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Situational leadership 
 
Blanchard’s model of leadership, Situational Leadership II suggests that people’s ability to undertake a 
task can be grouped into: 
 

 Competence – Task specific | Knowledge | Skills to undertake 
 Commitment – Motivation | Confidence | Enthusiasm 

 
If you assign ‘low’ or ‘high’ simplistic scores to these, you can build a matrix of development styles: 
 

 Development stage Competence Commitment 

D1 Enthusiastic 
Beginner Low High 

D2 Disillusioned 
Learner Low Low/Variable 

D3 Capable but Cautious 
Performer High Variable 

D4 Self-Reliant 
Achiever High High 

 
NOTE: Development Levels depend on the TASK: 
 
For example, I might be skilled, confident and motivated in my job, but would still drop into Level D1 
when faced with a task requiring skills I don't possess.  For example, lots of managers are D4 when 
dealing with the day-to-day running of their department but move to D1 or D2 when dealing with a 
sensitive employee issue. 
 
Development stages form a continuous development from D1 to D4 and this is often described as the 
learning curve: 
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If you consider learning to drive, when you first start learning, by observing your parents you think 
driving is easy.  You are State 1, which in the Blanchard model is D1.  As you try the gears and steering 
for the first time you realise how hard it is and become D2.  At this stage, it is crucial you receive the 
right encouragement, support, direction or leadership in other words?  It is good leadership that takes 
you from D2 into D3 and onto higher performance. 
 
So, selecting the right leadership style is important, too much direction will lead to de-motivation as 
will too little direction.  The same is true of supporting.   
 

Adapting your leadership style to the situation: 
It is the leader that must adapt their style to correspond with the Development Level (D1 - D4) of the 
follower. For example, a new person joins your team and you're asked to help them through the first 
few days.  You sit them in front of a PC, show them a pile of invoices that need to be processed today, 
and leave them to their own devices whilst you deal with other commitments.  They're at level D1, and 
you've adopted S4.  Everyone loses because the new person feels helpless and demotivated, and you 
don't get the invoices processed. 
 
On the other hand, you're handing over to an experienced colleague before you leave for a 
holiday.  You've listed all the tasks that need to be done, and a set of instructions on how to carry out 
each one.  They're at level D4, and you've adopted S1.  The work will probably get done, but not the 
way you expected, and your colleague may be upset with you for treating them without the recognition 
they deserve. 
 
Swapping the situations will significantly help to improve both scenarios.  Leave detailed instructions 
and a checklist for the new person, and they'll thank you for it.  Give your colleague a status update and 
a few notes they can refer to if they need them, and the outcome will be far more successful. 
By adopting the right style to suit the follower's development level, work gets done, relationships are 
built up, and most importantly, the follower's development level will rise to D4, to everyone's benefit. 
 

Leadership v Management 
Before we consider how we link leadership styles to development styles, let us first consider leadership 
and management.  Like accountability and responsibility, these two words are often miss-used and 
having a good understanding of the distinction between the two is important. 
 
Management – definition 
 
“Being able to effectively use all the available systems, processes and resources 

in order to achieve the required results” 
 
Leadership – definition 

“Being able to effectively create and communicate a compelling vision, which 
engages, inspires and empowers others to achieve results.” 

 
 
 


