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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to present challenges in leadership performance today, as well
as leadership styles that have potential, given the contemporary shifts in performance climate.
Design/methodology/approach – This paper is based on empirical research, obtained through
methodological triangulation, partly through critical literature review, and partly through the author’s
ongoing leadership studies during the past ten years, to be subdivided in three phenomenological
studies, and 72 structured leadership interviews.
Findings – There is a multitude of factors that keep changing the leadership landscape, and there
is a series of leadership skills that suffice well given the parameters of today’s work
environments. Nine of these leadership styles are presented, including their main characteristics
and contemporary usefulness.
Research limitations/implications – The studies reviewed, although in-depth, applied to a limited
set of options. Because leadership is such a broad and dynamic topic, neither literature review nor
qualitative studies and interview series provide an entirely comprehensive overview, especially when
conducted in one part of the world.
Practical implications – Leaders may reconsider the skills required for themselves and their
workforce to guarantee successful performance in an increasingly interconnected world. Leaders may
engage in reflection and work toward stronger emphasis and development of skills in which they
consider themselves weak. Leaders may examine their work environment and consider how to apply
the factors that could facilitate one or more of the presented leadership styles in their organization.
Originality/value – The leadership styles presented are multi-applicable and are mainly based on
inter-human respect, so leaders may reflect and consider the style they feel most attracted to.
Keywords Change, Leadership, Stakeholders, Skills, Trust, Situational leadership,
Awakened leadership
Paper type Literature review

Introduction
This paper reviews an issue that has been of ongoing interest to leadership scholars
and practitioners: the circumstances that drive the need for change, the changes as
they are currently manifesting themselves, and the leadership styles that are
useful given the demands of our modern era. In the first section, the following main
drivers of contemporary change will be reviewed: shifts in societal values, shifts in
investor focus, ability to lead organizational change, and the influence of excessive
stress on employees. The second section presents an overview for leadership
qualities that matter in our times, varying from creative and critical thinking,
to speed, visionary skills, stakeholder focus, employee empowerment, and a general
collaborative approach. The third and final section reviews nine leadership
styles, some seasoned, some still in development, that work well in today’s
performance climate.

The data presented in this paper were derived through methodological
triangulation, consisting of critical literature review, qualitative data gathering in
various leadership studies between 2005 and 2014, and the author’s professional
observations. The critical literature review entailed research review, summary, and
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an analytical stance. The types of literature investigated for this purpose were: first,
theoretical literature, as this was considered relevant to the concepts and theoretical
frameworks discussed; and second, topical literature, as this was considered relevant
to the subject matter of this research. The qualitative data were gathered from a
series of three phenomenological studies between 2005 and 2014, consisting of
respectively 6, 25, and 14 in-depth leadership interviews that were recorded and
transcribed, after which a process of phenomenological reduction was implemented,
and meaning clusters were identified. The author’s professional observations were
derived from 72 interviews with corporate, non-profit, and academic leaders between
2006 and 2013.

Foundations of change
Today’s leaders are expected to excel in different ways than their predecessors from
the past century. There are multiple aspects at the foundation of the changed views,
among which:

(1) Shifts in societal values, originated by changes in the work landscape, leading
to greater employee awareness and a subsequent greater need for involvement
as a satisfaction tool (Higgs, 2003). Leaders should regularly consider the bigger
picture of their performance; increase their tolerance levels for diverse
environments; remain focussed on their core principles rather than just
following every new trend; surround themselves with people who have
complementary skills; and expand their horizons, in order to remain abreast of
developments and continue excelling (Marques, 2010).

(2) Shifts in investor focus: in contrast to the obsession with revenues and
shareholder returns in the twentieth century, investors are now more interested
in the quality and depth of an organization’s leader (Higgs, 2003). Corporate
reputation has emerged into a discipline of its own, against the backdrop of the
numerous ethical scandals and the growing mistrust in leaders’ moral
standards during the first years of this century (Resnick, 2004). It is clearer than
ever that investor trust needs to be restored, and that this needs time and a
consistent, attentive exercise of ethics by corporate leaders ( Jennings, 2005).

(3) Ability to lead organizational change: it has been proven that more than
70 percent of organizations have problems adhering to change (Higgs, 2003).
Yet, today’s leaders have dramatically been likened to “generals leading
troops across a rugged, unmapped, quake-prone battlefield, against many
different armies in a struggle to the death that never ends” (Developing Agile
Leaders for the 21st Century, 2010, p. 12). Therefore, rather than being leery
and inhibited toward change, they have to thrive on it. The concept of stability
has changed from remaining the same for a long time into flexibly and
undauntedly riding the tides of today’s corporate sea. In order to perform well,
today’s leaders have to react quickly; anticipate change, so that they can act
proactively; be visionaries and strategists, so that they can be trendsetters
rather than followers; perform as role models and set clear goals; promote and
rewards agility; hone team performance; and be consistent in their feedback to
minimize confusion (Developing Agile Leaders for the 21st Century, 2010).
Therefore the focus has shifted to leadership that will be able to implement
change successfully and recurrently (Higgs, 2003).
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(4) The influence of excessive stress on employees: with the elevated demands on
organizational performance, the understanding has increased that employees
will perform better and be more committed if they have a leader they trust and
have a good relationship with (Higgs, 2003). Workforce members are impacted
when stress accumulates. Cumulative stress is a consequence of recurring,
unsettled stressful situations, which require an increasing level of personal
resilience to manage. Given the many turns in the contemporary performance
landscape, stress accumulations are a real factor to consider. Leaders have the
ability to support their employees by responding to stressful situations with
openness, support, and compassion (Vardy, 2011).

An overview of leadership qualities
In addition to all of the above, twenty-first century leaders have to be critical and creative
thinkers, because they are practically reinventing the entire concept of leadership in a
different performance setting. Most of what has been learned about leadership in past
eras was based on hierarchic and bureaucratic structures (Novelli and Taylor, 1993).
That type of leadership worked when organizational environments were stable and very
slowly evolving. In those twentieth century work environments, decisions were usually
based on recurring issues, and could be made by a central source of power and influence.
As a result, this structure of leading caused delays in decision making, and thus, slow
responses to market challenges (Novelli and Taylor). All of that is history now. The pace
of performance, change, and problem solving has picked up enormously. Instead of the
proverbial “great man” or “great woman” traits, which were customary in the past
century, this era calls for leadership as a process, consisting of collaboration and novel
thinking to address problems with little or no familiar structure (Novelli and Taylor).

Given the above and other developmental factors, twenty-first century work
environments are looking for leaders that are not only visionaries, but are also
sensitive to the needs of stakeholders at large (Williams, 1986). Twenty-first
century leaders work with their followers. They ensure compatibility between these
followers’ values and the organization’s needs, as well as opportunities for followers’
growth. They do this because they care, and because they know that support for
creativity and individuality will lead to greater performance (Williams, 1986).
Contemporary leaders are aware that their strategies should include effective ways to
produce cooperation, high efficiency, and participative roles to empower employees
(Kennedy, 2010).

Today’s followers are, on average, more educated, and more independent in their
thinking. They expect more input, and get demoralized when they are summoned to
follow their leaders mindlessly. Twenty-first century leaders are therefore expected to
have some psychological foundations that can assist them in critical areas such as
humanism, moral awareness, and a communal approach. The need for these
psychological foundations becomes even more apparent when considering the major
financial and ethical business crises the USA and other nations on the globe
experienced in the first decade of this century, leading to an enhanced call for more
sustainable business models, and increased focus on a triple bottom line, with people,
planet, and profit as equally important parts (Kelly and Finkelman, 2011).
Leadership and management theorists and practitioners are still digesting the
transition that is happening in this area, as many workplaces, especially those in the
for-profit arena, as well as business schools, are still struggling with the notion that
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leaders are no longer per se “Type A” personalities with a major sense of urgency, and a
carrot-and-stick approach, or Type X, to reward or punish followers:

Type X and Type Y management styles were named as such in the 1960s by Douglas
McGregor in a process of fine-tuning an earlier management based finding by Tannenbaum
and Schmidt. The general message in Theory X and Y is that some leaders (Type X) prefer to
be directive, solve problems, and issue orders, with little or no involvement of their employees
other than to follow those orders, while other leaders (Type Y) work better in a team setting,
and share responsibilities and functions with followers (Russ, 2011).

The competitive advantage of the typical twentieth century leader no longer works as
such, and it seems that exactly the opposite of what that leader represented matters
today (Kelly and Finkelman, 2011). Twenty-first century leaders are not infatuated by
the traditional win-lose approach, and do not necessarily have to be the overly
aggressive, narcissistic aggressors who rather command than listen (Kelly and
Finkelman). They adhere more to a Type Y style, in which they involve and collaborate
with others as their strategy toward achieving a competitive advantage. Behaviors
such as openness, sharing of viewpoints, and shared governance, a voice for minority
members, emotional intelligence, and mindfulness are leading concepts in this
approach. While individual performance is important, these leaders strive toward as
much inclusion as possible. And even though this style of leading usually takes longer
to get to decisions, the outcomes are better considered, and work morale is higher (Kelly
and Finkelman).

Today’s workable leadership styles
Considered within the realm of leadership styles, today’s leaders have to be flexible
enough to tap from a multitude of these: old, proven ones, newly formulated ones, and
some that are yet to be structured. Below, we briefly explain some of the most germane
styles in twenty-first century leadership practices. Within the more seasoned styles, we
will review transactional, transformational, team, servant, and situational leadership
(SL), and within the more recent styles, we will discuss authentic, empathetic,
awakened, and resonant leadership.

Transactional leadership
This is an exchange-based relationship, and only on basis of that, it will continue to
exist in processes where people use each other’s products or services. In a transactional
relationship, the leader oftentimes uses rewards or punishments to instigate
performance or task completions from followers. “A transactional leader is more
concerned with the routine maintenance activities of allocating resources, monitoring,
and directing followers to achieve task and organizational goals” (Kanungo, 2001,
p. 257). While it may be effective in getting results, transactional leadership usually
does not lead to commitment or longitudinal relationships (Zagorsek et al., 2009).
Within the transactional leadership theory, there are various dimensions. For example,
a leader could choose to explain the requirements, and provide material and rewards to
the extent in which followers perform. In addition, a leader can also choose whether he
or she wants to be actively or passively involved in the transaction, which will
determine his or her intensity in steering the project (Zagorsek et al., 2009).

The transactional leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape
because it has the potential of contributing to effectiveness, which is a factor we cannot
overlook when it comes to the very existence of organizations. Because the
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transactional leadership style primarily focusses on performance, it can drive leaders to
develop clear strategies and structures in laying out their expectations from employees.
Once these strategies and structures are in place, the daily management processes will
be much easier to assess and, where needed, adjusted (Waldman et al., 2001).

Transformational leadership
As the name of this style already indicates, a transformational leader typically
establishes a deeper relationship with his or her followers. The transformational
leadership model was developed from charismatic leadership, which first evolved into
transactional leadership, and subsequently progressed into the deeper, caring-based
branch of transformational leadership (Bottomley et al., 2014). In general, a
transformational leader uses influence strategies and techniques that empower
followers, elevate their performance, and change their values, norms, and attitudes, to
become more aligned with the leader’s vision (Kanungo, 2001). Thus, a
transformational leader develops actual relationships with followers, often
entailing significant levels of trust, loyalty, and mutual respect. Because of the
depth of transformational relationships, followers are far more dedicated to their
tasks, because the leader shares with them a vision, a set of common values, and a
sense of meaning.

The transformational leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape
because it enables leaders to successfully cope with the only constant in
contemporary performance, organizational change, while adhering to a three-tier
focus: understanding the need for change; creating a vision that enables the
change; and implementing the change (Kim and Yoon, 2015). In addition,
transformational leaders perform as role models in the process, clarify goals,
collaborate, and provide individualized support as well as intellectual stimuli
(Podsakoff et al., 1990). It is particularly the intellectual stimulation that inspires
today’s employees to be more creative and innovative and challenge their own
expectations (Kim and Yoon, 2015).

Team leadership
Within this context, the “team” consists of the people with whom the leader works
toward a common goal. In the broadest sense, this would be an entire organization,
even though leaders usually have a more direct team with which they interact on a
more frequent basis. One of the pillars in the relationship between a leader and his or
her direct-report team is trust (McHale, 2012). Equally instrumental in an effective
team is clear and frequent communication, to ensure information sharing and
effective decision making. A team leader ensures that processes run well, without
making all the decisions single-handedly. A team leader is more of a facilitator, who
warrants that resources are used effectively, team members have a voice, are
inspired, and receive training and attention when needed with the aim of allowing
them to grow (Wu et al., 2010).

The team leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because the
immense competitive and technological challenges organizations face today have
driven them toward more reliance on team-based work structures in order to remain
productive and competitive (Aronson et al., 2014). Team leadership requires
understanding of interpersonal differences and the ability to successfully resolve
issues that arise due to opposing characters in a team. Leading teams also requires the
understanding that different types of teams call for different structures. For instance,
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teams that focus on radical innovation should perform independently from the existing
organization (Aronson et al., 2014), while others, such as project teams or task forces,
should be more integrated.

Servant leadership
According to Greenleaf (1991), the servant leader is first and foremost a servant, giving
in to the natural feeling of wanting to serve. The act of leading, hence, comes forth from
the desire to serve in order to ensure that others’ needs are being met (Murari and
Kripa, 2012). A servant leader therefore focusses primarily on serving followers. There
is no requirement to engage in such a serving attitude. It happens at the leader’s
discretion, and is therefore oftentimes linked to authenticity, morality, and spirituality.
Servant leadership is quite a deviation from other leadership styles, because in this
style, the leader is not concerned with personal advancement, but acts primarily for the
well-being and needs, advancement, and autonomy of others. Because servant
leadership enables followers to grow, they often get inspired by this style and emerge
into servant leaders as well (Senjaya and Pekerti, 2010).

The servant leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because it
instills a sense of humility in the leader who practices it. Given the many instances of
self-centered and narcissistic leadership in recent years, this style may be an
outstanding guide toward adjustment of our perspectives. In leading from a servant
perspective, the leader serves those who need guidance, and places special emphasis on
serving those with the greatest need ( Johnson et al., 2014). Servant leadership holds a
spiritual foundation of mutual caring, trust, and a sense of community, which can
enable great things to happen ( Johnson et al., 2014).

SL
This leadership style is very popular among practitioners and coaches, but not so in
academic circles, simply because it is rather difficult to measure. Yet, if we consider that
leadership is an organic process that changes all the time, and can therefore not be
structured too rigidly, we can understand why actual leaders gravitate so
enthusiastically to this style. SL entails four leadership styles that represent different
combinations of directive and supportive behaviors. Directive behavior is defined by
structure, control, and supervision, while supportive behavior is related to praise,
listening, and facilitation (Blanchard, 2008). In other words, SL suggests the use of
different approaches toward different types of followers, determined by their individual
degree of preparedness and understanding of the task at hand. Leaders can select one of
the following approaches toward followers: directing (S1, which recommends high
direction and low support); coaching (S2, which recommends high direction and high
support); supporting (S3, which recommends low direction and high support); and
delegating (S4, which recommends low direction and low support). In reviewing this
series of options it may become clear that the leader has to make an assessment on each
follower’s need, in order to engage the right approach (Avery and Ryan, 2002).

The SL style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because it validates both a
task and a relationship focus in a leader (McCleskey, 2014), which entails that the work
gets done while relationships are nurtured in a rewarding manner. Leaders need to very
much be in tune with the diverse maturity levels of their employees in order to ensure
gratifying outcomes in both regards. They will have to develop or sharpen their skills
and competency in task as well as relational orientation (McCleskey, 2014). The fact
that it works has been proven in several studies, among which a recent investigation
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among 150 leaders and 300 employees in China, which yielded that when the situational
style matches employee readiness, employees’ organizational citizen behavior increases
(Luo and Liu, 2014).

Authentic leadership
This leadership style has everything to do with refraining from being anything else
than what one is. “Authentic leaders use behaviors of idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration
in an ethical manner and influence the perception of follower” (Nichols and
Erakovich, 2013, p. 183). A leader engaging in authentic leadership will therefore be
spontaneous and genuine. Because today’s followers are on average better educated,
and consequently more critical in their demands and expectations, they quickly
assess whether their leaders are honest and truthful. If they find that such is the case,
a relationship of trust and reciprocity develops. Authentic leaders remain true to their
passion and purpose, and include their hearts as well as their heads in the process of
leading. They learn from their life story, know their authentic self, balance their
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, build a support team, stay grounded, and empower
others to lead. The relationships they establish are meaningful and long-term based
(George et al., 2007).

The authentic leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because it
speaks to the imagination and desires of today’s workforce members, who are looking
for role models with high moral standards and integrity to look up to (Avolio et al.,
2004). Several researchers (Avolio et al., 2004; Joo and Nimon, 2014) agree that
authentic leaders, by the virtue of their moralistic and honest behavior, instill high
moral values in their followers, thereby elevating their social identification as well.
Studies also confirmed that authentic leaders, through their open communication
lines, increase employees’ perceptions of inclusion, thus giving them a sense of
importance, value, and trustworthiness, and advancing their organization citizen
behavior (Cottrill et al., 2014).

Empathetic leadership
Empathy is still a frequently disputed term when it comes to leadership.
Particularly, business schools have been rather slow and reluctant to acknowledge
empathy as a serious aspect of leadership. Business students seem to have a
tendency to rate empathy rather low on their perceived list of important leadership
qualities (Holt and Marques, 2012). This may be seen as an after-effect of the firm,
decisive, Type X twentieth century leader, who had little or no concern for the
opinions or feelings of followers. Yet, as has become clear in the discussion of
twenty-first century leadership, increasing awareness emerges about the value of
empathy in leading, especially because the entire concept of leading is changing, and
so, too, the values and approaches that are needed in its implementation.

The empathetic leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because
today’s employees prefer a closer relationship with their leaders. While not formally
molded into a theory, behaviors of empathetic leaders have convinced observers that
this style is exactly the opposite of what it used to be considered. While many feared
that empathy would make for a weak, easily overpowered leader, it has come to light
that empathetic leaders are highly appreciated and therefore more respected. One great
example is the CEO of WestJet, Gregg Saretsky, who uses his travel time to work as a
flight attendant alongside his crew, and is highly appreciated for sharing his
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employees’ experiences. Due to Saretsky’s engagement with his employees, and direct
communication with customers (passengers), he is not just well-liked, but the company
is also doing very well (InspiredHR.CA, 2014).

Awakened leadership (AL)
AL is a meta-leadership style, that encompasses multiple styles and traits, in observance
of the fact that no single leadership style or trait will work at all times. “Awakened
leaders […] lead from the heart and soul. They are the corporate, community, and
household leaders, official or unofficial, who refuse to put on different hats when it comes
to their personality. They […] practice a holistic and authentic approach in every
environment and at every time” (Marques, 2010, p. 308). Given the many rapid changes
leaders face in today’s performance environment, AL predominantly rests on the
foundations of flexibility and creativity. AL honors concepts of, among others, servant,
situational, self, laissez-faire, authentic, authoritative, team, and transformational
leadership, underscoring that there is a time and place for each style to be appropriate,
given the needs that arise from the participants and the situation. Engaging in AL
requires consciousness of being a spiritual being connected with other living beings, and
mindfulness of the circumstances in which situations occur. AL thus involves: first, the
leader’s awareness to incorporate the proper approach given the needs of followers and
situation; second, the leader’s desire to continue developing him- or herself in an effort to
guide the self, followers, and the organization to advancement; and third, the leader’s
ability to remain emotionally attuned to self, stakeholders, and environment, while
remaining authentic (Marques, 2008).

The AL style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because it harbors multiple
leadership styles, thus transcending the boundaries of one particular approach. This
reflects the capriciousness of contemporary performance demands, and lifts AL to a
way of being rather than a leadership style (Marques, 2008). When discussing AL,
authors stress the importance of addressing contemporary needs through
mindfulness, which will help them determine a proper approach in the ever-changing
leadership landscape (Marques, 2006; The Frederick P. Lenz Foundation for American
Buddhism). They address topics that have high appeal in today’s educated workforce,
such as mutual growth (Ryan, 2012), and a deviation from narrow-minded, rigid
approaches (Marques, 2008). All of these factors resonate well in our current
performance climate, where nothing is predictable, and everything relies on sensitivity,
connectivity, and creativity.

Resonant leadership
This leadership style has a number of common elements with authentic, empathetic
and AL: it is highly intuition driven, and relies on the leader’s emotional intelligence.
Resonant leaders are making it their mission to inspire the people in their
organizations. They convert challenges into opportunities, and find a glimmer of hope
when there is despair all around. They are passionate, have a high sense of purpose,
and understand the sacrifices that come along with being a leader. They care deeply for
others, but also ensure taking care of themselves and engaging in renewal. There is
also a transformational element in resonant leadership, because these leaders inspire
their people to achieve goals that were considered unachievable before (Goleman
et al., 2002).

The resonant leadership style is useful in today’s leadership landscape because, just
like situational, authentic, and AL, it does not adhere to one rigid style. Congruent with
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today’s ever-changing demands, resonant leadership promotes a blend of approaches,
depending on the situation at hand. “Resonant leadership styles include visionary,
coaching, affinitive, and democratic approaches” (Laschinger et al., 2014, p. 7). The
resonant leadership approach is very relational oriented, because it focusses strongly
on emotions. Resonant leaders keep themselves immersed in their surroundings, and
this deep engagement results in great appreciation from those who work with them
(Laschinger et al., 2014).

Coherence and common threads between the leadership styles
As explained in the closing paragraph of each of the nine reviewed styles, these styles
resonate with the demands of today’s work environments. Each of the styles harbors
elements of motivation and collective excellence, even though not all styles correspond
fully with one another. For instance, the transactional style, with its primary focus on
task achievement, may coincide in some instances with the transformational, situational,
and team leadership styles, but may come across as calculative when compared to the
servant, authentic, awakened, and resonant leadership styles.

Some critical common factors within the more recent styles (authentic, empathetic,
awakened, and resonant leadership) are reflectiveness and relationship orientation. In
these contemporary styles, leaders do not perceive themselves as entities that stand far
above the common workers, but are open and collaborative in their performance.
Leaders practicing these styles maintain open lines of communication with their
employees, and are not disturbed by the stigma of being considered “weak,” only
because they listen to and share information with employees. On the contrary, these
leaders realize the increased influence they have on their co-workers by reflecting,
connecting, relating, and communicating.

Figure 1a and b depict the discussed leadership styles, some of their main
characteristics, and their contemporary usefulness.

Conclusion
This paper provided a concise overview of nine leadership styles, of which five were
more seasoned in nature, and four developed in more recent times. The underlying
message in this paper was that leadership is a dynamic phenomenon, which is strongly
dependent on the needs and structures of societies at any given time. The leadership
styles discussed in this paper are not the only useful ones in existence, and should
therefore not be considered exhaustive. They do, however, provide a useful starting
point for researchers interested in exploring more about leadership approaches that
matter in today’s world. This paper presented some of the main characteristics of the
nine selected leadership styles, thus highlighting their meaning for a contemporary
workforce. Similarly, an overview of the contemporary usefulness was presented for
each leadership style. Not surprisingly, all the leadership styles ultimately focussed on
performance, even though their strategies toward attaining this target were divergent.
Eight of the styles operated from a predominantly relationship focus, while
two (situational approach overlapped in both categories) had a strong task
orientation. Some of the critical behaviors for leaders to consider were, flexibility,
care, a sense of community, creativity, inspiration, facilitation, and honesty. From this
list, it can be delineated that the behavioral trends that matter today are those in which
employees can maintain communication lines with their leaders, feel comfortable
approaching them and exchanging ideas, and feel empowered to grow and take
ownership where needed.
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Future researchers are encouraged to contemplate on alternative leadership styles that
may be equally or more viable in today’s world of work, and present those as well, so
that current and upcoming generations of leaders may consider them for further study
and possible implementation.

Main Characteristics Contemporary Usefulness

Performance. Effectiveness.

Performance. Effectiveness.
Flexibility.

Performance. Effectiveness.
Flexibility.

Performance. Moralistic. Trust.

Performance. Community. Caring.
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