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This global research, in collaboration with research partners 
from a number of different countries, addresses four critically 
important questions:
1	 How will the leadership needed for tomorrow’s  

organisations differ from today’s leadership?
2	 What development is needed now to ensure tomorrow’s 

leadership is successful?
3	 What best practice is already in place for developing  

tomorrow’s leadership?
4	 What more needs to be done?

To address these questions three different perspectives have 
been gathered by interviewing CEOs, HR Directors and millennial 
“leaders of tomorrow” from 50 leading companies across the 
world. Data that emerged from these interviews has also been 
compared with results from three top global surveys done with 
each of the three groups and 15 international thought leaders 
have been interviewed on their perspective.

Initial findings
CEOs

CEOs say that the challenges for their organisation are 
exponentially growing, emphasising:

• Greater interdependence of the global systems in the world
• The speed of change
• Digitalisation and how web-based companies can 

disintermediate a whole value chain, e.g. Uber, AirBnB, Netflix 
• The need to work with a greater complexity of stakeholder 

interests. One CEO commented: “There is no way you can create 
a successful mine in any part of the world unless you get the local 
community on board.”

Yet surprisingly, many believe the qualities needed for leadership 
will not change: “I think the same core skills will remain important 
– these are: setting direction, leading teams, managing change, 
motivating people, mentoring and coaching. Fads run out after  
about three years.”

A number of CEOs talk of the challenges in moving from one level 
of leadership to another: “I think leaders face a learning crisis when 

they move from leading one size of group to a larger group. This 
happens at around 15 people, 50, 100, 200 and 1,000.” This is where 
they believe coaching and mentoring is most needed. 

Only a few of the CEOs interviewed have ways of evaluating 
the effectiveness of their company’s spend on leadership 
development.

HR Directors

HR Directors have a stronger belief that what is required from 
leadership in the future is different from today. They emphasise 
how many companies have fewer internal employees but have to 
engage a much more complex and diverse group of partners and 
stakeholders in order to be successful: “The challenge is not the 
people that report to you – but all the others you need to get on side.” 

They also show concerns about how to find, develop and retain 
leaders who can think systemically and relate and engage 
across functions, cultures, and organisational boundaries. 
They recognise that 50% of their employees are, or shortly will 
be, millennials who are more motivated by doing work that is 
meaningful and fun, have less loyalty to their employer and  
many want to run their own start-up.

Many HR Directors are critical of what is currently provided by 
the leadership development industry, which they think is not 
adapting fast enough: “We need to shut down all the leadership 
development programmes going on all around the world – because 
they are achieving nothing.”

Increasingly they are moving away from funding individuals 
to go on leadership development programmes and wanting 
customised programmes that develop collective leadership in 
their own organisation, combining leadership development and 
organisational development. There is an increasing recognition 
of the need to develop a collective leadership culture, not 
just individual leader competencies: “The notion of leadership 
competencies is fool’s gold.”

A number of HR Directors also mentioned embedding leadership 
development by working with whole teams and functioning 
groups on their collective development: “Engaging in learning 
activities for a functioning group around how it improves the way  
it functions.”



Future millennial leaders

Many of the millennials questioned traditional leadership 
pathways: “The old promotional ladders are evaporating”; “By the 
time I finish an MBA the learning will be out of date, and I will be 
exhausted from a 24/7 job, young family and late night studying.” 
Some of the brightest millennials have become DIY developers, 
bypassing formal systems and searching out mentors, coaches, 
peer support and learning groups, MOOCs, challenging 
opportunities and working abroad.

Thought leaders

Thought leaders highlighted how leaders need to work with  
a greater complexity of stakeholders and create “shared value” 
for all stakeholder groups. This research included talking to 
members of “The B Team” and companies who are registered  
“B corps”, which focus on creating multiple value and emphasise 
“profit, people and planet”.

Advice for tomorrow’s leaders
All groups were asked for their best advice for tomorrow’s 
leaders on how they can develop their leadership for tomorrow’s 
challenges. Advice that has been gathered so far, and is echoed 
across the different groups, includes: 

• “Keep giving yourself new challenges.”
• “Get out more: Pierce your cocoon – visit different worlds.”
• “Go to places where you will experience the existential rattle 

that challenges your way of thinking – see people who make 
you uncomfortable. Meet with activists - they are often the 
indicators of the next wave of change.”

• “Try lots of stuff – experiment and learn from what works.”
• “Work for great leaders you can learn from.”
• “Find yourself good mentors and coaches.”
• “Read widely.”
• “Be yourself and be courageous – at least fail at what  

you believe is right.”


