
FLEXIBLE STYLES OF LEADERSHIP

BY ERIC SWANSON

First we’ll look at typical styles of leadership and then when it is appropriate to 

use those different styles.

Directive

a) The leader makes the decision and announces it to the team.  In this case 

the team leader  identifies a problem or the goal to be reached, considers 

alternative solutions, chooses one of them, and then reports this decision to 

his staff.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

b)  The leader “sells” his decision to the team. Here the leader takes 

responsibility for identifying the problem or goal and arriving at the 

decision.  This time he takes the additional step of persuading his staff to 

accept it.  “Here’s what we’re going to do and why I’ve chosen this as our best 

alternative.”

c)  The leader presents his or her ideas and invites questions. Here the leader 

has arrived at a decision, presents it to the team and invites questions to 

clarify what it is he is trying to accomplish and why.  “Here’s what we’re 

going to do and why we are doing it this way.  What are your questions and 

concerns?”

Consultive

a)  The leader presents a tentative decision subject to change.  Here the 

leader assumes the responsibility of thinking through the goal or defining 

the problem and presenting a tentative conclusion or decision.  He is saying, 

“Here’s the best I could come up with given the information I have.  What do 
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Most leaders enter their job with an 

idea of how they will lead their teams 

but soon find out that leadership is 

a bit more complex than they once 

thought.  They are beginning to regret 

all those times at leadership meetings 

when they thought, “I’d sure do this 

differently.”

After observing different team leaders, 

you may have noticed that effective 

leaders do not look the same or 

employ the same style of leadership 

to be effective.  One leader is strong 

and decisive and is effective.  Another 

is more democratic and permissive 

and he is effective.  There are some 

leaders who do it all, others who lead 

by consensus, and others who don’t 

do much of anything.  Which style 

of leadership is best?  Perhaps the 

question should not be “Which style is 

best” but rather, “Which style is most 

effective in a given situation?”  One 

good definition states that “leadership 

is the ability to get others to do 

what you want them to do in a given 

situation.”
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the rest of you think we should do?” The conclusion is really up for grabs.  One advantage of 

this style is that the leader gives his team a starting point from which to begin.  “Here’s what 

I’m thinking but I need your insight and feedback.”

b) The leader defines the problem or objective, gets suggestions, and then together they make 

the decision. The leader sees his/her role as identifying the problem or objective and then 

capitalizing on the knowledge, insight, and experience of their staff, is able to make a better 

decision.   

An advantage of the consultive approach is that it communicates this is “our ministry” rather 

than “my ministry.”

Delegative

a)  The leader defines the desired results and guidelines and delegates the decision making 

responsibilities to a team member.  At this point the leader passes the right to make the 

decision to another.  Before doing so, however, he/she defines the goal or problem to be 

solved and the boundaries within which the decision must be made.  The team leader should 

also identify potential pitfalls and resources that are available to the team. It is also helpful 

to set up a system of accountability having to do with timeliness, standards of performance, 

etc. A good leader will “coach” their staff along the way, helping him or her to be successful in 

delegated responsibilities.

Remember, we delegate to develop leadership and/or when the responsibilities of our job are 

greater than our capacities (abilities or time constraints).

b)  The leader gives the team freedom to function within their prescribed responsibilities.  

Normally the team members are given this freedom in developing their personal ministries 

and within their staff jobs.  Generally speaking more freedom is entrusted to those who have 

demonstrated competency and faithfulness over time.  Other factors would include your 

team’s tolerance for ambiguity, need for independence, interest in the problem or decision, 

amount of knowledge and experience with the problem at hand, etc.

Deciding how to lead

Your goal as a leader is to accomplish the objectives, develop leadership, and help your 

team to be successful in the process.  You would be very short-sighted to try to make all the 

decisions or solve all of the problems by yourself.  You empower your team and develop 

their confidence in making decisions by allowing them the opportunity to lead and make 

decisions.  

One pitfall to avoid is that of projecting your likes and dislikes as a leader onto your team.  In 
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other words, if you enjoy and value the freedom to be creative and make decisions in every 

situation, you may naturally give that freedom to your staff--regardless of their experience and 

work style.

A leader who consistently employs the same style of leadership will be greatly hindered in 

his or her leadership style.  The better a leader adapts his style of leadership to meet the 

given situation and the needs of those in the ministry, the more effective he/she becomes in 

reaching personal and ministry goals.  Choosing the right leadership style in a given situation 

means:

• The leader accurately understands their strengths, spiritual giftedness, weaknesses, 

tendencies. Confidence in their  own abilities will affect how much freedom a leader 

gives to their team.

 

• The   leader knows his team.  The make-up of the  team will affect how a leader will lead 

in a given situation.  Maturity, competence, training, skill, experience, time working 

together, past track record, and the leader’s confidence in the ability of the team to make 

decisions or solve problems will affect how a leader makes decisions.

 

• The leader understands his or her situation.  How will this decision affect the 

movement?  Who does this decision affect?  Who has the best and most accurate 

information?  There may be times when the very complexity of the problem requires that 

one person give their devoted time to solving the problem.  

The Directive Style of leadership is most effective in areas of vision, crises, immediacy, 

motivation, and corporate direction.  Means of implementation, which affects the team and 

student leaders, is usually done by consensus. After all, they are the ones who will give their 

time to carrying out the solutions.

Timing is also an important factor which will determine leadership style.  Beginning a 

ministry or ministry direction may require strong leadership and vision coming from one 

person.  The more a team leader feels the pressure of time, the more likely they are to make 

the decisions himself.  When time pressures abate, it is easier to involve team members in 

decision making.

There is nothing inherently wrong with a directive style of leadership when the occasion 

calls for it.  Few things are more frustrating than having a leader in the position to lead, give 

vision and direction, set agenda items but yet who abdicates this important position. Team 

members are usually more frustrated by ambiguity than by clear direction.  The point is this: 

An effective team leader has a flexible style of leadership—neither a dictator nor a wimp.  If 

he needs to direct, he directs.  If freedom is what is called for, he extends that freedom to his 

team.  A good leader has the ability to change and flex in a given situation.  
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The key words then in determining a style of leadership in a given situation are “insight” (the 

leader must understand himself, his team, and his situation) and “flexibility” (the ability to 

vary one’s leadership style.  At any given meeting where five decisions need to be made, a good 

leader may need to exercise five different leadership styles.

What your team is looking for

They want to be consulted.  Regardless of leadership style in a given situation most likely your 

team will want to be involved in giving their input if the decision is somehow going to affect 

their lives or how they will be spending their time.  What counts is that what they had to say 

was considered before the decision was made.  You honor your team by valuing them enough 

to listen to them and take their input seriously.

They want you to think and to plan ahead.  Even in areas where you will be using a consultive 

style of leadership your team doesn’t  want you to show up to the meeting with a blank slate 

and say, “Well guys, what do you think we should do?”  Your job as team leader is to gather 

information, access the situation, think through tentative solutions, and present your ideas 

to the team.  This gives them a place to begin and a great stimulus for team interaction.  In 

short, they want to be led.

They want to be successful in their responsibilities.  They want to develop as a leader.  Make it 

your goal to help your staff succeed and grow rather than “allowing them to fail.”  What a staff 

member often lacks is simply your expertise and confidence in him or her.

Safety tips:

• Remember, your job as a team leader is not to come up with all the best ideas but simply to 

recognize the best ideas.

 

• Build trust with your team.  There is a immense difference between allowing for their input 

and communicating, “In order to make the best decision, we really need your input.  I value 

what you are thinking.”

 

• If you have made been making “deposits” of care, encouragement, valuing, etc. in the lives 

of your team you will occasionally be able to make tough choices by yourself because the 

trust/relationship level is so high.  If the trust/relationship level is low you’ll soon find out 

what your team thinks of your autocratic style.

 

Continuum of Leadership Style*
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The actions on the extreme left characterize the leader who maintains a high degree of 

control while those seen on the extreme right characterize the leader who releases control 

and empowers his team to lead and make decisions.  

*The idea for this continuum was taken from an article entitled “How to Choose a Leadership Pattern” 

by Robert Tannenbaum and Warren H. Schmidt in Harvard Business Review.
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