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Our thought leadership

At PA, we believe that shaping 
global conversations is core 
to our purpose. Our subject 
matter and research experts 
bring inspiration and insight as, 
together, we tackle the world’s 
toughest challenges and seize 
its greatest opportunities.
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 POSITIVELY DIFFERENT LEADERSHIP

Leadership: 
a reflection
 

As CEO of PA Consulting, I’m conscious of the need to lead, 
and yet I’m uncomfortable with the idea that I ‘lead PA’.

Leadership isn’t just about the person at the top, 
or the C-suite. I’m excited by the idea that the best 
leaders exist at all levels – and also by the idea that 
leadership is changing for the better.

If you want to see what a bad leader looks like, all 
of us only need look in the mirror. Fortunately, the 
same answer applies if you’re looking for a good 
leader. Because each and every day, each moment 
even, all of us are making decisions and judgement 
calls that ultimately determine how well we’re 
leading our organisations and the people who 
power them.

As you’ll discover, our research unearths some 
fascinating divides in leadership. Most starkly, 
the split between those leaders who identify merely 
as survivors, and those who identify as revivers. 
It’s the latter who see the present moment – 
as complex and uncertain as it can sometimes feel – 
as the moment to accelerate innovation, to explore 
new ways of delivery, and to open themselves up to 
new opportunities.

Every industry will see massive change in the 
coming decade – and that calls for leaders to change 
too. This report sets out the choice we have before 
us: how do we choose to show up and lead? Will we 
look to positively affect society, not just the bottom 
line; to inspire diverse groups of people to create 
ingenious outcomes; and to lead in ways that leave 
a lasting legacy? All of these choices reflect back 
on us – and determine whether we too are seeking 
to revive.

As a leader, I’m sure I don’t always get it right. 
Can any of us say we do? Which is why I’m excited 
to share our findings – where we not only explore 
the behaviours crucial to good leadership, but the 
practical steps leaders can take to be the difference, 
to make a difference, and to carve out a differential 
between them and their competitors.

Enjoy the report,

Ken Toombs
Chief Executive Officer

FOREWORD 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The results confirm what our experts have 
observed supporting leaders in multi-nationals 
across the globe – that there are concrete ways 
of leading that make a tangible difference to the 
health and happiness of an organisation and wider 
society. And that leaders who don’t understand 
and put these behaviours into practice risk being 
left behind – becoming irrelevant and ineffective. 

Finding 
a new way 
to lead
There’s a new way to lead, and we wanted to understand 
the behaviours driving it. So we surveyed more than 
300 business leaders across the US, UK and Europe.

Who is this report for? 

Our research saw us speak with global, 
C-suite and C-minus-1 leaders across 
the US, UK and Europe. And while our 
findings are aimed at this same group, 
we believe that the topic of leadership 
is relevant to everyone, regardless of 
seniority. Because leaders create change, 
and everyone can drive change. 

The behaviours we discuss, and the 
recommendations within, are for 
everyone. It’s on all of us to step up as 
leaders – or risk falling behind.
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These four leadership behaviours will be 
critical to success over the next five years: 

Nurture human optimism 

Helping people have a positive mindset and approach, tapping into our 
innate capacity to adapt to new and complex situations with innovation 
and creativity. 

Empower teams to innovate 

Inspiring people to understand their customers’ desires, and giving them the 
space and permission to imagine and deliver value-creating responses. 

Build evolving organisations 

Creating environments where rapid change is the norm, and where aware, 
inclusive and responsive teams are able to make a success out of change.

Seek inspiration in surprising places 

Applying new perspectives and a broader lens to both existing technologies 
and evolving challenges.

 9

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Text to follow… 

74%

Leaders told us that these behaviours aren’t ‘nice to have’, 
but critical values needed for their organisations to thrive. 
And that now is the time to act. Our research found: 

• More than two thirds of leaders (69 per cent) say they 
urgently need to refine their leadership approach as 
workforces look to them to lead the way post-COVID 

• Almost four in five leaders (79 per cent) say employees, 
customers and investors are increasingly looking for them 
to demonstrate behaviours that drive wider social value 

• Almost three quarters (70 per cent) say a more transparent, 
outcomes-focused approach would enable them to better 
serve over the next two years.

Later in this report, we explore what these behaviours look 
like in practice, and what actions leaders need to pursue to 
drive them.

The overwhelming majority of leaders recognise these four 
behaviours as being vital to leadership now and in the future.

Outcome of these behaviours:

Better societal outcomes 
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Text to follow…70%

Disruption is  
driving change –  
and this can be  
a real plus
We see disruption every day in our work 
with innovative start-ups, scale-ups, and 
in reinventing old-world organisations 
for the digital age.

Across all of our work, we typically 
encounter four forces of opportunity: 

• Purposeful, inclusive business 

• Customer trust and transparency 

• Innovation-based business change 

• Technology acceleration. 

These forces affect customers, 
consumers, citizens, patients – in other 
words, everyone. And this means they’re 
also affecting organisations and those 
who lead them. The right leadership 
approach can transform these seemingly 
disruptive forces into competitive 
advantage. Our respondents told us 
the behaviours above will be key to 
responding to these trends.

Of these trends, respondents told us 
that customer trust and transparency is 
the most challenging to respond to. But 
while more than half of all respondents 
agree these trends are driving change, 
leaders highlighted dozens of other 
challenges – including resource scarcity, 
‘the great resignation’, wider views of 
value and shifting economic power. 

This shows the demands placed on 
leaders are ever more complex, with 
many struggling to respond to macro 
trends while immersed in myriad 
micro challenges.

Better performance 

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The survive-revive split.
We asked respondents to identify as either ‘survivors’  
(those only focused on cost reduction and sustaining the pace of 
change) or ‘revivers’ (those focused on continued acceleration, 
transformation and investment in growth and innovation). 

Revivers by rankWe found that revivers are 
• More focused on innovation-based business 

change, technology acceleration, and 
customer trust and transparency 

• More focused on looking beyond their own industry 
for inspiration and building evolving organisations 

• Likelier to act with more urgency, make more 
of a link to societal outcomes, and more 
focused on leaving a positive legacy 

• More willing to change their leadership style for 
the greater good, and convinced that the leaders of 
tomorrow will be more empathetic than today’s.

56
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 44
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Revivers  
by industry

Consumer & retail

 63%

Energy & utilities

%

Healthcare

%

Defence & security

%

Government & public sector

%

Financial services

%

Life sciences

%

Transport

%

Manufacturing

%

 40

 73

 57

 63

 52

 37

 52

 60
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These left-behind leaders are failing to see the link 
between the new way to lead and performance; are 
yet to see the link between new leadership traits and 
their employees, customers and investors; and fail 
to constantly evaluate their decisions and actions 
against broader societal impacts.

Leaders focused on survival risk  
being left behind

of leaders aren’t willing 

to adapt their leadership 

style as needed for the 

greater good.

30 3023
don’t believe the 

best leaders are both 

compassionate and 

commercially savvy.

say they are not keen to 

leave a positive legacy 

through their leadership 

to both the organisation 

and more widely.

% % %

There is a tranche of leaders at risk of being left behind – those who are 
unwilling to adapt to change and risk becoming outmoded: 
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Lead with  
positive difference

Work in the growth zone  

While the siren call of the comfort zone remains alluring, carefully crafted 
tension is needed to make progress – guiding people towards opportunities 
for individual and collective progression.1
Cultivate kindness

Kindness is the most direct way to empower your people to try new things,  
to take risks, and to do so safe in the knowledge that they won’t be targeted as 
a result. And it’s scientifically proven to be effective.2
Catalyse your internal disruptors 

C-suite leaders are often charged with keeping things on track in the  
short-term. By giving more share of voice to disruptors, boards can 
broaden perspectives, and support bold and brave leadership at all levels 
of the organisation. 

3
Make authenticity everything 

In a world of connections, organisations and their leaders can no longer 
hide from important societal issues – be it inclusion and diversity, the living 
wage or equitable supply chains. Powerful leadership means living up to the 
purpose you espouse, even when the going gets tough. 

4
Create and embrace liminal spaces 

Hybrid working is here to stay – and that means leaders need to find ways 
where remote workers can interact in those in-between spaces. At the same 
time, liminal leadership calls for an acceptance of the ‘messy middle’ – 
demonstrating to their employees that uncertainty and the edges of comfort 
can bring opportunity.

5

While leaders can use our results to directly address the four behaviours 
and ensure they’re not left behind, our recommendations identify five steps 
that can transform leadership behaviour – both within your top team and 
throughout the organisation. These actions are less obvious, but can create 
the conditions needed for change to be seen as essential, and for it to take 
hold and flourish. 
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

But what do these behaviours mean in 
practice? What are the actions that can  
deliver the leadership recognised as being  
vital to future success? 

Based on our experiences of delivering 
major cultural transformations for large 
multinationals globally, we’ve identified 
actions that embody and deliver each of 
these behaviours, with leaders scoring the 
extent to which they evidence these actions.

• Nurture human optimism

• Empower teams to innovate 

• Build evolving organisations

• Seek inspiration in surprising places.

Leadership  
in action
We’ve seen that leaders globally recognise  
the importance of four leadership behaviours:
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Focus on the future, understand that 
change is occurring all around you,  
and maintain a positive outlook.
Survey respondent
Manufacturing organisation

Leadership  
in action
We’ve seen that leaders globally recognise  
the importance of four leadership behaviours:
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Team members should feel  
motivated to achieve  
greater productivity.
Survey respondent
Consumer and retail organisation
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

Nurture human 
optimism
Helping people have a positive mindset and approach, 
by tapping into their innate capacity to adapt to new and 
complex situations with innovation and creativity.

I model the  

optimism I  

expect to see

Our purpose creates 

a unifying sense of 

optimism and creativity

We encourage our  

people to find  

solutions to problems

Our ways of working 

encourage self-belief 

and personal expression

77 7071
60

% %% %

Importance: Rank 1st 
Ability to action: Rank 2nd
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It’s crucial to 
differentiate between 
hope and hype 

Optimism isn’t the same as having rose-tinted 
glasses. With optimism bias likelier to increase 
the more positive people are feeling, the danger 
is that, left unchecked, unrealistic optimism can 
quickly turn toxic.2 Healthy optimism is where we 
know something will be hard, but we set out to do 
it anyway because we have an objective bigger than 
the challenges – and the right people and skills to 
achieve it. 

This objective anchors to purpose. You cannot 
expect to upset the status quo unless you believe – 
and get others to believe – in something different 
and positive. For too long, organisations have 
focused on the ‘what’ and the ‘how’. Now, it’s the 
‘why’ that matters. Purpose and profit are no 
longer competing demands. 

Purpose matters  
to your people  
too

Humans have a singular need to know how  
and why their actions matter – and purpose creates 
a story that taps into this need. It creates a clear 
picture of a better future that helps people stick it 
out when the going gets tough. 

A recent study found that 42 per cent of Gen 
Z-ers would choose a company with a sense of 
purpose over one that pays more.3 So, purpose 
is rightfully alluring. It enables quicker decision-
making, helps with recruitment and retention, and 
boosts productivity. 

Positive, happy workforces are around 12 per cent more productive.1 If you want creativity and innovation, 
positivity and excitement will always win over fear and anxiety. 

Optimism releases serotonin, which unlocks the neural pathways that stimulate creative thinking. People 
don’t want to be around fear and blame. They want inspiration. In our experience, nurturing optimism is a 
key ingredient in fostering innovation and creativity. It’s the cornerstone on which everything else is built.

If you want creativity and innovation, 
positivity and excitement will always 
win over fear and anxiety.
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CASE STORY 

Positivity as a 
mid-pandemic 
superpower

PA picked up the challenge to mobilise the 
UK medical device and manufacturing sectors 
to design, develop, and deliver thousands 
of mechanical ventilators at the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in the UK. 

It was purpose and optimism that drove our 
team. Likewise, these factors were the driving 
force for more than 500 other organisations 
around the country with whom we worked. 

Together, we delivered on this seemingly 
impossible mission. Through hard work, 
tireless optimism, and inspired by the most 
powerful purpose, no COVID-19 patient in 
the UK that needed a ventilator went without 
one. More than 13,000 ventilators were added 
to the NHS portfolio – a three-fold increase – 
in under three months. 
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Team members should feel motivated 
to achieve greater productivity 
throughout the company.
Survey respondent
Consumer and retail organisation
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

Empower teams  
to innovate

 
Inspiring people to understand customers’ desires,  
and giving them the space and permission to imagine 
and deliver value-creating responses.

Our technology, 

infrastructure and 

workspaces evolve 

fluidly  in response to 

changing demands

We allocate 

dedicated time 

for teams to come 

up with new ideas 

and solutions

We organise resources 

horizontally, creating 

cross-functional, 

flexible teams focused 

on new innovations

We deliberately bring 

together a mix of different 

skills, viewpoints and 

experiences when developing 

new products/services

70 6265 58

% %% %

Importance: Rank 2nd 
Ability to action: Rank 4th
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Beauty in  
dissonance 

While we all recognise the notion of the lone 
inventor, for most of us innovation will be the 
result of diverse teams coming together to create 
something valuable. This is because innovation is 
about resourcefulness, not resources. It comes from 
the way diverse teams of experts work together, 
be that physically or remotely. Think of the way 
jazz music stems from the cultivated art of finding 
balance and movement from an initial cacophony 
of disconnected noise. Beauty can be found 
within dissonance. 

For leaders, this is the second most important 
behaviour to demonstrate and cultivate – but 
the hardest to achieve. Many businesses remain 
organised around targets and tasks, rather than 
outcomes. Conformity remains the comfort zone 
that leaders are drawn to. But the role of leadership 
is to allow new ways of thinking. Innovation is 
grounded in a growth mindset. And counter-
intuitively, innovation thrives on constraints and 
challenges – not limitless possibility. 

The art  
of difference

Casting off the shackles calls for different ways 
of organising people – but also the right people. 
While it’s one thing to find the right component 
parts to tick the diversity box, it’s another entirely 
to alchemise this into a powerful lightning rod 
for innovation.

As leaders, we have the potential to empower 
and enthuse teams, creating the environment 
for ingenuity to thrive. 

Counter-intuitively, innovation 
thrives on constraints and challenges 
– not limitless possibility.
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CASE STORY 

Innovation in weeks, 
not years

We’ve often found organisations are capable 
of achieving innovation at a pace and scale 
beyond what’s usually deemed possible. 

Working in partnership with a major 
infrastructure operator in a safety-critical 
environment, we collectively managed to 
shorten an innovation project term from the 
usual two years down to 14 weeks. By setting 
an almost impossible challenge to galvanise 
creative thinking, and by empowering teams 
to think in new ways, we drove early results – 
creating 80 per cent of the business case for 
the rest of the project to go ahead.  

Our programme of work was all about putting 
ideas into practice faster, overcoming the usual 
blockers to innovation, and then achieving 
scale. By engaging stakeholders at every level 
across a complex organisation, we uncovered 
over 100 potential innovations – and almost 
50 key ideas. Crucially, data analytics experts 
developed a scorecard approach to prioritise 
ideas based on the organisation’s vision and 
customer needs.
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Take a risk and  
show fearlessness.
Survey respondent
Life sciences organisation
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

Build evolving 
organisations

 
Creating environments where rapid change is the 
norm, and where aware, inclusive and responsive 
teams are able to make a success out of change.

Our technology, 

infrastructure and 

workspaces evolve 

fluidly in response to 

changing demands

We use customer trend 

data to prioritise 

objectives and quickly 

respond to changing 

demands

We encourage our people 

to seek out and accept 

changes at any point 

in the service/product 

development cycle

We think and work in days 

and weeks, not months 

and quarters

71 6465
55

% %% %

Importance: Rank 4th 
Ability to action: Rank 3rd
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Agility to  
evolve

When we accept uncertainty as inevitable –  
and as an increasingly important positive factor in 
modern business – we can turn it to our advantage. 
We call this organisational agility. Our research on 
this found that becoming agile is a priority for over 
70 per cent of executive teams. 

Leadership is crucial to organisational agility – 
but can function as a blocker. Commitment is often 
found wanting, with superficial buy-in; and agility 
becomes siloed or diluted as it attempts to scale, 
with leaders pandering to old habits. 

A different type of leadership is needed for rapid 
change to become repeatable, and for agility to be 
embedded. Many leadership evangelists will speak 
of the need to embrace failure. That’s not something 
leaders should be seeking. Failure only happens if 
you’re not doing something right. Aim to achieve 
an experimental mindset. It differs from both the 
failure mindset, which is too low a threshold for 
performance, and from the achievement mindset, 
which is set too high. 

Uncertainty as  
an enabler

Achieving this calls for leaders – and their 
organisations – to be culturally curious and open 
to new ideas. Tomorrow’s leadership style will be 
more about continuous exploration than cast-iron 
certainties. Uncertainty becomes an enabler rather 
than an excuse. Performance conversations flip 
from “X meant I was unable to”, to “X presented me 
with an opportunity to”. 

Leaders need to look for, and exemplify, the traits 
of being focused on customers, time-to-value and 
flexibility. Beware of those chained to the chariot 
of the past – be that processes, incentives or 
hierarchies. Wherever possible, the best leaders will 
delegate accountability and responsibility without 
fear of losing their power, voice or status.

When we first conceived of these behaviours, going fast was becoming necessary. Now it’s no longer 
sufficient. Our findings show that this behaviour is the least important. It’s become table stakes.  
Time and again over the past few years, the seemingly impossible has been achieved at pace.

But leaders are still learning to make rapid change repeatable at scale. What’s more, the greater the 
intellectual curiosity of the individual and the organisation, the deeper the frustration at not being able 
to meet an ever-growing list of stakeholder demands and internal desires. 

Tomorrow’s leadership style will be 
about continuous exploration, not 
cast-iron certainties.
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CASE STORY 

From black to 
green – building 
an entirely different 
energy company

Ørsted was once one of the most coal-
intensive energy companies in Europe. 
Today, it’s the world’s most sustainable 
energy company, and a global leader in the 
transition to green energy. It all pivoted on a 
moment where leaders chose to move away 
from unsustainable fossil fuels to build a 
truly green business. 

We’ve worked with Ørsted to fundamentally 
transform the organisation, changing 
the culture, building capabilities and 
strengthening processes so it’s better 
equipped to create a world that runs entirely 
on green energy, and to ensure its business 
stays adaptive. 

This meant training staff to work in an agile 
way: developing, launching and scaling 
services in short bursts, and using data to 
inform decision-making at speed. Tasks that 
used to take two years now take as little as two 
months, and the business is on course to reach 
its goal of producing energy that is 99 per cent 
green by 2025.
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Be open minded and have 
the guts to accept mistakes.
Survey respondent
Defence and security organisation
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RESEARCH RESULTS 

Seek inspiration in 
surprising places

 
Applying new perspectives and a broader lens to both 
existing technologies and evolving challenges.

We consider a range 

of future scenarios 

to inform our  

decision-making

We constantly 

consider how existing 

technologies can be 

optimised or used in 

new ways

We partner with others 

in a spirit of mutual 

support rather than 

competition

We look to the wider 

ecosystem beyond our own 

industry for new ideas

71
6063 58

% %% %

Importance: Rank 3rd 
Ability to action: Rank 1st
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Idea liberation

This behaviour is, in effect, an acknowledgment 
that the world is bigger than yourself. And to  
move away from fear to believe in the immense 
power of ‘not invented here’. It’s the ability to take 
ideas from the arts and apply them to healthcare, 
science, technology or government.

Respondents told us they are increasingly able 
to consider a range of scenarios in their decision-
making – not so surprising in a world where it pays 
to be prepared for any number of eventualities. 
But leaders are still struggling to look beyond 
their own industry for new ideas. And all leaders 
remain susceptible to the trap of mistaking the 
collation of an impressive number of facts with 
an insightful learning. 

Leadership today calls for an appreciation of 
phenomena beyond your own walls. Think of Jaguar 
Land Rover partnering with Pramac, a leader in the 
energy sector, to create zero emissions charging 
units from car batteries. Or of L’Oreal partnering 
with EMOTIV, a leading neurotechnology company, 
to develop personalised scents for consumers based 
around algorithms and neuroscience. 

The new way to lead we’re talking about applies to more than our current team or organisation.

The challenges we face are complex, global and inter-related. Maximising the potential from ingenuity 
demands that we seek inspiration from beyond our corporate walls (be they virtual or physical), industries, 
the short- to mid-term, and our comfort zones.

Ingenuity demands a different perspective – seeking new ways to use existing technologies, applying new 
skills and capabilities to old problems, or looking to start-ups and disruptors for new perspectives and 
approaches. So too can inspiration be found from looking at the natural world – such as a butterfly wing  
as a blueprint for more efficient solar panels. 

Leadership calls for an 
appreciation of phenomena 
beyond your own walls.
Survey respondent
Manufacturing organisation
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CASE STORY 

Improving heart  
health and patient 
outcomes through 
partnerships

In a world of empowered patients with high 
expectations, the pharmaceutical industry 
must transform how it operates. There’s 
a distinct opportunity for the industry to 
become service integrators, orchestrating 
the healthcare ecosystem to focus actions 
on the patient.

This calls for the sector to look outside its own 
confines and to work with a broader range of 
partners to seek inspiration. For example, the 
Novartis Foundation’s ‘Better Hearts Better 
Cities’ initiative partners with those outside 
the health sector to improve cardiovascular 
health in low-income urban populations. 
The organisation is working with digital 
and telecommunication organisations, food 
suppliers, employers and social enterprises 
to co-design and implement interventions 
beyond healthcare. 

This multisector approach integrated 
complementary capabilities and resources 
to tackle hypertension from health literacy 
and lifestyle choices, to prevention, screening, 
diagnosis and patient management. And 
it reaped results. Data showed that blood 
pressure control almost tripled after just one 
year in São Paulo, Brazil. This is crucial given 
that uncontrolled high blood pressure is a 
leading risk factor for stroke, heart attacks 
and heart failure.
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Building on the opportunities leaders 
have to make advances against each of 
the individual behaviours, these five 
steps can transform leadership across 
the board – both within your top team 
and throughout your organisation.

What 
ingenious 
leadership 
looks like
Our analysis identifies the focus areas for leaders  
and their organisations – establishing a baseline of 
post-pandemic leadership that we will track in future 
versions of this research.

Show commitment that extends 
beyond one’s own self interest; 
personal humility for the sake 
of a greater cause.
Survey respondent
Financial services organisation
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From breaking down silos to 
rethinking timelines.

Work in the 
growth zone 1

Human progress has long been forged from 
friction, from fire, and the collision of opposing 
demands. And yet, almost every leader – and every 
organisation – can relate to the lure of the comfort 
zone: the siren call to accept the status quo and 
continue eking out an existence based on what is 
known and established. 

Such fatalism is for shirkers. Just as the tightrope 
walker requires the tightrope, so employees need 
an element of carefully crafted tension to make 
progress. Leaders must tread carefully here. 
This isn’t manufactured stress. This is a way of 
guiding people towards opportunities for greater 
personal progression that collectively advances 
the organisation. 

There are simple ways to do this. Impel people who 
wouldn’t otherwise collaborate to work together 
on tasks: Research & Development partnering with 
Finance; or Administration working with Marketing. 
This will cultivate new ideas and ways of thinking, 
build connections across the business and break 
down silos. Bringing a wider variety of stakeholders 
into any development or change process early helps 
create connections across the business and brings 
people along on the journey, so they understand the 
solution and are invested in its success. 

And for leaders looking for ways to keep up with 
the relentless pace of change, it’s better to embrace 
the headwinds rather than resist them. Creating 
time constraints is just one way to inspire the 
thinking needed to keep up with the ever-increasing 
speed of change needed. 

When working with a standard timeframe, it’s 
possible to find incremental changes and small 
wins, but hard to escape the thinking of ‘this is how 
we’ve always done things’. Big, ambitious goals 
create a different starting point, and a different 
spirit of invention. It’s all about how you frame it: 
this should not be an oppressive or overwhelming 
ask. Rather, approach the task and inspire your 
people with a spirit of curiosity. What’s the one-
day/one-week/one-month version of a project you 
would expect to take much longer? 

Working to impossible deadlines is easier than 
you might think. You need to cut the right corners, 
improvise, and force yourself into all sorts of 
uncomfortable positions. Others might remind you 
of the impossibilities, but don’t get bogged down 
in negativity. Remember, that in aiming to cut a 
launch time from, say, eight months to 10 weeks, 
you’ll learn lessons that bring the time down to 
four months. 
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There’s strong evidence for the 
benefits of kindness.

Cultivate  
kindness  2

Kindness is proven to release chemicals such as 
serotonin, oxytocin and dopamine that trigger 
a ‘helper’s high’, which makes us happier and 
calmer. That’s not just for the giver, but also for the 
recipient. The evidence also shows that kindness is 
self-seeding.4 Good deeds trigger good deeds. And 
that creates more and more good feeling. 

In our view, kindness is the most direct way to 
empower your people to try new things, to take 
risks, and to do so safe in the knowledge that 
they won’t be targeted as a result. It’s the cultural 
equivalent of the net beneath the tightrope walker – 
where there’s a culture of kindness, there’s a culture 
of safety. And this is where people feel able to try 
new things and do their best work. 

Research reveals that kind leadership results in 
a better quality of work and higher employee 
motivation. Employees in organisations where 
leaders are kind are twice as likely to stay for at least 
another 12 months, twice as likely to say their team 
produces outstanding quality work, and three times 
as likely to say they’re highly motivated in their 
role. There are benefits for the organisation as well. 
Respondents were almost twice as likely to report 
that their company was performing well financially 
when leaders were kind.5 If you’re looking to engage 
employees, kindness is one of the easiest ways to 
make a major impact. 

Often, leaders mistake the aim of kindness with 
occasional acts of kindness – free fruit, a mental 
health day or courses related to wellbeing. Or they 

assume that kindness is already covered by a code 
of conduct or ethics that protects people’s personal 
rights. They might even fear wasting money on 
kindness ‘initiatives’ that don’t show clear results. 
Our view is that rewarding kindness – building it 
into reward schemes, review processes and ad-hoc 
feedback meetings – is the way to make it truly land. 
It calls for a personal, human approach – moving 
away from old paradigms which reflect a parent/
child approach to managing employees. It should 
be less directive and more instinctive, particularly 
in these moments that really matter, like asking 
for bereavement leave. This has never been more 
necessary. In our present moment – as employees 
wrestle with the idea of the return to the office, with 
remote monitoring on the agenda, and with ‘the 
great resignation’ unfolding – there’s a powerful 
opportunity for leaders to put kindness into action. 

Take Legal & General, the multi-national financial 
services and asset management company. Having 
identified that one in four customer interactions 
take place with someone at a moment of 
vulnerability – such as a bereavement or divorce, 
or with mental or physical health issues – they’ve 
trained all call centre staff to identify and support 
these people. And anyone regularly speaking 
to the bereaved has received training from the 
Samaritans charity. In addition, staff are trained to 
refer customers to charities if they feel they would 
benefit from additional support, for issues such as 
loneliness, or if they’re displaying signs of dementia. 
It’s all part of a commitment that business and 
kindness should go hand-in-hand. 
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It inspires the whole organisation 
when leaders take risks.

Catalyse your 
internal disruptors 3

Yet often, trying things out isn’t part of a leader’s 
remit. Their job is all about keeping things on track, 
rather than driving new ways of thinking and being. 
It’s the board’s job to think long-term. But the board 
community can be insular. 

Another reason leaders struggle with long-term 
goals is because they can’t be sure they are going to 
be around in a long-term timeframe. They are often 
well advanced in their career and so will naturally 
be thinking about preserving their own future – and 
their pension – as much as the longer-term vision 
for the business and its employees. 

This is where additional board support can be 
crucial – broadening perspectives with more 
diverse voices would support bold change and 
brave leadership. A Shadow Board is just one way to 
achieve this – giving more voice to disruptors on the 
board. It’s an extension of reverse mentoring, where 
leaders open themselves up to new approach, to 
challenge, and to learning from others. Traditionally, 
a Shadow Board is designed to give young people 
a voice. In our view, it should encourage diversity 
in all forms – bringing a different mindset, more 
inclusivity and different backgrounds. Crucially, 

it brings disruptive thinking and an experimental 
mindset; those willing to challenge convention and 
drive disruption from the inside. It’s not the only 
way to achieve a broader view, but we believe it 
can be an effective one. While the board itself is the 
ultimate authority and maintains responsibility for 
corporate governance, a Shadow Board can offer 
a broader perspective on business challenges and 
opportunities. For this to work, it needs some level 
of genuine influence. 

It’s an approach that Gucci has championed, with 
the business bringing together the best young talent 
from different functions onto a Shadow Board. This 
Shadow Board meets with the board to put forward 
recommendations and inform high-level strategy. 
Since running the model, sales have grown by as 
much as 136 per cent, largely as a result of greater 
online and digital activity.6 Another company to 
successfully run this model is Accor, the multi-
national hospitality group. Its Shadow Board led to 
the creation of a brand dedicated to millennials. The 
Shadow Board model allowed the team to challenge 
and then overcome internal constraints and better 
serve a new target demographic.7 
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It’s worse to have an inauthentic 
purpose than no purpose at all.

Make  
authenticity 
everything 

 4

The past decade has seen huge societal change. 
We’re reframing values, reimagining companies 
and asking powerful questions. Consumers 
want to see organisations go beyond their initial 
remit to offer a product or service. No company 
operates in a silo, and consumers realise the 
interconnectedness of everything. 

In turn, companies now speak out about a range of 
matters – from inclusion and diversity, to the living 
wage, to fair and equitable supply chains. It’s the 
right intent. But powerful leadership means living 
up to purpose – even when it gets tough. It’s easy to 
have some nice-sounding words at the top, but any 
real purpose will be tested. Is the organisation really 
willing to invest in sustainability when it costs more, 
at least in the short-term? What about turning down 
work that isn’t in line with their values? Leaders 
need to navigate these challenges to overcome 
resistance. It takes a combination of clear purpose 

and big vision, plus the ability to take small steps in 
the right direction. 

Haglöfs, the Scandinavian outdoor brand, 
demonstrates how to live this purpose – not just 
speak to it. Recently, they openly announced they 
were “cheating” at achieving carbon neutrality by 
investing in offsetting. The company admitted “that 
although offsetting is the best option for the climate 
right now, it should never get in the way of the real 
work of reducing [our] own emissions”.8 And on 
Black Friday – a day when many retailers in the 
US and UK offer discounts as a way of kickstarting 
the Christmas shopping season – Haglöfs acts 
to discourage unnecessary consumption and 
expenditure by increasing its prices and giving all 
Black Friday profits to charities.9 It’s now rebranded 
the day as Green Friday, offering customers second-
hand collections instead.10
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Create and 
embrace liminal 
spaces
For many leaders, the past few years have  
wiped out some of the in-between spaces  
where innovation flourishes.

 5

On a literal level, there’s a lot less time spent 
commuting where a random thought might crop 
up. For teams, the informal chats before and after 
meetings don’t exist online in the same way. 

These changes aren’t all bad – few workers are 
mourning the daily grind of a packed train ride 
into work. And productivity can rise with fewer 
‘distractions’ in the day. But there is something 
important that is lost when every second of the 
day is tightly defined. 

On a bigger scale, liminal space represents 
the uncertainty between an old way of doing 
things – which no longer works – and a new way, 
which is just emerging. 

Liminal leadership is where leaders learn to 
create and embrace these transitional, in-between 
spaces. It’s where ambiguity becomes a space for 
potential rather than discomfort. If leaders can 
sit with the not knowing, they can demonstrate 
to their employees that there is nothing to fear 

about uncertainty. This will be crucial for the 
years ahead, where the world continues to adjust 
to the undercurrents of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
continued economic uncertainty, technological 
disruption and other emerging trends. This is not 
always comfortable: it can seem that the main 
currency of leadership is certainty, decisiveness 
and having all the answers. Leadership for today 
and tomorrow calls for a subtle shift: to model what 
it means to live in the unknown, to make the best 
choices possible with the information available, to 
actively seek out the in-between spaces, moments 
and approaches that call for something new. 

Liminality takes us – and the people we work with – 
to the edges of comfort, and out of our usual cycles. 
At Spotify, the ‘Band Manifesto’ sets out that their 
deliberate process-light approach “sometimes 
invites a little bit of chaos”, but that this is embraced 
as it keeps them fast, focused and inventive. In 
their words: “It’s important to keep moving, take a 
chance, and execute.”
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Summary
It may seem like there are countless decisions 
that leaders need to make every single day.  
We believe it comes down to a simple, although  
not always easy, choice. Do you want to be a 
survivor or a reviver?  
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As we move through the COVID-19 pandemic into 
different ways of working, there’s a better chance 
than ever to re-examine and reset your leadership 
style for the road ahead. 

Positive change starts with a shift in mindset, 
then filters into action. Are you willing and able 
to nurture optimism, empower teams, build an 
evolving organisation, and seek inspiration in 
surprising places? Can you grow and develop as a 
leader by being more open to what’s new? 

There’s no one right answer to solve all your 
leadership challenges. But we’ve found there 
are a few core strategies that could help your 
organisation thrive.

1 Work in the growth zone: think beyond 
the comfort zone and move beyond silos as 
a business. 

2 Cultivate kindness: recognise the incredible 
power of a safe foundation that allows people to 
try new things and work at their best. 

3 Catalyse your internal disruptors: invite in new 
and varied voices, right up to the board level, 
for example via a Shadow Board. Embrace and 
include new thinking. 

4 Make authenticity everything: the new 
leadership agenda is based on a level of openness 
and honesty – showing up as yourself at work 
gives others permission to do the same. 

5 Create and embrace liminal spaces: find 
the in-between places where innovation and 
collaboration thrive. 

Leaders of today face many challenges. As PA 
Consulting, we want to support leadership styles 
that offer the best results. For the organisation, but 
also for the wider good. And ultimately, for a more 
positive human future.
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Methodology
To test what we’ve witnessed with our global clients,  
we surveyed leaders across the US, UK, Nordics and the 
Netherlands – speaking to more than 300 leaders about  
their leadership challenges and the traits and methods  
they employ to seize new opportunities.
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