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Abstract 

India's unicorn start-ups are playing an active role in shaping the future of innovativeness, 

disruption and economic growth in India, in the rapidly changing digital economy. The goal of 

this research paper is to explore the correlation between strategic leadership and organizational 

agility, focusing on a small sample of unicorn startups in India's mobility, edtech, e commerce, 

and fintech industries. The study proposes to gain an understanding of how the strategic 

leadership practices affect an organization's capacity to react quickly and effectively to 

dynamism within the market, disruption by technology and competitiveness. The 

characteristics of strategic leadership in unicorn startups involve visionary decision-making, a 

willingness to take risks, and being flexible and adaptable, as well as prioritizing innovation-

driven growth. Organizational agility, however, is the ability of companies to detect changes 

in the environment, act on opportunities as they arise, reconfigure resources and processes 

when and where appropriate. A mixed-method approach is taken with a combination of 

qualitative findings from the leadership interviews and secondary case based findings with 

quantitative findings from organizational performance indicators. The results indicate that 

transformational and entrepreneurial leadership styles have a significant impact on 

organizations' agility through creating a culture of experimentation, decentralized decision-

making and quick iteration. Furthermore, electronic skills, cross-function collaboration and 

data-based decision-making serve as mediating elements between leadership strategy and 

agility results. The study also indicates that unicorn startups with well established strategic 

leadership frameworks tend to have greater resiliency times of running into market fluctuations 

and regulatory uncertainties. The paper builds upon the existing body of work on startup 

ecosystems and empirically elucidates the nature of the relationship between influence in 

leadership and agility in a high-growth firm. It also has practical applications for startup 

founders, investors and policy makers, all of whom have a vested interest in fostering 

leadership skills that span digital transformation and are marked by a high pace of change. In 

conclusion, the study highlights that strategic leadership is more than just a managerial role, it 

is also an essential component of long-term organizational agility in the competitive realm of 

Indian unicorn startups. 
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Introduction 

In the last ten years, the Indian startup landscape has experienced unprecedented growth and 

has emerged as one of the world's most dynamic and explosive innovation hubs. The growing 

presence of unicorn startups (private companies worth more than a billion in the United States) 
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is one of the most notable trends in this ecosystem. These companies, which are seen across 

various industries like fintech, e-commerce, edtech, mobility, healthtech, SaaS and more, have 

not only disrupted the traditional way of doing business but are changing the competitive 

landscape in both the Indian and global markets. The key to their unicorn success is flexible to 

adapt to changing environments and make use of emerging technologies, and grow operations 

efficiently. Today, strategic leadership and organizational agility is increasingly important for 

continued growth and competitive edge. 

Strategic leadership involves the practices of senior leaders and founders, executives, in 

predicting, visualizing and reacting to complexity and uncertainty in today's environment in 

which organizations operate. In the world of unicorn startups, strategic leadership is the power 

to think outside of the box, entrepreneurial drive, a willingness to take risks in business, and a 

passion for innovation. The leaders of these organizations have the charter to develop long-

term organisation direction and form an organisational culture that is conducive to 

experimentation, learning and quick decision-making. Unicorn startups are very different from 

traditional companies since the markets they serve are very volatile and the speed and 

flexibility by which they perform any action is crucial in case of survival. Hence strategic 

leaders have a significant role to play in coordinating organizational resources, encouraging 

innovation, and ensuring organization's responsiveness toward disruptions in the market. 

Organizational agility, however, is an ability to “sense” the change in external environment, 

react to it properly, and then adjust internal processes and resources, an ability demonstrated 

by an organization. It incorporates aspects of operational agility, strategic agility and structural 

flexibility. Unicorn firms, which are in competitive environments where technological 

innovations, customer needs, and laws and regulations change often, need special care in 

agility. Agile enterprises can rapidly adapt their enterprises, speed up the release of new 

products, and more rapidly expand innovations than their rivals. This agility may be reinforced 

by the use of digital technologies, the analysis of data, the existence of cross-functional teams 

and the decentralisation of decisions. 

As a result of the growing upsurge in the study of strategic leadership, there has been a renewal 

of interest in how strategic leadership relates to organizational agility.Research into the 

relationship between strategic leadership and organization agility has been given greater 

scholarly attention, especially around high growth startups. Strategic leaders foster agility by 

setting visions for the organization, developing innovation culture and expediting the decision-

making systems. Unicorn companies typically are run by founding teams and CEOs who lead 

in a transformational and entrepreneurial manner, thereby putting pressure on the employees 

to be creative, take calculated risks and react to market signals proactively. This leadership 

method creates an agility mindset within the organization's processes, divorce from the reactive 

and stress factors. 

Special mention is warranted for unicorn startups like Flipkart, Zomato, Swiggy, Ola, Byju's, 

and Razorpay that have showcased how strategic leadership helps define the agility of the 

business and sustainable growth in the India context. They have overcome hurdles like fierce 

competition, funding volatility, regulatory shifts, and evolving consumer preferences, 

demonstrating themselves to be adaptable and resilient in the business world.Their ability to 



Ijfans International Journal Of Food And Nutritional Sciences 
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 

Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 12 , Issue 01, Jan  2023 

8960 
 

continuously adjust strategies and operations has helped them overcome challenges like intense 

competition, funding uncertainties, regulatory changes, and shifting consumer trends, making 

them adaptable and resilient in the business world. Their leaders have been a major force in the 

development of robust and predictable business models that are able to endure disruption and 

capitalize on new digital opportunity. 

Additionally, with the digital transformation, the ability to be agile is becoming a driver of 

increased value in startup ecosystems. Artificial intelligence, cloud computing, big data 

analytics, and machine learning are just a handful of technologies that have given startups 

greater decision-making power and efficiencies in their operations. Those strategic leaders who 

use them effectively within their business models have a better chance of reaching new agility 

goals. Moreover, the unicorn startups agility framework has been further bolstered by other 

dimensions like organizational learning, innovation capability and employee empowerment. 

Though these are important concepts, there is a gap in empirical findings that rigorously 

explores the relationship between strategic leadership and organizational agility in Indian 

Unicorn start-ups. This study aims to fill this gap by examining the relationship between 

leadership practices and agility outcomes and examine their contribution to the success in high 

growth organizations. The research seeks to draw deeper insights into how this relationship 

plays out to give deeper understanding of how startups can scale up, resist threats, and sustain 

competitive advantage in the rapidly changing business landscape. 

Literature Review 

There are many management and entrepreneurship theories that have explored the link between 

strategic leadership and organizational performance in entrepreneurial and high-growth scales. 

Early research by Fiedler (1964) made leadership effectiveness lie upstream and depended 

upon situational factors, implying that there were no universally effective styles of leadership. 

This contingency view is especially applicable to the context of start-up firms where 

environments are uncertain, and change is taking place fast, thus requiring adaptive and flexible 

forms of leadership. Building on this, later studies expanded the leadership theory to wider 

contexts, especially entrepreneurial contexts, indicating that the role of leadership behavior in 

influencing the outcomes of ventures. 

Chandler & Hanks (1994) made an important contribution to the entrepreneurship literature by 

making a connection between founder competence and venture performance in the context of 

entrepreneurship. Their findings reveal that entrepreneurial leadership is not simply about 

vision but also being able to match skills with external environmental factors. Likewise, Ensley 

et al. (2006a) found vertical and shared leadership leading to improved quality of decision 

making within the new venture top management teams to enhance startup performance in the 

same way. 

Building on this topic further, Ensley et al. (2006b) found that the environmental dynamism 

influences the interaction between entrepreneurial leadership behavior and venture 

performance. Adaptive leadership styles are important in environments like those experiencing 

by unicorn startups where the situation is highly dynamic and quickly changing. This 
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emphasises the need to have agility-related leadership practices that allow companies to adjust 

to uncertainty and market changes. 

Cogliser & Brigham (2004) also examined the theory of leadership and entrepreneurship, 

suggesting that both industries had a strong theoretical basis with a focus on theory of 

influence, innovation, and opportunity recognition. The findings indicate that entrepreneurial 

leadership is not an entirely separate entity but rather a mixture of the two complementary 

abilities of a strategic vision and the ability to execute, particularly important for the start-ups 

in a competitive and dynamic business context. 

Managerial perspective: Fuller-Love (2006) pointed out that management development in 

small firms can be unstructured and test critical for the growth of the organization. The study 

highlights the strong relationship between SMEs and start-ups' leadership development and 

organizational learning and capability building for their long-term sustainability. This outlook 

reflects the need to never stop investing in leadership development in unicorn startups for the 

purpose of growth and innovation. 

Further, Francis & Sandberg (2000) conducted studies about interpersonal relationships in 

entrepreneurs' teams which suggest that the friendship among team members might be a 

significant factor of the performance of the entrepreneurial venture. Tight team cohesiveness 

promotes trust, communication and coordination which results in better team decision-making 

and organization agility. For unicorn companies, specifically, this is particularly important 

because of a high-pressure, uncertain environment during a startup that's often fraught with 

nerves. 

Strategic talent management is perceived as a key means of achieving competitive advantage 

(Andrianova et al., 2018, more recent) Organizations that adopt the right talent strategy are 

more likely to recruit, retain and develop talent that can enable them to be agile and innovative, 

according to their work. Strategic leadership is at the heart of human capital strategies in startup 

ecosystems where talent acquisition and retention are vital concerns. 

Lastly, the literature as a whole indicates a high level of interdependence between strategic 

leadership, entrepreneurial orientation, team dynamics and organizational performance and 

agility. A common strand is the influence of leadership on adapting, innovating and growing 

in uncertain contexts across studies. Despite this, there is a relatively underserved empirical 

literature on more specifically on Indian unicorn startups and what it means for the 

organization's agility and ability to move quickly in a high-growth digital ecosystem a.But, on 

the other hand, there is a relatively little empirical research about Indian unicorn startups, 

especially regarding the link between strategic leadership and the agility of the organization in 

high growth digital ecosystems. To fill this void, this study aims to bring together the 

theoretical insights from past research and uses them in the particular Indian unicorn 

environment to give both a theoretical and practical contribution in the field of strategic 

management and entrepreneurship. 

Objectives of the study 

1. To examine the impact of strategic leadership on organizational agility in Indian unicorn 

startups.  
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2. To analyze the role of leadership styles in enhancing adaptability and responsiveness in 

startup organizations.  

3. To identify key factors influencing the relationship between strategic leadership and 

organizational agility in high-growth firms.  

Hypothesis 

H₀ (Null Hypothesis): There is no significant relationship between strategic leadership and 

organizational agility in high-growth firms, and key influencing factors do not significantly 

affect this relationship. 

H₁ (Alternative Hypothesis): There is a significant relationship between strategic leadership 

and organizational agility in high-growth firms, and key influencing factors significantly affect 

this relationship. 

Research Methodology 

This study used a descriptive and analytical research design for the analysis of strategic 

leadership relationship with the organizational agility of the Indian Unicorns startups. The 

research is largely mixed methods; both qualitative and quantitative methods were used, for a 

fuller understanding of the phenomenon. The study's sample is a selected unicorn groups in 

every Sector which functions in India such as mobility companies, edtech, eCommerce, fintech. 

Using a purposive sampling technique, relevant organizations or respondents are selected and 

as important people are the founders, the senior executives, employees engaged in the 

managerial level, who have the direct responsibility in making strategic decisions. Both 

primary data has been gathered using a structured questionnaire that measures perceptions of 

strategic leadership practices and dimensions of organizational agility (responsiveness, 

adaptability, Innovation ability, flexibility). The data have been gathered by using a structured 

questionnaire that utilizes a Likert scale to perceive the practices of strategic leadership and 

dimensions of organization agility (responsiveness, adaptability, Innovation capacity, 

flexibility). Specifically, key managerial and leadership personnel are interviewed to obtain 

more in-depth qualitative data on managerial and leadership behavior and practice. To enhance 

the theoretical framework and to provide contextual understanding, secondary data were 

collected from academic journals, company reports, credible industry publications and online 

database resources. The data gathered is then examined through statistical techniques including 

correlation analysis, regression analysis and descriptive statistics that tests for the relationship 

between variables and provide an examination of the hypotheses proposed. Thematic analysis 

is used to examine the qualitative data and reveal patterns and themes of leadership and agility. 

The study is carried out to obtain reliability and validity that includes the standardized scale of 

measurement instruments and research instruments were validated by experts. Ethical 

considerations are adhered to including confidentiality and informed consent for all 

respondents. This instructional approach provides an opportunity for systematic study of the 

impact of strategic leadership on organizational agility in the challenging context of Indian 

unicorn start-ups. 
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Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables 

Variables N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Strategic Leadership 150 4.12 0.63 2.80 5.00 

Organizational Agility 150 4.05 0.58 2.90 5.00 

Innovation Capability 150 4.18 0.61 3.00 5.00 

Digital Capability 150 4.10 0.66 2.70 5.00 

Environmental Dynamism 150 3.98 0.70 2.50 5.00 

Cross-functional Collaboration 150 4.08 0.59 3.00 5.00 

The findings from analysed data reveals a high correlation between strategic leadership and 

organizational agility arises in high-growth companies (HGCs), and specifically within Indian 

unicorn startups. Both the strategic leadership and the organizational agility show high 

descriptive values; this means that respondents believe that there is a high presence of strategic 

leadership practices in their companies as well as organizational agility. Relatively low SDs 

across the variables are suggestive of the uniformity of perceptions about effectiveness of 

leadership and responsiveness of the organization. The strategic leadership of the organizations 

is positively related with organizational agility as revealed from the results of the statistical 

examination (correlation test) that is carried out by the researcher. There is also a substantiation 

of this relationship from regression analysis, indicating that strategic leadership is a significant 

predictor of organizational agility and explaining a large part of the variance in related agility 

variables. Besides this, factors like innovation capability, readiness for digital transformation, 

cross-functional collaboration, and environmental dynamism are identified to mediate and 

moderate this relationship. These factors increase the power of organizations to be responsive 

to the market changes rapidly, and to be leaders in the effective application of strategic decision 

implementation. The analysis has largely validated previous findings that strategic leadership 

is one of the most important factors in organisational agility within high-growth organisations 

and the subsequent impact of these factors is even more pronounced when they have strong 

digital capabilities and an organisation is prepared to be flexible and adaptable. 

Correlation Analysis (Pearson Correlation Matrix) 

Variables Strategic 

Leadershi

p 

Organizationa

l Agility 

Innovatio

n 

Capability 

Digital 

Capabilit

y 

Environmenta

l Dynamism 

Strategic 

Leadership 

1 0.742** 0.688** 0.701** 0.615** 

Organizationa

l Agility 

0.742** 1 0.730** 0.765** 0.640** 

Innovation 

Capability 

0.688** 0.730** 1 0.712** 0.598** 

Digital 

Capability 

0.701** 0.765** 0.712** 1 0.623** 

Environmenta

l Dynamism 

0.615** 0.640** 0.598** 0.623** 1 

Note: 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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The correlation analysis shows that strategic leadership and organizational agility of the firms 

that are characterized by high growth is high and statistically significant, positive in the 

direction. It was found that strategic leadership practices are strongly correlated with levels of 

organizational agility and the Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.742) in this study was found 

at significance ≤0.01. This indicates that companies with good strategic minds better have the 

ability to manage quickly in changing environmental conditions, to make timely decisions, and, 

to act properly according to environmental behaviors. Additionally, from the analysis, we can 

see that there are some factors that significantly influence organizational agility, including 

innovation capability (r = 0.730), digital capability (r = 0.765), and environmental dynamism 

(r = 0.640), all of which are significantly positive at 0.01 level. Some of the findings showed 

that readiness for digital transformation and innovation orientation are two factors that are vital 

to invigorate organizational agility. With moderate correlation between digital capability and 

organisational agility, the significance of technology-driven decision making in high-growth 

firms is emphasized. Also, moderate positive relationship is found for environmental 

dynamism, which implies that companies in high dynamism environment develop better agility 

mechanisms. Based on the obtained correlation results, empirical results indicates that CII can 

be an effective tool for creating agility in organizations in the context of high-growth 

companies, which is supported by strategic leadership and innovation, digital capabilities are 

also playing a significant role in enhancing the agility of organizations in the high-growth 

companies. These findings strongly support the acceptance of the alternative hypothesis (H₁) 

which suggested that there was a meaningful and positive relationship among the study 

variables. 

Overall Conclusion 

Finally, the present study found that strategic leadership is crucial and can significantly 

contribute to improving an organization's agility in growing organizations as the case of Indian 

unicorn startups. The empirical results clearly show that the relationship between strategic 

leadership and organizational agility is strong and statistically significant, meaning that as the 

strategic leadership becomes vision, adaptation and innovation, the ability to respond to 

dynamic and uncertain business environments will increase. It also defines that innovation 

capability, digital capability, environmental dynamism and cross-functional collaboration acts 

as key influencing factors that greatly foster this relationship by accelerating the decision 

making process, optimizing the utilization of resources and increasing the responsiveness to 

market changes. The results of the correlation and analysis are presented together and prove 

that strategic leadership does not only have a direct effect on organizational agility but also has 

an impact together with technological and environmental factors as a whole on the 

organization's performance. In today's changing startup landscape, particularly among unicorn 

companies, agility is becoming a key success factor, largely dependent on how well the 

organization provides leadership and its capacity to integrate innovation and digital 

transformation into its regular business operations. Hence, the study has accepted the 

alternative hypothesis (H₁); Therefore, there is a significant relationship between strategic 

leadership and organizational agility in high growth firms and key influencing factors play 

significant role in influencing the relationship. The results are useful for academia and 



Ijfans International Journal Of Food And Nutritional Sciences 
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 

Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 12 , Issue 01, Jan  2023 

8965 
 

management practice, reinforcing the need to cultivate good strategic leadership skills to obtain 

a sustained agility and competitive advantage in a highly dynamic market. 
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