Leadership Theories in Action
Critically analyse and evaluate the theoretical perspectives of leadership at a strategic level within a public service organisation and assess the effectiveness of their application.
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The chosen historical event that will be discussed is the attack of September the 11th in 2001 in the United States, this attack is often called the 9/11 attack. This attack was orchestrated by the terrorist group called Al-Qaeda. The 9/11 attack can be broken down into 4 planned attacks, where 4 aeroplanes were hijacked by 4 groups of terrorists. The aim of the terrorists was to crash all of the planes into important American buildings where they could create the biggest number of casualties and impact. Three of the planes were successful in their aims as two hit the World Trade Centre’s (WTC) Twin Towers and the third hit part of the Pentagon. The fourth plane however did not manage to hit its intended target as a result of the passengers of the plane taking it back. It eventually crashed in a field (Janos, 2020). As a result of this attack 2,977 innocent people were killed, plus the 19 terrorists, there was also around 25,000 people injured (Stempel, 2019). The first Twin Tower to be hit was the North Tower at 8.46 am, then at 9.03 am the second plane hit the South Tower. After these collisions it was down to the emergency services to respond them accordingly. In this supporting paper the fire service will be evaluated from a leadership perspective (McKinsey Report pg.5, 2002). The two leadership perspectives that will be investigated are “Transactional leadership” and “Transformational leadership”. 

Transactional leadership can be defined as a leadership theory that directly motivates and directs people by utilising authority and self-interest. This is often used with the ‘reward and punishment’ model where the leader orders something to be done, if the person does or does not comply it will be either followed by a reward of punishment. This aims to create a transactional practice between the leader and their subordinates. Transactional leadership is often used to create routine, monitoring if deviations from rules were taken and is also used for short term rapid responses (Juneja, 2015). Transformational Leadership on the other hand can be seen as the opposite to transactional leadership, as it focuses largely on changing and transforming people to give their best commitment rather than just mindless compliance. This can often take a long time and immense effort on both leader and subordinates’ part (Beverley Alimo-Metcalfe, 2014). 

As a result of the catastrophic event 343 firefighters were killed, amongst lots of other emergency services staff, more than 200 units responded. The Fire Department of New York (FDNY) response began immediately after the first plane hit the World Trade Centre’s North Tower as the First Battalion Chief was in a street close to it. This Battalion Chief followed protocols and set up an “Incident Command Post”, this was set up the reception area of the WTC. (McKinsey pg5, 2002). Transactional leadership supports this decision as these leaders had important and rational decisions to make, where a more senior member of the team may have the best knowledge. This decision was very effective as it allowed the Chiefs in the building to be able to control the lifts, alarms and many other very important. 

Transactional leadership is also utilised in this specific incident as it required short term rapid response from the FDNY as there was only 17 minutes between each plane crash at the WTC. After 10 minutes of him being in charge the Incident Command Post was taken over by a higher-ranking officer, the Chief of Department moved the Incident Command Post was moved to a safe distance from the towers. This decision was made rapidly as the FDNY anticipated somewhat of a collapse from the towers. This decision was clearly a strength as the Towers both collapsed later that day only 53 minutes after the initial plane crash (9/11 Memorial, 2001). It also shows strong transactional leadership as it required a rapid response during the event as (McKinsey pg6, 2002). 

The Chiefs then ordered firefighters to start helping people evacuate the building, whilst also helping those trapped and injured. This is also an example of successful transactional leadership as they were clearly ordered to do a task and it was begun straight away, however there is an element of transformational leadership as each firefighter took on responsibility to get out as many civilians as possible (McKinsey pg6, 2002). Although, there were some problems with the leadership as not all units were following direct orders to report to certain areas. As a result, the leadership was having trouble knowing where units were, this is a weakness of transactional leadership as people are more likely to cut corners and are less motivated to do a good job (Juneja, 2015). However, in this situation transformational leadership may have given the lower rank responders more responsibility and motivation to complete their tasks to a higher standard. Essentially resulting in higher effectiveness, and lower disobedience rates (Marquet, 2016).

The whole event was also plagued by telecommunication issues, such as two of the emergency services being on the same radio frequency which resulted in lots of traffic on the radio, the collapse of the two buildings also wiped out some of the communications. There was an alert sent out to evacuate the building however not many firefighters responded or even heard the alert. However, some of the firefighters passed on the message to others that had not heard the message. This shows active transformational leadership as the firefighters that heard the alert were motivated to help and inform others (Bass, 1996). This is a strength as it helped save the lives of many firefighters (McKinsey pg8, 2002). 

In conclusion it can be seen throughout the historical event of 9/11 that transactional leadership was highly present. This type of leadership was successful and effective in keeping people in line and giving out orders as this event needed rapid and fast responses. Transformational leadership was less present as this type of leadership requires lots of time and effort, therefore is less appropriate for this event. Transformational leadership can be more effective in supporting future events with through planning and motivation of all departments in the FDNY (Bass, 1996).
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