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Foreword

We’re living through one of the
most transformative periods in

modern history.

The challenges leaders face today are more
complex, interconnected, and fast-moving than
ever before. Rapid advances in technology, shifting
workforce expectations and workplace environment,
economic uncertainty, and growing social and
environmental responsibilities have completely
reshaped the playing field for businesses.

What organisations need now isn't just strong
leaders, but strong leadership cultures:
adaptive, inclusive, and grounded in trust and
collaboration, balancing strategic performance
and organisational health, customer centric and

not afraid to fail to succeed. Leaders need to be
confidence builders — creating clarity in uncertainty,
instilling belief in shared purpose, and empowering
teams to act decisively when the path ahead is
unclear.

That's why this shift, from leader to leadership,
matters. It's not just about who leads, but how
leadership is developed, shared and embedded
across the organisation. It's about moving

from command to connection, from control to
empowerment, and from short-term decisions to
long-term impact.

This paper explores what it takes to lead in the 21Ist century, and why
rethinking leadership now is essential for building resilient, future-

ready organisations.
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Executive Summary

Ol

Leading Through
Disruption:

2lst-century-specific
challenges and
opportunities shape a
new paradigm for leaders
who must guide their
organisations through a
landscape characterised
by constant disruption and
uncertainty. This demands
leadership approaches
that are agile, responsive,
and able to safeguard
organisational health and
performance in turbulent
times.
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Empowering the
New Workforce:

As a new generation of
talent enters the new work
environment with different
expectations and needs
from their predecessors,
modern leaders must
transition from traditional
authority-driven
leadership to a more trust-
based, empowering, and
purpose-driven approach,
aligning with evolving
priorities in the workplace.

From Leader to
Leadership:

“Leader to leadership”
marks the move from

one individual at the

top to a distributed

model, embedding
leadership throughout the
organisation. It's about
building connected,
people-centred leadership
teams that lead with
emotional intelligence,
enable innovation through
adaptability, and inspire
with a clear sense of
purpose.

Empowering
Future Leaders:

Leadership is sustained
when leaders model
empowerment through
mentorship, autonomy,
and cross-generational
learning, supported by
organisational systems
that embed and scale
these behaviours.
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Standing for
Values ina
Polarised World:

Modern leaders are
increasingly challenged
when organisational
values clash with shifting
cultural, political, or public
sentiment. Whether taking
a stand on social issues
or defending value-based
business models, leaders
must navigate these
tensions with clarity and
collective strength. In such
moments, the ability to
mobilise teams, and the
wider industry, becomes a
critical test of leadership.

Balancing
Collective
Leadership
with Individual
Accountability:

As leadership becomes
more collective, shared
responsibility strengthens
organisational agility and
resilience. Yet individual
leaders still matter - they
must stay accountable,
track progress across all
aspects of leadership from
performance, to values
and impact, and have the
courage to speak up when
it counts.

Building
reputation From
the Inside Out:

Leadership
ambassadorship is a
critical enabler of 21st-
century leadership: by
role-modelling desired
behaviours and attitudes,
leaders inspire their
teams and strengthen
organisational reputation.
Storytelling plays a vital
role — turning strategy
and values into authentic
narratives that connect
people to purpose and
build trust.

Building
Reputation From
the outside-in:

Effective leaders align
internal capabilities
with stakeholder needs,
customers, investors,
regulators, and society,
ensuring decisions drive
meaningful impact.

By monitoring the
environment and adapting
strategies, they keep
the organisation agile,
purpose-driven, and
responsive.



Introduction

This report 1s intended to 1gnite our
thinking on what leadership needs
to look like 1n the 21st century.

It explores the forces reshaping the role of leaders, examples of how leadership is evolving in practice.
the cultural and structural shifts required to meet The aim is to encourage organisations and

these demands, and the essential capabilities leaders alike to rethink assumptions, embrace new
leaders need to cultivate to succeed. It highlights approaches, and consider how they can adapt to

emerging patterns, practical considerations, and lead with purpose, resilience, and impact.




Part 1:
Leading through disruption

The 21st century is defined by relentless disruption, reshaping how we live and work.
Leaders must navigate uncharted territory, guiding their organisations through
constant transformation.

Five key forces are driving the need for new leadership models:

Digital Evolution:

Exponential technological advancements - particularly the rise and democratisation of Al - are
redefining industries. A Korn Ferry survey found that while 82% of business leaders acknowledge Al's
transformative impact, most remain uncertain about how to harness it effectively.

Economic Uncertainty:

“If | had to identify a theme at the outset of the new decade, it would be increasing uncertainty”,
said Kristalina Georgieva, Managing Director of the IMF. Inflation, recession fears, and stock market
volatility have made long-term planning more complex than ever.?

Geopolitical Instability:

Rising global tensions and conflicts pose direct risks to businesses, affecting capital investment,
supply chains, and market access. Organisations must factor geopolitical uncertainty into their
strategic decision-making.

Environmental and Social Responsibility:

Businesses now operate in a socially conscious landscape where silence can be seen as complicity.
Stakeholders-employees, investors, customers, and communities-increasingly expect leaders to
address issues like climate change, inequality, and justice. CEOs are now seen as key societal voices,
expected to lead with purpose and take principled, values-aligned stances. Authentic action, not
just statements, build credibility, trust, and long-term value.

The Changing Workforce:

Disruption is continuously reshaping organisations from within. A new generation, shaped by
evolving post-COVID realities, demands flexibility, purpose, and meaningful work, prioritising these
over traditional hierarchies, with Millennials and Gen Z averaging less than three years in a role.?
Leaders must adapt quickly, building trust, fostering shared ownership, and embedding values that
endure through constant change.

Modern leadership demands cultural intelligence - leading with empathy, inclusivity, and equity,
and embedding these values into the fabric of an evolving organisational culture. With rising
complexity and no set playbook, adaptability is now a defining trait of effective leaders. CEO
tenures have dropped from 10.8 years in 2015 to just 7.2, and 71% of U.S. CEOs report experiencing
imposter syndrome.* Those who prioritise adaptability over authority are better equipped to
navigate uncertainty, spark innovation, and sustain performance in a rapidly changing world.

'Korn Ferry, 2024, The Breaking Point

2IMF, 2020, 60 years of uncertainty, quote from Kristalina Georgieva
2Korn Ferry, 2024, The Breaking Point

“Korn Ferry, 2024, The Breaking Point

5 The World Economic Forum, The Future of Jobs Report 2025

5 BCG, Five Truths (and One Lie) About Corporate Transformation



1.1. Core capabilities for future thinking leaders

In the context of relentless disruption, leaders must cultivate foundational capabilities that enable them to
navigate complexity, engage people effectively, and drive purposeful impact. As leadership evolves from
individual authority to collective responsibility, success increasingly depends on the ability to mobilise
teams, adapt to change, and sustain purpose-driven performance.

Effective leaders combine technical expertise with human-centric skills; self-awareness,
empathy, humility, and authenticity, developed through reflection and practice. These
capabilities can be grouped into four interrelated clusters:

1. Leading people:

a. Building trust and psychological safety
b. Demonstrating emotional intelligence and empathy
c. Creating space for others to grow and contribute

. Driving innovation:

Fostering adaptability and learning in the face of uncertainty
Leveraging data and technology to enable smarter, faster decisions
Anticipating trends and preparing organisations for disruption

O o a N

Creating impact:

Aligning leadership behaviours with organisational purpose
Acting with integrity and clarity in complex stakeholder environments
Ensuring that leadership contributes to both business outcomes and societal progress

Inspiring storyteller:

Engages audiences with warmth and authenticity

Able to connect personal experiences to broader organisational themes
Brings complex ideas to life in a clear and relatable way

Creates lasting impact by making messages memorable and meaningful

1.2. Barriers to leadership transformation

Even when leaders possess the capabilities for future-ready leadership, organisations often struggle to
translate potential into sustained impact. According to the World Economic Forum, 46% of employees cite
organisational culture and resistance to change as key barriers to transformation.® In addition, only 26% of
corporate transformations achieve lasting change®, highlighting common obstacles:

e Rigid structures and outdated governance: Hierarchies and control-focused models stifle agility and
collaboration.

e Cultural inertia and fear of failure: Resistance to change prevents experimentation and innovation.
e Siloed mindsets: Departments working in isolation limit knowledge sharing and reduce collective
impact.

« Insufficient leadership development: Without structured growth opportunities, high-potential
individuals may not realise their potential.

Leaders can begin to overcome these barriers by embracing technology to enhance coordination
and engagement, leveraging data to track performance and identify growth opportunities, clarifying
expectations and accountability, engaging stakeholders strategically, and fostering cross-functional
collaboration.

To build future-ready leadership, organisations need to focus on two things: capabilities and
challenges. This report explores how leaders can:

+ Understand core capabilities required for future-ready leadership
+ Recognise the common barriers to transformation

+  Set the foundation for sustained impact

+ Explore practical ways to overcome these challenges

+  Apply these capabilities across the workforce to drive meaningful change in a complex,
dynamic environment

® The World Economic Forum, The Future of Jobs Report 2025
8 BCG, Five Truths (and One Lie) About Corporate Transformation
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Part 2:

Empowering the new
workforce

The modern workplace is shaped by a new generation of talent with evolving
expectations, including purpose, flexibility, and meaningful growth. At the same time, Al
and automation are taking on more operational tasks, creating an opportunity, and a
necessity, for organisations to empower their people effectively. Empowerment at this
level is not about individual leadership style, but about building systems and cultures
that allow employees to act with confidence, clarity, and purpose.

For transformation to succeed, trust and authenticity must be embedded into the
organisation’s foundations. This means designing environments where decision rights
are clear, feedback flows freely, and employees feel genuinely trusted to influence
outcomes. Too often, organisations underestimate the hidden value of everyday,
frontline decisions, the delegated choices that, when multiplied across the workforce,
determine agility, innovation, and long-term success.

When roles are ambiguous or when leaders revert to micromanagement,
empowerment breaks down. What employees need instead are cultural guardrails:
clarity on responsibilities, access to coaching and capability-building, and an
environment where taking initiative, and even failing, is recognised as part of growth.

How to empower people through culture and decision-making:

® Clarify roles and responsibilities so employees know what decisions they can make, what requires
input, and what sits with leadership

®  Prioritise employee voice through listening, feedback, and channels that enable people to influence
outcomes

® Develop decision-making confidence by investing in coaching and capability-building, helping
employees balance autonomy and accountability

L Encourage cross-generational knowledge sharing to support career growth and long-term
retention

I Promote mentoring at every level, not just at the top, to spread leadership skills across the workforce

Normalise failure as learning, creating the psychological safety needed for employees to act boldly
and innovate

By combining cultural foundations with clarity and coaching, organisations can unlock the potential for
their people. Empowerment, in this sense, is hot about leaders stepping back, but about creating the
conditions for others to step forward.

However, building empowered workforces requires more than cultural guardrails; it also demands a
shift from individual leadership to a collective, distributed model.

2.1 From leader to leadership

The era of top-down, individual-led leadership is behind us. Today’s landscape demands a collective
approach, where leadership is distributed not only across the organisation, but across entire industries.

Internally, this means sharing decision-making power, empowering diverse teams, and building
organisational resilience. Externally, it requires leaders to stand together to shape industry direction,
champion shared values, and protect and advance collective reputation.

Benefits of collective leadership within organisations:

+ Harnesses the expertise of the full leadership bench to tackle complex challenges

- Distributes responsibility, easing the burden on individuals and avoiding bottlenecks
« Creates a strong talent pipeline by developing future leaders

+  Builds resilience through shared ownership and continuity during change

+ Encourages accountability and cross-functional alignment

Benefits of shared leadership across Industries:

« Positions leaders as trusted reputation ambassadors of their sector

« Aligns voices on key issues like sustainability, inclusion, and innovation

« Enables cross-sector collaboration to accelerate impact

« Safeguards and advances industry reputation through coordinated messaging and values
« Cultivates a shared responsibility for shaping the future

In today’s complex environment, no single leader can hold all the answers. Collective leadership thrives
when individuals develop both their hard and soft skills, and intentionally engage with teams and
stakeholders in a human-centred way.



Part 3:

Empowering future leaders

While organisational systems and cultures provide the conditions for empowerment, it
is the everyday actions of leaders that bring empowerment to life. Empowering leaders
at all levels is critical for building resilience, innovation, and engagement. This section
explores how empowerment is enacted in practice, first through the behaviours and
mindsets of individual leaders, and then through the structures that help sustain these
behaviours at scale.

3.1. Leaders modelling empowerment in practice

Effective leadership goes beyond technical skills. It depends on inner qualities such as resilience,
adaptability, and self-awareness, which allow leaders to act with clarity in complex situations. When
leaders role-model these qualities, they create environments where individuals feel safe to step forward,
experiment, and contribute their ideas.

Key practices for leaders include:

Mentorship mindset:

Acting less as task directors and more
as coaches, helping emerging talent
gain hands-on experience and grow in
confidence.

ow

Psychological safety:
Creating space where team members feel
able to take risks, learn from mistakes, and

voice new ideas without fear of judgment. Cross-generational learning:

Encouraging collaboration between
experienced leaders and younger
colleagues to share perspectives and
strengthen succession.

Balancing autonomy with support:
Providing clear direction while giving teams
the freedom to own decisions, ensuring
alignment with organisational goals.

When leaders model empowerment in these ways, they do more than manage performance - they
cultivate the next generation of leaders. This not only drives innovation and adaptability but also
strengthens trust and engagement across the organisation.

3.2. Organisations creating structures and systems to sustain
and scale it

The empowering behaviours of individual leaders are essential, but they cannot stand alone. To ensure
empowerment becomes embedded across the organisation, leadership development must be reinforced
by systems, structures, and learning opportunities that make these behaviours sustainable and scalable.

Key practices for organisations include:
Feedback-driven growth:

Incorporate scenario-based coaching and
peer feedback to foster active listening,

Dynamic development: ethical judgment, and transparency.

Move beyond one-size-fits-all programs
with real-time coaching, peer learning,
and hands-on experiences that reinforce
leadership behaviours.

Creating real-world impact:
Blend insight with application to develop
leaders who inspire, innovate, and act with

Social and scalable learning: integrity.

Use shared experiences, group reflection,
and digital cohort-based programs to
embed culture and accelerate habit
formation.

By combining the commitment of individual leaders with organisational systems that sustain and
amplify empowerment, organisations can create a self-reinforcing cycle of leadership growth, one that
drives innovation, engagement, and long-term resilience.



Part 4:
Leading with integrity and
influence

In today’s complex and polarised environment, effective leadership requires more than
operational expertise. Leaders must navigate societal pressures, align personal and
organisational values, and balance internal and external influence. This part explores
how leaders stand for their principles, uphold accountability, and leverage both inside-
out and outside-in perspectives to drive sustainable impact.

4.1. Standing for values in a polarised world

Leaders who cultivate self-awareness, authenticity, and temperance navigate societal pressures more
effectively, communicating values clearly and inspiring collective action even amid controversy. In today’s
polarised environment, outrage is systematic and ongoing, making realistic expectations, strategic
engagement, and coordinated action essential.

Leaders increasingly face three critical dilemmas:

When taking a principled

000 stand in cultural or social

§/¢ issues, but facing market
or public pushback

When a business model When leadership

or strategy no longer & decisions affect teams’
aligns with shifting sense of safety, purpose,
societal expectations or alignment

Key practices include:

e Align public position with core values: Ensure every stance reflects the organisation’s mission and
principles

« Define boundaries for engagement: Decide when to lean in or step back, balancing principle with
practical impact

* Navigate criticism with temperance: Remain calm and deliberate, communicating with courage,
conviction, and clarity

e Rally collective leadership: Coordinated action across peers and industry amplifies impact, distributes
risk, and strengthens credibility

In these moments, leadership is tested not only by decision-making, but by the ability to act boldly
and visibly while maintaining alignment, resilience, and trust. Standing for values in a polarised world
requires courage, disciplined judgment and collective coordination.

4.2. Balancing collective leadership with individual
accountability

While leadership is increasingly collective, individual leaders must step up when it matters. Accountability
is not just about delegation, it is about taking ownership, making courageous decisions, and maintaining
transparency in moments of uncertainty.

Leaders can demonstrate accountability through:

e Owning decisions and following through: Take responsibility for outcomes and ensure commitments
are met

e Modelling accountability: Admit mistakes, accept feedback, and create a culture where others feel
safe to do the same

e Engaging in tough conversations: Address challenges openly to build trust, alignment, and
constructive solutions

e Clarifying expectations: Define roles, timelines, and KPIs clearly to track progress across performance,
engagement, and values

e Staying visible and collaborative: Stay close to daily operations and support shared goals across
teams

By combining personal responsibility with structured support and transparent communication, leaders
strengthen both individual accountability and collective performance, creating a culture where
commitments are honoured, and teams can thrive.



4.3. Building reputation from the inside-out

Before leaders can effectively respond to the external environment, they must first cultivate a strong internal
foundation. Inside-out leadership emphasises self-awareness, ethical integrity, and emotional intelligence,
ensuring decisions and actions are grounded in personal and ethical principles. Storytelling is a critical tool
in this process, allowing leaders to turn strategy and values into authentic narratives that connect people to
purpose, build trust, and inspire action.

Key practices include:

1

Self-awareness: Understand your strengths, weaknesses, and emotional triggers. High-
self-awareness allows leaders to recognise when others may have better ideas and
prevents ego-driven decisions that can alienate teams.

Integrity and ethical leadership: Model honesty, transparency, and ethical behaviour.
Create a culture where doing the right thing takes precedence over short-term gains.

Empathy and compassion: Connect meaningfully with employees and stakeholders.
Appreciate diverse perspectives and respond with understanding and rational
awareness, even under pressure.

Resilience: Anchor decision making in core values and principles. Maintain stability
and composure during crises or periods of uncertainty.

Purpose-driven mindset: Cultivate inner clarity and motivation for yourself and your
team. Align efforts with organisational purpose to sustain performance and strengthen
culture.

Managing internal experience: Take full responsibility for your emotions, perceptions,
and reactions. Recognise that external circumstances do not dictate your inner state;
leaders shape how they experience and respond to the world.

Coaching and development: Invest in the growth of yourself and others. Leaders who
mentor and develop their teams enhance capability, engagement, and long-term
organisational impact.

Inside-out leadership is about mastering the inner dimensions of courage, authenticity,
purpose, and influence. By grounding actions in these internal competencies, leaders build the
foundation necessary to navigate external challenges effectively, align their teams, and create
sustainable, long-term impact.

4.4. Building reputation from the outside-in

Although inside-out leadership is important, focusing solely on internal achievements risks losing sight

of mission impact. Leadership effectiveness is measured by what the organisation accomplishes for its

stakeholders, not just by internal metrics.

Therefore, effective 2Ist-century leaders operate with an outside-in perspective as well, grounding

decisions in the needs of external stakeholders — customers, investors, regulators, and society at large. They

begin by understanding the environment, then align internal capabilities to deliver meaningful impact.

Key practices include:

Environmental awareness: Continuously monitor trends, competitor activity,
technological shifts, and societal expectations to anticipate disruptions and
opportunities.

Strategic clarity: Translate external insights into clear organisational goals, ensuring
resources and efforts are focused on areas that deliver the greatest value.

Adaptive decision-making: Foster innovation and encourage teams to experiment,
adjusting strategies in real time as conditions change.

Continuous learning: Build internal capabilities to respond effectively to emerging
challenges, ensuring the organisation remains agile and future ready.

Purpose-driven engagement: Align external actions with core values and
communicate transparently to build trust, credibility, and reputation.

Collective impact: Collaborate with industry peers to amplify influence, strengthen
credibility, and address shared societal challenges.

By starting with the outside world, leaders ensure that internal efforts are always purposeful,
impactful, and aligned with the organisation’s broader mission, creating a culture where
influence flows from external insights to internal action

21



Part 5:

A roadmap to 2ist

century leadership

I Step .

Define leadership for modern challenges

Successful leadership today requires adaptability, influence,

and empowerment rather than rigid control. Organisations must
establish a clear, shared understanding of what great leadership
looks like.

Step 2:

Implement distributed

Leadership isn’t confined to executive
and empower leaders across all leve

Identify core leadership attributes (e.g, emotional intelligence,
resilience, strategic thinking)

Communicate these attributes across the organisation

Key Actions: .

Regularly update leadership standards to reflect evolving .

business needs

Key Actions:

Identify leadership potential earl

Develop leadership skills through
just formal training

To build leadership models that thrive in the modern erag, organisations need a
structured approach. This roadmap outlines key steps to developing leaders who
can navigate complexity, drive innovation, and empower their teams.

leadership at all levels

>s. Organisations must recognise
Is to drive collective success.

and across diverse teams
hands-on challenges rather than

Build networks of leaders across departments to enhance

collaboration

Create a culture where employees are encouraged to take

ownership and contribute ideas

Step 3:

Empower people to act with autonomy

Empowered teams drive organisational success. Leaders must foster
an environment where employees feel confident making decisions
and driving initiatives forward.

Key Actions:

«  Align teams with the organisation’s mission and strategic goals
+  Provide tools, training, and resources to support success

«  Maintain a balance between autonomy and strategic oversight

+ Encourage open communication and diverse perspectives in
decision-making

Step 4

Lead with purpose-driven advocacy

Leaders must authentically engage in societal issues aligned with
their organisation’s values. Purpose-driven advocacy builds trust,
strengthens impact, and enhances organisational relevance.

Key Actions:

Align public stances with core values

Set clear boundaries for engagement
Communicate transparently and empathetically
Collaborate with industry peers to amplify impact

Step 5:

Develop leaders through experience

Leadership is learned through action. High-potential talent should

gain hands-on experience in g
development.

Key Actions:

ritical situations to accelerate their

«  Assign emerging leaders to high-stakes projects that require
problem-solving and decision-making

Pair them with experienced mentors for guidance and reflection

- Establish feedback loops tp ensure continuous improvement

Step 6:

Scale leadership development with
personalisation

One-size-fits-all training doesn't work. Growth opportunities
should be tailored to individual strengths and career paths.

Key Actions:

Design personalised development paths around three core
areas:

« Leading Self: Self-awareness, emotional intelligence
* Leading Teams: Collaboration, trust, accountability
« Leading organisations: Strategy, innovation,

Offer flexible learning options for essential skills like decision-
making and creativity

« Use data to measure progress and refine development
programs over time 23
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About
Reputation Inc

Since 2002, we have been pioneers in reputation
management, and have partnered with many
leading global and local organisations to help them
understand the importance and value of reputation.

We believe that reputation is one of the most creating programmes that allow organisations

valuable business assets. to successfully navigate reputation opportunities
and challenges, leveraging purposeful actions that

That is why we are passionate about enabling make a material difference to their position in their

businesses to win trust, respect and admiration market and their standing among stakeholders.

from the people that matter most to them, guiding

better decision-making. With offices in Dublin and London, our work has

taken us to over 80 markets globally.
We collaborate closely with our clients to help them
understand the drivers of their reputation,
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