
Ten things you need to know about 
leadership
Ian Marcousé provides a framework of concepts for your 
revision of the management of people (human resources) 

1 Autocratic
Autocratic leadership is based on the top-down principle that the 
boss gives orders and staff carry them out.

Example: the head office of a retailer decides the way every store 
will be laid out and the stock range that every store will carry.

Advantage: a way of ensuring that the customer experience will be 
the same everywhere.

Disadvantage: leaves local store managers frustrated that their own 
ideas and creativity count for nothing. 

2 Charismatic
With charismatic leadership, the boss gains authority through 
personal charisma, possibly inspiring staff to contribute ideas and 
efforts that would not otherwise be possible.

Example: Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn is viewed by supporters as 
charismatic, encouraging them to make huge efforts to back their 
leader, especially at election time.

Advantage: charisma is free, but can result in significant added 
value due to the fervent efforts of those who feel its pull.

Disadvantage: a charismatic leader may lead supporters/employees 
towards an ill-considered, even disastrous outcome. Some might 
argue that Brexit came about in this way.3 Democratic

Democratic leadership requires a leader with instincts based 
on a degree of humility, creating a desire to involve all staff in 
important decisions — and often to delegate decisions to more 
junior managers. 

Example: a retail boss delegates a high degree of authority to 
local store managers, perhaps allowing purchasing decisions to 
be made locally.

Advantage: as Herzberg said, giving staff responsibility and 
meaningful tasks is a key way to motivate. If junior staff are highly 
motivated, the business may have a great future.

Disadvantage: delegation encourages creativity, but that can 
lead to a rather incoherent customer image. Many consumers like 
certainty, such as the assurance that every Big Mac will be identical 
wherever it is bought.

4 Dictatorial
Dictatorial managers manage through fear, such as fear of the 
sack. This is an extreme version of autocratic management. In this 
leadership style, bullying is commonplace.

Example: staff know that failure to carry out the boss’s wishes 
will be met with severe sanctions, possibly including psychological 
damage (humiliation) or financial damage. 

Advantage: in a crisis, the orders of a dictatorial leader will be acted 
on instantly, without discussion.

Disadvantage: a culture of bullying leads to high stress levels and 
hits workforce retention.

5 Fire-fighting
Leaders who have failed to find a successful long-term plan can find that every day is about survival, not strategy.

Example: at the time of writing, the boss of Debenhams may well be in this position, i.e. fighting short-term fires to try to last another week (both 
personally and for the business as a whole).

Advantage: any boss who survives short-term fire-fighting will work harder than anyone to prevent the situation ever happening again. There are 
big lessons to be learned.

Disadvantage: many leadership qualities have to be set aside while fire-fighting, with democratic inclinations becoming more and more autocratic 
(‘Do this — quickly!’).

 back to basics

6 Hubris
Hubris is when self-confidence turns first into arrogance and then a 
feeling of being unbeatable. 

Example: John Lewis chairman Charlie Mayfield presided over 
excessive expansion in John Lewis and Waitrose stores leading to a 
collapse in profits and the business looking to replace him.

Advantage: in the short term, it may seem that there are advantages, 
as the bold, confident moves are put into place.

Disadvantage: hubris can lead to ‘nemesis’: inescapable disaster. City 
analysts speak of the ‘award curse’ — things tend to start to fall apart 
when a boss wins ‘Britain’s best business leader’ (probably causing 
arrogance to set in).

7 Laissez-faire
The instinct of laissez-faire leaders is to ‘let things be’, i.e. be so 
hands-off that staff may feel free to set their own objectives and 
devise their own approaches for meeting those objectives.

Example: a creative hothouse such as a video games developer, an 
advertising agency or a television studio might work in this way. Staff 
are trusted to come up with something great.

Advantage: this can be a hugely successful way to manage creative 
businesses — hire brilliant people to come up with brilliant ideas, 
then work through the night to turn the idea into a product.

Disadvantage: in the wrong setting this may lead to chaos, with 
conflicts between staff, each of whom wishes to push the business in 
a different direction.

8 Paternalistic
Paternalistic leaders are parental in approach, treating staff as family, 
to be nurtured, educated and treated with respect.

Example: Google looks for ‘family’ staff loyalty by providing a 
remarkable number of free benefits, such as breakfast, lunch, 
healthcare, dentistry and games rooms. 

Advantage: ideally, paternalism means a boss who consults staff 
(the family) and who cares for employees’ best interests, e.g. training 
for lifetime career progression. 

Disadvantage: the family atmosphere may seem choking to a 
newcomer, who may think of the culture as cliquey. Labour turnover 
may be high among newcomers.

9 Short-termism
The focus of a short-termist leader is on immediate results/profits, 
often influenced by ‘share options’ that provide a huge personal 
incentive to maximise the short-term price of the company’s shares.

Example: too many to name, though special mention goes to 
Carillion finance director Richard Adam, who sold his share options 
for £776,000 before the company went into liquidation.

Advantage: if the business faces short-term financial problems, 
profit maximisation may be the best way to survive.

Disadvantage: repeated short-term profit maximisation has led to 
WH Smith becoming the UK’s least-loved high street business. 

10 Transformative
A transformative leader is one whose presence and actions succeed in turning around the oil tanker that is a large business organisation.

Example: Roger Burnley seems to have done a brilliant job at Asda. Since he joined in 2016 the business has gone from falling market share to 
profitable growth.

Advantage: a transformative leader will often combine charisma with strong strategic decision-making, which quickly makes employees develop 
respect for the boss. 

Disadvantage: hubris can follow. There are leaders whose success at transforming one business makes them believe they can do the same again. 
Quite often, that proves not to be true.
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