists of each department defined the clear tasks of each department during private conversations. For instance, the PR department of the Institute will work for the next four months to spread information in the media that the Institute forecast claim that there will be a negative impact of the economic crisis on the employment market, and only experts of  UIF know how to save the situation.

Thus, we can see how Den V. clearly defined what result the Institute should achieve in 4 months and what each department will work on. The employees of the campaign remained motivated and with a bright vision of the near future of the company.

However, despite the overwhelming number of positive consequences of the visionary leadership style, we can still highlight several aspects under which this leadership style is ineffective:

• when the company's employees are much more competent in their work than their manager;
• unattainable goals and too unrealistic and fantastic development vision, which does not allow the team to choose effective mechanisms for its achievement;
• when a manager who tries to use a visionary style acquires the traits of a director/boss, which limits equality in the campaign.

So, we propose to dwell on the last scenario, when the manager acquires the features of the director of a mothballed state institution, thus turning the visionary leadership style into an authoritarian one. Importantly, a manager may claim that his leadership style is visionary, but when it comes to choosing the tools to accomplish the task (which should be done by the employee, not the manager), the manager makes the well-known mistake of micromanaging. Hence, even if the leader builds a successful vision of the campaign's future and takes into account the wishes of all team members during its formulation, which will inspire each employee to work, then during the implementation of all ideas, the leader can make this fatal mistake.

Critics of the transformational leadership style, which is very close to the visionary style, also point out that this style is ineffective if a higher level of thinking skills is required. That is, innovation and creativity is limited with this style as the leader clearly sets goals and objectives and often spells out how the tasks should be completed (Zohar & Gazit, 2008).

As we have already mentioned above, the efficiency of the employee depends on his motivation. Leaders with inspiring motivational behaviours create a vision, communicate, and manage complex employees by encouraging, working with, and empowering them (Khan, 2016). However, in the case when the manager begins to monitor the performance of the team member`s tasks, there can be no question of an environment that inspires people to work. The leaders should educate, communicate, participate, involve, task support, provide emotional support and incentives, manipulate, co-opt and coerce the employees about the change (Hussain, 2016). Only such a leader's approach will be effective. However, one should not forget that in reality, this scheme does not work as often as desired. Using formal authority to instruct the followers, the leader is often unwilling to consider anything other than the traditional organizational procedure, therefore the followers have little input and contribution as the leader believes the role of the followers is to do as they are told (Rubin, Munz & Bommer, 2005).

Returning to the analysis of UIF, we suggest considering how the wrong path chosen by the leader works in the example of this institution. After the collective discussion of the common vision and goals towards which the organization was moving, as well as the determination of the specific tasks of each department (the situation is described above), each team member began his work.

Thus, as part of the achievement of the goal of advertising the research of the Institute, the PR department decided to hold a big event, in the framework of which the report of experts on economic forecasts will be presented. So, the Senior PR specialist Alice W. started writing the announcement of the event to place the material in the mass media. However, before publishing the material, Den V. withdrew the material and said not to publish it until he read the news.

Subsequently, a similar situation was repeated. Alice W. invited guests to the event. However, two days before the event, Den V. ordered Alice W. to refuse some media that had already been invited, without providing adequate explanations as to why this decision was made. Therefore, Alice W. and PR specialists had to invent reasons to refuse the already invited media. In the conditions of this mini-crisis situation, it was decided to write to media representatives that the number of seats in the hall is limited, and therefore, unfortunately, it will not be possible to receive all the guests who were expected from the beginning.

Even though the event was held successfully, there were many consequences of micromanagement. Alice W. and all PR specialists were completely confused, the level of stress and emotional tension increased in the campaign; the reputation of the Institute in the eyes of guests who had to be refused suffered; sometime after Dan`s V. approach to managing the PR department was repeated, two PR specialists, including Alice W., resigned from the campaign.

Thus, we see how the campaign manager acquires the traits of an authoritarian leader, which directly affects the motivation of individual specialists, the quality of the department's work, and the reputation of the organization in general. Even though the specialists of the PR department were motivated from the beginning to perform their work as best as possible and achieve the set goals given the projected vision, the campaign manager's approach completely demotivated them, and it reflected in the quality of work and the emotional state of PR specialists.

Thus analyzing all highlights and challenges of the visionary leadership style, the following conclusions can be drawn.

Firstly, there are more positive sides to this approach than negative ones. However, it is worth considering that only mutual interest in the progress of the campaign, coordinated work of all team members, mutual understanding between the manager and the team, the authority of the manager in the eyes of the employees and several other conditions can lead to a high degree of campaign effectiveness. In other words, a visionary leadership style is an ideal to strive for, but it is difficult to achieve.

Secondly, we can say that a visionary leadership style is appropriate for such type of organization as UIF. Since the organization's goals and objectives depend on specific external circumstances, the campaign manager must regularly provide the organization's vision for the near future, and update its goals and objectives. The manager of the Institute is a competent, experienced person who enjoys authority among the team members, which allows the creation of the campaign vision with constructive dialogue and without the dissatisfaction of team members. In particular, the size of the organization allows the manager of the Institute to set a common vision for all team members and establish contacts with each department, taking into account the needs, opinions and vision of each of them. However, the manager of UIF can also acquire the features of an authoritarian leader, which affects the team. Thus, this organization is a confirmation that even applying the most suitable type of leadership for it is no guarantee that the campaign will not face a crisis that can be caused by individual decisions or the behaviour of the leader.

Thirdly, using the case studies of UIF, we were convinced that a leadership style cannot always be confined to a specific style. The leadership style of one manager can acquire features of other styles theoretically proposed by scientists. Thus, the management style of the team leader can be mostly positive, but in rather unexpected situations, it can manifest itself differently. Therefore, leadership styles should rather be considered as a generalized typology of management approaches.

Appendix:

Pen Picture of “Ukrainian Institute for the Future” (UIF)

UIF is a think tank, which offers solutions for policymakers in solving problems in the economic, political, cultural and other spheres of society and projects scenarios for the development of the global agenda.

Manager name: Dan V. 
Size of an organization: Medium (30 team members) 
Number of departments: 6
Number of Senior specialists: 6 
PR Senior specialist name: Alice W. 
Degree of interaction/communication: Higher than medium 
Goal congruence: The goals of the organization, individual team members and each department are usually aligned.
Level of decision making: Strategic decisions, which set the vision of an organization are agreed on in business meetings with the participation of the manager, senior specialists and all team members; tactical decisions are determined by the manager and senior specialist of the particular department; operational decisions are the responsibility of each team member. 
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