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What do Paul Allen, Abraham Lincoln, and Warren Buffett have in common? They all successfully 
employed a laissez-faire style of leadership. They showed us what is possible when you hire 
talented individuals and give them the leeway to excel in their roles. However, laissez-faire 
leadership, in the extreme, can be considered a form of absent leadership. From the outside 
looking in, it is when a leader demonstrates neither good nor bad leadership behavior. In crisis, 
their resolve and desire to not show the cracks in the façade might be perceived as aloof and 
hard to read. Their focus on the task at hand might be perceived as tough and unsympathetic. 
When taken too far, this form of leadership can result in decreased job satisfaction, role ambiguity, 
alienation, and a lack of trust between team members and the leader. 

During crisis, people tend to cling to what they know and expect that the lessons they learned 
from their past experiences will help them achieve their desired objectives. Like all leadership 
behavior – good or bad – the leader relies on the behavior because it has worked in the past. 
The pitfall of defaulting to a previously successful method is that there is no such thing as a one-
size-fits-all approach to leadership; styles need to adapt and evolve in response to the situation. 
During times of crisis, one style that can become overused is a hands-off approach that can 
devolve into absent leadership. At its core, absent leadership manifests out of a desire to hire 
good people and get out of the way. When operating under normal circumstances (e.g., a high-
performing team operating at peak performance), this approach is advantageous and efficient; 
over-inserting oneself as a leader might negatively impact the team’s sense of empowerment, 
ownership, and bottom-line results. However, in times of crisis, leaders who tend to over-utilize a 
laissez-faire style of leadership are making a miscalculation: they assume the current conditions 
allow for the team to operate at its best. The challenge in such times will be for these leaders to 
recognize the signs and engage with the team in a different way to enable success. 
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Amid a crisis, it would be foolish to think employees who have taken on the roles of full-time 
homeschool instructor, caregiver, and concerned parent/child/spouse could operate at their best. 
As a leader, now is the time to look out for your team. Team members will require and appreciate 
emotional support now more than ever. As you check in with your team, take time to ask how 
everyone is doing. The return to normalcy will be a marathon, and your teams will need adequate 
support to sustain themselves and the organization as we emerge from this crisis. Indeed, this 
is hard work, and not something that was necessarily required of leaders in the past; however, 
choosing to be a present and thoughtful leader right now will pay dividends in the future. 

Here are some simple strategies you can use to guard against being viewed as an absent leader:

Overcommunicate.
• During volatile and uncertain times, it is particularly important to communicate as much

information as is reasonable. People are experts at filling in the blanks when they don’t
have all the information and usually, the stories they create are much worse than reality.
Be transparent with business decisions, re-organizations, and the financial health of the
business.

• Individuals who tend towards an absent leadership style may tend to steer clear of giving
feedback. During a crisis, not bothering or critiquing your employees can seem like the
nicest thing to do. However, failing to give feedback when appropriate can do more harm
than good. Team members will rely on their leaders’ feedback to develop during the crisis
and remain engaged in their work despite facing unprecedented challenges.

Create a plan, but remain flexible.
• Flexibility is king right now. As your organization starts to wade through the uncertainty,

make plans for talent (both high-potential and succession), strategy, and ways to adapt to the
changing market. Because we are constantly receiving new information, be prepared and
willing to adapt the plan accordingly.
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Reset your expectations and make it a team sport.
 • Assume your team has half a tank of gas. What are realistic goals for your team to achieve 
together rather than individually given your team’s current bandwidth? Understanding your 
team’s level of energy and capability is paramount.  

 • Start celebrating everyday wins, even those that aren’t necessarily business related. Gone are 
the days of criticizing leaders for celebrating participation. Now isn’t the time to expect your 
team to go above and beyond; they are likely performing a delicate balancing act and putting in 
their best effort.  Whatever that looks like is worth celebrating. 

 • Host regular check-ins with team members to keep tabs on how they are doing. Be willing to 
“go there” in terms of understanding how people are reacting mentally and emotionally, not just 
from a pure business performance perspective. What factors might be inhibiting an individual 
team member’s ability to perform at their best during this time? If you notice any of your team 
members struggling to focus during this crisis, show compassion. Crisis is difficult for everyone 
and we all have unique ways of managing difficult situations.

 • Get vulnerable – if there is something you are struggling with, share it with your team! Leaders 
are not immune to the stressors of uncertainty and self-disclosure can go a long way for building 
trust and validating the feelings of the team. Chances are, if you have feelings of trepidation, 
your team does too.

If you sense that your leadership style has crossed over from laissez-faire to absent, take a step back 
to consider the methods you can employ to get back on track. If you have questions about absent 
leadership, don’t hesitate to reach out to our leadership consultants at mcarew@fergusonpartners.
com. Next week’s post will address leadership skills needed in a post-COVID-19 world. 
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and personality psychology with her talent for crafting long-term strategies and solutions. She specializes in conducting 
stakeholder feedback, oversees the Leadership Consulting survey function and assists the Leadership Consulting 
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company knowledge to high-potential successors. She also developed new ideas for strategic HR initiatives in 
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