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SITUATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
 
Leadership is the ability to influence others 
to get the changes you desire.  Anytime you 
interact with others in order to influence 
them, you are exercising leadership skills.  
All of us have a leadership styles we prefer 
using.  Problems arise when we expect our 
style to work in all situations.  We may get 
what we want in the short run but alienate 
others over the longer term.  A better 
approach is to be flexible enough to meet 
the needs of any given situation. 
 
READINESS LEVELS 
 
The key to flexibility is to correctly assess 
other peoples’ readiness to do a specific 
task.  Readiness is based on task-specific 
ability and task-specific willingness. 
 
Ability consists of knowledge, skills and 
clarity around priorities.  The only true test 
of ability is proven performance, not 
potential.  Do others understand what is 
expected and can they deliver successful 
performance?  Willingness consists of 
desire, confidence and incentive.  The proof 
of willingness is the degree to which a 
person puts out the effort.  
 
It is critical to remember that both these 
components of “readiness” are situation- 
specific.  They depend on the task and the 
person doing the task.  Four distinct levels 
of readiness are possible based on different 
levels of task-specific ability and task-
specific willingness. 
 

Levels of Readiness 
 

R4 = High Ability/High Willingness 
R3 = High Ability/Willingness Not High 
R2 = Ability Not High/High Willingness 
R1 = Ability Not High/Willingness Not High 
  
LEADERSHIP STYLES 
Leadership style is the way we come across 
to others when we attempt to influence 
them.  A practical way to describe style is  

 
the extent to which the leader uses directing 
and supporting behavior.  Directing behavior 
is the degree to which a leader explains in 
specific terms what to do, when & where to 
do it, how to do it, and who is responsible.  
In using directing behavior communication 
is primarily one-way by the influencer.  
Supporting behavior is the extent to which 
the leader asks, listens, encourages, 
praises and helps facilitate the thinking of 
the person being influenced.  Supporting 
behavior is two-way by nature.  Combining 
varying degrees of directive and supportive 
behavior produces four distinct leadership 
styles. 
 
Style 1 is characterized by demonstrating, 
explaining and giving ongoing performance 
feedback.  It might sound like: “Watch me, 
I’ll explain what I’m doing step by step.  
After that I’ll give you a chance to try your 
hand at it.  Don’t worry about learning 
everything at once. I’ll be here to provide 
any assistance you need.”  Support consists 
of setting positive expectations and 
providing enough two-way communication 
to ensure that directions are clear and are 
understood.  Properly used, Style 1 is called 
“Directing.” 
 
Style 2 is characterized by high amounts of 
directing, like Style 1 with the addition of a 
lot more of the supporting behaviors.  In 
Style 2 the leader engages in more listening 
and discussion.  It might sound like: “I really 
appreciate your enthusiasm for this task.  
Let me explain why we do it this way and 
then I want to talk through any questions 
you have.  Please ask any questions at any 
time.”  Properly used Style 2 is called 
“Guiding” 
 
Style 3 is characterized by encouragement 
and reinforcement.  When using this style 
the leader does not tell or direct the other 
person.  Instead, the leader helps the other 
person to make decisions.  It might sound 
like: “We can all benefit from some of the 
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approaches you have used in the past.  
How would you proceed on this?”  Properly 
used, Style 3 is called “Supporting” or 
“Participating.” 
 
Style 4 is characterized by the most “hands-
off” approach.  The other person takes on 
responsibility for making and implementing 
decisions.  It might sound like: “You know 
the results we are looking for.  This is right 
up your alley.  Why don’t you run with it and 
let me know how I can help?”  Supporting 
behavior is used to reinforce and reward the 
person for their performance.  Properly used 
Style 4 is called “Delegating.” 
 
Each of these four leadership styles fit one 
of the four readiness levels.  Ask yourself 
the following questions: “What specific task 
and result do I want this person to 
accomplish?  What does this person need 
from me to succeed?  How much direction?  
How much support?”  Finally, ask: “How can 
I provide these things in a way that is 
effective for the person and the task?”  This 
makes leadership a conscious influence 
strategy rather than a more hit-or-miss 
proposition. 
 
MATCHING STYLE TO READINESS 
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Directing lower readiness (R1/S1).  No 
matter how competent, everyone has areas 
where he or she has have not been 
completely successful or motivated.  If 
ability and willingness are not high, what 
can you do to help?  What is needed is 
helpful structure that ensures success.  If 

you cannot provide the expertise, locate a 
source that can provide the direction 
needed. 
 
Guiding low to moderate readiness 
(R2/S2).  All of us also have tasks where we 
are willing and confident and still lack some 
knowledge/skill.  Often at the R2 level  
enthusiasm is mistaken for know-how.  
Structure is still needed because of gaps in 
ability.  The supporting behavior in the 
guiding style builds on the high desire and 
confidence to succeed.   
 
Supporting moderate to high readiness 
(R3/S3).   We all arrive at this level either 
when our abilities are newly developed or 
we regress to this level due to an issue of 
motivation.  At the R3 level, individuals have 
the ability and either lack enough desire, 
confidence or incentive to put out the effort.  
What you can provide is reassurance and 
reinforcement.  By being available as a 
good listener you provide needed support.  
With appropriate participation and support 
willingness grows to match ability. 
 
Delegating to high readiness (R4/S4).  In 
this situation, people have sufficiently 
internalized the knowledge, skill, desire and 
confidence to sustain performance.  What 
they can gain from you is sufficient 
information to perform and the latitude to 
carry out their responsibilities.   Feedback 
and recognition are still important.  People 
at this level want independence and 
recognition for their contribution. 
 
In summary, these concepts are no more 
than as Paul Hersey the inventor of the 
model describes as “organized common 
sense.”  If you want to be a more effective 
leader your task becomes giving people 
what they need, not what you need or are 
comfortable with.  You role is to ensure they 
get the appropriate level of direction and 
support based upon the task and readiness 
present in the current situation.   
 
Matching your style (amount of direction & 
support) to their readiness is the challenge.  
Leadership requires forethought, planning, 
perseverance and commitment. 
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