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                                                Leadership theories are based on different ways of thinking. Some focus on traits and qualities, while some emphasize the importance of situational aspects that influence effective leaders.

The human side of the business is one of the most important elements that determine the success and failure of an organization. Leadership will always remain the most valuable skill in the business world.

To be a better leader, it's important to understand human behavior.

This article will highlight some famous leadership theories, which will assist you in developing your skills. It will also help you to perform better in your workplace.

What are Leadership Theories?

Leadership theories are schools of thought. It is brought forward to explain how and why certain individuals become leaders.

Over the decades, many great scholars and researchers have conducted various studies to discover the factors that contribute to effective leadership.

These theories shed light on the traits and behaviors of a leader. It can help individuals cultivate their leadership abilities.

Great leadership is like electricity.

Without study, it’s a one-shot, lightning-in-a-bottle event. However, with a solid theory to explain how it works and harnesses it, you can use it to power your team like a well-oiled machine.



Using these leadership theories, you can analyze your leadership style. You can find out what kind of leader you are and how you can be more effective while managing your team.

People are complicated. They’re hard to understand and predict at the best of times. Leadership theories help to make things easier for you.

You can't predict how everyone will react to a given situation. But, by knowing what type of leader you are, you can take more decisive actions. Effective decisive decisions will help your team achieve its goals.

That said, here are some of the core leadership theories that you need to know to stay on top of your game.


     
What are the core leadership theories?



1. Great man theory

According to the Great Man Theory, leaders are born with the right traits and abilities for leading. The theory suggests that the ability to lead is inherent – that the best leaders are born, not made.



Thomas Carlyle proposed the Great Man Theory in the 1840s. This theory was criticized due to many reasons. For instance,

	
This theory believes that leadership cannot be learned; instead, it is an inherent trait.


	
There is no scientific validity in support of this theory.


	
Its male-centric approach is questionable as women have also proved to be great leaders.


	
It ignores situational factors that can affect how a leader behaves.




While the theory sounds pretty discouraging to those wanting to learn leadership, it’s still an interesting take on leadership. This theory highlights the qualities of great leaders. These qualities have more or less remained unchanged over time.

2. Trait theory

The Trait Theory is like the Great Man Theory. Ralph M. Stogdill proposed the trait theory of leadership in the late 1940s.

This theory was founded by studying the characteristics of different leaders. The characteristics are compared to those of potential leaders to determine their potential to lead effectively.

Scholars researching trait theory focuses on the following trait categories of individuals-



	
Physiological traits: Such as appearance, weight, and height.


	
Demographics/ Socioeconomic characteristics: Such as age, education, and familial background


	
Intellectual traits: Such as decisiveness, judgment, and knowledge.


	
Task-relation traits: Such as dedication, initiative, determination, and business expertise.


	
Social characteristics: Such as cordiality and cooperation.


	
Personality traits: Such as extraversion, self-confidence, honesty, and leadership motivation.


	
Other traits: Such as charisma, adaptiveness, creativity, and uniqueness.




This theory was also criticized due to many reasons. For instance,

	
This theory also ignored environmental and situational factors like the great man theory.


	
The list of traits is vast, which makes it complex.


	
These listed traits kept changing from time to time.


	
Trait theory was unable to explain failures in leadership. Failures existed even though leaders possessed certain traits specified in the list.




3. Behavioral theory

Behavioral theory focuses on the specific behaviors and actions of leaders rather than their traits or characteristics.

The behavioral theory of leadership evolved in the 1950s. The theory suggests that effective leadership is the result of many learned skills.



After researchers understood the effectiveness of leadership traits, they were keen to know what leaders do differently. Hence, to study the behavior of leaders, two major research programs were started by two different universities -

	The Ohio State Leadership Studies- Ohio State University researchers developed a questionnaire to be administered in military and industrial settings. It aids in understanding how subordinates perceive their leaders' actions. Findings show two major categories of leadership behaviors:


	
People-orientated behaviors: Leaders are supportive and friendly towards their subordinates. They also build excellent interpersonal relationships with them.


	
Task-oriented behaviors: Leaders focus on the achievement of goals and structure work accordingly. They consider subordinates as resources of the company and make optimal utilization of them.






	The University of Michigan Studies- Researchers at the University of Michigan Studies examined leadership behavior relating to group members’ performance. They made comparisons of effective managers with ineffective ones.


Findings show two behaviors vital behaviors to differentiate between the two:

	
Job-centric behaviors.


	
Organizational-member-centric behaviors.




Four other behaviors are found for effective leadership:

	
Support.


	
Goal attainment.


	
Work felicitation.


	
Interaction.




Robert R. Blake and Jane S. Mouton developed the Managerial Grid, also called a leadership grid, to support this theory. According to them, the leadership styles are identified based on the manager’s concern for people and production.

They discovered five distinct leadership styles by categorizing the managers into 81 possible ways based on ratings.

Following are the various styles of leadership according to this model:

	
Indifferent - Neither work nor employees are given importance. It is the most ineffective style of leadership.


	
Country Club - More attention towards employees’ well-being and employee engagement is given rather than tasks.


	
Task-oriented - Leaders have more attention towards work than employee engagements.


	
Status Quo - These leaders place a moderate and equal emphasis on employee wellness and work.


	
Sound - The most effective style among all. These leaders have a high level of concern towards both employees and output.




4. Contingency leadership theory

Contingency theory is a general theory that says there is no one singular best way to structure your organization and lead your team. According to this theory, the best leadership style will be contingent on the situation.



The contingency theory emphasizes different situational variables to determine the style of leadership best suited for the situation. These theories of leadership state that effective leadership comprises all three factors, i.e., traits, behavior, and situation.



This leadership theory evolved in the 1960s and was founded on the principle that no one leadership style applies to all situations.

Good leaders not only have the right qualities, but they’re also able to evaluate the needs of their followers and the situation at hand. To support this theory, various Contingency leadership models were developed. Few such models are -



	Fred Fiedler’s Contingency Model or LPC Contingency Model
	Situational Theory
	Path-Goal Theory
	Leadership Substitutes Theory
	Multiple-Linkage Model
	Cognitive Resources Theory
	Normative Decision Theory


Read more about these contingency models:  Contingency Leadership Theory and Its Various Models 

5. Contemporary leadership theory

Contemporary theory is a group of modern literary approaches to leadership. Contemporary leaders use personal influence to develop and inspire people to achieve organizational goals.

This theory considers that leadership skills are present in every individual. Hence, this theory believes that leadership can be developed.



This theory of leadership evolved in the 1990s and is considered the New Era of leadership theories. Today’s researchers believe that one dimension of leadership isn’t enough. It cannot cover the complexity that arises in an organization.

Earlier approaches were traditional and based on leader-follower influences and interactions. However, contemporary theory focuses on more complex dynamics of interactions and situations.

This theory addresses various contemporary leadership theory approach such as -



	Management theory or Transactional leadership theory
	Relationship theory or Transformational leadership theory
	LMX theory
	Servant leadership theory
	Authentic leadership theory
	Complexity Leadership
	Charismatic leadership theory
	Participative leadership theory
	Power-and-influence theory


Putting leadership theories into practice



Now that you know the theories of leadership, you can start to put them into practice.

Here’s where the real hard work comes in.

How do we use these theories to help build relevant models of leadership competence?



	Firstly, research the relevant theories to find the knowledge and behaviors associated with the various leadership styles.
	Secondly, analyze the environment that you operate in. Is it stable, or is it rapidly changing? It may differ according to the level and types of activity within your organization.
	Third, consider the experience and expertise of your staff. To what extent does your team need direction? Or to have a high degree of autonomy?
	Fourth, consider the extent and speed your organization must adapt to survive and succeed in the real world.
	Finally, Identify the theory you would want to put into practice. In building your competency model, include a wide range of leadership behaviors. It is important to consider these in terms of operational situations and leadership levels. It can also have levels, assuming that leadership styles need to change according to seniority.


However, there may be times when you find some method not working for you. It is fine. Perhaps you need to modify them, or you may even decide that something on the list does not fit your leadership style. This process allows you to experiment with what does and does not work.

Why Learn Different Leadership Theories?

There is an ocean of leadership theory out there which is a good thing. It always gives you an option to focus on aspects of leadership that interest you.

However, why should you care about all these different leadership theories if you already subscribe to one?

One word. Flexibility.

Even if you believe in only one particular leadership theory, knowing what options will prepare you for different situations. Not only that, but you’ll be able to interact more easily with other leaders who may practice a different leadership theory or approach.

The second reason is that every employee responds to different approaches.

Some do better with a more direct guiding hand; others find motivation in the decision-making process. As a result, having only one leadership style or theory of falling back on when evaluating your next project is a very limiting leadership practice. If you want to make the most of your team as it grows and changes, you must have as much knowledge as possible at your disposal.

Final Takeaway



A leader is crucial to the success of every team. Without a leader, nothing will ever run smoothly.

So, what makes leaders who they are? Why are some people elected as managers and presidents while the rest remain followers? Leadership theories are developed to find answers to these questions.

There are many ways of defining leadership. Some leadership theories explain what differentiates a leader, while some explain how great leaders come to be.

When you learn about leadership theory, whether it is from us or another source, you read materials that make putting leadership theory into practice a validating experience, even to new leaders.

So, when it comes to putting leadership theory into practice, remember that the onus is on you. It will help if you read responsibly.

What does this mean?

You need to pay attention to what you are reading, take actual or mental notes on what you find useful, and then figure out how to put it into practice.

Though this article gives you practical tips, you need to try them out to see if they work for you and modify them as needed. Otherwise, they are just words on a piece of paper or a computer screen, or a phone. In short, you need to act and put whatever theory resonates with you into practice.








                   



This article is written by Tanya Ahmed, a Digital Marketer of Vantage Circle, a cloud-based employee engagement platform. She is a leadership enthusiast with a post-graduate MBA in Leadership from Queen Mary University of London. Her experiences range from various fields, including Customer relationships, Content Creating, Sales and Marketing. For any related queries, contact editor@vantagecircle.com.
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