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In his well-known article on “What Makes a Leader?”, Goleman argued that “effective leaders are alike in one 
crucial way: they all have a high degree of ‘emotional intelligence’”.1

  Goleman described “emotional intelligence” 
as “the ability to manage ourselves and our relationships effectively”.2

  In Goleman’s first model, the “emotional 
intelligence” of a leader operating in the workplace context consisted of five fundamental capabilities, each of which 
had its own specific set of competencies and traits

3
: 

 

 Self-awareness, defined as the leader’s ability to recognize and understand his or her moods, emotions and 
drives, as well as their effect on others.  Hallmarks of this trait include self-confidence, realistic self-assessment 

and self-deprecating sense of humor. 

 Self-regulation, defined as the leader’s ability to control or redirect disruptive impulses and moods and the 
propensity of the leader to be able to suspend judgment and “think before acting”.  Hallmarks of this trait 
include trustworthiness and integrity, comfort with ambiguity and openness to change. 

 Motivation, defined as a passion to work for reasons that go beyond money or status and a propensity to pursue 

goals with energy and persistence.  Hallmarks of this trait include a strong drive to achieve; optimism, even in 

the face of failure; and organizational commitment. 

 Empathy, defined as the leader’s ability to understand the emotional makeup of other people and the ability of 
the leader to treat people according to their emotional reactions.  Hallmarks of this trait included expertise in 

building and retaining talent, cross-cultural sensitivity and service to clients and customers. 

 Social skill, defined as proficiency in managing relationships and building networks and the ability to find 

common ground and build rapport.  Hallmarks of this trait include effectiveness in leading change, 

persuasiveness and expertise in building and leading teams. 

 

Several years later, Goleman modified his model slightly by reducing the number of “capabilities” from five to 

four—“motivation” was removed and subsumed into “social skill”—and changing the names of two other 

capabilities to arrive at the following
4
: 

 

 Self-Awareness: Emotional self-awareness (i.e., the ability to read and understand your emotions, as well as 

recognize their impact on work performance, relationships, and the like); accurate self-assessment (i.e., a 

realistic evaluation of your strengths and limitations); and self-confidence (i.e., a strong and positive sense of 

self-worth). 

 Self-Management: Self-control (i.e., the ability to keep disruptive emotions and impulses under control); 

trustworthiness (i.e., a consistent display of honesty and integrity); conscientiousness (i.e., the ability to manage 

yourself and your responsibilities); adaptability (i.e., skill at adjusting to changing situations and overcoming 

obstacles); achievement orientation (i.e., the drive to meet an internal standard of excellence); and initiative 

(i.e., a readiness to seize opportunities). 

 Social Awareness: Empathy (i.e., skill at sensing other people’s emotions, understanding their perspective and 
taking an active interest in their concerns); organizational awareness (i.e., the ability to read the currents of 

organizational life, build decision networks and navigate politics); and service orientation (i.e., the ability to 

recognize and meet customers’ needs). 
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 Social Skill: Visionary leadership (i.e., the ability to take charge and inspire with a compelling vision); 

influence (i.e., the ability to wield a range of persuasive tactics); developing others (i.e., the propensity to 

bolster the abilities of others through feedback and guidance); communication (i.e., skill at listening and at 

sending clear, convincing and well-tuned messages); change catalyst (i.e., proficiency in initiating new ideas 

and leading people in a new direction); conflict management (i.e., the ability to de-escalate disagreements and 

orchestrate resolutions); building bonds (i.e., proficiency at cultivating and maintaining a web of relationships); 

and teamwork and collaboration (i.e., competence at promoting cooperation and building teams). 

 

Goleman noted that leaders do need other traits, such as general intelligence (“IQ”) and technical skills; however, he 
believed that these were “threshold capabilities” or “entry-level requirements for executive positions” and that his 
research, along with the work of others, confirmed that emotional intelligence was the “sine qua non of leadership” 
and that without a person could not become a “great leader” even though the person may have the best training, an 

incisive and analytical mind and an endless supply of smart ideas.
5
  On the surface, it would appear that Goleman 

cast his vote with those researchers in the “leaders are born not made” group who insist that there are certain traits 

that one either has or doesn’t have, in this case emotional intelligence.  However, while Goleman conceded there is a 
genetic component to many of the traits that he associated with emotional intelligence he pointed out that research 

and practice indicated that emotional intelligence can be learned, although admittedly it will take a lot of hard work 

to train and discipline executives to become more empathetic and regulate their predisposition to act before thinking. 

 

Goleman is also among the army of researchers looking for the elusive answer to the seemingly simple and basic 

question: “What should leaders do?”6
  His answer was that “the leader’s singular job is to get results” and he argued 

that it was possible to use the results of quantitative research to identify those “leadership behaviors” that would 
produce the most positive results.  Based on the research data that he reviewed, Goleman believed that the best 

leaders were able to mix and match the competencies associated with emotional intelligence to suit the particular 

challenges and problems they were confronting at any point in time and argued that six basic leadership styles could 

be identified among leaders of knowledge workers that were based on various combinations of the competencies of 

emotional intelligence: “coercive”, often also referred to as “directive” or “commanding”; “authoritative”, often also 
referred to as “visionary”; “affiliative”; “democratic”; “pacesetting” and “coaching”.7

  In Goleman’s view, the best 
leaders not only needed emotional intelligence but also skill and acumen at identifying and applying the appropriate 

leadership style for the situation.  The following is a brief summary of each of these styles using some of Goleman’s 
own words and elaborations provided by others

8
: 

 

 The “coercive” leader develops strategies and ideas largely without input or consultation and then issue clear 
directions that he or she expects to be followed immediately and without challenge (i.e., “Do what I tell you!” 
and “Just do it!”) and uses a style based on the emotional intelligence competencies of a drive to achieve, 
initiative and self-control.  A coercive leader often appears to be cold and distant and exudes emotional self-

control which hopefully serves as a calming influence that also gives members of the group confidence that the 

leader is moving the group in the right direction. This style is best suited to crisis situations where immediate 

action is required to launch a turnaround and may also be adopted with problem members of the group when 

other leadership styles have failed to motivate them. This style, which is sometimes also referred to as 
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“directive” or “commanding”, can lead to problems when group members are already competent and motivated 

on their own to perform and succeed. 

 The “authoritative” or “visionary” leader mobilizes people toward a shared vision by providing a picture of 
where the group should be going but not telling them exactly how they should get there (i.e., “Come with me.”) 
and uses a style based on the emotional intelligence competencies of self-confidence, empathy and change 

catalyst. A visionary leader is authoritative rather than authoritarian and excels at providing information to the 

group that can be used in order to navigate the path to the desired end result. A visionary leader is particularly 

good at explaining to members of the group how their contributions will assist the group in achieving its goals 

and objectives. This style works best when organizational changes require a “new vision” or when it is 
necessary for the leader to set a clear direction for the organization and may not be successful when the group to 

be motivated includes more experienced experts or peers.  

 The “affiliative” leader focuses on building connections and emotional bonds between people within the group 

(i.e., “People come first.”) in an effort to create harmony that is conducive to strong levels of collaboration and 
uses a style based on the emotional intelligence competencies of empathy, building relationships and 

communication.  An affiliative leader emphasizes emotional needs over the specific tasks needed to complete 

particular work activities. This style improves morale and reduces conflicts and generally has a positive impact 

on the group culture and work environment, particularly during times when the group is experiencing high 

levels of stress and/or is trying to heal internal rifts, and is well suited to supporting the principles of a visionary 

leader; however, an affiliative leader may have difficulty in taking necessary action that might lead to emotional 

distress such as delivering negative feedback to members of the group. 

 The “democratic” leader forges consensus through participation (i.e., asking people “What do you think?”) and 
uses a style based on the emotional intelligence competencies of collaboration, team leadership and 

communication.  A democratic leader works hard to elicit inputs from all parts of the group through 

participation and simply listening to reports from group members. A democratic leader seeks both good and bad 

news and makes an effort to demonstrate that the information provided is valued and used in making decisions 

about the direction of the group and the way that the work flow is structured. This type of leadership style is 

sometimes referred to as “participative” and practitioners are noted for their ability to be a good listener and a 

team player and their skills in influencing others to take the necessary actions and commit themselves to the 

goals set by the leader.  This style has a positive impact on the group culture and work environment and works 

best when the leader needs to obtain “buy-in” to a chosen strategic direction or a consensus from subordinates 
or to solicit input or collect missing information from key employees to make a decision.  A democratic leader 

must not, however, get bogged down in listening and must demonstrate that he or she can also act decisively 

based on the information collected. 

 The “pacesetting” leader leads by setting challenging and exciting goals for members of the group and pushing 

them to succeed by establishing expectations of high-level performance (i.e., “Do as I do, now.”) and uses a 
style based on the emotional intelligence competencies of conscientiousness, drive to achieve and initiative.  A 

pacesetting leader is generally willing to lead by example and step in to complete an activity when others are 

having difficulties; however, this type of leader often fails to provide group members with the basic training and 

guidance necessary for them to be successful on their own. A group with a pacesetting leader often experiences 

good short-term results but as time goes by frustration builds and the impact on the group culture and work 

environment can become quite negative. A pacesetting leader may be innovative and highly creative in his or 

her own area of expertise--with high standards for his or her own performance--yet have little or no 

understanding of how to teach or motivate others.  This style works best where the members of the group are 

already highly motivated and have acquired the necessary level of competence from other sources and 

experiences. 

 The “coaching” leader focuses on developing people for the future (i.e., “Try this.”) and uses a style based on 
the emotional intelligence competencies of developing others, empathy and self-awareness.  A coaching leader 

spends a good deal of time and effort identifying the wants and aspirations of members of the group and then 

connecting those desires to the goals that have been established for the group. A coaching leader will meet with 

people in the group to determine their strengths and weaknesses and then use this information to find the best 

organizational roles for them. A coaching leader is willing to delegate assignments and authority, a practice 

which motivates people to succeed in order to justify the faith that the leader has placed in them. This style, 

which is also sometimes referred to as “mentoring,” is best suited to situations where members of the group 

need to improve performance or build long-term strengths and capabilities and can have a positive impact on 
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the group culture and work environment; however, a coaching leader must take care not to engage in 

micromanaging. 

 

Goleman’s research also uncovered evidence that he believed supported the conclusion that each style had a direct 

and unique impact on what he referred to as the “organizational climate” of the company, division or team that was 
being led and, in turn, on the results that the leader was able to achieve in terms of financial performance.  Goleman 

explained that the “organizational climate” consisted of six key factors that influenced the working environment of 
the company, division or team, including such things as flexibility (i.e., the freedom afforded employees to innovate 

without worrying about restrictions and authorizations (“red tape”)); the sense of responsibility that employees feel 
toward the organization; the level of standards set for activities within the organization; the sense of accuracy about 

performance feedback and aptness of rewards for performance; the level of clarity that organizational members have 

regarding the overall mission and values of the organization; and the level of commitment among members of the 

organization toward pursuing and achieving a common purpose.
9
  Goleman’s analysis of the data showed a 

correlation between each leadership style and each aspect of organizational climate and he found that the overall 

impact of the “authoritative” style on the organizational climate was “most strongly positive”, the highest 
endorsement among the six styles.  The “affiliative”, “democratic” and “coaching” styles each had a “positive 
impact” on climate, while the “coercive” and “pacesetting” styles both had a “negative impact” on climate.  
Goleman concluded that no style should be relied on exclusively and that each style, even those that had a “negative 
impact” on climate, had at least short-term uses that made them appropriate for specific issues and challenges that 

the leader had to address at a given moment.
10

 

 

Researchers go to great lengths to emphasize that the six categories described above are styles of leadership rather 

than leadership types and that leaders can make a conscious choice to adopt, or avoid, a particular leadership style 

and can also deploy a mix of two or more styles at any given point in time in order to fit the particular circumstances 

and environmental challenges currently confronting the organization.  Goleman argued that leaders could be trained, 

through hard work, to expand their “style repertories”, just as they could improve their abilities with respect to the 
competencies associated with emotional intelligence.  While it is not clear that persons with particular personality 

traits can vary their leadership styles as easily as one might like, it does make sense for leaders to realize that there is 

more than just one way to motivate their followers and drive the organization firm in a direction that makes sense 

for everyone involved. The key question, of course, is identifying which of the leadership styles are best suited for a 

particular leader and the situation that he or she is dealing with at any given time. 

 

In addition, leaders could build a team that includes members adept at employing styles that the leader lacks.  For 

example, a leader who prefers, and is good at, building personal relationships with employees (i.e., the “affiliative” 
style) could delegate performance standards to a member of the leader’s management team whose strengths with 

respect to emotional intelligence competencies include self-confidence, empathy and change catalyst and thus made 

him or her more suited to applying the “authoritative” style necessary for crystallizing the vision necessary for the 
organization to achieve the desired results.  Goleman mentioned that this particular situation also called for a 

manager who could serve as a “pacesetter” to support the establishment and pursuit of high performance standards.11
 

 

Even if leaders can and do develop the ability to effectively deploy two or more of the leadership styles, he or she 

will not be effectiveness unless the style is suitable and appropriate for the particular organizational context.  For 

example, it is generally accepted that the “authoritative” and “coaching” styles are particularly well-suited to 

knowledge workers and that the “affiliative” and “democratic” styles are also appropriate for such workers although 
probably best when deployed with the first two styles. On the other hand, “pacesetting” and “coercive” styles are 
only recommended and effective in very specific situations and then only for a short period of time. If a leader 

                                                           
9
 D. Goleman, “Leadership That Gets Results”, Harvard Business Review, March-April 2000, 78-90, 81. 
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predictably the “coercive” and “democratic” styles had very different impacts on the measured level of “flexibility” 
in the organizational climate.  In addition, the results showed that there were varying levels of correlation for each 

style with respect to the various climatic factors: for the “authoritative” style, there was a strongly positive 

correlation with respect to “rewards” but a decidedly weaker correlation, albeit still positive, to “responsibility”.  
11

  Id. at 89-90. 
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continues to use a “pacesetting” or “coercive” style for an extended period he or she can expect a decided downturn 

in organizational performance and morale and eventually drive the organization’s best managers and workers--

including those who are highly skilled in other leadership styles in their own right—to seek other places to work. 
 

Leadership Styles of Effective Law Firm Leaders 
 

In a 2008 article on law firm leadership, Richard and 

Sirkin began by discussing the six possible leadership 

styles identified by Goleman and described in the text 

and argued that in the law firm context these styles 

may appear as follows: 

 

 Visionary leaders in law firms excel at clearly 

articulating the chosen strategic direction to other 

lawyers and inspiring those lawyers to move in 

that direction. Law firms led by a visionary leader 

can be exciting places to work and the overall 

morale is infused with hope and optimism. 

 Coaching or mentoring leaders are willing to 

invest substantial resources in developing the 

skills of individual lawyers and generate devote a 

lot of time and effort in discussions with lawyers 

about their aspirations and fears. Coaching leaders 

thrive on their ability to create and maintain strong 

emotional bonds and relationships with other 

lawyers and, in turn, those lawyers feel more 

secure in their roles with the firm. 

 Affiliative leaders are concerned with ensuring the 

law firm is seen as a friendly, supportive and 

positive place to work and are inclined toward 

supporting activities that improve and maintain 

morale and cooperation among the lawyers and 

support personnel. Affiliative leaders are generally 

well-liked and have a natural tendency to provide 

positive feedback. While this approach is 

appreciated in the short-term it ultimately makes it 

more difficult for the leader to deliver difficult 

news when change or improvement is necessary. 

 Democratic leaders are well suited to the legal 

world since law firms are partnerships and the 

leader--the managing partner--is dealing with 

partners who perceive themselves as “equals” and 

it is therefore difficult for the leader to govern 

without allowing other partners to participate in 

the making of decisions and reaching a consensus 

among the partners regarding the appropriate 

strategic direction. Democratic leaders must have 

the patience to listen to others and the courage to 

allow the partners to have some level of 

autonomous control about how they pursue the 

goals and objectives laid out for them in the law 

firm strategy. 

 Pacesetting leaders are fairly common among law 

firms since managing partners are often high-

 

 Commanding leaders direct the law firm with an 

iron fist--issuing directives without consultation, 

managing by fear and coercion and publicly 

criticizing those attorneys that are not measuring 

up to the performance levels set by the leader. 

 

In another investigation of leadership styles among law 

firm leaders, the Hay Group, a global organizational 

and human resources consulting firm, studied 33 

partners in a top-tier global law firm and compared the 

leadership styles used by the high-performing partners 

with respect to various measures (i.e., revenue, strength 

of client relationships and substantive skills) to those of 

their colleagues whose performance was considered to 

be “average.”  Data on each of the partners was 

compiled from assessments made by associates who 

had worked with the partners on various matters and 

some of the major findings of the study included the 

following: 

 

 High-performing partners used a broader range of 

leadership styles than their colleagues in the 

average group. In fact, almost 70% of the high-

performing partners used four or more of the 

leadership styles. 

 High-performing partners were more likely to use 

the Visionary, Democratic and Coaching 

leadership styles. Specific behaviors included 

providing more information and context to other 

partners and associates, seeking opinions from 

other partners and associates before making 

decisions and participating in mentoring activities 

to maximize long-term development. 

 High-performing partners had learned to avoid the 

disruption behaviors of Pacesetter leaders such as 

setting unattainable goals for associates and 

micromanaging the tasks that had been delegated 

to associates. 

 While high-performing partners did use the 

Commanding style from time-to-time--issuing 

specific instructions with a strong indication that 

immediate action was expected--they also made an 

effort to coach those receiving the “commands” 

and make sure that they understood why the 

particular action, and the accompanying timetable, 

was needed. In contrast, average partners used the 

Commanding style primarily to intimidate and 

discourage associates. 
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achieving professionals focused on individual 

success as well as pushing other partners to seek 

and achieve lofty objectives for the firm itself. 

Pacesetting leaders have little or no time for 

consultation or accepting feedback and are most 

likely to say “just get it done.” They see other 

lawyers, partners and associates, as falling into 

one of two distinct categories: those that “get it” 

and those that don't and probably never will. 

 

 

Sources: L. Richard and M. Sirkin, “Six Styles: How 

Will You Handle Your Firm's Reins?” Law Practice 

(December 2008), 32-34; and Hay Group, The Case for 

Lawyers Who Lead (Philadelphia, PA, August 18, 

2005).  For further discussion of law firm leadership, 

see the Chapter 3 on “Law Firm Leadership” in A. 
Gutterman (Ed.), Hildebrandt Handbook of Law Firm 

Management (Eagan MN: Thomson Reuters).  
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