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Introduction
Leadership plays an essential part in how well an organisation functions, as it shapes how employees feel, perform, and interact within the workplace. With businesses facing rapid technological change, stronger competition, and more diverse teams, leaders today are expected to do far more than supervise tasks. Modern workplaces value flexibility, teamwork, and emotional awareness, which means traditional “command and control” styles are no longer as effective as they once were.
This essay looks at leadership through Daniel Goleman’s emotional intelligence lens and focuses on three of his leadership styles: authoritative, democratic, and coaching. Each style is discussed in relation to its main qualities, where it works best, and the benefits and challenges it can bring. The discussion also considers the key abilities leaders now need to guide their teams through uncertainty, support staff wellbeing, and help organisations grow sustainably. The essay ends with practical suggestions on how these ideas can be used in today’s workplace.

Defining Leadership
Leadership is commonly understood as the ability to influence people towards achieving shared aims. Robbins, Coulter and Randel (2021) view leadership as an interpersonal process built on influence rather than position, highlighting that strong leaders encourage, guide, and motivate teams to work towards common goals. In a similar vein, Yukl (2020) explains that leadership involves coordinating and directing group efforts, especially in situations where organisations face uncertainty or rapid change.
Although leadership and management often overlap, they serve different purposes. Management is mainly concerned with planning, organising, and maintaining control to ensure smooth daily operations (Cole and Kelly, 2020). Leadership, on the other hand, focuses on shaping vision, inspiring others, and driving meaningful change. Both roles, however, complement one another; organisations function best when leaders inspire people and managers put structure and processes in place to support that vision.
Goleman (2000) emphasises that emotional intelligence is a core element of successful leadership. It includes qualities such as self-awareness, empathy, motivation, social skills, and the ability to regulate one’s emotions. These traits help leaders form positive relationships, handle conflict effectively, and respond thoughtfully to challenges. Goleman’s emotional intelligence theory also underpins his six leadership styles, three of which authoritative, democratic, and coaching are explored in this essay.

Goleman’s Leadership Styles : Authoritative Leadership Style
The authoritative, or visionary, leadership style focuses on providing clear direction and articulating a compelling organisational vision. According to Goleman (2000), authoritative leaders motivate employees by showing how their individual roles contribute to broader organisational goals. This style does not rely heavily on control but encourages autonomy within a shared purpose.
Characteristics Authoritative leaders are typically confident, purposeful, and future-oriented. They excel at communicating direction, framing challenges in an inspiring way, and maintaining morale during uncertainty.
Advantages Authoritative leadership is particularly effective during times of organisational transformation. Employees gain clarity regarding expectations, priorities, and long-term goals. Robbins et al. (2021) suggest that this style enhances alignment and motivation because it links everyday work with meaningful organisational objectives.
Disadvantages This style may be less effective in teams of highly autonomous experts who prefer participatory decision-making. Overuse may reduce employees’ sense of ownership or creativity.
Business Example: A useful example can be seen in a retail organisation rolling out a digital transformation programme. An authoritative leader would clearly explain why the change is necessary, linking it to evolving customer expectations, increased market competition, and long-term organisational growth. By communicating a clear and compelling vision, the leader helps employees understand how their individual roles contribute to the wider strategic objectives. This approach supports motivation and alignment while allowing staff a degree of autonomy within clearly defined goals (Goleman, 2000; Robbins et al., 2021).
Another example can be found in a healthcare setting introducing a new electronic patient-record system. In such situations, staff may feel anxious about learning unfamiliar technology or concerned that it could disrupt workflows and compromise patient care. An authoritative leader would recognise these concerns, provide reassurance through clear communication, and ensure appropriate training and support are available. By emphasising how the new system will improve accuracy, efficiency, and patient safety, the leader combines empathy with clear direction, helping to build trust and encouraging staff to engage positively with the change (Goleman, 2000; Yukl, 2020).


Democratic Leadership Style
Democratic leadership is inclusive and participatory, encouraging employees to contribute ideas and take part in decision-making. Goleman (2000) describes this style as collaborative, fostering open communication and valuing diverse perspectives.
Characteristics : Democratic leaders actively listen, facilitate discussions, and encourage contributions from team members.
Advantages: This style strengthens engagement, creativity, and shared ownership. Yukl (2020) suggests that participatory decision‑making improves innovation and problem‑solving.
Disadvantages: It can slow down decision-making, making it unsuitable in urgent situations. Its effectiveness depends on employees’ knowledge and willingness to contribute.
Business Example: Creative environments, such as marketing or design teams, are particularly well suited to democratic leadership because innovation often emerges from open discussion and shared ideas. In a marketing department working on a new campaign, for instance, a democratic leader would actively involve the whole team in brainstorming sessions, inviting input from copywriters, designers, analysts, and brand managers. Instead of deciding the campaign direction alone, the leader encourages dialogue, listens to different viewpoints, and helps the group build a solution collectively. This collaborative environment not only sparks more original ideas but also increases team ownership and motivation, as employees feel that their contributions are genuinely valued (Goleman, 2000; Yukl, 2020).
Another example might be found in a media or advertising agency developing a pitch for a high-profile client. A democratic leader would bring together professionals with a wide range of skills, including visual creatives, data specialists, and social media planners, to discuss the client brief. By valuing each person’s perspective and encouraging participative decision-making, the leader creates space for innovative concepts that may not emerge under a more directive leadership style (Yukl, 2020; Robbins et al., 2021).

Coaching Leadership Style
The coaching style focuses on long‑term employee development, helping individuals identify strengths, improve weaknesses, and align their aspirations with organisational goals.
Characteristics: Coaching leaders are developmental, patient, and skilled at giving constructive feedback.
Advantages: Armstrong (2016) highlights that coaching builds capability, strengthens confidence, and improves retention through personalised development.
Disadvantages: Coaching requires time and may be impractical in fast‑paced environments. It may also be ineffective if employees resist feedback.
Business Example: A clear example of coaching leadership can be seen in large organisations running graduate schemes or internal development programmes. In these settings, coaching leaders focus on supporting individual growth rather than directing every decision. Graduates and junior employees are encouraged to reflect on their strengths, identify development areas, and set personal goals aligned with organisational objectives. The leader provides regular feedback, guidance, and mentoring, helping individuals build confidence and capability over time. This approach supports long-term performance while ensuring employees feel valued and invested in from the early stages of their career (Goleman, 2000; Armstrong, 2016).
Another example can be found in a technology company preparing to launch a new product. A coaching leader would work closely with team members such as designers, engineers, marketers, and customer-service staff to develop their skills and problem-solving abilities. Rather than giving direct instructions, the leader asks questions, encourages reflection, and supports individuals in finding their own solutions to challenges related to customer needs, product features, and potential risks. This developmental approach not only strengthens individual performance but also builds a more capable and resilient team in the long term (Goleman, 2000; Yukl, 2020)

Essential Leadership Skills in Contemporary Organisations
Modern organisations require leaders with diverse skills. Communication remains essential, enabling leaders to articulate goals clearly, resolve conflict, and maintain trust (Jones et al., 2012). Emotional intelligence enables leaders to recognise and manage emotions, support employee wellbeing, and maintain positive working relationships (Goleman, 2000).
Adaptability and problem‑solving are vital due to continuous organisational change. Robbins et al. (2021) note that leaders must cope with uncertainty while sustaining morale and decision quality. Ethical judgement is equally important. Yukl (2020) argues that ethical leadership reinforces organisational values, strengthens trust, and supports long‑term sustainability.













Conclusion
This essay has examined leadership through Goleman’s emotional intelligence framework, focusing on authoritative, democratic, and coaching styles. The discussion highlighted that each style brings distinct strengths and limitations, and their effectiveness depends on how well they are aligned with organisational needs, employee expectations, and situational demands. The analysis also showed that essential leadership skills such as emotional intelligence, ethical judgement, adaptability, and clear communication play a central role in enabling leaders to guide teams effectively, especially in environments characterised by uncertainty and continuous change.
To apply these insights in contemporary organisations, leaders should remain flexible in their approach, selecting styles that best support team development and organisational goals. Investing in emotional-intelligence training, encouraging reflective practice, and promoting open communication can further enhance leadership effectiveness. Ultimately, leaders who balance empathy with strategic direction are better positioned to drive sustainable performance and long-term organisational growth.
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