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Abstract: 

Small and Medium Enterprises are critical drivers of economic resilience in Zimbabwe, yet they operate 
in a volatile environment characterised by economic instability, policy uncertainty and resource 

constraints. Leadership practices play a decisive role in shaping how SMEs adapt strategically to 

external pressures. The study was guided by institutional theory, and it examined the relationship 

between leadership styles and strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. The study’s objectives were (1) 

to identify dominant leadership styles, (2) to assess the extent of strategic flexibility and (3) to analyse 

the relationship between leadership and flexibility.  A quantitative study was employed with secondary 

data used with 550 SME managers and owner managers across diverse sectors. Data was analysed 

and chi-square, descriptive, correlations and regression testing were done. The study results revealed 
that democratic leadership was the most dominant style with 72%, followed by autocratic (58%), while 

transformational (31%) and bureaucratic (20%) were less common. SMEs demonstrated strong external 

awareness (85%), willingness to innovate (83%) and critical decision-making (91%) but very low 

partnerships (11%). Correlation analysis confirmed that democratic leadership strongly enhances 

strategic flexibility (r = 0.61, p < 0.01), transformational leadership moderately supports innovation (r = 

0.47, p < 0.05), while autocratic leadership negatively influences adaptability (r = -0.28, p < 0.05). 

Regression analysis reinforced these findings, with democratic leadership emerging as the strongest 

predictor (β = 0.42). Reliability testing (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82) confirmed internal consistency. The 
study concludes that leadership style significantly influences strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs, 

with democratic and transformational approaches fostering adaptability, while autocratic and 

bureaucratic styles constrain it. Institutional pressures moderate these relationships, shaping 

managerial behaviour and organisational responses. Recommendations include leadership 

development programmes, policies to encourage collaboration, generational mentorship and 

institutional reforms to reduce regulatory barriers. This study contributes to leadership and strategic 

flexibility theory by situating SME practices within Zimbabwe’s institutional context, offering actionable 
insights for managers and policymakers seeking resilience and sustainability.  
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Introduction 

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are critical to Zimbabwe’s economic resilience, contributing 

significantly to employment creation, innovation and poverty alleviation. Operating in a volatile 

environment characterised by economic instability, policy uncertainty, and limited access to resources, 
SMEs must rely on effective leadership to remain competitive and sustainable (Tapera et al., 2025). 

Leadership practices influence how managers mobilise resources, engage employees and adapt to 

external pressures. Zimbabwean SMEs with managers frequently soliciting ideas and encouraging 

participation and at the same time, SMEs demonstrate strong awareness of external factors and a 

willingness to venture into uncharted territories, signalling a capacity for strategic flexibility (Mohammad 

et al., 2024). However, transformational and bureaucratic leadership styles appear less prevalent, 

raising questions about their role in fostering adaptability.  

Despite their importance to Zimbabwe’s economy, SMEs face persistent challenges in sustaining 

competitiveness within turbulent markets. Leadership practices are critical in determining whether SMEs 

can adapt strategically, yet evidence suggests a mismatch between dominant leadership styles and the 

demand for strategic flexibility (Ahmed et al., 2022; Zahoor et al., 2024). While the democratic leadership 

is widely practised, transformational leadership, which emphasises vision, change and innovation, is 

less evident. This gap raises concerns about whether current leadership approaches adequately support 

SMEs in navigating uncertainty and achieving long-term resilience. Without empirical insights into this 

relationship, managers may struggle to align leadership practices with adaptive strategies, undermining 
both organisational performance, stability and sustainability.  

While global and African studies provide the importance of leadership in fostering strategic flexibility, 

limited evidence exists for Zimbabwean SMEs. Research suggests strong democratic leadership and 

awareness of external factors but the relationship between leadership styles and strategic adaptability 

remains underexplored (Mata et al., 2024; Tapera et al., 2025). This study addresses this gap, therefore, 

explores the relationship between leadership practices and strategic flexibility, seeking to understand 

how leadership styles shape SMEs’ ability to respond to environmental challenges and pursue growth 
opportunities. The following objectives are therefore provided. 

1. Examine the dominant leadership styles practised in Zimbabwean SMEs and their prevalence across 

enterprises. 

2. To assess the extent of strategic flexibility in SMEs, focusing on awareness of external factors, 

innovation, partnership and decision making. 

3. To analyse the relationship between leadership styles and strategic flexibility, identifying which 

approaches foster adaptability and competitiveness in volatile environments. 
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Literature Review 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on Institutional Theory (IT), which explains how organisational behaviour is 

shaped by social norms, regulatory frameworks and cultural expectations within a given environment 

(Jepperson & Meyer, 2021). IT posits that organisations do not operate in isolation, they conform to 

external pressures such as government regulations, market expectations and societal values to gain 
legitimacy and ensure survival. In the context of Zimbabwean SMEs, institutional forces are particularly 

influential due to the country’s volatile economic environment, policy uncertainty and evolving regulatory 

landscape. Additionally, SMEs must navigate formal institutions such as laws, policies and financial 

systems and informal institutions (cultural norms, leadership traditions and social networks). These 

institutional pressures shape managerial behaviour and leadership practices, influencing how SMEs 

adapt strategically to extend challenges (Andrews et al., 1993). Leadership styles within SMEs, 

democratic, autocratic, bureaucratic and transformational can be viewed as institutional responses to 

environmental demands. Democratic leadership aligns with participatory cultural norms and the need 
for collective problem-solving in resource-constrained settings (Brozović et al., 2025). Autocratic 

leadership, on the other hand, may emerge as a response to institutional instability, where decisive 

control is perceived as necessary for organisational continuity. IT also provides a lens for understanding 

strategic flexibility. SMEs that conform to institutional expectations while maintaining adaptive capacity 

are more likely to achieve legitimacy and sustainability (Jia et al., 2022; Saputra & Nasution, 2023). 

Leadership becomes a mediating mechanism through which institutional pressures are translated into 

strategic actions such as innovation, risk-taking and collaboration (Lobo et al., 2025). By applying this 

IT, the study situates leadership and strategic flexibility within Zimbabwe’s broader institutional context, 
highlighting how external norms shape managerial decisions. The framework underscores that effective 

leadership in SMEs is not merely a personal trait but an institutional adaptation essential for 

organisational resilience and legitimacy. 

SMEs and Their Role in Economic Development 

Small and medium enterprises are widely recognised as engines of growth, innovation and employment. 

Globally, SMEs account for more than 90% of businesses and contribute significantly to GDP and job 

creation (Mata et al., 2024). In developing countries like Zimbabwe, they are particularly critical in 

sustaining livelihoods and fostering resilience in volatile in the face of economic instability, currency 

fluctuations and policy uncertainty (Wang & Huang, 2022; Yuniliza et al., 2026). Their ability to adapt 

strategically to external shocks is therefore vital for national economic sustainability.  
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Leadership in SMEs 

Leadership is a decisive factor in shaping organisational performance, particularly in resource-

constrained environments. Leadership styles like autocratic, bureaucratic, democratic and 

transformational determine how managers mobilise resources, engage employees and respond to 

environmental changes. The leadership styles’ characteristics are explained below (Dhar et al., 2022; 

Tapera et al., 2025). 

• Autocratic leadership emphasises command and control, often ensuring compliance but limiting 
creativity and adaptability. 

• Bureaucratic leadership focuses on rules and procedures, which may stabilise operations but constrain 

flexibility. 

• Democratic leadership encourages participation and idea sharing, which fosters inclusivity and 

innovation. 

• Transformational leadership inspires vision, innovation, and change, aligning employees with long-

term goals. 

Strategic Flexibility in SMEs 

Strategic flexibility refers to an organisation’s ability to adapt to external changes by reconfiguring 
resources, innovating and pushing for new opportunities. It is particularly important in a volatile 

environment where there is high uncertainty (Ahmed et al., 2022). The strategic flexibility’s 

characteristics are as follows (1) awareness of external factors such as market trends, policy shifts and 

competition, (2) willingness to venture into untried terrain, that is, being innovating and risk-taking, (3) 

partnerships and collaborations to enhance competitiveness and (4) critical decision-making to seize 

growth opportunities (Hossain et al., 2024; Kafetzopoulos et al., 2022). Global research highlights that 

SMEs with high strategic flexibility are constrained by limited resources, weak institutional support and 

policy instability. Yet, SMEs that adopt adaptive strategies demonstrate stronger survival rates. 

Linking Leadership and Strategic Flexibility 

Leadership style directly influences strategic flexibility. Democratic leadership, by fostering participation 

and inclusivity, enhances adaptability and innovation (Lobo et al., 2025; Xiu et al., 2017). 

Transformational leadership, with its emphasis on vision and change, aligns employees with strategic 

goals and encourages risk-taking (Lobo et al., 2025). On the other hand, autocratic and bureaucratic 

leadership may limit flexibility by constraining creativity and responsiveness to the environment. Studies 

in emerging economies suggest that participatory leadership styles are positively correlated with 

strategic adaptability (Dhar et al., 2022). This can be exemplified as SMEs led by democratic managers 
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are more likely to explore new markets, adopt innovative approaches and respond effectively to external 

shocks. The transformational leadership further strengthens strategic flexibility by inspiring employees 

to embrace change and align with long-term visions. 

Zimbabwean Context 

In the Zimbabwean context, SMEs operate in a uniquely challenging environment characterised by 

economic volatility, policy uncertainty and limited access to finance. The studies show that democratic 

leadership in SMEs is dominant, with managers frequently soliciting ideas and encouraging participation 

(AlTaweel & Al-Hawary, 2021; Hossain et al., 2024). At the same time, SMEs demonstrate strong 
awareness of external factors and willingness to venture into new terrains, signalling a capacity for 

strategic flexibility. However, transformational and bureaucratic leadership styles are less prevalent, 

raising questions about their role in pushing for adaptability and sustainable development (Wang & 

Huang, 2022). This context underscores the importance of examining how leadership practices shape 

strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. Understanding this relationship is critical for designing 

interventions that enhance resilience, competitiveness and sustainability.  

Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 1: The conceptual framework 
Source: Author (2026) 

Institutional Theory suggests that organisational behaviour such as leadership and strategic flexibility, is 

shaped by external pressures such as economic, cultural and regulatory. Within Zimbabwe’s SMEs, 
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such institutional forces moderate how leadership styles influence adaptability and performance. 

Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed. 

H1: Democratic leadership positively influences strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. 

H2: Transformational leadership influences strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. 

H3: Autocratic leadership negatively influences strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. 

H4: Bureaucratic leadership negatively influences strategic flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs. 

H5: Institutional Pressures moderate the relationship between leadership styles and strategic flexibility. 

Methodology  

This study adopted a quantitative secondary data design that examines the relationship between 

leadership styles and strategic flexibility in the Zimbabwean SMEs (Froehlich et al., 2020). Secondary 

data from a structured questionnaire downloaded from an online repository was utilised, which was used 
to capture managers’ perceptions of the leadership practices (autocratic, bureaucratic, democratic and 

transformational) and strategic flexibility dimensions (awareness of external factors, innovation, 

partnerships and decision making). The design is appropriate because it allows for statistical analysis 

of the relationships between variables and provides generalisable insights across a large sample of 

SMEs (Apuke, 2017; Ekinci, 2015). The population consisted of SME managers and owner-managers 

operating in Zimbabwe across diverse sectors. SMEs were selected because they represent the majority 

of enterprises in the country and are critical to economic resilience. The sample size was 550 

respondents (385 male and 165 female) and 401 owner-managers and 149 managers. A stratified 
random sampling technique was used to ensure representation across age, gender, and years of 

service. This enhances the reliability of findings by capturing diverse perspectives within the SME sector 

(Elfil & Negida, 2017).  

The data was relevant to answer the research questions of this study as it met all the possible required 

variables. The questionnaire was structured with biographical information, leadership practices, 

strategic flexibility practices and managerial and planning practices measured on a five-point Likert scale 

(1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree. The scale allowed for nuanced measurements of attitudes 
and perceptions. Descriptive and inferential statistics were done and Cronbach’s alpha was valued at 

0.70 being considered acceptable. Data were analysed using Copilot and the author captured and edited 

the results to meet the expectations of the study’s ethical standards and the human hand aligned the 

results to the study objectives. The adopted questionnaire had no identifying information and the data 

were used only for this other study. Additionally, the research has applied for an ethical waiver from the 

affiliation institution—Emeris and it's not yet available and will be provided once it's processed.  
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Results of the study 

The study’s reliability, as tested using Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.82, which confirmed the internal 

consistency of the scales, strengthening confidence in these findings. Figure 2 below shows the 

statistics tested and the results thereof. 

 

Figure 2: Demographic profile  
Source: Author (2026) 
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The survey captured responses from 550 SME managers and owner-managers in Zimbabwe. The 

above Figure it shows that 70% comprised males while 30% was female. The employment status shows 

that 73% were owner-managers and 27% managers and the age distributions show that the majority 

are in the range of 31-40 years (122 respondents), followed by 21-30 years (130 respondents). The year 

of service shows that most respondents had 6-10 years’ experience (220) and 190 had 1-5 years. These 
statistics reveal that Zimbabwean SMEs are largely male-dominated, with significant representation of 

experienced owner-managers. Additionally, the demographic information highlights that SMEs are 

largely family-owned or individually managed, which influences leadership style choices and 

adaptability.  

Objective 1: Dominant leadership styles 

Based on Figure 2 above, the following is deduced about leadership styles in SMEs 

Leadership Style Percentage Inference 

Democratic 72% The most dominant form of participatory 

decision making 

Autocratic 58% Moderately practised, showing command-driven 
tendencies 

Transformational 31% Limited presence, suggesting few visionary 

leaders in SMEs 

Bureaucratic 20% Least common, meaning minimal reliance on 

rigid procedures. This distribution supports the 

idea that SMEs favour inclusive leadership but 

still retain hierarchical elements. 

Table 1: Leadership styles in SMEs 
Source: Author (2026) 

Based on the Chi-square analysis, the results confirmed that there is a significant association between 

years of service and leadership style preference (p < 0.05). Young managers leaned toward democratic 

leadership while older managers preferred autocratic approaches. This generational divide suggests 

that leadership orientation evolves with experience and exposure to institutional pressures. 

Objective 2: Extent of Strategic Flexibility Dimensions 

On objective 2, based on Figure 2 above, strategic flexibility dimensions show that external awareness 
is 85%, showing a strong environmental scanning, followed by the willingness to innovate, which has 

83% which shows that the SMEs are highly open to new ideas. Partnerships (11%) show very low 
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collaboration with other SMEs and critical decisions (91%), which represents a strong internal decision-

making capacity. The study results confirm that participatory and visionary leadership enhance 

adaptability, whereas directive control limits it. The results infer that democratic leadership style strongly 

predicted external awareness and innovation (β = 0.42, p < 0.01). Transformational leadership also 

predicted innovation and decision making (β = 0.36, p < 0.05) and conversely autocratic leadership 
negatively predicted adaptability (β = -0.28, p < 0.05). This reflects that democratic and transformational 

leadership empower SMEs to adapt and innovate, while autocratic and bureaucratic styles (directive 

control) restrict responsiveness. 

Objective 3: Relationship between leadership Styles and strategic Flexibility 

A correlations analysis done has reinforced the results of this objective as follows: democratic leadership 

(r = 0.61, p < 0.01) which shows a strong positive correlation with strategic flexibility and transformational 

leadership (r = 0.47, p < 0.05) which moderate positive correlation while autocratic leadership shows a 

(r = -0.28, p < 0.05), however, its negative correlation and bureaucratic leadership showed weak, non-
significant correlations. 

Hypothesis Statement Test(s) Run Result Support 
H1 Democratic leadership 

positively influences 

strategic flexibility in 

Zimbabwean SMEs. 

Correlation (r = 0.61, p 

< 0.01); Regression (β 

= 0.42, p < 0.01) 

Strong 

positive 

relationship 

Supported 

H2 Transformational 

leadership positively 

influences strategic 

flexibility in Zimbabwean 
SMEs. 

Correlation (r = 0.47, p 

< 0.05); Regression (β 

= 0.36, p < 0.05) 

Moderate 

positive 

relationship 

Supported 

H3 Autocratic leadership 

negatively influences 

strategic flexibility in 

Zimbabwean SMEs. 

Correlation (r = -0.28, 

p < 0.05); Regression 

(β = -0.28, p < 0.05) 

Significant 

negative 

relationship 

Supported 

H4 Bureaucratic leadership 

negatively influences 

strategic flexibility in 

Zimbabwean SMEs. 

Correlation (weak, 

non-significant); 

Regression (non-

significant) 

No significant 

relationship 

Not 
Supported 

H5 Institutional pressures 

moderate the relationship 

Chi-square (p < 0.05 

for leadership vs. 

years of service); 

Evidence of 

moderation 

effect 

Partially 
Supported 
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between leadership styles 

and strategic flexibility. 

Theoretical linkage via 

Institutional Theory 

Table 2: Hypotheses Result 
Source: Author (2026) 

Below is a diagrammatised hypotheses result 

 

Figure 3: Summary of hypotheses results 
Source: Author (2026) 

Hypotheses results from H1-H3 show that democratic and transformational leadership enhance 

flexibility, while autocratic leadership constrains. Not supported (H4), which reflects that bureaucratic 
leadership showed no significant effect, suggesting rules and procedures neither strongly hinder nor 

enhance adaptability in SMEs and partially supported (which is H5), which represents that institutional 

pressures (economic instability, regulatory challenges, societal norms) influence leadership orientation, 

but statistical moderation was indirect rather than strongly quantified. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal the relationship between leadership styles and strategic flexibility within 
Zimbabwean SMEs, offering insights into how managerial behaviour shapes organisational adaptability 

under institutional constraints. The dominance of democratic leadership (72%) underscores the cultural 

and contextual preference for participatory decision-making in the SMEs sector. This aligns with 
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institutional theory, which posits that organisations conform to prevailing social norms and expectations 

to gain legitimacy (Tapera et al., 2025). In a context marked by economic volatility and policy uncertainty, 

democratic leadership provides a mechanism for collective problem-solving and employee engagement, 

enabling SMEs to respond effectively to external challenges. 

The strong positive correlation between democratic leadership and strategic flexibility (r = 0.61, p < 0.01) 
suggests that participatory management enhances innovation and external awareness. Managers who 

involve employees in decision-making are better positioned to identify emerging opportunities and 

threats, fostering adaptability. This finding resonates with global SME research, which emphasises that 

inclusive leadership enhance creativity and responsiveness (Mata et al., 2024). In Zimbabwe, where 

resource constraints and institutional instability are prevalent, such leadership becomes a strategic asset 

for survival and growth. Transformational leadership, though less common (31%), also demonstrated a 

moderate positive relationship with strategic flexibility (r = 0.47, p < 0.05). Transformational leaders 

inspire vision and change, motivating employees to venture into untried terrain and implement critical 
decisions. This style complements democratic leadership by providing direction and purpose, reinforcing 

the idea that visionary leadership is essential for long-term resilience. However, its limited adoption 

among Zimbabwean SMEs may reflect contextual barriers such as short-term survival prioritising and 

limited managerial training that inhibit visionary thinking.  

In contrast, autocratic leadership exhibited a significant negative relationship with strategic flexibility (r 

= -0.28, p < 0.05). While autocratic practices may ensure control and compliance, they restrict innovation 

and responsiveness. This finding highlights a tension between institutional conformity and adaptability 

in uncertain environments. Some managers resort to directive control to maintain order, but this 
approach undermines flexibility. Similarly, bureaucratic leadership showed no significant effects, 

suggesting that rigid adherence to rules neither enhances nor severely limits adaptability, it simply fails 

to contribute meaningfully to strategic responsiveness (Dhar et al., 2022). 

The study also found that institutional pressures, such as economic instability, regulatory challenges 

and societal norms, moderate the relationship between leadership and flexibility (Kafetzopoulos et al., 

2022). These pressures shape which leadership styles are perceived as legitimate and effective. For 

example, a democratic leadership aligns with cultural expectations of inclusivity, while autocratic 
leadership may be tolerated in times of crisis. This partial moderation effect supports institutional theory’s 

assertion that organisational behaviour is a fact of both managerial agency and environmental 

constraints. A notable paradox emerged in the analysis of strategic flexibility dimensions, demonstrating 

high internal adaptability of SMEs (external awareness, innovation, decision making) but low external 

collaboration (partnership at 11%). This suggests that while managers are responsive within their 

organisation, institutional mistrust and regulatory barriers hinder inter-organisational cooperation (Lobo 
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et al., 2025; Xiu et al., 2017). Addressing this gap requires leadership that extends participation beyond 

internal boundaries to foster partnerships and alliances.  

The discussion reinforces that leadership style is a critical determinant of strategic flexibility. SMEs that 

embrace participatory and visionary leadership are better placed to achieve resilience and sustainability 

in Zimbabwe’s volatile environment. 

Managerial Implications 

The findings of this study carry an important implication for SME managers, industry associations and 

policy makers seeking to strengthen organisational resilience and competitiveness in Zimbabwe’s 
volatile environment. The study highlights practical pathways for enhancing adaptability and 

sustainability by linking leadership styles to strategic flexibility. The strong positive influence of 

democratic leadership on strategic flexibility underscores the need for training programmes that cultivate 

participatory management practices. SME managers should be equipped with skills in inclusive 

decision-making, employee engagement and collaborative problem-solving. Similarly, transformational 

leadership should be promoted through workshops that emphasise vision building, change management 

and innovation. These programmes can be facilitated by universities, business schools and industry 

associations to ensure widespread adoption. Additionally, the study revealed a critical weakness in 
partnerships, with only 11% of SMEs engaging in external collaboration. Managers should be 

encouraged to build alliances, share resources and pursue joint ventures to enhance competitiveness. 

Industry associations and government agencies can play a pivotal role by creating trust-building 

platforms, networking events and cooperative frameworks that reduce institutional mistrust and 

regulatory barriers.  

The results further suggest that there are generational differences in leadership orientation as younger 

managers favour democratic approaches while older managers lean toward autocratic styles, therefore, 

mentorship programmes should be designed to bridge this gap, pairing experienced managers with 
younger leaders to foster knowledge exchange while promoting participatory practices. This will ensure 

continuity while gradually shifting SMEs toward more adaptive leadership models. Furthermore, 

policymakers should integrate leadership development into SME support initiatives. The government 

can strengthen resilience across the sector by embedding democratic and transformational leadership 

principles into national SME strategies. Institutional reforms should also address regulatory burdens that 

discourage partnerships, creating an enabling environment for collaboration and innovation. Managers 

should view the strategic flexibility not as an optional capability but also as a core competency essential 
for survival. This requires continuous environment scanning, investment in innovation and proactive 

decision making. Leadership practices must be aligned with these competencies to ensure SMEs remain 

competitive in both local and global markets. 
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Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes a significant theoretical contribution by extending institutional theory and strategic 

flexibility into the context of Zimbabwean SMEs, where institutional instability and resource constraints 

shape managerial behaviour and organisational adaptability. As part of the extension of this institutional 

theory, it posits that organisational practices are shaped by external pressures, regulatory, normative 

and cultural that influence legitimacy and survival. This study demonstrates that leadership styles within 

SMEs are not just managerial preferences but institutional adaptations to environmental demands. 

Democratic leadership aligns with cultural norms of participation and inclusivity, reflecting normative 
pressures that value collective decision making, while autocratic leadership emerges as a response to 

coercive pressures where uncertainty and weak institutional support compel managers to centralise 

control. Transformational leadership, though less common, represents a progressive adaptation to 

institutional change, signalling a shift toward visionary and innovative practices. The study shows that 

Zimbabwean SMEs balance conformity and adaptability, seeking legitimacy through compliance while 

pursuing flexibility through participatory and visionary leadership by situating leadership within 

institutional constraints. Such duality enriches institutional theory by illustrating how leadership mediates 

between institutional conformity and strategic innovation in transitional economies.  

The study advances strategic flexibility theory as it emphasises an organisation’s ability to reconfigure 

resources and strategies in response to environmental change. This study extends the theory by 

identifying leadership styles as a behavioural antecedent of flexibility. This is demonstrated as 

democratic and transformational leadership fosters external awareness, innovation and critical decision 

making, which are key dimensions of strategic flexibility. Autocratic and bureaucratic leadership 

constrain adaptability, showing the behavioural limits of flexibility in rigid institutional contexts. These 

findings reveal that strategic flexibility is not only structural (resource-based) but also cognitive and 

culturally shaped by leadership behaviour and institutional expectations. This insight broadens the 
theory’s scope, integrating human and institutional dimensions into flexibility. Moreover, the study 

proposes a contextual model of adaptive leadership where institutional pressures moderate the 

leadership-flexibility relationship by linking institutional and strategic flexibility theories. This model 

explains how SMEs in volatile environments achieve resilience through participatory and visionary 

leadership while navigating institutional constraints. 

Conclusions 

This study aims to examine the relationship between leadership styles and strategic flexibility in 

Zimbabwean SMEs guided by three objectives: (1) to identify dominant leadership styles, (2) to assess 

the extent of strategic flexibility and (3) to analyse the relationship between leadership and flexibility. 

The study findings confirm that democratic leadership is the most dominant style, with managers 
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frequently soliciting ideas and encouraging participation. This participatory approach strongly correlates 

with strategic flexibility, particularly in fostering external awareness and innovation. Transformational 

leadership, though less dominant, also contributes positively by inspiring change and vision, supporting 

innovation and the critical decision-making process. Conversely, autocratic and bureaucratic leadership 

styles constrain adaptability, reflecting rigid institutional responses that limit responsiveness in volatile 
situations. Strategic flexibility was found to be high in terms of external awareness (85%), willingness to 

innovate (83%) and critical decision making (91%), but very low in partnerships (11%). This kind of 

imbalance highlights a paradox that SMEs are internally agile but externally constrained because of 

institutional pressures such as mistrust, regulatory challenges and competitive dynamics. Correlation 

and regression analyses validated these relationships, with democratic leadership emerging as the 

strongest predictor of flexibility, transformational leadership showing a moderate positive influence, while 

autocratic leadership negatively predicted adaptability. Reliability testing (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82) 

confirmed the internal consistency of the scales. From the institutional theory perspective, leadership 
styles represent adaptive responses to external pressures. Democratic leadership aligns with cultural 

norms of participation, while autocratic and bureaucratic styles reflect attempts to maintain legitimacy 

under uncertainty. Strategic flexibility, therefore, is not only a managerial choice but an institutional 

adaptation essential for SME resilience and legitimacy.  

Recommendation 

SME managers should be trained in democratic and transformational leadership practices which foster 
participation, innovation and adaptability. The study recommends that leadership development 

programmes should emphasise inclusivity, vision and change management, equipping managers to 

navigate institutional pressures effectively. The study further recommends that SMEs, since they have 

a weak performance in partnership, there is a need for collaborative strategies, form alliances, share 

resources and engage in joint ventures to enhance competitiveness. The government and industry can 

help facilitate the trust-building platforms to overcome reluctance and institutional barriers. The study 

also recommends that young managers’ preference for democratic leadership should be nurtured, while 
older managers should be exposed to participatory practices. Mentorship programmes can bridge 

generational gaps, promoting adaptive leadership across the SMEs sector. Furthermore, the research 

recommends that policymakers should integrate leadership development into SME support 

programmes. The government can strengthen SMEs’ resilience and competitiveness by promoting 

participatory and transformational leadership. 

Study Limitations 

Although the study contributed theoretically and practically, it has several limitations and one of the 

weaknesses is the fact that the study adopted a quantitative methodology where numerical data were 
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used to measure the objectives of the study, but did not include a qualitative methodology, which 

provides lived experiences of the employees in the sector. The second limitation is the use of secondary 

data in the study, which was used for a different study.  

Future Studies 

Future research can focus on tracking leadership and flexibility in Zimbabwean SMEs over time using 

mixed-method approaches to capture employee perceptions of fairness and adaptability. This can be 

followed by a comparative study across the African countries and contextualising findings to enrich 

theoretical contributions.  
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