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Abstract 

 

Leadership styles and practices are extremely important inputs into the performance and 

satisfaction of any organization’s human resources and there are a number of alternative 

theories regarding the driving forces behind leadership and the strategies that leaders 

should adopt in order to be effective.  A non-exhaustive list of examples would include 

trait theories, which are based on the belief that leadership is based on individual 

attributes or traits; situational and contingency theories, promoted by Fiedler (Fiedler 

Contingency Model), Vroom (Vroom-Yetton Decision Model), House (Path-Goal Theory) 

and Hersey and Blanchard (Situational Leadership Model); and transactional and 

transformational theories, explained by Burns and Bass among others.  This report 

provides a brief introduction to the complex topic of leadership styles and practices 

including discussions of how leadership roles and activities vary at each level of the 

organizational hierarchy; the core roles and activities of all leaders, regardless of their 

level; and “leadership styles”. 

 

Leadership styles and practices are extremely important inputs into the performance and 

satisfaction of any organization’s human resources.  Muczyk and Holt defined 

―leadership‖, in a general sense, as: ―. . . the process whereby one individual influences 

other group members toward the attainment of defined group or organizational goals. In 

other words, the leadership role describes the relationship between the manager and his or 

her subordinates that results in the satisfactory execution of subordinates’ assignments 

and, thereby, the attainment of the important goals for which the leader is responsible and 

is instrumental in setting. At the very minimum, leadership requires providing direction 

and impetus for subordinates to act in the desired direction.‖
2
  Leadership has been 
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consistently identified as playing a critical role in the success or failure of business 

organizations and some surveys have pegged up to 45% of an organization’s performance 

on the quality and effectiveness of its leadership team.
3
 Apart from organizational 

performance, researchers have consistently found a strong correlation between leadership 

styles and behaviors and the job satisfaction and performance of subordinates.
4
 

 

Obviously there are a number of alternative theories regarding the driving forces behind 

leadership and the strategies that leaders should adopt in order to be effective.  These 

theories are discussed in detail elsewhere in this publication; however, a non-exhaustive 

list of examples would include trait theories, which are based on the belief that leadership 

is based on individual attributes or traits; situational and contingency theories, promoted 

by Fiedler (Fiedler Contingency Model), Vroom (Vroom-Yetton Decision Model), House 

(Path-Goal Theory) and Hersey and Blanchard (Situational Leadership Model); and 

transactional and transformational theories, explained by Burns and Bass among others.
5
  

 

While ―leadership‖ is typically associated with the roles and activities of senior 

managers, there is a growing consensus that a useful and realistic model of organizational 
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leadership has to explicitly incorporate organizational context and recognize that 

leadership activities of some type occur at each level in the organizational hierarchy.
6
  

For example, Zaccaro and Klimoski have referred to the ―patterns of organizational 

leadership‖ that Katz and Kahn associated with three different levels in the organizational 

hierarchy.  First of all, operations at the lower levels of the organizational hierarchy 

generally flow almost automatically through the administrative use of existing 

organizational structures and any problems that may arise are usually resolved using 

existing organizational mechanisms and procedures.  In other words, since organizational 

activity at these levels is so institutionalized there are few situations that present 

opportunities for leadership action.  Second, leaders at the middle levels of the 

organizational hierarchy do become involved in the embellishment and operationalization 

of formal structural elements; however, the success of leaders at these levels depends 

primarily on their ability to work effectively with both superiors and subordinates and 

their human relations skills.  Finally, senior leaders at the top of the organizational 

hierarchy are most concerned with overall policy formulations (i.e., organizational 

strategies) and designing the organizational structure that is most appropriate for the 

effective and successful pursuit of such policies.
7
 

 

While ―leaders‖ can be distinguished from ―managers‖, leaders nonetheless are 

responsible for a number of the same functions typically categorized as ―managerial‖ 

such as setting goals and designing strategic plans to achieve those goals, communicating 

directives to other members of the organization, overseeing execution of the 

organizational strategy and setting guidelines for motivating organizational members and 

assessing their performance.  As implied by the discussion of the ―three levels of 

leadership‖ above, leadership functions and activities vary depending on where the leader 

is located within the organizational hierarchy.  All leaders, regardless of their position, 

are engaged in the following core roles and activities provided by the four-factor theory 

of leadership proposed by Bowers and Seashore
8
: 
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 Support, in the form of leader behaviors that enhance a subordinate’s feelings of 

personal worth and importance; 

 Interaction facilitation, in the form of leader behaviors that encourage organizational 

members to develop close and mutually satisfying relationships; 

 Goal emphasis, in the form of leader behaviors that motivate organizational members 

to achieve excellent performance and fulfill the goals set for the organization; and 

 Work facilitation, in the leader behaviors that support achievement of the 

organizational performance goals, including activities such as coordinating, planning 

and scheduling and providing subordinates with the requisite tools, materials and 

technical knowledge necessary for them to do their jobs. 

 

In addition, each of the three levels of leadership has its own specific set of leader 

functions and activities.  For example, transformational leaders at the top of the 

organizational hierarchy, whose core job is to create a vision of what the organization 

should be, can expect to engage in several key activities including communicating, 

structuring, selecting and training, motivating, managing information, team building and 

promoting change and innovation.
9
 

 

One of the most interesting, and voluminously researched, topics in leadership studies is 

―leadership style‖.  In general, leadership style focuses on how leaders interact with their 

followers and has been more specifically defined as ―the manner and approach of 

providing direction, motivating people and achieving objectives‖.
10

  While there a 

number of different models of leadership style, three fundamental dimensions are often 

represented: the leader’s approach to influencing the behavior of his or her followers; the 

manner in which decisions regarding the direction of the group are made, with a specific 

emphasis on the level of participation offered to followers; and the balance struck 

between goal attainment and maintaining harmony within the group (sometimes referred 

to as group ―maintenance‖).
11

  For example, two alternative approaches to influencing the 

behavior of follows are the transactional leadership, which views the leader-follower 

relationship as a process of exchange, and transformational leadership, which relies on 

the leader’s ability to communicate a clear and acceptable vision and related goals that 

engender intense emotion among followers that motivates them to buy into and pursue 

the leader’s vision.  Contrasting styles for decision-making are found in models, such as 

the one developed by Likert, that distinguish between autocratic and participative leaders.  

Finally, the balance between goals and maintenance is emphasized in those models, such 

as Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, that analyze the degree to which leaders exhibit 

task and/or relationship orientations in their interactions with followers.  
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Likert analyzed leadership style from the perspective of the degree of employee 

participation in management activities typically carried out at the top of the 

organizational hierarchy (i.e., executives).
12

  For Likert, leadership styles could be 

identified and categorized by reference to six key executive roles or activities—goal 

setting, decision making, communication, leadership, motivation and control—and he 

developed a questionnaire to determine the degree of employee participation in the 

workplace with respect to each of these elements.  Likert developed a continuum of four 

management systems for organizations that ranged from ―exploitive autocratic‖, which he 

referred to as ―System 1‖, to ―participative‖, which he referred to as ―System 4‖.  

Characteristics of the leadership styles associated with each of these systems could be 

described as follows
13

:    

 

 System 1 (Exploitative Autocratic): The system utilizes an autocratic, top-down 

approach to leadership.  Employee evaluation is based on punishment and 

occasionally on rewards.  Downward communication is predominant and there is little 

interaction or teamwork.  Both control and decision-making reside at the top levels of 

the organization. 

 System 2 (Benevolent Authoritative): This system is similar to System 1 but senior 

management tends to be more paternalistic.  Employees are given more freedom than 

in System 1; however, the boundaries for interaction, communication and decision-

making are limited as set forth in directives from the top of the organization. 

 System 3 (Consultative): Employees have more interaction, communication and 

decision making than System 2.  Although employees are consulted about problems 

and decisions, top management makes the final decisions. 

 System 4 (Participative): This system makes extensive use of employee participation, 

involvement and groups.  The groups are highly involved in setting goals, making 

decisions, improving methods and appraising results.  Communications occur both 

laterally and vertically.  The linking-pin concept is used. 

 

Likert collected data from numerous countries to compare management systems around 

the world by placing them on his continuum and he found that, in general, the systems 

used in highly industrialized nations tended to be closer to the System 4 end of the 

continuum while styles of less industrialized countries clustered near the System 1 end.
14

   

 

Blake and Moulton developed a framework for categorizing and describing leadership 

styles that focused on two behavioral dimensions—concern for people (―people 

orientation‖) and concern for production (―production orientation‖ or ―task 
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orientation‖).
15

  In contrast to many of the other management theories, Blake and Mouton 

did not opine as to whether it was better for a leader to be production-oriented or people-

oriented (or a combination of the two) and their main interest was in establishing a model 

that described various leadership styles so that leaders could see where they fit and take 

steps to develop skills need to adapt their styles to the wide range of circumstances that 

can arise during the course of managing the activities of an organizational unit.  Blake 

and Moulton devised the Managerial Grid, sometimes referred to as the Leadership Grid, 

with the dimensions referred to above as the two axes and each axis ranging from low on 

one end to high on the other. A leader's ―concern for people‖ was measured by how much 

the leader considered the needs and interests of team members, as well as their personal 

development, when making decisions about how to accomplish tasks needed for the 

organization to achieve its objectives. A leader's ―concern of production‖ was measured 

by the weight that the leader gave to concrete objectives, organizational efficiency and 

achieving high productivity when making decisions about how to accomplish 

organizational tasks. Using these dimensions Blake and Moulton several different 

leadership styles ranging from Team Leadership (High Concern for People/High Concern 

for Production) to Produce or Perish Leadership (Low Concern for People/High Concern 

for Production). While Blake and Mouton wanted to create a model for use in analyzing 

organizational leadership styles they did note that Team Leadership was, in many 

instances, the preferred managerial style and recommended that leaders look for ways to 

adapt their approach toward something that was quite similar to McGregor's Theory Y 

and other participatory management styles. 

 

While controversy has often existed, and still remains, within the field of leadership 

studies, it is generally agreed that a good deal of progress has been made and that a 

number of interesting paths for future research and understanding have been uncovered.  

In 2004 Antonakis et al. identified several areas that they believed warranted further 

research, including ―context‖, ethics, and leadership traits.
16

  Several years later Day and 

Antonakis updated the original list to add diversity issues relating to leadership as an 

important area for greater research emphasis.
17

  Another promising trend is the efforts of 

many scholars to integrate various conceptualizations of leadership to consolidate 

existing knowledge and generate new theories and models with greater explanatory value.  
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