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It is essential first to understand the definition of leadership. According to Colby (2015), leadership is the ability to influence, inspire and help others become the best of themselves, building their skills and achieving their goals. However, this definition is open to interpretation as leadership is not a one-size-fits-all. Great leaders lead in different ways or have the same experience. While some leaders push their teams very hard, others emphasise the importance of work-life balance and employee experience (Rees and French, 2016). It is essential to ask thought-provoking questions when it comes to leadership. For example, what does it take to become not just a good but a great leader? What adjustments must be made to create the most significant impact on the organisation and employees? (Afshari, 2021). 
The essay aims to critically analyse influential leaders in the business world, evaluating their achievements and success and determining what measures they have implemented to ensure the business is profitable, ethical, and innovative. One of the leaders that exemplifies these traits is Mary Barra, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the General Motors Company. Mary started her journey with General Motors at the age of 18, quickly rising through the ranks, holding several key positions, including executive vice president of global product development, executive director of vehicle manufacturing engineer and vice president of human resources, to name but a few (Crowley, 2021). Mary Barra has significantly impacted the automotive industry, being the first woman ever to hold the position (Schmidt, 2020). Mary Barra has proved that a woman can break through the glass ceiling in a male-dominated industry and make a difference in the business world. 
The business landscape has changed significantly over the last decade with the advances in technology, innovation and consumers demanding more cutting-edge products. Innovation is pivotal in creating innovative products and increasing market share, revenue, and customer satisfaction (Gliddon and Rothwell, 2018). For organisations to be successful in a competitive global marketplace in the 21st century, the time has come for businesses to embrace a new type of leader. According to Meade (2019), the 21st century requires a leader with contextual intelligence skills, and Meade (2019) also suggests that this skill will be universally pivotal in the organisation's success. 
Having considered the context within which Mary Barra operates, this essay will now attempt to critically analyse their approach to leadership to determine whether it is successful in inspiring innovation, adaption, and high performance. 


2.0 Main Findings
The introduction of Mary Barra as Chairman and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) in 2014 was seen as a seismic shift away from the previous male-dominated organisational structure that had been in place since General Motors (GM) was founded in 1908. Mary Barra's appointment was seen as a vote of confidence in her leadership by its Board of Directors (BOD), shareholders and broader global markets (Welch, 2022). Mary took up her appointment at GM at a challenging time for the organisation. In 2014, GM was rocked by the 'switch gate' scandal, an issue with a faulty ignition switch which resulted in the death of over 100 people (Rushe, 2014). Industry insiders felt that the time had come for new leadership, and Mary Barra was the perfect leader who could see the organisation through the tough times. 
Mary Barra's leadership style is based on a fiercely held belief that it is essential to always do the right thing, so in the wake of the switch gate scandal, Mary knew what had to be done and admitted the mistake publicly, launched an investigation and acknowledged that GM would put the error right (Ferris, 2019). It is also suggested by Ferris (2019) that whilst the public was happy that GM was finally admitting the mistake, they were unhappy that this had been hidden for so long by executives for fear of damage to the organisation's reputation and the toxic work culture at GM at that time (Trevino and Nelson, 2021). 
Mary Barra decided that an overhaul of the organisation and its culture was needed if the business was to succeed and grow. Mistakes would no longer be hidden from the company, shareholders, or the public. GM needed transparency, integrity, and honesty if the company was ever to regain its top position in the automotive market (Johnson and Shelton, 2019). Mary Barra has been hailed as an American icon; however, many criticisms have been levied at the company's organisational structure. Barsh et al. (2019) observe that the business needs to be quicker to make new and practical changes, and employees need to be encouraged to improve their performance in the workplace. 
2.1 Complex Evaluation of Mary Barra's Leadership Approach
Mary Barra has been instrumental in changing the corporate culture at GM by challenging the traditional business model in dramatic style by rejecting complacency and embracing a new future for the automotive industry (Fisk, 2021). Mary Barra's leadership approach is transformational, focusing on inclusivity and empowering the workforce to create and innovate to position GM as the industry leader for safer, more environmentally friendly vehicles (Hillhouse, 2020).  It’s important first to understand the definition of transformational leadership, review its merits, and analyse its weaknesses to conclude if this leadership style is the most effective for GM in the 21st century. Hay (2006) suggests transformational leadership facilitates a redefinition of a people’s mission and vision, a renewal of their commitment and restructuring objectives. The transformational approach fosters capacity development and brings followers a higher level of commitment to achieve organisational goals (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2000). Although many organisations prefer a transformational leadership style, this approach appears to have disadvantages. Several academics have questioned the morality of transformational leadership with the potential for abuse of power (Avolio & Yammarino, 2013). A criticism is that transformational leaders motivate followers by evoking strong emotions regardless of the ultimate effects on followers and do not necessarily promote positive moral values (Coulson et al., 2022). Coulson et al. (2022) also observe that transformational leaders can exert great power on their followers, who give them trust and respect. The leader could feel empowered by this, start exhibiting narcissistic tendencies and thrive on the power.
Regarding situational leadership, there are arguments for and against it. The situational approach allows the leader to react to immediate issues and make the necessary changes to the strategy to protect both employees and the organisation. It can also create a better working environment for the employees and enhance team performance (Ramakrishnan, 2023). Many argue that this leadership style can be problematic as the leader has to be reactive instead of reactive, which may need clarification in the organisation. Ramakrishnan (2023) also suggests that leaders are only concerned with short-term decision-making, so they may need to catch up on the longer-term objectives. Mary Barra has traits of this leadership style, demonstrated by the switch gate scandal affecting the ignition system, which resulted in over 100 deaths. As the head of the organisation, Mary Barra had to react quickly to resolve the problem, instil confidence back into the markets and allay fears from the public that the cars were safe to drive (Heifetz et al., 2009). 
Mary Barra has also adopted an adaptive leadership style which was pivotal in the fortunes of the organisation being turned around. An adaptive approach is very much geared toward mobilising employees in challenging times, and this was nowhere more evident than in 2009 when GM had to declare bankruptcy. The organisation could have folded and given up, but Mary Barra rallied the employees and declared that this would not beat us; we would survive this challenge and become stronger (Wale, 2023). 
With a change of leader at GM came a renewed focus on making all employees feel valued. Every individual, from the company janitor to the head of design, has a vital role in the organisation and therefore deserves to be heard. Mary Barra was keen to let all employees know that their opinion matters and that they should never be afraid to speak up. One of the policies that Mary Barra instigated was "speak up for safety," where employees were encouraged to report issues instead of being punished. Mary's transformational leadership style also shifted the focus to include three main objectives- excellence, customer and relationships. The view of the new management team was that GM needed to move away from wanting to be the biggest and focus on being the best. Making the objectives a crucial part of GM's strategy would ensure the company's success (Marques, 2017). 
In leading GM through several crises, Mary Barra has displayed that having a strong moral compass is essential when running a business at the highest level. The question becomes does the business have a moral compass? According to Winkler (2010), the answer is no, as it is only humans that have morals; however, Winkler (2010) adds that given that businesses are nothing more than a collection of people, it stands to reason that the moral compass of a business should reflect the collective moral compass of the people who work there. Transformational leadership has become of the most popular leadership styles of the 21st century. More organisations are keen to adopt this style due to its success in changing and transforming individuals. According to Lindemann et al. (2009), this leadership style is popular as it concerns emotions, values, ethics, standards, and long-term goals. Traits are crucial to Mary Barra, who continues to exemplify these characteristics. Mary Barra is leading the organisation at a time when the automotive industry is continually innovating to create more environmentally friendly Electric Propelled Vehicles (EPVs) with a focus on safety and cutting-edge design (Jackson, 2019). This has been possible due to Mary Barra's charismatic and visionary leadership. By adopting a transformational leadership approach, Mary has demonstrated an exceptional form of influence that inspires her followers to believe in GM's values and live them (Northouse, 2016).
Mary Barra is leading an organisation with immense global automotive industry challenges from Covid-19, which proved a significant challenge for GM with production shutdowns, supply challenges, acute labour shortages and global supply chain bottlenecks (Tummalapalli et al., 2022). Over the last two years, a significant shift in consumer demand has been almost impossible to predict. Public transportation habits have almost certainly changed, partly impacted by the lockdown, health concerns and much of the general working remotely (Macmillan, 2008). Consumer demand has undoubtedly altered their buying habits, with more people concerned with limiting their carbon footprint and more conscious of environmental damage. It has fuelled their appetite for cleaner, environmentally friendly electric vehicles. According to White et al. (2019), consumers are becoming more discerning, especially millennials and want brands that adopt purpose and sustainability. GM, under the stewardship of Mary Barra, is all too aware that if GM does not give the customer what they want, they will use their feet and go elsewhere. This poses several challenges to Mary Barra and GM in satisfying the needs of their customers by embracing innovation and using cutting-edge technology to fulfil consumer demand. 
Mary Barra has faced several challenges since the take-up of her CEO role at GM. One of the main issues was that production costs needed to be lowered in Europe, and GM was making cars that people wanted to avoid buying, resulting in significant losses for the company (Eisenstein, 2017). After attempting to succeed in Europe for over 90 years, GM was forced to pull out of the market and sell its Opel and Vauxhall arm of its business. 
GM quickly realised that the American and European automotive markets are entirely different. Consumers tend to prefer European vehicles. Ferris (2019) further adds that American cars tend to sell poorly in Europe due to the demand needing to be more cohesive and made up of several other countries. In contrast, it is worth pointing out that removing GM from Europe was also part of a change in strategy implemented by Mary Barra to focus on its profitable business selling trucks and sports vehicles in the US. One of the reasons that Mary was put forward for the role of CEO was her quick thinking and decisive action when things did not go well. Mary believes you change the operational strategy to achieve the organisation's goals (Lurie and Tegelberg, 2019).
2.2 Leading the way through Innovation, Adaption and High Performance
Mary Barra has significantly restructured GM's operating model and has changed how the organisation does business. Part of the restructuring is to create highly effective teams whose ethos is very much the customer is at the heart of everything we do. Mary has created an environment where all employees feel empowered to suggest ideas to help the organisation expand, grow, and live the brand values of excellence, customer, and relationships (Mengel, 2021).
GM's change in strategy is a mission to reinvent the automotive industry. GM is at the forefront of embracing innovation and finding new ways of working operationally and strategically. One way that GM has achieved this is to invest $1 billion in Cruise, a software business for driverless cars, which Mary Barra believes is the future, and GM wants to be at the heart of this revolution. The move has paid off and has increased revenues by $20 billion in investor confidence alone (Preston, 2017). 
After several years of financial decline, revenues have started to grow, and both employees and customers believe in a new future for GM. Mary Barra has been instrumental in embracing innovation and technology and believes that adaption is vital in an organisation. According to Vrontis et al. (2018), modern-day organisations are abandoning conventional tactics to grow and survive in an incessantly shifting business landscape. Organisations need to fundamentally aspects of management, marketing, and strategy from an interdisciplinary perspective.
By completely changing the business model of GM, Mary Barra has shifted the focus away from the old way of doing things into an organisation well-equipped to face the challenges of the 21st century. The company aims to build on innovation and technology and create products customers want. Mary Barra has created a company where all employees have a vision of zero crashes, zero emissions and zero congestion. Due to the positive, inspirational, and open workplace Mary Barra has created as CEO, GM now lives by a set of behaviours, one of which is to be innovative.


3.0 Conclusion
Since Mary Barra took the helm at GM as CEO in January 2014, it was clear to her that the corporate and operational structure of the organisation needed to change if GM was going to regain its top spot as a leading player in the automotive industry. Before Mary Barra's appointment, GM had suffered several scandals that had rocked the organisation resulting in a loss of revenue and trust. Mary Barra set about changing the culture from secrecy and punishment to openness, transparency, and integrity. Under the leadership of Mary Barra, policies were put in place to encourage all employees to come forward with any issues with no fear of repercussions. There was a shift in the company's values, which now focused on excellence, customer, and relationships. Mary Barra felt these values were pivotal in turning around the organisation's fortunes after a challenging decade. Under the stewardship of Mary Barra, GM, whose transformational leadership approach involved creating an inclusive and inspirational workplace and advocated that all employee's opinions mattered and they would be listed to end up paying dividends. These results created highly effective teams who become motivated and aligned with the values that the customer is at the heart of everything we do. 
Due to the strategies established by Mary Barra as head of the organisation, GM has become a world leader in the automotive industry. The focus is on innovation, adaptation, and high performance. The investment in driverless technology software cruise has resulted in revenues of over $20 billion and growing. Investors and customers now have renewed confidence in GM, and the organisation is at the top of its game in competing in a fiercely competitive global market. The leadership style adopted by Mary Barra is the right approach to ensure its continued success in the industry. Mary Barra has demonstrated that she is a visionary leader and is considered an American icon by the industry, with many believing that Mary Barra saved the organisation. It has been said that if anyone can help transform GM, Mary Barra has the purpose, passion, determination, and drive to make this happen.
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