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Steven Bartlett was born in Botswana as the youngest of four children to a British father who was deemed a prestigious structural engineer and a mother that left education age seven (The Week, 2022). While Bartlett was still a child, the family moved to England where he and the family suffered abuse; Bartlett stating that he was one of very few black children in a predominately white school (The Sunday Times, 2022). Despite the success that his three siblings achieved in school, Bartlett lacked motivation to attend and participate, however at the age of sixteen he was running school trips and taking a cut before giving the rest of the money to the school (GQ Magazine, 2021).

Bartlett achieved his success by founding Social Chain, building the social media marketing platform from his Manchester bedroom after leaving University after one business management lecture (BristolLive, 2022). He is best known for his leadership skills within the organisation at such a young age, eventually selling the company for 7.7 million pounds to pursue other ventures (Metro, 2023). Currently, Bartlett is participating as the youngest dragon on the BBC show Dragon’s Den, alongside producing his chart-topping podcast, ‘The Diary of a CEO’ which has quickly become one of the top business podcasts (The Guardian, 2023). Bartlett’s leadership approach can be summed up by the following quote:
“If you want a successful business, you have to instil a culture of learning” (GQ Magazine, 2021).

Leadership as a concept has become a lot broader in terms of its meaning and complex concerning its application into a 21st century domain. D’Cruz et al (2022), states that modern leaders, in order to succeed, have to be aware of numerous megatrends that shape organisation climates; in particular a necessity for not only an environmentally friendly business structure, but one that is beneficial in some cases to the planets eco-system. Furthermore, fast moving technological advances, specifically the introduction of artificial intelligence, has created a need for organisations to be continuously adaptive in order to survive (International Labour Organisation, 2019). Therefore, it can be established that outdated leadership approaches are not effective nor sustainable in context to modern megatrends. A modern leadership approach must be adaptable and innovative to current and future megatrends affecting the businesses macro environment, in order to achieve continuous and sustainable high-performance within the organisation (Uhl-Bien, 2017). Having considered the modern context which within Steven Bartlett operates in, this essay will critically analyse his leadership approach and success concerning adaption, innovation and establishing high-performance.

Leadership in its simplest form concerns the ability to influence people to achieve a specific aim or group of objectives (Hughes, 1996). Yukl (2019), further states that leadership connotates ideologies of power, allowing for an influential process enabling the achievement of a certain task. Similarly, Kapur (2020), advocates that a leader is a person with influence to establish long-term changes whether that be regarding people’s attitudes or work-ethic. While leadership is a globally desired trait, it is not universally defined; the expectations of a leadership role differ largely to the context applied whether that be cultural or organisation expectations (Klingborg, 2006). The generic concept of leadership has not changed overtime, evident through the comparison between dated and modernised definitions, however, it can be suggested that the role as a leader has drastically altered with a new founded responsibility to improve the skill sets of those led. Leadership, as a result, is too complex to strictly define, but a lack of a definition does allow the concept to improve and innovate going into the future. Authentic, Distributed and Adaptive leadership styles will be used alongside application of appropriate theories in a critical evaluation of Steven Bartlett’s approach to leadership.

Authentic leadership can be defined as a leader whose values stay consistent according to their personal set of beliefs (Avolio et al, 2004). Walumbwa et al (2008), furthers this by stating that authentic leadership, in context to a workplace environment, is evident through manifesting their desired approach guided by their beliefs, to create an environment that reflects personal values. As a result, the climate upon which the organisation is led remains very open and honest and the values that an authentic leader possesses are never compromised in relation to their professional roles (Haplin, 1966). However, Cooper (2005), states that while it is evident there is synergy between definitions, due to the concept obtaining attributes by a large range of literature, the possibility for a singular definition is unclear. 

Positively, the open nature of an authentic leadership style allows employees to expand their knowledge within the business as information from the leader is analysed and then openly shared to project their honest approach (Kirkman, 1999). On the other hand, a leader’s values and beliefs may present a negative for the organisation and the people working within it; some beliefs may be considered problematic in a modern-day context leaving employees feeling disjointed because of the lack of alignment between the leader’s beliefs and their own (Gruenfeld, 2011). Additionally, the ideology of authentic leadership can be abused, becoming an excuse for those in leadership roles towards negative behaviour.  Gardner et al (2011), states that adopting the authentic leadership style has the potential to provide a high level of sustained performance through unique styles of leadership and while the potential is evident, an authentic leadership style may not always be in the business’s best interests dependant on the context to the leader. Therefore, it can be determined that an authentic leadership style, is largely contextual to the individual taking up the leadership role and whether their values align with the organisations. Moreover, the effectiveness of the leadership style may be hindered, within an already well-established organisational culture, when the personal beliefs of the leader are enforced, potentially damaging staff productivity and moral. 

Bartlett resonates with an authentic leadership style to an extent, stating that it is imperative that leaders focus on the truth and vocalise this accordingly but are also adaptable and open to suggestions as a result of the transparency to employees (BusinessLive, 2022). Furthermore, he suggests that the nature of belief is important regarding growth of a leader as often progression is achieved through failure as a result of a belief (Beckett, 2022). However, Bartlett distinguishes his leadership away from authenticity with a predominant focus on adaptability concerning what’s best for the business by putting personal beliefs to one side. Effective and progressive leadership requires allowing the people they lead to flourish outside of leaders’ beliefs and recommendations as this creates a positive and innovative work environment, often leading to a more committed workforce (Bartlett, 2022). As a result, it can be argued that while Bartlett has a strong ethos of truthfulness as a leader, his adaptable and innovative stance forces his unique leadership style away from authenticity and the non-progressive belief system presented.  

Chatwani, (2017), defines distributed leadership as a style that promotes a joint contribution from all parties within an organisation. Furthermore, Bolden (2011), suggests that distributed leadership is an approach that shares responsibilities between leaders and management in order to create a work environment that encourages individual contributions. The main focus of distributive leadership is based on sharing power away from leaders to give others the chance to give an opinion (Elmersjo, 2022). Therefore, it can be suggested that while a distributive leadership style gives opportunities to those who would not traditionally benefit from them, the main distinguishable factor constitutes a modern distribution of power, altering the strong and recognisable industry norm of a singular leader.

Distributive leadership establishes opportunities for everyone by recognising and encouraging specific leadership qualities, giving employees a chance to reach their full potential alongside advancing a skill set relating to leadership (Fourie, 2022). This advocates that social influence within organisations is key regarding positive growth in an environment of multiple influences which can be positively channelled towards leadership skills (Thien, 2019). Brown, (2002), states that the collaboration and shared value shaped by the distributive leadership style is the best method towards the creation of a sustained collaboration between leaders and subordinates. Nevertheless, with an increase in those with the power to put forward their opinions, this can dilute focus away from the overall aim of an organisation, creating a disjointed and unfocused business structure (Huplia, 2012). Application of the Tannenbaum and Schmidt continuum model, advises that distributive leadership displays a style at the height of consult because why it is evident that power is delegated, the overarching decision is still made by the leader with larger input from employees (Wei, 2022). This begs the question to whether the delegation of power allowing for a higher level of influence faults the distributive leadership because of suggestions from those in less qualified positions potentially influencing a leader to make a negative decision in regards to the company. On the other hand, distributive leadership tackles a traditional autocratic style of leadership where decisions were heavily based on a top-down tall structured organisation (Waisbord, 2020). Decisions were almost always decided by the leader themselves, therefore it can be established that structural development within businesses was ethnocentric to the point where those in power had preconceptions that subordinates would not have any useful knowledge or ideas to share deeming only their opinions correct (Cypher, 2014). Therefore, distributive leadership modernises subordinate participation, in relation to participative theory, by blurring the lines between leaders and employees through sharing problems before making a decision (Arnold, 2013). 

It is evident that Bartlett links largely to a distributive leadership style specifically concerning the importance of growth he emphasises to his followers. During his time as founder, and to date, ex-CEO of Social Chain, Bartlett employed people who were like-minded and eager to fulfil his vision as a leader towards growth and innovation of both the business and themselves as individuals (Small business, 2022). Expectations of employees to feel passionately about what they do and to achieve growth in terms of their personal skillset while working alongside Bartlett, enforces a theory Y modelled stance towards his leadership (Lawter, 2015). Theory Y employees resonate within a distributive leadership style due to their participative nature, therefore, it is appropriate to presume that Bartlett’s main focus as a leader is empowering his subordinates to establish growth within themselves with evidence of focus towards thinking outside of the norm allowing for real positive progression to be made (Sustain Health, 2022).

However, Bartlett differs his approach to distributive leadership branding himself away from any power that people may perceive he upholds. While a distributive leadership style broadens power amongst leaders and subordinates, the leader adopting this style is still deemed to withhold the power for real change. Bartlett challenges stereotypes of a traditional leader by not wearing a suit, stating that connotations of wealthy leaders in suits has restricted talent simply because people not in that demographic don’t feel included (BBC News, 2021). As a result, Bartlett is actively altering negative connotations of the word ‘leader’ by not wearing a suit, deeming him part of the culture he has created apposed to someone who cherishes and utilises their power orientated position (Drucker, 1961). 

Adaptive leadership can be defined as the separation within leadership between the application of existing knowledge to establish solutions and a focus on how people work together to achieve a task that is not easily solved by an already proved model (Kuluski, 2021). Furthermore, adaptive leadership is described as a complex process whereby there is a focus shift away from traditional structures and towards dynamic elements that allow employees and leaders to evolve their personal progression (DeRue, 2011). Therefore, it can be specified that adaptive leadership tackles unpredictable challenges that may occur as a result of internal pressure, or the macro environment, while delivering a focus on subordinates in developing their skills to adapt to a fast-changing modern environment. 

The importance of adaptive leadership is suggested by Chen (2005), as vital for organisational success in relation to megatrends such as global warming and technological advances. Additionally, the style prepares employees to get used to change and be adaptable in regards to new innovative methods to a task, problem solving and to handle unexpected scenarios that may cause those under a strongly regimented leader stress (Pulakos et al, 2000). Modern-day businesses are recognising the need for their leadership to incorporate adaptability due to the pressure of the ever-changing external environment, furthered through the application of the contingency theory suggesting that a business is only effective if its leadership approach is appointed based on the context its within (Harney, 2016). However, the nature of adaptive challenges prove difficult to identify because they require constant evaluation of the organisation’s objectives and the individuals within it to establish pressure on the status quo (Valeras, 2020). As a result, many leaders don’t have the time, nor resources to research and test solutions before they are deemed outdated, therefore, there is a higher likelihood of adaptive decisions to fail (London, 2023).
Bartlett’s leadership style largely coincides with attributes of the adaptive leadership style, regarding empowering employees to be active in establishing innovative solutions to modern problems (Ted Talk, 2016). He believes it is key for leaders to inspire subordinates to enhance their skillset therefore, increasing the problem-solving capabilities of his employees (The Guardian, 2023). This focus on employee progression is important regarding the implementation of multiple minds to extinguish the level of risk associated with an adaptive leadership style. However, Bartlett states that businesses should not be afraid to take risks arguing that adopting conventional leadership styles hinders success because of a lack of innovation (Ted Talk, 2016). While there is evidence that leadership basing its solutions to problems on previously sourced resolutions offers stability within an organisation (Hunt, 2018), modern-day stability can only be found within highly adaptable businesses. Therefore, it is fair to advocate that Bartlett’s leadership style conforms away from an adaptive leadership as his view contemplates the perceived risks within the style as the key to long-term success.
.
Steven Bartlett is one of the most influential and innovative young entrepreneurs to date, however, his leadership, while recognised globally is not simply stated in alignment with mainstream leadership styles. It can be concluded that the adaptive leadership style best suits Bartlett because of his vocalised belief that employee skill sets and adaptability is a key factor for business success. A large contributing factor to his success is within the culture he creates as a leader; diminishing any conventional power curve in order to establish an environment of growth. This is appropriate in regards to achieving organisational performance by fostering innovative progression through the development employees receive. Where Bartlett differs from adaptive leadership is through the strong belief that obtaining this style of leadership is highly risky. While it is recognised amongst adaptive leaders that their decisions pose risks, Bartlett objectifies risk as the only way forward for businesses stating that generically ‘safe’ decisions hinder success.

Bartlett also displays evidence of an authentic leader due to the strong beliefs he follows in following his perception of the best method. However, he strongly discounts himself from being an authentic leader due to his ability to put his beliefs and opinions in context to what the business needs to meet its objectives, whereas a solely authentic leader would never differ from their beliefs. Moreover, his organisational structure that emphasises performance within employees links largely to a distributed leadership style. While a distributive style of leadership positively alters the power distribution between leaders and subordinates, Bartlett extends his take on leadership further by challenging connotations of any misjudgement of power. By grounding himself through wearing normal clothes and upholding himself as just another person in the business, demonstrates a unique leadership style. 

It is evident that Bartlett’s style of leadership cannot be placed nor defined amongst traditional styles which leaders must conform too. Instead, it is fair to state that twenty-first century leadership styles can be deemed as outdated in relation to Bartlett who has achieved an open and innovative leadership stance which has allowed him to achieve levels of high performance. Bartlett has based his leadership on innovation and adaptability playing an active role in the development of a new set of leaders by challenging stereotypes and making the role of a leader accessible to all. His negative approach towards conventional norms suggests that Bartlett’s leadership style will help to shape a future of highly adaptable and risk orientated leaders because that is where he believes prolonged success and innovation is founded.
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