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I. Introduction

Leadership plays an important role in determining the success and sustainability of organisations, especially as they grow in size and complexity. Jamie Dimon, Chair and CEO of JPMorgan Chase, highlighted a vital transformation in leadership thinking, noting that as businesses expand, leaders must shift from direct control to roles resembling coaches or conductors (Whittington, 2023). 
In this essay, I will explore why such a shift in leadership styles is necessary as organisations grow and the limitations of traditional authority models. I will examine how leadership styles must evolve using relevant theories and models and identify the essential skills leaders must develop. Drawing on foundational and contemporary sources and examples from Apple, Microsoft, Amazon, and Zara, in this essay I'm presenting a well-rounded evaluation of leadership's adaptive nature in contemporary business environments.

II. The Concept and Importance of Leadership

Leadership is commonly defined as the ability to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the success of an organisation or a group (Armstrong, 2016). It goes beyond mere management by inspiring a shared vision, building trust, and fostering innovation. While managers tend to focus on structure, process, and tasks, leaders influence culture, vision, and direction.
Effective leadership is crucial for organisational performance, especially in dynamic environments. Armstrong (2013) explains that good leadership improves team cohesion, enhances productivity, and contributes to employee satisfaction and retention. According to Robbins and Coulter (2020), leadership is essential for aligning organisational goals with individual aspirations, ensuring that strategic objectives are met through collaborative effort.
Leadership is particularly important when organisations face complex challenges, including globalisation, digital transformation, and workforce diversification. In such settings, the ability to inspire, adapt, and drive change becomes more valuable than command-style direction. Mullins, McLean and Scott (2019) note that leadership also significantly influences organisational culture, helping to build a positive environment that supports innovation and learning.
Cole and Kelly (2020) stress that leadership is not static; rather, it must evolve as the organisation grows and external contexts shift. In a small firm, a directive, hands-on leadership style might work well. However, as businesses expand, the limitations of this approach become evident. Therefore, leadership must be viewed as a flexible and responsive practice rather than a fixed role.
 
III. Evolution of Leadership Styles in Growing Organisations 

Jamie Dimon's observation that CEOs must transition from players to coaches as companies grow (Whittington, 2023) reflects an essential leadership truth: scale demands change. In smaller firms, leaders often exercise control through direct oversight, relying on an authoritative or transactional style. Yet, this method becomes increasingly ineffective in large, multi-layered organisations.
Armstrong (2016) highlights how traditional command-and-control leadership may offer short-term efficiency but eventually stifles autonomy and creativity. As decision-making becomes decentralised, coaching and supportive leadership become more appropriate. These styles promote empowerment, problem-solving, and growth across various organisational levels.
Transformational leadership, which focuses on inspiring and motivating followers toward shared goals, provides a strong alternative. According to Li et al. (2023), transformational leadership has a significantly stronger impact on project success compared to transactional styles. The transformational leader fosters intellectual stimulation, individualised consideration, and a compelling vision—all vital as organisations scale and diversify.
In contrast, transactional leadership, built on contingent rewards and structured roles, may suit stable environments or lower-level operations but lacks the adaptability required in evolving contexts (Li et al., 2023). For example, Amazon initially benefited from Jeff Bezos's assertive and directive style, but as the company expanded, it adopted more decentralised, team-driven approaches underpinned by innovation and empowerment (Amazon, 2024).
Moreover, Fuller, Bajaba and Bajaba (2022) found that empowering and servant leadership styles—where leaders support autonomy and personal growth—often outperform transformational leadership in fostering intrinsic motivation. These approaches are particularly useful in knowledge-based sectors where motivation and creativity are critical.
Supportive leadership, rooted in the Path-Goal Theory, is another model applicable in growing organisations. This approach adapts the leader’s behaviour to the needs of the team and the task environment (Robbins and Coulter, 2020). As tasks become more complex and teams more diverse, leaders must provide clarity, remove barriers, and offer emotional support.
Leadership style adaptation is also supported by situational leadership theory, which emphasises flexibility depending on employee readiness and task maturity. Mullins, McLean and Scott (2019) argue that situational leadership encourages leaders to vary their approach based on context—something critical in large organisations where different departments may have varied needs.
The shift from authoritative to supportive styles can also be seen in companies like Apple and Microsoft. Apple’s leadership has evolved from the iconic and top-down style of Steve Jobs to Tim Cook’s more collaborative and inclusive approach (Apple, 2024). Similarly, under Satya Nadella, Microsoft embraced a culture of empathy, learning, and innovation, transitioning from control-based leadership to one focused on coaching and development (Microsoft, 2024).
Zara, part of the Inditex Group, exemplifies a hybrid approach. It combines a strong central vision with significant local autonomy, allowing managers to lead with both strategic direction and operational flexibility (Inditex, 2024).
In sum, as organisations grow, leadership styles must evolve from rigid control to flexibility, coaching, and support. This evolution enhances innovation, employee engagement, and overall organisational agility.


IV. Essential Skills for Leaders in Expanding Organisations 

As organisations expand, the skillset required for effective leadership broadens. Beyond technical knowledge and authority, leaders must master interpersonal and strategic skills.
First, emotional intelligence is critical. Leaders must be self-aware, empathetic, and able to manage interpersonal relationships judiciously (Armstrong, 2013). This helps in navigating organisational politics and fostering inclusive cultures.
Second, communication skills become vital. Leaders must articulate vision, provide constructive feedback, and listen actively. Cole and Kelly (2020) stress that clear communication bridges gaps between departments, hierarchies, and functions.
Third, coaching and mentoring capabilities are essential. Fuller, Bajaba and Bajaba (2022) show that such behaviours enhance intrinsic motivation and long-term performance.
Fourth, cultural intelligence has emerged as a key leadership skill in global organisations. Li et al. (2021) found that the relationship between leadership style and employee engagement is influenced by national culture. Leaders must therefore adapt their approach across diverse cultural settings, as is evident in multinational firms like Amazon and Zara.
Finally, leaders need strategic thinking and adaptability, especially in volatile markets. Robbins and Coulter (2020) argue that the ability to foresee trends, manage risk, and adapt plans is crucial for sustaining competitive advantage in large, complex organisations.

V. Conclusion  

Leadership must evolve alongside organisational growth. While small companies may benefit from authoritative and hands-on leadership, this style becomes a liability as complexity increases. Modern organisations require leaders who are coaches, facilitators, and visionaries—individuals who empower others and build cohesive, self-sustaining teams.
Theories such as transformational, situational, and servant leadership support this transition, and current research confirms their relevance in dynamic environments. As highlighted by Li et al. (2023) and Fuller, Bajaba and Bajaba (2022), empowering leadership is increasingly associated with motivation, innovation, and high performance.
To meet these challenges, contemporary leaders must possess a broad range of skills, including emotional intelligence, coaching ability, strategic thinking, and effective communication. Organisations should invest in leadership development programs that nurture these competencies and prepare leaders to guide teams in ever-changing landscapes.
Ultimately, the future of leadership lies not in control but in collaboration, vision, and trust—a transformation that will define successful enterprises in the 21st century.
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