
Braden Becker: https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/leadership-styles 
September 14, 2023 
 1 1 

Leadership Styles 
 

This article describes the styles of leadership and helps you to decide on your 
personal favourite style. 
 

There are several different leadership styles. These are:  

1. Democratic Leadership 
2. Autocratic Leadership 
3. Laissez-Faire Leadership 
4. Strategic Leadership 
5. Transformational Leadership 
6. Transactional Leadership 
7. Coaching Leadership 
8. Bureaucratic Leadership 
9. Visionary Leadership 
10. Pacesetting Leadership 
11. Situational Leadership 

 

 
1. Democratic Leadership 

Also called: Participative or Facilitative Leadership 

Democratic leadership is exactly what it sounds like — the leader makes decisions based on 
each team member‘s input. Although a leader makes the final call, each employee has an equal 
say in a project’s direction. Democratic leaders often have the following characteristics: 

• Inclusive 
• Collaborative 
• Effective communicator 
• Empowering 
• Supportive and empathetic 
• Trust-building 
• Emotionally intelligent 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

This leadership style resembles how leaders often make decisions in company board meetings. 
For example, a democratic leader might give the team a few decision-related options in a 
company board meeting. They could then open a discussion about each option. After a 
discussion, this leader might consider the board's thoughts and feedback, or they might open 
this decision up to a vote. 
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Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

The democratic leadership style is one of the most effective because it encourages everyone to 
participate in all processes, share their opinions, and know that you will hear them. It also 
encourages employees to be engaged because they know you will hear their feedback. 

Team members feeling like they have space to participate can also increase employee 
empowerment, motivation, and participation. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a Democratic style: 

Reaching a consensus can take considerable time, resources, and communication with a 
democratic style. It can also impact decision-making because some team members may not 
have the right expertise to make critical decisions. 

2. Autocratic Leadership 

Also called: Authoritarian, Coercive, or Commanding Leadership 

Autocratic leadership is the inverse of democratic leadership. In this leadership style, the leader 
makes decisions without taking input from anyone who reports to them. 

Autocratic leadership is typically characterized by: 

• Centralized decision-making 
• Direct and top-down communication 
• Minimal delegation 
• Limited autonomy for team members 
• Emphasis on hierarchy and status 
• Resistant to feedback or criticism 

This style is most useful when a business needs to control specific situations, not as a 
standalone leadership style. For instance, it can be effective in emergency or crisis situations 
where quick and decisive action is necessary. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Autocratic leaders carry out strategies and directives with absolute focus. So, when a situation 
calls for it, an authoritative leader can make a quick best-fit decision for a business without 
needing to get additional input (helpful on a case-by-case basis). 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

This type of leadership is most effective when a company makes difficult decisions that don’t 
benefit from additional input from others who aren’t fully knowledgeable on the subject. 
Responsible parties can make a decision and give employees a clear sense of direction, and it 
can also make up for a lack of experience on a team. 
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Potential challenges for leaders with an Autocratic style: 

Most organizations can’t sustain such a hegemonic culture without losing employees, which 
can significantly lower morale and creative problem-solving. An example of authoritative 
leadership gone bad could be when a manager changes the hours of work shifts for employees 
without consulting anyone. 

Other challenges with autocratic leaders include: 

• Intimidation 
• Micromanagement 
• Over-reliance on a single leader 

3. Laissez-Faire Leadership 

Also called: Delegative or Hands-off Leadership 

If you remember your high-school French, you'll accurately assume that laissez-faire leadership 
is the least intrusive form of leadership. The French term “laissez-faire” literally translates to 
“let them do.” Leaders who embrace it give nearly all authority to their employees and don’t 
often interject unless the situation calls for it. 

Some key characteristics of laissez-faire leadership include: 

• Limited guidance, direction, and feedback 
• Minimal interference and control 
• High autonomy and freedom 
• Empowerment and trust 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Laissez-faire leaders make employees accountable for their work. This gives many employees 
an incentive to do their best work. This type of leader often creates a more relaxed company 
culture. This makes it a good model for creative businesses like ad agencies or product design. 
It's also a good fit for a business with a highly-skilled team. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

In a young startup, for example, you might see a laissez-faire company founder who makes no 
major office policies around work hours or deadlines.They might put complete trust in their 
employees while they focus on the overall workings of running the company. Because of this 
high level of trust, employees working for laissez-faire leaders feel valued. They get the 
information they need and use their resources and experience to meet business goals. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a Laissez-Faire style: 

Although laissez-faire leadership can empower employees by trusting them to work however 
they'd like, there are downsides. It can limit team development and pose a challenge for new or 
inexperienced employees who would benefit from guidance as they get ramped up. Roles and 
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responsibilities can also become unclear, and it can build a culture of working in silos where 
people might work autonomously rather than as a cohesive group. 

This style can lead to overlooking critical company growth and learning opportunities, so 
keeping this leadership style in check is important. 

 

4. Strategic Leadership 

Strategic leaders sit between a company's primary operations and its growth opportunities. This 
form of leadership requires vision, competitive awareness, and adaptability. 

These leaders accept the burden of executive interests but also ensure that working conditions 
are stable for everyone else. 

Strategic leaders aim to guide their organization toward its long-term goals. By utilizing this 
leadership style, you can create a forward-thinking, agile, and adaptable organization that can 
thrive in today's dynamic business landscape. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Strategic leaders tie plans for growth and strategy to how they manage a team. They ask 
questions, develop and execute strategies, and consider future growth. This approach supports 
popular business goals like: 

• Accountability 
• Productivity 
• Collaboration 
• Transparency 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

This is a desirable leadership style in many companies because strategic thinking supports 
many types of employees at once. 

Strategic thinking supports many employees at once, so it’s a desirable style for many 
companies. It encourages visualization, planning, and making the most of existing resources, 
and it can motivate employees. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a strategic leadership style: 

Leaders who work strategically might take on too much and risk thinking too far into the future of 
possibilities while missing critical present-day issues. It’s important to learn how to delegate 
with this leadership style and share the weight of decision-making. 

Compromise, communication skills, and consistent outreach are also essential. 
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5. Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leaders gain the trust and confidence of their teams, encourage team 
members, and lead employees toward meeting company goals. 

Transformational leadership also always improves upon the company’s conventions and 
motivates employees to grow and further develop their skills. 

Ultimately, the goal of a transformational leader is to create a lasting positive impact, uplift their 
team to achieve their full potential, and drive success for the organization. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Transformational leaders can inspire their teams to think in new ways. This can help companies 
update business processes to improve productivity and profitability. It can also help with 
employee satisfaction, morale, and motivation. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

This is a highly encouraging form of leadership where employees are supported and encouraged 
to see what they’re capable of. 

When starting a job with this type of leader, all employees might get a list of goals to reach and 
deadlines for reaching them. The goals might begin quite simple, but as employees grow and 
meet their goals, leaders will give them more tasks and challenges to conquer as they grow with 
the company. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a Transformational style: 

Transformational leaders can lose sight of everyone’s individual learning curves in place of the 
company's goals. Employee burnout can also become an issue, so it’s important to work with 
your team to update benchmarks. 

 
6. Transactional Leadership 

Transactional leadership is based on reward and punishment to motivate and direct the 
behavior. These managers set specific rules and standards, and they closely monitor their 
employees’ performance. They tell employees they can expect rewards if a goal is met. 
However, they may require more 1:1s or check-ins if people aren’t meeting goals. 

This leadership style is concerned with maintaining the status quo and ensuring that 
predetermined goals and standards are met. It also assumes that teams need structure and 
monitoring to meet business goals and that they are reward-motivated. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

This style is popular in enterprise companies as it focuses on results, existing structures, and 
set systems of rewards or penalties. This leadership style also recognizes and rewards 
commitment. 



Braden Becker: https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/leadership-styles 
September 14, 2023 
 6 6 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

Transactional leaders can offer helpful clarity and structure of expectations, which can help 
employees feel safe because they understand expectations. Employees also have a clear view 
of what they get in return for meeting business goals. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a transactional style: 

This style is more about using rewards to motivate and less about building relationships with 
employees, coaching, and developing team morale. Keeping a diverse team engaged can be 
hard if only some are reward-motivated, and it can lead to low creativity and fear of punishment. 

 

7. Coaching Leadership 

Also called: Conscious Leadership 

A coaching leader focuses on identifying and nurturing the individual strengths of each member 
of the team and developing strategies that will enable teams to work better together. 

This style is similar to strategic and democratic leadership, but it emphasizes individual 
employees' success. 

A manager with this leadership style might help employees improve on their strengths by: 

• Giving them new tasks to try 
• Offering guidance 
• Meeting to discuss constructive feedback 

They might also encourage one or more team members to expand on their strengths by learning 
new skills from other teammates. 

Coaching leaders focus on building trust and establishing strong relationships with their team 
members. They foster an environment of open communication and psychological safety that 
encourages individuals to share ideas, seek feedback, and work together toward common 
objectives. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Coaching leaders actively support skill development and independent problem-solving. They 
meet ambitious business goals by creating a strong company culture and add to a business's 
long-term vision as valuable mentors, often even after leaving a company. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

This leadership style can motivate employees as they feel supported on the team. It recognizes 
that each employee is unique and can build diverse and exciting teams where each employee 
offers something different. 
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This leader focuses on high performance, with employees that can communicate well and 
embrace unique skill sets to get work done. They also encourage team members to seek new 
challenges, learn from experiences, and continuously improve their skills and knowledge. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a coaching style: 

It can take a lot of time to develop employees with a coaching style, but mentoring isn’t effective 
for every employee. 

8. Bureaucratic Leadership 

Bureaucratic leaders follow the rules. Unlike autocratic leadership, they might listen and 
consider the input of employees, but they might reject input that doesn’t align with company 
policy or past practices. 

Some key features of bureaucratic leadership include: 

• Centralized decision-making 
• Strict adherence to rules and procedures 
• Clear chain of command 
• Limited autonomy 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

This style works best for larger, older, or traditional companies that are successful in their 
current processes. This leadership style works for these businesses because they want to 
maintain existing business models and processes because their current strategies are 
successful, and trying something new that doesn't work could waste time and resources. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

This leadership style can be challenging for some, but it has many benefits. It lowers the risk of 
favoritism and replaces it with central duties, job security, and predictability. 

This clear and efficient leadership style can lead to high levels of creativity for some employees. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a bureaucratic leadership style: 

Employees might not feel as controlled as autocratic leadership, but there can be a lack of 
freedom in how much people can do in their roles. This approach can shut down innovation and 
is not the right fit for companies chasing ambitious goals and quick growth. 

9. Visionary Leadership 

Also called: Affiliative Leadership 

Visionary leadership focuses on future and long-term goals. They aim to inspire and guide their 
team towards the achievement of a shared vision. 
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This type of leader encourages collaboration, emotional intelligence, and teamwork. They also 
foster a culture of innovation and change, encouraging individuals to embrace new ideas and 
approaches. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

Visionary leaders can create a clear plan for employees to follow and execute. They are 
powerful and persuasive communicators, which helps them energize teams toward impactful 
business growth. 

As the focus is on future growth, visionary leaders can forecast potential roadblocks and outline 
action plans, giving employees increased confidence during uncertainty or challenging times. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

Teams can do more and enjoy their work more if they have a vision to work toward. This type of 
leader offers vision statements and other tools to inspire and motivate teams to engage at work. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a visionary style: 

Visionary leaders can skip over day-to-day issues to focus on long-term ideas, missing 
roadblocks that could build up and cause problems in the future. Another common challenge is 
hyper-focus on a single goal, which can impact consideration for other ideas that may be just as 
valuable to the business. 

10. Pacesetting Leadership 

A pacesetting leader sets ambitious standards and expects employees to meet those goals in 
the exact manner they’ve laid out. These leaders expect productivity and high-quality outputs 
from employees, and they may step in to ensure things are done correctly and on time. 

Some characteristics of a pacesetting leader include: 

• High performance standards 
• Leading by example 
• Results-oriented 
• Preference for speed and efficiency 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

This type of leader sets ambitious goals with a clear and focused effort, so employees know 
exactly what is expected of them. For example, pacesetting sales leaders set and exceed 
ambitious quarterly sales cadences. 

These leaders might also work alongside their team and push performance, boosting team 
morale. 
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Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

Skilled and experienced teams often thrive under this kind of leader. They use the abilities of 
motivated and competent team members and make meeting goals feel urgent and exciting. 

It can also be gratifying for team members to see their leader working hard alongside them. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a pacesetting style: 

Pacesetting leaders can sometimes create a high-stress workplace environment if goals are 
unrealistic, which can overwhelm and demotivate teams. This can impact engagement and lead 
to burnout, where people struggle to meet goals and perform as expected. 

Focusing on goals can also stifle creativity and diversity of thought, so employees don’t feel they 
can use their expertise to suggest alternative goals or strategies. 

 

11. Situational Leadership 

Situational leaders change their management style to meet the needs of the situation or team. It 
suggests that effective leaders must adapt their leadership style to match the readiness and 
development levels of their team members 

This leadership style involves analyzing specific situations, assessing the competence and 
commitment of individuals, and adjusting the leadership approach accordingly. It is proactive 
and recognizes that change is the only constant. 

Why this leadership style works for businesses: 

This leadership approach can motivate employees and ensure that people aren’t stuck working 
in a way that doesn’t make sense for the situation. It’s also valuable for startups or businesses 
requiring frequent changes and flexible talent and support. 

Why this leadership style is good for the team: 

Situational leaders are great communicators and use team feedback to make decisions. They 
also analyze market changes and can quickly evaluate and update processes to ensure 
success. This can create strong relationships and help employees see and feel their value to the 
business. 

Potential challenges for leaders with a situational style: 

Leaders need a high level of expertise in all business processes and functions to make 
decisions, and they must be able to pivot quickly. It’s important to remember long-term goals 
and meet immediate needs; not every leader can do this effectively. 

It can become confusing and stressful for teams if a leader’s approach changes too often, as 
they won’t know what to expect. 
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How to Choose the Right Leadership Style for You 

There are many ways to find a leadership style that works for you. Because of this, it can be 
tough to know where to begin. If you're not sure what leadership styles will work for you, these 
steps can help. Keep in mind that these action logics are considered developmental stages, not 
fixed attributes — most leaders will progress through multiple types of leadership throughout 
their careers. 

 

Leaders carry a mix of the leadership styles mentioned above. At the root of these styles, 
leadership experts Bill Torbert and David Rooke say, are what are called “action logics.” These 
action logics assess “how [leaders] interpret their surroundings and react when their power or 
safety is challenged.” 

That's the idea behind the Leadership Development Profile, a popular management survey tool. 
Created by professor Torbert and psychologist Susanne Cook-Greuter — and featured in the 
book, Personal and Organizational Transformations — the survey uses a set of 36 open-ended 
sentence completion tasks to help researchers better understand how leaders develop and 
grow.  

Below we’ve used open-ended sentences to outline six action logics that describe each one. 
Review the sentences, see how they resonate with you, and figure out which leadership style 
upholds based on the action logic you most align with. 

1. Individualist 

The individualist is self-aware, creative, and primarily focused on their actions and development 
as opposed to overall organizational performance. This action logic is exceptionally driven by 
the desire to exceed personal goals and constantly improve their skills. 

  

https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership
https://www.amazon.com/Personal-Organizational-Transformations-David-Rooke/dp/0953818403
https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership
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Here are some things an individualist might say: 

Individualist 1: “A good leader should always trust their own intuition over established 
organizational processes.” 

Individualist 2: “It's important to be able to relate to others so I can easily communicate 
complex ideas to them.” 

Individualist 3: “I'm more comfortable with progress than sustained success.” 

2. Strategist 

Strategists are acutely aware of the environments they’re in and have a deep understanding of 
the structures and processes that make their businesses tick. Still, they’re also able to evaluate 
what could be improved. 

Here are some things a strategist might say: 

Strategist 1: “A good leader should always be able to build a consensus in divided groups.” 

Strategist 2: “It's important to help develop the organization as a whole, as well as the growth 
and individual achievements of my direct reports.” 

Strategist 3: “Conflict is inevitable, but I'm knowledgeable enough about my team's personal 
and professional relationships to handle the friction.”` 

3. Alchemist 

Rooke and Tolbert describe the alchemist as highly evolved and effective at managing 
organizational change. They differ from other action logics in their unique ability to 
simultaneously see the big picture and minute details. No department or employee gets 
overlooked with an alchemist leader. 

Here are some things an alchemist might say: 

Alchemist 1: “A good leader helps their employees reach their highest potential, and possesses 
the necessary empathy and moral awareness to get there.” 

Alchemist 2: “It's important to make a profound and positive impact on whatever I'm working 
on.” 

Alchemist 3: “I have a unique ability to balance short-term needs and long-term goals.” 

 
4. Opportunist 

Opportunists are guided by a certain level of mistrust of others, relying on a facade of control to 
keep their employees in line. “Opportunists tend to regard their bad behavior as legitimate in the 
cut and thrust of an eye-for-an-eye world,” Rooke and Tolbert write. 

  

https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership
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Here are some things an opportunist might say: 

Opportunist 1: “A good leader should always view others as potential competition to be bested, 
even if it's at the expense of their professional development.” 

Opportunist 2: “I reserve the right to reject the input of those who question or criticize my ideas.” 

5. Diplomat 

Unlike the opportunist, the diplomat isn't concerned with competition or assuming control over 
situations. Instead, this action logic seeks to cause minimal impact on their organization by 
conforming to existing norms and completing their daily tasks with as little friction as possible. 

Here are some things a diplomat might say: 

Diplomat 1: “A good leader should always resist change since it risks causing instability among 
their direct reports.” 

Diplomat 2: “It's important to provide the 'social glue' in team situations, safely away from 
conflict.” 

Diplomat 3: “I tend to thrive in more team-oriented or supporting leadership roles.” 

6. Expert 

The expert is a pro in their given field, constantly striving to perfect their knowledge of a subject 
and perform to meet their own high expectations. Rooke and Tolbert describe the expert as a 
talented individual contributor and a source of knowledge for the team. But this action logic 
does lack something central to many good leaders: emotional intelligence. 

Here are some things a diplomat might say: 

Expert 1: “A good leader should prioritize their own pursuit of knowledge over the needs of the 
organization and their direct reports.” 

Expert 2: “When problem-solving with others in the company, my opinion tends to be the correct 
one.” 

Which Leader Are You? 

So, which action logics above felt like you? Think about each sentence for a moment. 

Now, check out which of the seven leadership styles you embrace on the right based on the 
sentences you resonated with on the left. 

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/emotional-intelligence-in-leadership?hubs_content=blog.hubspot.com/marketing/leadership-styles&hubs_content-cta=emotional%20intelligence
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The more action logics you agree with, the more likely you are to practice a mix of leadership 
styles. For example, if you agreed with everything the strategist said, this would make you a 66% 
strategic leader and 33% democratic leader. If you agreed with the third statement and 
everything the alchemist said, this would make you a 50% transformational, 25% strategic, and 
25% democratic leader. 
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