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Introduction:

As organisations expand, leadership must evolve. In small teams, direct control can be effective, but in larger companies, a shift from commanding to empowering others becomes essential. Jamie Dimon, CEO of JPMorgan Chase, highlights this change, stating that large organisations cannot function with top-down control alone (Dimon, 2024).

In this essay, I will examine why leadership styles must adapt as organisations grow, using leadership theories and real-world examples. I will also explore the skills modern leaders require and how these can enable sustainable growth by developing others rather than directing every decision.



Understanding Leadership and Why It Matters

Leadership involves guiding, motivating, and supporting individuals and teams to achieve collective goals. Unlike management—which emphasises tasks, structures, and processes—leadership focuses on people, vision, and culture. It plays a critical role in shaping organisational identity and ensuring long-term success.

Jamie Dimon argues that leadership is not just about decisions but about shaping the environment in which others succeed. In his 2024 shareholder letter, he noted that leaders should build culture, encourage accountability, and most importantly, trust their teams to deliver (Dimon, 2024). This modern, people-focused approach is becoming increasingly vital in growing and decentralised organisations.

Emotional Intelligence (EI) is a key component of effective leadership. According to Coronado-Maldonado et al. (2023), leaders with strong EI are better equipped to manage stress, resolve conflicts, and maintain team cohesion. High EI contributes to stronger interpersonal relationships and increased team performance. Nwagwu and Henry (2025) similarly concluded that emotionally intelligent leaders foster collaborative and productive work environments, especially in complex organisational settings.

Leadership is about influencing outcomes by investing in people. As organisations grow, direct oversight becomes impractical, and leaders must develop systems and relationships that sustain performance even in their absence.



Why Leadership Styles Must Change as Organisations Grow

In early-stage or small organisations, founders or managers often take on multiple roles and make most decisions. This firsthand, directive approach can be effective during rapid startup growth or in tightly knit teams. However, as the organisation scales, this style becomes a bottleneck. No single leader can make every decision or have visibility into every operation.

Leadership theory helps explain how and why styles need to evolve. The Situational Leadership Model developed by Hersey and Blanchard (1982) suggests that leaders must tailor their style based on the maturity and capability of their followers. For instance:
· In a new team, a directive or “telling” approach may be necessary.
· As employees gain experience, a coaching or supporting style becomes more effective.
· Eventually, a delegating style is optimal for mature, high-performing teams.

This evolution is essential as organisations grow. The complexity of operations, the number of employees, and the speed of change all demand decentralised leadership. Micromanagement becomes a barrier to agility and innovation.

Transformational leadership, as described by Bass (1990), provides another useful framework. Transformational leaders inspire followers through vision, trust, and empowerment. They encourage innovation, take a long-term view, and connect people to a greater purpose. This leadership style is particularly effective in large or global organisations where the leader cannot be physically present in every location but still needs to influence culture and performance.

Servant leadership, a concept introduced by Greenleaf (2002), takes a different but complementary approach. Here, the leader’s role is to serve the needs of their team—empowering individuals, removing obstacles, and fostering a people-first culture. This style encourages trust and inclusion, which becomes especially important in culturally diverse and geographically dispersed teams.

Jamie Dimon’s approach incorporates elements of all three models. While he is known for lofty standards and accountability, he also champions leadership development and team autonomy. In a 2025 interview, he stated that “it’s a leader’s job to coach,” reinforcing the idea that developing others is a central responsibility (Quarterdeck, 2025).

A good comparison is Satya Nadella, CEO of Microsoft, who transformed the company’s culture by shifting from a competitive, siloed mindset to one of empathy, collaboration, and innovation. Nadella’s leadership empowered teams and encouraged learning from failure—a servant-leadership mindset combined with a transformational vision. Under his leadership, Microsoft saw massive growth in both financial performance and employee satisfaction.



Challenges in Adapting Leadership Styles

While theory supports adaptive leadership, the practical transition is not always smooth. Several challenges may arise:
· Loss of control: Leaders who are used to making all decisions may struggle to let go and trust others. This can result in resistance to delegation and potential micromanagement.
· Inconsistent performance: As authority is decentralised, maintaining quality and consistency across teams becomes difficult without a strong culture and alignment.
· Leadership pipeline gaps: Rapid growth may outpace leadership development, leaving middle managers unprepared to take on increased responsibility.
· Cultural change: Employees used to directive leadership may resist or misunderstand empowerment. Culture must evolve alongside leadership style.

Overcoming these barriers requires intentional change management, investment in leadership development, and clear communication about values and expectations.



Skills Leaders Need in Growing Organisations

As leadership styles evolve, so do the required competencies. Today’s leaders must:

1. Develop Emotional Intelligence

EI includes empathy, self-regulation, social skills, and self-awareness. Leaders with high EI are better at managing stress, navigating conflict, and fostering inclusive cultures (Coronado-Maldonado et al., 2023). This helps retain top talent and improve team morale.

2. Communicate Transparently

Leaders like Jamie Dimon prioritise clear, honest communication. This includes giving constructive feedback, listening actively, and eliminating unnecessary jargon. Open communication improves trust and aligns teams (Business Insider, 2025).

3. Be Adaptable and Tech-Literate

The modern leader must navigate change and uncertainty. This includes embracing remote work, leading digital transformation, and managing across cultures. Yukl and Gardner (2020) argue that adaptive leaders can respond to environmental shifts with speed and resilience.

4. Coach and Empower Others

The most effective leaders function as mentors and coaches. They provide guidance, offer developmental opportunities, and create space for others to lead. This builds leadership capacity across the organisation (Quarterdeck, 2025).

5. Foster a Learning Culture

Great leaders normalise curiosity and learning from failure. This was key to Microsoft’s success under Nadella and is widely considered essential in innovation-driven industries. A culture of psychological safety encourages experimentation and long-term thinking.

Together, these skills help leaders transition from being the centre of control to builders of capability. Empowering others not only sustains performance but also supports succession planning and organisational resilience.



Conclusion

As organisations grow, leadership must adapt. The command-and-control style effective in small teams becomes a liability in complex, challenging environments. Leaders must shift their focus from directing tasks to developing people.

Theories like Situational Leadership, Transformational Leadership, and Servant Leadership provide frameworks for this evolution. Real-world leaders like Jamie Dimon and Satya Nadella show how high performance can be sustained while empowering others.

To lead in growing organisations, leaders must cultivate emotional intelligence, communicate clearly, embrace adaptability, and build leadership capacity across teams. Challenges like loss of control or inconsistent execution can arise, but with the right mindset and support, leaders can foster cultures of trust, accountability, and innovation.

Leadership in a growing organisation is not about doing more—it is about enabling others to do their best. This shift is not optional but essential for long-term success.
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