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SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP 11
Ken Blanchard

The acceptance of Situational Leadership as a practical, easy-to-understand approach to managing
and motivating people has been widespread over the last decade and a half. Paul Hersey and I first
described Situational Leadership as the “Life Cycle Theory of Leadership™ in 1969. Up until now, the
most extensive presentation of the concept has been our Hersey/ Blanchard text. Management of Organ-
izational Behavior: Utilizing Human Resources,? now in its 4th edition,

For those of you who know Situational Leadership, you'll see as you read this article that I've made a
number of changes in the original model—changes which reflect conversations with my colleagues at
Blanchard Training and Development, Inc.—particularly my wife, colleague and friend, Margie, Don
Carew, Eunice Parisi-Carew, Fred Finch, Laurie Hawkins, Drea Zigarmi and Pat Zigarmi*—my own
experience, and the ideas managers all over the world have shared with me. This article and the book
Leadership and the One Minute Manager* co-authored with Pat and Drea Zigarmi, mark for all of us at
Blanchard Training and Development. Inc., a new generation of Situational Leadership thinking which
is why we now call the model Situational Leadership 11,

LEADERSHIP AND LEADERSHIP STYLE

Any time you try to influence the behavior of another persan, you are engaging in an act of leader-
ship. Therefore, leadership is an influence process. If you are interested in developing your staff and
building motivational climates which result in high levels of productivity, as well as human satisfaction in
the short and long run, then you need to think about your leadership style. Leadership stvle is the
pattern of behaviors you use when vou are trying to influence the behavior of others as perceived by
them. While your perceptions of your own behavior and its impact on others is interesting alg” impor-
tant, it tells you only how you “intend” to act. Unless it matches the perceptions of those you are trying
to influence, it is not very helpful. For example. if you think you are “an empathetic, people-oriented
manager,” but your people think you are “a hard-nosed, task-oriented person,” whose perception of reality
will they act on—yours or their own? Obviously, their own.

For years. when people talked about leadership style, they identified two extremes—an autocratic
(directive) leadership style and a democratic (supportive) leadership style. Autocratic leaders used posi-
tion power and their authority to get results while democratic leaders used personal power and involved
others in participative problem-solving and decision-making processes. Tannenbaum and Schmidt, in
their classic Harvard Business Review article “How to Choose a Leadership Pattern” argued that these
two leadership styles—autocratic and democratic—were either; or styles of leadership. They described a
continuum with very authoritarian leader behavior at one end and very democratic leader behavior at
the other end.

SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP 11

Further research.® however, showed that leadership styles tend to vary considerably from situation to
situation, and that it is not helpful to think of leadership style as an either/or continuum. While the
behavior of some leaders is characterized mainly by directing their followers® activities in terms of task
accomplishment (directive behavior), other leaders concentrate on providing socio-emotional support
and on building personal relationships between themselves and their followers (supportive behavior). In
other situations, various combinations of directive and supportive behavior are evident. Thus, it was
determined that directive and supportive leader behaviors are not either/or leadership styles. Instead,
these patterns of leader behavior can be plotted on two separate and distinct axes as shown in Figure |
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Figure 1. The Four Basic Leadership Styles

Each of the four leadership styles depicted in Figure 1 represent different combinations of directive
and supportive leadership behavior” These combinations differ on three dimensions: 1) the amount of
direction the leader provides, 2) the amount of support and encouragement the leader provides, and 3)
the amount of follower involvement in decision-making.

Directive and Supportive Leader Behaviors

DIRECTIVE BEHAVIOR is defined as:

The extent to which a leader engages in one-way communication: spells out the follower(s)
role and tells the follower(s) what to do, where to do it, when to do it and how to do it; and
then closely supervises performance. Three words can be used to define DIRECTIVE BEHAV-
IOR: structure, control, and supervise.

SUPPORTIVE BEHAVIOR is defined as:
The extent to which a leader engages in two-way communication, listens, provides support and
encouragement, facilitates interaction, and involves the follower(s) in decision-making. Three
words can be used to define SUPPORTIVE BEHAVIOR: praise, listen, and facilitate.

In Style I (see Figure 1), a leader is high on direction, low on support. He or she defines roles and goals,
provides specific instruction to the follower(s), and closely supervises task accomplishment. When
using Style 2, the leader is high on both direction and support. He or she explains decisions and solicits
suggestions from the follower(s). but continues to direct task accomplishment. Style 3 leader behavior is
characterized by high supportive and low directive behavior. The leader and follower(s) make decisions
together and then the leader supports the followers’ efforts toward task accomplishment. In Style 4, a
leader provides low support and direction. He or she turns over decisions and responsibility for imple-
mentation to the follower(s).

Leadership Behavior as Problem-Solving/ Decision-Making Styles

As defined carlier, leadership style is the pattern of behaviors you use when you are trying to influence
the behaviors of others as perceived by them. Since the basic behaviors that subordinates respond to in
assessing your leadership style are the types of problem-solving and decision-making processes that you
use with them, each of the four leadership styles can be identified with a different approach to problem-
solving and decision-making as illustrated in Figure 2,
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Figure 2. The Four Basic Leadership Styles as Types of
Problem-solving and Decision-making Processes®

High directive/low supportive leader behavior (S1) is referred to as “ Direcring.” The leader defines the
roles of followers and tells them what. how, when, and where to do various tasks. Problem-solving and
decision-making are initiated solely by the manager. Solutions and decisions are announced; communica-
tion is largely one-way. and implementation is closely supervised by the leader.

High directive/high supportive behavior (S2) is referred to as “Ceaching." In this style the leader still
provides a great deal of direction and leads with his/her ideas, but he or she also attempts to hear the
followers” feelings about decisions as well as their ideas and suggestions. While two-way communication
and support are increased, control over decision-making remains with the leader.

High supportive/low directive leader behavior (S3) is called “Supporting.” In Style 3 the locus of
control for day-to-day decision-making and problem-solving shifts from leader to follower. The leader's
role is to provide recognition and to actively listen and facilitate problem-solving/decision-making on
the part of the follower. This is appropriate since the follower(s) has the ability and knowledge to do the
task whenever the use of S3 is warranted.

Low supportive/low directive leader behavior (S4) is labeled “Delegating.” In Style 4 the leader dis-
cusses the problems with subordinate(s) until joint agreement is achieved on problem definition and then
the decision-making process is delegated totally to the follower. Now it is the subordinate who has
significant control for deciding how tasks are to be accomplished. Follower(s) are allowed to “run their
own show” because they have both competence and confidence to take responsibility for directing their
own behavior,



No *One Best” Leadership Style

Once it was generally agreed that there were four basic leadership styles characterized by varying
degrees of directive and supportive behavior, some writers? argued that there was “one best” style—one
which maximized productivity, and satifaction, growth and development in all situations. However,
further rescarch in the last several decades has clearly supported the contention that there is no best
leadership style: successful leaders are able 1o adapt their stvle 1o fit the requirements of the situation.\

While the need for a situational approach to leadership might make sense, it is not very helpful to
practicing managers, who have to make leadership decisions every day. If “it all depends on the situa-
tion,” they want to know when to use which style.

A number of situational variables influence which leadership style will be appropriate in which situa-
tion. These variables include timelines, job and task demands. organizational climate, and superiors’,
associates/ peers’, and subordinates’ skills and expectations. While all these factors and undoubtedly
others impact the effectiveness of a particular style. if practicing managers had to examine all the situa-
tional variables suggested by theorists before deciding which style to use, they would be immobilized.
That is why Hersey and Blanchard based their Situational Leadership approach around the key factor
that they found to have the greatest impact on your choice of leadership style—the follower(s). In
particular, it was found that the amount of direction or support that a leader should provide depends on
the development Jevel! that the follower(s) exhibits on a specific task. function, or objective that the
leader is attempting to accomplish through the individual or group.

Development Level

In Situational Leadership 11, development level is defined as the Competence and Commitment'? of your
follower(s)—to perform a particular task without supervision. We use the word Competence rather than
ability because people often use ability to mean potential. They talk about natural ability to
describe the skills a person is born with, Competence, on the other hand, can be developed with appro-
priate direction and support. It is a function of knowledge or skills which can be gained from education,
training, and/or experience. It is not something you have or don't have.

Commitment is a combination of confidence and motivation. Confidence is a measure of a person’s
self-assuredness—a feeling of being able to do a task well without much supervision, whereas motivation
is a person’s interest and enthusiasm in doing a task.

Situational Leadership II identifies four development levels: Low (DI), Low to Moderate (D2).
Moderate to High (D3), High (D4). Each of these development levels represents a different combination of
competence and commitment as illustrated below:

According to Situational Leadership. as the development level of individuals increases from DI to D4,
their competence and commitment fluctuates. When first beginning a new task where they have had
little, if any, prior knowledge or experience, most individuals are enthusiastic and ready to learn (DI).
Then when they begin to get into the task, individuals often find it is either more difficult to learn to
perform the task than they thought it was going to be or less interesting than they had anticipated. This
disillusionment decreases their commitment (D2).'3 If they overcome this state of development and learn
to perform the task with help from their boss, most individuals then go through a self-doubt stage where
they question whether they can perform the task well on their own. Their boss says they're competent
but they're not so sure. These alternating feelings of competence and self-doubt cause the variable com-
mitment associated with D3—commitment which fluctuates from excitement to insecurity. With proper
support, individuals can eventually become peak performers who demonstrate a high level of compe-
tence, motivation and confidence. In other words, given the appropriate amounts of direction and sup-
port, individuals move from one level of development to another, from being an enthusiastic beginner to
a disillusioned learner 10 a reluctant contriburor to a peak performer.

It is important when thinking about someone’s development level to remember that people are not
“lully-developed” or “under-developed.” In other words, development level is not a global concepr, it is a
task specific coneept. That is to say that people tend to be at different levels of development depending on
the specific task, function, or objective that they are assigned.

For example, let’s say that an engineer might be highly developed (competent and committed) to
handle the technical aspects of a job, but has not demonstrated the same degree of development when it
comes to working with his/her budget. As a result, it may be quite appropriate for the engineer's man-
ager to provide little direction or support (54 - Delegating) on a technical problem, but a great deal of
direction or close supervision (S1 - Directing or 82 - Coaching) over the engineer’s budget making. Thus,
Situational Leadership focuses on the appropriateness or effectiveness of leadership styles according to the
task-relevant development level of the follower(s). This relationship is illustrated in Figure 3,
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Matching Leadership Style to Development Level

To determine the appropriate leadership style to use with each of the four development levels, draw a
vertical line up from a diagnosed development level to the leadership style curve running through the
four quadrant model. The appropriate leadership style is the quadrant where the vertical line intersects
the curved line. As a result, development level D1 would get a Directing S1 leadership style. Develop-
ment level 2 would get a high directive and supportive Coaching 52 leadership style, and so on.

In determining what style to use with what development level, just remember that leaders need 10
provide their people with what they can't do for themselves at the present moment. Since a DI has
commitment but lacks competence. the leaders need to provide direction (S| - Directing): since a D2
lacks both competence and commitment, leaders need to provide both direction and support (52 -
Coaching); since a D3 has competence but variable commitment, leaders have to provide support (53 -
Supporting); and since D4 has both competence and commitment, leaders do not need to provide either
direction or support (54 - Delegating).

Directing is for low development level. People who are high on commitment but low on competence
(D1) are enthusiastic beginners, They are excited to get started and learn, Thus, a Directing style (S1) that
provides clear, specific direction and close supervision has the highest probability of being effective. Since
commitment is high, support is not needed from the leader. Again, this style is called  Directing
because 1t’s characterized by the leader defining roles and telling people what, how, when, and where to
do various tasks.

Coaching is for low to moderate development level. People who have some competence but lack
commitment (D2) to take responsibility need both direction and support. Thus a Coaching style (52)
that provides directive behavior (because of their lack of competence) but also supportive behavior to
build confidence and enthusiasm is most appropriate with individuals at this development level. This
style is called Coaching because most people know that coaches both direct and support their people. This
style which encourages two-way communication helps build confidence and motivation on the part of the
follower, while keeping responsibility for and control over decision-making with the leader,

“Supporting” is for moderate 10 high development level, People of this development level are compe-
tent but have variable commitment toward the assigned task. Their variable motivation is often a func-
tion of a lack of confidence or insecurity. However, if they are confident but uncommitted, their reluc-
tance to perform is more of a motivational problem than a confidence problem. In either case, the leader
needs to open up communication through two-way communication and active listening and to support
followers™ effort to use the skills they already have. Thus, a Supporting style (S3) has the highest proba-
bility of being effective with individuals at this development level. This style is called Supporting because
the leader and follower share in decision-making, with the key roles of the leader being listening and
facilitating.

“Delegating” is for persons at high development level on a particular task. People at this development
level are both competent and motivated (D4) to take responsibility, Thus, a low profile Delegating style
(S4) that provides little direction and support has the highest probability of being effective with individ-
uals at this development level. Even though the leader may still identify the problem. the responsibility
for carrying out plans is given to these experienced followers. They are permitted to run the “show™ and
decide on how. when. and where the task is to be accomplished. Since they are psychologically mature,
they do not need above average amounts of two-way communication or supportive behavior.

INCREASING PERFORMANCE POTENTIAL

Situational Leadership, as described to this point, is helpful for a practicing manager trying to deter-
mine what leadership style to use with follower(s) in a particular situation, on a particular task. Yet.
suppose you are using a directive style (S1) with an inexperienced person with good results—the job is
getting done, but Style 1 is too time-consuming a style to use all the time. Therefore, your goal should be
to help your followers increase their competence and commitment to independently accomplish the tasks
assigned to them, so that gradually you can begin to use less time-consuming styles (S3 and S4) and still
get high quality results,

As managers, we have two choices with the people who work for us, First, we can hire a winner—that
is a person who has the competence and confidence to perform at a desired level with little supervision
(D4), Winners are casy to supervise; all they need to know is what the goals, objectives, and timelines
are, and then they can be left on their own to do the job.

Since winners are hard to find and cost money, most managers are left with the second alternative-
hire “potential winners™ and then train them to be winners, In fact, unless managers realize and accept
the training function in their jobs, they will be continually frustrated and confused about why their
subordinates are not performing well. This frustration often forces managers into the most widely used
leadership style which we refer to as “leave alone—zap”. They hire someone to assume certain responsibil-
ities; tell that person what to do (S1); and then “leave them alone™ (an ineffective S4) and assume good
performance will follow. Unless the person delegated to is a peak performer (D4), that assumption would
prove false. When unacceptable performance occurs, or the person does something wrong or does not
live up to the manager’s expectations, the frustrated manager moves quickly to a punitive S1 style and
demands to know why things are not getting done. the “zap.” This change in leadership styles can leave
managers frustrated and followers confused and often angry.

To avoid the ill effects of the “leave alone—zap ™ leadership style and to insure productive and satisfied
employees, managers need to learn how to increase the performance capacities of their subordinates. There
are five steps to training high performers.

I, Tellthe person(s) what you want them to do. Youcan't manage, unless your followers understand what
they are being asked to do—what their responsibilities or areas of accountability are,

2. Show the person(s) what you want them to do. Once people know what their responsibilities are, they
need to know what good performance looks like. What are their performance standards? Show and
tell are both directive behaviors. Thus, training a potential winner (DI - D2) usually starts with an S1
Directing leadership style. Since the person(s) do not know how to perform the desired task without
direction and supervision, decision-making and problem-solving are controlled by the leader.

3. Let them iry. Once people know what to do and the expected level of performance, now the manager
must take a risk and let them try to perform on their own, When you do that, you are essentially
cutting back on directive behavior as you are turning over responsibility for doing the task to the
follower. The risk here is that the follower might fail so you don't want to turn over too much
responsibility too soon. Make the risk reasonable. Let the person cut his or her teeth on something

4. Observe performance. When you let a follower(s) try to do something, do not go to an “abdicating™ Style
4 and leave them alone. That sets up the “leave alone—zap™ leadership style. Since we know that
that style is not helpful in terms of productivity or satisfaction, you should try to avoid it. Therefore,
after you let the person(s) try to do what you want them to do, stick around and observe perfor-
mance. A basic component of a Directing S1 style is close supervision—which means frequently
monitoring performance.

5. Manage the consequences. The main reason to closely supervise or monitor performance is to manage
the consequences. A consequence is anything that follows behavior. There are three basic conse-
quences:



a. A positive consequence or reinforcer—anything that follows performance that tends to increase the
probability of that behavior occurring again, i.c.. a praising or promotion.

b. A negative consequence or punisher—anything that follows performance that tends to decrease the
probability of that behavior occurring again, i.e.. a reprimand or demotion.

¢. A newral consequence or no response. Unless a person is doing something that is intrinsically valu-
able (they would do it regardless of feedback from others), no response to good performance will
gradually decrease the frequency of that behavior occurring again.

As you can see, the only consequence that tends to increase the probability of a behavior occurring
again is a positive consequence. Thus we feel that the key to developing people is to caich them doing
something right."* Most managers seem to be best at catching their people doing something wrong. You
also need to remember that in the beginning with people you are training to be winners, you should try
to catch them doing something approximately right, not exacily right. Exactly right is made up of a
whole series of approximately right behaviors as the little steps indicate in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Increasing Performance Potential.

As Figure 4 suggests, when youleta person try to do something after “show and tell™, you are cutting back
on directive behavior. And then, when you observe that person doing something right (or in the
beginning. approximately right), you should recognize the accomplishment by praising progress and
increasing your supportive behavior. The little steps moving up the bell-shaped curve suggest that this
gradual reduction in directive behavior and increase in supportive behavior should continue until the
individual or group reaches a moderate level of development (D2). IF this step-like process is done well, a
leader can help an individual pass through the disitlusioned learner stage without much difficulty. As the
person begins to move to higher levels of development (D3 and D4), it becomes appropriate for you to
decrease not only directive behavior, but supportive behavior as well. Now the person is not only devel-
oped in terms of his/ her competence to do the task, but is also able to provide his or her own reinforce-
ment. This does not mean that the individual's work will have less direction, but the direction will now
be internally imposed by the person rather than externally imposed by the manager. At this stage, indi-
viduals are positively reinforced for their own accomplishments when they are given increased re-
sponsibility and left more and more on their own. It is not that there is less mutual trust and respect (in
fact, there is more), but it takes less and less effort on the manager’s part to prove it with a fully
developed person.'’

More than praisings and other supportive behaviors, involvement in problem-solving and decision-
making communicates to these people that you see them as confident, capable, responsible, trustworthy
and reliable individuals. These are messages that people like to hear; this type of positive feedback builds
confidence and motivation.

On the other hand, if you continue to direct and closely supervise people for long periods of time, you
are sending your subordinates a different message. Probably you don't see them as confident, capable,
responsible, trustworthy or reliable. These underlying messages, in turn, affect performance. Thus, the
developmental aspect of Situational Leadership and the need to gradually shift from external direction,
control, and support to internal control is crucial for developing and increasing the performance capabil-
ity of people.

In developing high performers, the factor that triggers a change in leadership style is performance.
Improvements in performance motivate forward shifts in leadership style along the bell-shaped curve
from Directing to Delegating (S1 to 82, S2 to 83, and S3 to S4). In thinking about the importance of
performance you must remember one thing: high levels of performance can be obtained when any of the
four leadership styles are used appropriately. That is to say, an inexperienced person can perform at as
high a level as an experienced person if directed and closely supervised by a manager. The question is: at
what cost? The cost is time and energy for the manager—both important management resources, There-
fore, we feel that the highest performance level is achieved when followers can perform at a desired level
with little or no supervision,

STOPPING REGRESSION

Just as improvements in performance motivate forward shifts in style along the curve, decreases in
performance require a shift backward in leadership style along the bell-shaped curve from Delegating to
Directing (S4 to 83, $3to S2, and 52 to S1). In other words, whenever a follower begins to perform at a
lower level, for whatever reason (i.e., crisis at home, change in work, new technology, etc.), it becomes
appropriate and necessary for a manager to adjust his/ her behavior to respond to the present development
level of the person. For example, take a subordinate who is presently working well on his/her own.
Suppose that suddenly a family erisis begins to affect this person’s performance on the job. In this
situation, it might be very appropriate for the manager to moderately increase both support and even
direction until the subordinate regains his/her composure,

Take another example of a person in an individual contributor position who is highly motivated and
competent (D4) and therefore can be left on his/her own. Suppose this person is promoted to a super-
visory position. While it may have been appropriate to leave the person alone (S4) as an individual
contributor, now that he/she is a supervisor, a task for which he/she has little experience, it is certainly
appropriate for the manager to change styles by initially providing more socio-emotional support and
then increasing the amount of direction and supervision provided (Style 4 to Style 3 to Style 2). This
high-directive, high-supportive style should continue until the person is able to grasp all of his/her new
responsibilities. At that time, movement from Style 2 to Style 3 and eventually to Style 4 would be
appropriate if performance continues to improve. Using the same leadership style that was successful
with this person as an individual contributor may prove devastating because it is inappropriate for the
need of the situation,

SUMMARY
In summary, effective managers know their staff members well enough to flexibly manage everchang-
ing demands upon their organizations. As responsibilities and tasks are assigned to individuals or
groups, developmental level must be assessed. The manager should then vary his/her leadership style in
response to the individual's need for external direction and/or support. It should be remembered that
over time subordinates and subordinate groups develop their own patterns of behavior and ways of



operating, i.e., norms, customs, traditions and mores. While a manager may use a specific style for the
work group as a group, that manager may quite often have to behave differently with individual subor-
dinates because they are at different levels of development. Whether working with a group or an individ-
ual, changes in management style forward from S1 to 82, 3, and S4, and backward from S4 to 53, 52
and SI, must be gradual. It is this shifting forward and backward in style that makes Situational Leader-
ship a truly developmental model for both managers and subordinates.
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