Activity: Rethinking Universal Leadership
Explore the idea that leadership may not be a one-size-fits-all solution.
Background
Universalist leadership theories suggest that certain traits or behaviors—such as confidence, decisiveness, or charisma—make someone a good leader, regardless of the situation. In other words, if a person has the “right” qualities, they’ll succeed in any leadership role.
But is that realistic? Can one style of leadership work equally well in a startup, a school, a hospital, or a community organization? What might be missing from this approach?

Scenario 1: BrightSpark Startup
BrightSpark is a small, newly launched app development company with ten employees. Everyone on the team left traditional corporate jobs to find more freedom, flexibility, and the chance to work on meaningful, creative projects. The work environment is casual—people work from coffee shops, come into the office at different times, and communicate through informal channels.
A new CEO is hired, coming from a long career in a large, traditional corporation. He implements strict work hours (8 a.m. to 5 p.m.), enforces a formal dress code, and requires detailed weekly reports and regular performance reviews. The team initially tries to adapt, but after a few weeks, creativity slows, morale dips, and two employees resign.

Scenario 2: Jefferson High School
Jefferson High is a public school in a large, diverse urban area. The student population represents a wide range of cultures and backgrounds. Many students speak English as a second language, and there’s a long-standing sense of disconnect between students and staff due to inconsistent discipline policies and poor communication.
A new principal takes over. She’s known for being a dynamic public speaker and promotes school pride and academic excellence in assemblies and newsletters. But she doesn’t take the time to understand the school’s underlying social dynamics or meet with students individually. Over time, many students feel unheard, and her messages start to lose their impact.
Things to Consider
1. What type of leadership style was demonstrated in each scenario?
2. Was the leadership style effective in either situation?
3. What strategy would you have employed in each scenario?

Apply It to Real Life
Think about a time when you observed strong leadership—maybe it was a teacher, a coach, a supervisor, a peer, or even a public figure. What made their leadership effective in that particular context?
Now consider:
· Would their same approach work in a completely different environment?
· How much of their success came from understanding the people they were leading or the situation they were in?

Key Takeaway
Effective leadership isn’t just about having a checklist of ideal traits. It’s about understanding people, reading the environment, and responding with flexibility, empathy, and awareness of the context.
