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rganisations today are operating

in an environment of rapid change

and rising complexity. Our 2026
Leadership Navigator report shows that this
is not a short-term disruption, but a contin-
uing reality for leaders across sectors and
markets. Drawing on data from more than
700 executives, together with insights from
MU Experts, the report explores why some
organisations are better led through uncer-
tainty than others.

For executive teams, the central question

is clear: What leadership does our organi-
sation need to perform in uncertain times?
Our research identifies three essential
themes for leaders to focus on. Organi-
sations that address these themes more
effectively are more likely to build leadership
teams that perform strongly under pres-
sure, adapt to change, and deliver resultsin
complex environments.

1. The Future of Leadership
is More Contextual and
More Complex

In uncertain times, leadership success
depends less on generic best practice and
more on understanding the organisation’s
specific context. More than half of execu-
tives say the changes they face are unique,
even when the pressures themselves are
widely shared. Technology and Al, economic
pressure, competition, and geopolitical ten-
sion are making leadership more complex,
but their impact differs by strategy, market
position, operating model, and risk expo-
sure. Boards and executive teams therefore
need a much clearer view of what leadership
success looks like in their own organisation.
As context changes faster, many organ-
isations are rethinking leadership struc-
tures and capabilities to stay resilient and
high-performing.

2. Leadership Requirements
Must be Defined More
Predictively and More Precisely

As leadership success becomes more con-
textual, leadership requirements cannot

be defined through generic profiles. Organ-
isations need to define leadership needs
more predictively by looking ahead to what
each role must deliver, not only to what

has worked in the past. At the same time,
those requirements must be defined more
precisely, with clear expectations around
results, context, and the experience most
relevant to success. In uncertain times, a
proven track record in similar situations is
often a stronger predictor of performance
than broad leadership potential alone, espe-
cially in change, complexity, and functional
performance. Better leadership decisions
start with a sharper view of what will be
needed next, and a more precise definition
of what success requires.

3. The Best Leadership
Decisions Start With
Achievement-Then go
Beyond it

Once future leadership requirements are
clear, leader selection must follow a disci-
plined, evidence-based, and stepwise pro-
cess. The first step is to identify candidates
with proven achievements relevant to the
role’s required results, using systematic
track record evaluation to assess what they
have delivered in comparable situations. The
next step is to go beyond achievement by
assessing the behaviours and potential that
will shape future performance, including cu-
riosity, clear direction-setting, talent attrac-
tion, and adaptability. Our research shows
that around 66% of selection criteria should
focus on relevant achievement, while behav-

jour and potential add important insight into
long-term fit and future readiness. Stronger
leadership decisions come from assessing
achievement, behaviour, and potential in the
right stepwise order, without compensating
for weakness in one area with strength in
another. With effective selection in hand,
leadership development should focus on
specific gaps and opportunities for the
leader in their specific context.

These themes form the foundation of this
year’s report. Together, they show that lead-
ership excellence is not defined by broad
models alone, but by how well organisations
understand their context, define what suc-
cessrequires, and select leaders with the
right evidence of performance and potential.

The report also explores future leader-

ship needs across key sectors, including
Manufacturing, Life Sciences, Professional
Services, Retail & Consumer, and Automo-
tive & Mobility. We hope it offers a valuable
perspective for executives seeking to
strengthen leadership quality, organisational
resilience, and long-term performance in
uncertain times.

Richard Moore, CEO.
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CI'HEME 1

The Future of Leadership is More
Contextual and More Complex

Uncertain times create unigue challenges
for each organisation. Boards and execu-
tives must understand these specific needs.
Over 50% of executives believe the changes
they face are unique. Successful organi-
sations recognise that even these top four
commonly reported challenges in 2026, re-
quire a specific response in their context:

1. Technology and Al (30%): How will you
adapt to new technologies and the reg-
ulatory environment in a way that fits the
context of your organisation?

2. Economic pressures (21%): How will
you manage costs and efficiency in your
unique situation?

3. Competition (169%): Who, precisely, will
your competitors be, and what demands
will they make?

4. Geopolitical tensions (14%): How will you
build supply chain resilience that is fit for
purpose in your context?

Organisations must have leaders capable
of navigating these complexities. To cope,
more than 10% plan to restructure their
leadership in the next 1-3 years. High per-
formance is contextual, and your context
is changing.
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Leadership Requirements Must
be Defined More Predictively
and More Precisely

Leadership success cannot rely on generic
frameworks. Effective organisations focus
on selecting leaders based on relevant
experience, not just generic skills. Our re-
search finding is clear—at least 66% of what
you look for in your next leader(s) should fo-
cus ontheir relevant track record in relation
to the specifics of their role and situation.
Key areas to focus oninclude:

» Change: Leaders should have a relevant
track record of adaptability.

» Complexity: Look for evidence of previ-
ous success in complex roles requiring
strategic decision-making, roles in situa-
tions like the one you will face.

» Functional expertise: Select leaders who
show valuable functional skills backed by
performance. i.e. demonstrated success
in relevant roles within the function your
leader will work in.

Leader potential matters, but proven ca-
pability within relevant contexts for your
organisations circumstances matters
most. To build leadership capability that
will strengthen your organisation through
uncertain times, understand what results
must be achieved in each leadership role.




t See appendix on page 62 about the MU Research Institute
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The Best Leadership Decisions
Start With Achievement—Then
go Beyond it

Leaders should be selected stepwise. The
first step is finding leaders with relevant
achievements. Evaluate potential leaders
based on their past successes first, then
consider their skills in navigating change and
complexity second.

As the MU Research Institute! noted “Lead-
ership excellence is not only about who one
is, but also about what one has accomplished
when it truly mattered”. This means that in
selecting leaders from a pool with the right
experience, systematic track record evalu-
ation is most important and must be done
effectively before other capabilities or po-
tential are assessed. And when it comes to
leadership capabilities, important char-
acteristics include:

» Curiosity about change and complexity

» Ability to provide clear direction

» Attractiveness to talented individuals

» Adaptability in interpersonal relation-
ships.

Checklist for Successful
Leader Selection:

»  66% of criteria should focus on proven
achievements relevant to the specific
leader role and required results.

» Use systematic track record evaluation
before assessing other capabilities.

» Follow a clear stepwise selection
method:

Include only those with required expe-
rience

Use track record evaluation

Choose leaders based on relevant
achievements and characteristics.

Proper selection relies on a clear process—
don’t compromise or compensate criteria
in one step for another. Once the selection
is confirmed, insights from the assessment
can be used to develop a tailored onboard-
ing or development plan for the leader.
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What the Analysis of 389 Executive
Search Cases Reveals

Arecent study examined 389 Executive
Search cases conducted between 2024
and 2025, exploring which types of predic-
tors MU Experts selected when analysing
leadership requirements in real-world ap-
pointments.

The framework comprises four central ca-
pability domains, organisational characteris-
tics, relevant for advanced professional and
leadership roles: contextual insight, func-
tional expertise, adaptive ability, and ability
to handle complexity.

Context

Contextual insight refers to the required un-
derstanding of the structure and dynamics
of the relevant market, business environ-
ment, and stakeholder context in which the
organisation operates. It includes not only
current knowledge, but also the ability to
continuously develop and strategically apply
this insight as conditions change.

Functional

Functional expertise denotes specialised
knowledge and skills within a specific do-
main that go beyond general organisational
understanding. It involves mastery of rele-
vant methods and standards, as well as the
capacity to further develop and update pro-
fessional competence over time.

Complexity

Ability to handle complexity refers to the
cognitive capacity to analyse, integrate, and
utilise information in ambiguous and multi-
faceted situations, supporting sound prob-
lem solving and decision-making.

Change

Adaptive ability captures behavioural flexi-
bility and proactive learning in response to
interpersonal, cultural, and organisational
change. It reflects the ability to adjust effec-
tively and to update knowledge and skills in
dynamic environments.

Overall, experience-based predictors, track
record, were used more frequently than per-
sonal characteristic predictors, personality
and cognitive abilities, though the balance
varied systematically by organisational char-
acteristic:



ORGANISATIONAL CHARACTERISTIC

Context

58% 42%

Functional
Complexity
Change
@ TRACKRECORD PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS

This pattern reveals a balanced and prag-
matic approach: Proven performance
provides the strongest foundation for
prediction, whilst personal characteristics
become increasingly relevant under con-
ditions of complexity and change. Notably,

even in high-change environments—where
adaptability is essential—track-record data
stillaccounts for nearly half of all predictive
weight.



What This Means for
Leadership Prediction

The findings highlight several critical in-
sights:

1.

Proven performance in relevant
contexts remains the strongest
indicator of future success.

Leaders who have demonstrated suc-
cess in comparable environments pro-
vide the most reliable evidence of future
capability, particularly for functional
expertise and contextual fit.

Personal characteristics matter most
when roles involve complexity or
rapid change.

Adaptability, cognitive capacity, and
interpersonal flexibility are essential for
navigating ambiguity. The strongest pre-
dictor, however, is a track record of hav-
ing successfully applied these qualities
in practice.

. Effective leadership prediction requires

abalanced, role-specific approach.

Combine evidence of past behaviour
with targeted assessments of person-
ality and cognitive ability—calibrated to
the specific success criteria of each role.
This reflects what organisational science
has established: Prediction accuracy
improves when multiple, complementary
sources of evidence are integrated. This
also creates solid foundation for role
specific onboarding and development
advice.
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What Organisations Actually Need
From Leaders—New Survey Data

Arecent survey of over 400 sen- QUESTION
ior leaders across major organi-

sations provides a critical insight:

Leadership requirements are

both universal and unique—and Leadership Leadership External

recognising this distinction is es- capabilities capabilities factors affecting

sential for effective selection. needed needed in organisational
this year 1-3years results

The 50/50 Split: Shared

Needs and Context-

Specific Requirements

When asked to identify the most
important leadership capabilities
their organisations need this
year, respondents’ answers split
evenly:

»  50% systematic re-
sponses—recurring themes
mentioned by multiple
respondents.

> 509% unique responses —spe- 50% 52%
cific, individual leadership ca-
pabilities relevant to particular
organisational contexts.

57%

This pattern is remarkably con-
sistent across all three survey
questions:

@ sysTEMATIC
UNIQUE




The key insight

Whilst certain leadership capabilities—such
as Al & digital innovation, clear structure &
direction, and adaptability—are widely rec-
ognised as important, half or more of what
organisations actually need is context-spe-
cific and cannot be addressed through ge-
neric competency models.

What Leaders Must Navigate:
Shared Challenges and
Unique Contexts

Immediate priorities (this year)

The most frequently mentioned leadership
capabilities for the current year include:

1. Al&digital innovation
2. Clear structure & direction
3. Adaptable & agile.

Yet 50% of responses described organisa-
tion-specific needs, such as “leaders who
strengthen leadership in areas such as HR
and operations” or “building capability in
sustainable business transformation”.

Strategic priorities (1-3 years)

Looking ahead, the proportion of unique re-
sponses increases to 57%, suggesting that
as organisations evolve, their leadership
requirements become increasingly differ-
entiated. Core capabilities such as Al/digital
innovation remain paramount, but strategic
diversity grows.

External pressures shaping
leadership demands

When asked about external factors affecting
organisational results, respondents identi-
fied both macro-level concerns—technol-
ogy & Al, economy & inflation—and highly
specific contextual pressures unique to
their industries and markets (52% of all re-
sponses).




Leadership Requirements: The Temporal Shift

What our survey reveals about the changing nature of
organisational leadership needs

Leadership Requirements: This Year vs 1-3 Years THIS YEAR @ 1-3YEARS

Al & digital innovation
Clear structure & direction

Adaptable & agile

Strategic thinking & vision

Cultivate competent people

Deep expertise & experience

Build trusting environments

Communicate effectively

Build collaborative teams

Emotional intelligence

Financial acumen

Plan for growth & scalability

”

Foster innovation & creativity

o
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The one constant:
Digital transformation

Amidst all this change, one priority remains
steadfast. Al & digital innovation dominates
both timeframes with near-identical fre-
guency. This consistency confirms digital
transformation isn’t a passing trend but a
structural imperative —requiring immedi-
ate deployment and sustained strategic
development regardless of organisational
context.

From tactical to strategic:
The greatinversion

The most notable shift appears in the re-
lationship between tactical and strategic
capabilities. Strategic thinking & vision rises
markedly with just over 60%, whilst adapt-
able & agile shows a declining trend of 40%.

This shift reveals a reorientation in how
organisations conceive leadership across
timeframes. For immediate needs, adapt-
ability dominates—organisations require
leaders who can navigate current volatility,
respond rapidly to emerging pressures, and
adjust course amidst ongoing uncertainty.
The emphasis falls on tactical responsive-
ness: solving today’s problems, managing
present crises, and maintaining operational
continuity.

Yet when executives project 1-3 years for-
ward, this priority structure begins to shift.
Strategic thinking & vision—relatively mod-
estin current requirements—becomes sub-
stantially more prominent, whilst the em-
phasis on agility shows a downward trend.

This pattern suggests organisations distin-
guish between leadership for stability and
leadership for transformation. Present lead-
ership must react; future leadership must
anticipate. Current leaders navigate the



landscape as it exists; future leaders must
chart direction towards landscapes not yet
formed. The shift reflects organisational
recognition that whilst agility addresses
immediate turbulence, strategic vision
positions the organisation for longer-term
success.

Moreover, the declining trend in agility

does not necessarily indicate future en-
vironments will be less volatile. Rather, it
suggests that reactive agility—however
critical today—becomes less sufficient as a
distinguishing leadership requirement when
strategic horizons extend. Organisations ap-
pear to conclude that whilst all leaders must
possess baseline agility, competitive differ-
entiation in the 1-3 year timeframe derives
from proactive strategic capability rather
than reactive tactical skill.

Clear structure & direction remains relatively
stable, maintaining a consistent presence
across both timeframes, suggesting this ca-
pability continues as a baseline requirement
rather than a differentiating factor.

Emerging capabilities

Two capabilities appear exclusively in 1-3
year projections, each with 8 systematic
mentions:

» Plan for growth & scalability
» Fosterinnovation & creativity.

Their absence from current systematic
themes yet clear appearance in future
requirements indicates organisations con-
sciously preparing for different operating en-
vironments. Sustainable expansion and cre-
ative problem-solving emerge as anticipated
needs rather than immediate priorities.

Declining priorities

Emotional intelligence and financial acumen
both disappear entirely from systematic
future themes (8 - O mentions each). When
projecting 1-3 years ahead, these capabili-
ties drop off the priority list completely. Ex-
ecutives do not systematically identify them
as future requirements, suggesting these
competencies become less relevant—or at
least less differentiated—as organisations
shift towards more strategic, growth-ori-
ented leadership profiles.

What this means for meeting
organisational needs

Leadership assessment must account for
temporal dynamics. The Success Profile for
immediate organisational needs (emphasis-
ing agility, structure, operational expertise)
differs materially from profiles for 1-3 year
horizons (emphasising vision, growth orien-
tation, innovation capacity).

The temporal calibration imperative

Key Insight: This temporal comparison re-
veals why leadership assessment cannot
rely on static frameworks. As organisations
evolve, their leadership needs don't simply
change—they become more contextually
differentiated. The predictors of leadership
success must be calibrated not only to
current organisational context but to antici-
pated strategic evolution.

Whilst Al & digital innovation and strategic
thinking emerge as enduring themes, effec-
tive leadership deployment ultimately de-
pends on matching individual capabilities to
the specific, nuanced needs of each organi-
sational context and strategic moment.

What This Means for Leadership
Selection and Development

The findings carry a clear implication for
organisations: Effective leadership selection
and development cannot rely on standard-
ised assessments alone.

1. Generic competency frameworks miss
half the picture.

Whilst certain capabilities—digital flu-
ency, strategic clarity, adaptability—are
broadly relevant, the survey demon-
strates that approximately half of what
makes a leader successful is specific to
the organisation, its challenges, and its
strategic context.

2. Selection and development processes
must be tailored to role-specific
success criteria.

The high proportion of unique responses
underscores the necessity of conduct-
ing structured role analyses before
beginning assessment. Understanding
what success actually requires—not
what generic frameworks suggest—is
foundational to accurate prediction.

3. The balance between universal and
unigue requirements shifts over time.

As organisations look further anead (1-3
years), the diversity of leadership needs
increases (from 509 to 57% unique
responses). This suggests that strate-
gic leadership selection requires even
greater customisation than operational
roles.
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or manufacturing organisations,
uncertainty is no longer temporary.
It has become a permanent condition.

Leaders today face several pressures at
once: geopolitics, rapid technological
change, higher expectations on speed and
innovation, and continued cost pressure.
Together, these forces shape decisions that
will affect manufacturing companies for
many years.

Uncertainty quickly becomes operational.
Boards must reassess where production
should be located, how supply chains are
structured, and how much risk the organisa-
tion is prepared to carry. Some companies
move production closer to key markets to
improve resilience. Others accept higher
exposure to specific regions to remain com-
petitive on cost, scale, or innovation. In both
cases, the decisions are difficult to reverse.



These decisions are shaped not only by cost
and resilience, but also by long-term sus-
tainability expectations. Such expectations
increasingly influence capital allocation and
investor confidence. According to the MU
Leadership Navigator 2026 studies, eco-
nomic instability, market change, and geo-
politics are heavily affecting decision-mak-
ing in manufacturing leadership. This is also
highlighted in Deloitte’s Manufacturing Indus-
try Outlook 20257, where supply chain vola-
tility and long-term investment risk remain
key concerns for manufacturing leaders.

At the same time, digitalisation and Al are
moving from strategy decks into daily oper-
ations. Inthe report, executives expected
Al'and Technology to affect their future
results—the largest single finding. For many
organisations, the challenge is not the tech-
nology itself, but execution. Investments
must translate into productivity without
disrupting production, compromising safety,
or destabilising the workforce. Innovation
cycles are shorter. Tolerance for disruption
is lower. Operational mistakes are increas-
ingly costly. This focus on execution is also
emphasised in Deloitte’s Manufacturing Indus-
try Outlook 2025, which shows that manu-
facturing performance increasingly depends
on close integration between innovation,
engineering, production, and supply chain
operations.

Leadership Requirements
Differ by Context

When manufacturing leaders discuss how to
navigate uncertainty, the conversation often
turns to adaptability, digitalisation, Al, and
speed. These topics matter—alot. But they
take different forms in different industrial
settings, such as single-site versus mul-
ti-site production, or regional versus global
supply chain networks.

Thesedifferences shapeleadership require-
ments. Whilst the challenge may be common
felt, the effect ofitand how torespond remain
unique toeach organisation. Leading one site
involves different challengesthan leading
multiple sitesacrossregions, suppliers,and
regulatory environments. Withouta clearun-
derstanding of the company’s situation, lead-
ership discussionsriskbecomingtoo gen-
eral. ltiseasytoagree ontheright words but
stillfocus onthe wrong priorities. Innovation
andspeed matter, butthey mustbeappliedin
ways that fitthe operatingreality.

In many industrial companies, uncertainty
also exposes a tension between speed and
structure. Companies need to act faster,
while still maintaining governance, quality,
and compliance. In uncertain times, lead-
ership is about managing this tension in
practice. As the studies indicate, systemic
changes demand unique responses.

Defining Clear Leadership
Expectations

In volatile manufacturing environments,
broad leadership roles combined with un-
clear mandates often become a weakness.
What works in stable conditions tends to
break down under pressure. Clarity of lead-
ership expectations is therefore critical.
Not abstract role descriptions, but clear
outcomes that guide decisions when trade-
offs are unavoidable. As the studies under-
line, the ability to give “clear structure and
direction” is viewed as essential by today’s
successfully led firms—the second most
important capability needed this year and in
the years ahead.

In manufacturing, these outcomes are typi-
cally concrete: operational stability, delivery
reliability, cost and cash control, risk man-
agement, and workforce continuity. When
expectations are defined in this way, leaders
are better equipped to prioritise under pres-

sure. Clear results also make it easier to as-
sess whether leadership is actually working,
not just well intentioned.

The Same Logic Applies to
Leadership Selection

When industrial leaders lack relevant expe-
rience for the situation they are entering,
the impact s often visible quickly through
missed deliveries, delayed investments,
operational disruption, or increased safety
exposure.

For this reason, organisations need to start
with relevant experience and proven deliv-
ery in comparable industrial contexts. Thisis
also supported by the studies, which shows
that approximately 66% of leadership as-
sessment should focus on proven achieve-
ments and relevant track record. Leadership
characteristics and potential are assessed
on top of this foundation, not instead of it.
This is particularly relevant in manufacturing
organisations with strong industrial legacies,
where long-term leadership performance
depends on both experience and personal
capability.

For boards and senior management, this
raises a few practical questions:

» Which external uncertainties have the
greatest impact on our business and
operations, and do we have leadership
experience that matches this exposure?

» Astechnology and Al reshape opera-
tions, do we have leaders who can exe-
cute change across factories and supply
chains, not only define strategy?

» Which geopolitical developments and
supply chain shifts are most likely to af-
fect our footprint and business model in
the comingyears?



For a window on leaders’ perspective, our
report provides a clear framework for organ-
isations to investigate in their own context.
What does this picture look like to your
Board and leadership team?

Supply Chain & Logistics
Sustainability, Climate & ESG
Regulation, Compliance & Legal

Internal (Not External)
Market, Customers & Competition

Technology & Al

Economy & Inflation
Geopolitics, War & Political Decisions

Labor Market & Talent Availability
Public Sector & Municipal Context

Currency & Crypto

Conclusion

Uncertainty in manufacturing is no longer
temporary. Geopolitics, technology shifts,
cost pressure, and supply chain exposure
continue to reshape how industrial compa-
nies operate and where risk sits. For boards
and senior management, the challenge is
not to eliminate uncertainty, but to ensure
the organisation has the leadership required
to operate, adapt, and make decisions un-
der these conditions.

2 Coykendall, J., Morehouse, J., Hardin. K., Shepley, S. (2024). 2025 Manufacturing Industry Outlook. Deloitte.
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/manufacturing-industrial-products/manufacturing-industry-outlook /2025.html
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To navigate this environment effectively, or-
ganisations in automotive and mobility need
leadership that focuses on:

» Adaptability: The ability to adjust quickly
to changing market conditions, regula-
tion, and new technologies.

» Sustainability: A commitment to solu-
tions that meet customer needs while
also meeting environmental regulation
and broaden ESG expectations.

» Technological innovation: The ability to
integrate artificial intelligence (Al) across
the value chain, accelerate software
capabilities, and advance autonomous
driving where relevant. This also includes
managing the shift to Software and
Al-Defined Vehicles (SDV / AIDVs).

» Customer centricity: A strong focus on
customer needs, user experience, and
changing buying behaviour.

» Using data effectively: The ability to
turn data from connected vehicles and
customers into better products, tailored
services, stronger loyalty, and new reve-
nue streams.

» New revenue models: A focus on devel-
oping new sources of revenue, such as
mobility services, subscriptions, soft-
ware updates, and in-car digital features.

» Collaboration and partnerships: The
ability to work across ecosystems with
suppliers, startups, technology players,
and universities to reduce cost, share
risk, and speed up innovation.

According to the International Energy
Agency (IEA)3, electric car sales grew by
20% globally in 2025, exceeding 20 million
vehicles, meaning one in four new cars sold
worldwide was electric. Sales are projected
torise further to 23 million in 2026, repre-
senting 28% of total car sales, underscoring
how rapidly the market is transforming and
how critical itis for leaders to manage this
transition effectively.

Three Principles are
Particularly Critical

1. High-performance leadership is
contextual in automotive & mobility.

High-performance leadership in auto-
motive and mobility cannot be defined
through a generic leadership model
alone. The context is too specific, too
complex, and too dynamic. What makes
aleader successful in one sector, mar-
ket, or phase of transformation may not
work in another.

The industry is operating in a period of
uncertainty marked by industrial transi-
tion, margin pressure, rising competition,
and regulatory complexity. For example,
the pace of EV adoption differs across
regions, CO2 regulation is evolving, and
customer demand remains uneven in
many markets. Key challenges include:

High-cost pressure: High develop-
ment costs linked to EV platforms,
battery technology, and gigafactory
investments.

The shift from ICE to EV manufactur-
ing: A major industrial change that af-
fects plants, supply chains, workforce
capabilities, and capital allocation.
Increasing competition from Asia:
Especially from Chinese EV players
with strong speed, cost position, and
digital capabilities.

Rising insolvency among European
tier suppliers: This creates risk across
the supply base and may lead to stra-
tegic dependencies.

Geopolitical uncertainty: Trade bar-
riers, tariffs, raw material dependen-
cies, and regional instability all affect
planning and investment.

This is why companies should define lead-
ership needs based on business context,
not abstract capability lists. For example, a
plant leader in an EV conversion programme
should be measured differently from a com-
mercial leader building a direct-to-consumer
sales model, or an R&D leader responsible
for software integration. Each role should be
linked to the specific transformation, opera-
tional risk, and value creation challenge it is
expected to solve.

2. Defining clear leadership results.

To succeed in uncertainty, automotive
organisations must move away from
broad leadership frameworks and
instead define clear, measurable out-
comes for each leadership role. The key
question should not only be “Does this
person show leadership potential?” but
also “What must this leader deliver in this
role, in this market, over the next 12-36
months?”

Leaders should focus on specific out-
comes, such as:

Cost management: Tight control of
development spending linked to EVs
and SDVs, while also responding to
lower demand in some markets and
heavy price pressure from new en-
trants.

Profitable growth: Clear plans to
improve margin and grow revenue
through stronger product positioning,
new business models, and better use
of market opportunities.



Innovation milestones: Specific tar-
gets for Al, software, connectivity,
automation, or loT integration that
improve product competitiveness and
operational efficiency.

Sustainability targets: Measurable
progress on emissions, compliance,
circularity, and other sustainability
goals that matter to regulators, inves-
tors, and customers.

To make this practical, each leader
should have 3-5 role-specific success
measures. These should be linked di-
rectly to strategic priorities. Examples
could include:

Reducing product development costs
by a defined percentage.

Improving plant conversion timing
from ICE to EV production.

Launching a software-based revenue
offer by a target date.

Increasing supply chain resilience
through dual sourcing or localisation.
Improving market share or profitability
in a defined region or segment.

This approach creates much stronger
accountability than generic leadership
assessments. It also makes leadership
development more precise, because
gaps can be identified against real busi-
ness outcomes rather than broad behav-
ioural models.

By defining clear leadership success fac-
tors, organisations can build leadership
teams that are more accountable, focused,
and responsive.

3.

Selecting leaders with proven
achievements.

The selection of leaders in automotive
and mobility should be structured, evi-
dence-based, and weighted towards the
predictors that matter most for success
in the role. In a period of major trans-
formation, relevant experience should
carry the greatest weight. In most cases,
around 60-70% of the assessment
should focus on proven track record:
What the leader has already delivered

in similar contexts, functions, and busi-
ness situations. The remaining 30-40%
should assess personal characteristics
such as cognitive ability, adaptability, and
leadership style. For roles with especially
high complexity or change, the balance
may be closer to 50/50, but proven per-
formance should still remain a central
part of the decision.

Proven Track Record: Prioritise can-
didates who have navigated similar
transformations, notably in the shift
from ICE to EV production and en-
hancing supply chain resilience.
Cross-Functional Expertise: Seek
leaders who possess the capability
to integrate strategies across various
segments of the organisation, such as
operations, R&D, and marketing.
Cultural Leadership: Choose leaders
who can foster a culture of innovation
and adaptability as the organisation
evolves. International experience gets
more important.

Responsive Decision-Making: Lead-
ers should be equipped to make in-
formed decisions based on real-time
data and shifting market dynamics.
The ability to adjust priorities and
strategies can significantly impact an
organisation’s resilience and profita-
bility.

3 International Energy Agency (IEA). (2026). Global EV Outlook 2026. https://www.iea.org/reports/global-ev-outlook-2026

Selection should therefore focus less on
personality-based leadership ideals and
more on evidence of delivery in compa-
rable business conditions. Companies
should ask: Has this leader created value
in a complex transformation? Have they
led through uncertainty? Have they deliv-
ered measurable business impact? This
more rigorous approach helps organi-
sations identify leaders who are better
prepared for the complexity of the auto-
motive sector.

In conclusion, as the automotive and mo-
bility industry faces unprecedented dis-
ruption, organisations must align lead-
ership selection and development with
the realities of the market. This means
defining leadership through context and
results, not through generic models
alone. By focusing on adaptability, sus-
tainability, innovation, and collaboration,
and by setting clear business outcomes
for each leader, companies can navi-
gate uncertainty more effectively and
strengthen their position for the future.
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The Contextual Nature of
Leadership Skills

In uncertain times, particularly amid rapid
advances in artificial intelligence, Partners
must understand high-performance lead-
ership in relation to their specific organisa-
tional context. Research shows that over
50% of executives believe the challenges
facing their organisations are unique,
shaped not only by technological disruption
but also by increasing economic and pricing
pressures that reshape client expectations
and commercial models.

Evidence shows that effective organisations
define leadership requirements based on
contextual realities rather than generic ca-
pability frameworks. Leaders therefore need

Proven achievement does
not eliminate uncertainty,
but it provides the most
reliable foundation for
leadership decisions”

strong situational awareness to define clear
direction amid technological and commer-
cial uncertainty. By aligning strategy with
evolving client demands, competitive pricing
pressure, and changing service economics,
they are better positioned to drive sustaina-
ble growth while managing the risks associ-
ated with transformation.

Clearly Defining Leadership
Expectations

To realise leadership potential in profes-
sional services, firms must define clear,
measurable objectives aligned with techno-
logical disruption, evolving client demands,
and changing market conditions. Many
organisations still rely on generic
competency frameworks, which
provide limited guidance inin-
creasingly complex environments.

Our research indicates that at
least 66% of partner assessment
criteria should focus on proven
track record relevant to the organ-
isation’s specific challenges. This
includes demonstrated functional
credibility, exposure to compara-
ble organisational complexity, and
evidence of delivering results un-
der similar commercial and trans-
formation pressures.

Rather than assessing attitudes
toward change, organisations ben-
efit from evaluating leaders who
have already delivered comparable
outcomes in practice, whether

itis reshaping service delivery,



managing transformation, or sustaining
performance during periods of uncertainty.
Evidence of applied capability provides the
strongest foundation for leadership deci-
sions as firms seek to harness technological
advancement while managing risk.

Select Leaders With Evidence,
not Assumption

In professional services firms, leadership
selection is fundamentally a prediction task:
Determining who will succeed in a specific
partnership role under defined commercial
and organisational conditions. As firms navi-
gate technological disruption, evolving client
expectations, and increasing competitive
pressure, the cost of getting leadership ap-
pointments wrong has become significantly
higher.

Effective selection therefore begins with
clarity about the results a Partner must
deliver. Rather than relying on generic com-
petency models, organisations benefit from
identifying candidates who have already
demonstrated success in comparable en-
vironments, whether it is reshaping service
delivery, leading transformation initiatives,
or sustaining client growth under pressure.

A structured, stepwise approach strength-
ens decision quality. Firms first narrow the
field to candidates with relevant functional
and contextual experience. Systematic
evaluation of track record then examines
what results were achieved and under what
conditions. Only after this should personal
characteristics and leadership potential be
assessed as complementary predictors.

Proven achievement does not eliminate
uncertainty, but it provides the most reliable
foundation for leadership decisions when
organisational performance depends on
getting appointments right.

Conclusion

Professional services firms are entering a
period in which leadership requirements are
becoming increasingly differentiated. Whilst
certain capabilities, such as digital fluency,
strategic clarity, and the ability to manage
change, are widely shared priorities, re-
search shows that a substantial proportion
of what organisations need from their lead-
ers is specific to their own context, strategy,
and market position.

The critical task is therefore not to define
the ideal Partner in general terms, but to
determine precisely what results must be
achieved in each leadership role. Firms that
invest time in understanding their unique
challenges are better positioned to select
leaders capable of delivering sustainable
performance.

Generic competency frameworks alone
cannot provide this precision. Effective
leadership decisions rely on systematic role
analysis and rigorous evaluation of relevant
achievement before considering broader
leadership characteristics or potential. In an
environment shaped by technological accel-
eration, evolving client demands, and struc-
tural change within the partnership model
itself, evidence-based selection provides a
practical way to reduce risk whilst strength-
ening long-term competitiveness.

Ultimately, navigating uncertainty in pro-
fessional services is less about finding
universally exceptional leaders and more
about appointing the right leaders for the
challenges ahead.
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Second, restructuring is no longer episodic,
it has become a continuous operational re-
quirement. A significant share of European
retailers and consumer companies have
implemented or announced organisational
simplification and cost programs over the
last 12-18 months. Most notably Unile-

ver, which recently initiated a productivity
program to deliver €800 million in savings
through “delayering” and the spin-off of
non-core business units.” Layer reduction
and overhead scrutiny are no longer just
cost-cutting exercises; they are becoming
standard responses to persistent margin
pressure.

Third, pricing and mix management have
moved decisively up the executive agenda.
Revenue Growth Management is no longer a
marketing tool; it is a board-level capability.
Commercial excellence in pricing architec-
ture, trade spend governance and portfolio
mix is increasingly central to performance.®®

Taken together, these developments rede-
fine what leadership must deliver. In Con-
sumer & Retail, we are putting a high focus
on the ability to execute and to deliver result.
If you will, simplify & deliver is the term of the
hour.

High Performance is Defined by
Value-Driver Clarity

The MU Leadership Navigator 2026 studies
clearly demonstrate that a leader’s proven
performance in relevant contexts is the
most reliable indicator of future success. To
make informed leadership decisions, it is es-
sential to understand your specific context.
In the coming years, senior leaders have
indicated that 50% of their leadership capa-
bility needs will be context-specific, further
highlighting the importance of knowing your
context.

For Consumer & Retail companies, profita-
bility now takes precedence over expansion
narratives. Fewer innovation bets, tighter
portfolio control and disciplined pricing gov-
ernance define the environment.

Leadership excellence in this context is op-
erational and commercial:

» Canleaders restore or defend margin
through mix, pricing and cost discipline?

» Caninnovation pipelines be sharpened
so that fewer launches generate higher
return?

» Can organisational simplification in-
crease decision velocity rather than just
reduce cost?

» Canresilience measures in supply chains
be implemented without structurally
eroding competitiveness?

High performance is contextual. A leader
successfulin growth acceleration may
struggle in a margin recovery cycle. Boards
that explicitly define their current economic
reality make more accurate leadership de-
cisions.

When markets recalibrate structurally, lead-
ership becomes less about style and more
about delivery.

Define Leadership Through
Measurable Outcomes, not
Capability Slogans

In structurally pressured markets, ambiguity
is expensive, with many firms facing similar
challenges. However, it is important to rec-
ognise that responses to these challenges
need to be tailored to the specific circum-
stances of each firm.

Leadership criteria must therefore be ex-
pressed in business outcomes:

» Margin improvement through disciplined
mix management.

» Measurable innovation ROl rather than
launch volume.

» Clear pricing governance with defined
decisionrights.

» Reduced complexity and faster
cross-functional decisions.

» Tangible improvement in forecast accu-
racy and operational reliability.

Evidence from this report indicates that
leadership predictions are most accurate
when a relevant track record holds sig-
nificant weight in the evaluation process.
This finding reflects the predictive value of
demonstrated success in comparable con-
texts, consistently showing that predictive
accuracy increases when a relevant track
record is prioritised. In execution-intensive
industries such as retail and FMCG, proven
delivery under comparable economic pres-
sureis a stronger indicator of future success
than abstract capability models. Potential
and adaptability matter, but only on top of
demonstrated commercial execution.



Select Stepwise and Start With
Comparable Delivery Under
Pressure

Retail and consumer industries operate with
short feedback loops. Strategy translates
into P&L impact within quarters, not years.
In such environments, leadership selection
cannot begin with abstract capability mod-
els. It must begin with evidence.

Boards and executive teams should there-
fore ask a simple but demanding question:
Who has already delivered results in situations
comparable to the one we face today?

Effective leader selection should therefore
begin with disciplined filtering:

» Hasthe candidate delivered margin im-
provement in a structurally pressured
market?

» Have they implemented pricing or mix
governance that measurably improved
performance?

» Have they led organisational simplifica-
tion while preserving execution quality?

» Have they balanced cost discipline with
selective, high-return innovation?

Only once this evidence is established
should broader leadership characteristics
be assessed. Curiosity, adaptability and
strategic thinking matter. But their predic-
tive value increases significantly when they
are anchored in demonstrated performance
under comparable conditions.

Leadership excellence is therefore not pri-
marily defined by who someone s in theory.
Itis defined by what they have delivered
when trade-offs were real and performance
was exposed.

Four Strategic Reminders for
Boards and Executive Teams

» Whatis the structural economic reality of
our business today and what leadership
does it require?

> Are we defining leadership based on
measurable outcomes or on generic ca-
pability models?

> Where have our leaders already delivered
results under comparable pressure?

» Are we prioritising proven delivery, or
are we still selecting leaders primarily on
perceived potential?

Retail and consumer markets are becoming
more measurable, not less. Leadership deci-
sions must follow the same discipline.

4 Nielsen 1Q. (2026, January 28). Innovation under pressure, How Western Europe can reignite consumer relevance in 2026. Retrieved March 10,
2026 from https://nielseniq.com/global/en/insights/analysis/2026/innovation-under-pressure/

5 Hubner, M. (2026, January 9). Brands are increasingly losing the courage to innovate. Lebensmittel Zeitung. (https://www.lebensmittelzeitung.
net/industrie/nachrichten/analyse-marken-verlieren-immer-mehr-innovationskraft-188683)

5 Roy, A. (2025, December 16). CPG Private Label value share climbs to 42% across EU6 - rising to 44% in supermarkets, reports Circana. Cir-
cana. (https://www.circana.com/post/cpg-private-label-value-share-climbs-to-42-across-eu6-rising-to-44-in-supermarkets-reports-

circ)

7 Unilever. (2024, March 19). Unilever to accelerate Growth Action Plan through separation of Ice Cream and launch of productivity programme.

(https://www.unilever.com/news/press-and-media/press-releases/2024/unilever-to-accelerate-growth-action-plan-through-separa-
tion-of-ice-cream-and-launch-of-productivity-programme/)

8 McKinsey & Company. (2025, January 22). Leading European consumer goods with commercial excellence. (nttps://www.mckinsey.com/in-
dustries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/leading-european-consumer-goods-with-commercial-excellence)

9 Cruz, C. Javor, C. Kwon, S. & Mologni, F. Beyond the Tail: How a Strategic Approach to Simplification Fuels Growth. Bain & Company. Retrieved
March 13, 2026, from https://www.bain.com/how-we-help/beyond-the-tail-how-a-strategic-approach-to-simplification-fuels-growth/



By Kristof Schoenaerts

Global Practice Head Life Sciences




nsey’s report, The
10 suggests the direction
lis clear, even if progress remains
uneven: Almost all surveyed organisations
report using Al, but nearly two-thirds say
they have not yet begun scaling it across the
enterprise. In other words, the leadership
challenge is no longer whether to explore Al,
but how to embed it effectively, safely, and
atscale.



Each of these shifts demands dif-
ferent leadership. Not better lead-
ership in the abstract. Different
leadership for a specific context.

This matters because as found

in our Leadership Navigator 2026
studies, over 50% of executives
believe the changes they face are
unique. In MedTech, they are right.
A company divesting non-core as-
sets to fund growth in pulsed field
ablation needs a different leader
than one building Al products from
scratch. A company rewriting its
commercial model for ASC cus-
tomers needs a different leader
than one optimising hospital pro-
curement relationships.

Yet most organisations still select

leaders based on generic com-

petency models. They look for

“strategic thinkers” and “change

agents” without defining what

strategy and change mean in their

precise situation, in their specific market, at
this exact moment.

High Performance Leadership
is Contextual

The studies confirm what executive search
practitioners observe daily: Leadership ef-
fectiveness depends on the match between
the leader’s capabilities and the organisa-
tion's specific situation. AMedTech CEO
managing aggressive restructuring and
margin pressure operates in a fundamen-
tally different context than one scaling a
newly acquired neuromodulation platform.
Both roles require excellence. Neither role
requires the same leader.

Organisations that define their leadership
needs through the lens of their actual stra-
tegic situation, rather than a universal lead-

éé

The leaders who will drive
innovation, improve patient
outcomes, and maintain
competitive advantage in 2026
are not the ones with the most
impressive resumes”

ership framework, report better outcomes
under pressure. The questionis not “whois
a great leader?” The questionis “whois the
right leader for what we need to accomplish
inthe next 18 to 36 months?”

Define the Leadership Results
Your Situation Demands

More than 10% of organisations plan to re-

structure their leadership teams within one
to three years. Before they hire, they should
define what success looks like in measura-

ble terms.

For a MedTech company entering the ASC
market, the needed leadership result might
be: “Build a commercial model that captures
15% of addressable ASC procedure volume
within 24 months”. For a company scaling

Al capabilities, it might be: “Establish



enterprise-wide data governance and de-
ploy three validated Al applications within 18
months”.

These are not job descriptions. They are
performance contracts. They force clarity
about what the organisation needs before
the search begins.

Select Leaders Based on
Relevant Track Record First

The studies show that atleast 66% of what
you evaluate inyour nextleader should focus
ontheirrelevanttrack recordinrelationtothe
specifics of the role and situation. Thisis not
aboutyears of experience. Itisabout demon-
strated resultsincomparable contexts.

Aleader who has successfully built ASC
commercial channels in orthopaedics
brings directly transferable knowledge to

a cardiac device company facing the same
shift. Aleader who has scaled Al governance
in diagnostics brings relevant architecture
thinking to a surgical robotics firm. Track
record in a relevant context is the strongest
predictor of future performance.

Leadership excellence is not only about who
someone is. Itis about what they have ac-
complished when it truly mattered.

MedTech executives should resist the temp-
tation to hire for generic leadership quali-
ties. Instead, define your specific strategic
context. Set clear, measurable leadership
results. Then find the leader whose track
record proves they have done it before, in a
situation that mirrors yours.

The leaders who will drive innovation, im-
prove patient outcomes, and maintain com-
petitive advantage in 2026 are not the ones
with the mostimpressive résumeés. They are
the ones whose experience matches your
reality.

19 McKinsey. (2025). The state of Al in 2025. https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai

A 5-Point Checklist for Choosing
the Right MedTech Leader

1. Clarify the business context: |dentify
the specific disruption or transition your
organisation is facing.

2. Define the leadership challenge
precisely: Be explicit about what kind
of leadership the situation requires,
rather than relying on broad competency
labels.

3. Setmeasurable success criteria: De-
scribe what success should look like in
operational and commercial terms over
the next 18-36 months.

4. Prioritise relevant track record: Focus
assessment on whether the leader has
delivered results in a similar context.

5. Hire for fit with future needs: Choose
the leader whose experience best
matches where the business needs to
go next.
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Why Context, Authenticity
and Resilience Matter
More Than Ever

The leaders most likely to succeed in un-
certain times are not simply those with the
strongest presence or the most polished
style. They are the ones with a relevant
track record and a strong fit with the real
conditions their people and organisations
face. They also have the self-awareness and
openness needed to build trust, encour-
age learning, and strengthen performance
around them. Above all, they are ambidex-
trous leaders: able to run today’s organisa-
tion well while also preparing employees
and stakeholders for a different future.



This matters greatly for public sector organ-
isations across Europe. Over the last two
years, leaders in government, municipali-
ties, healthcare, education, and NGOs have
worked under growing pressure. Demand

has increased. Budgets have remained tight.

Workforce shortages have become more
visible. Digital change has accelerated. Al
has moved from a future topic to an immedi-
ate leadership issue. At the same time, pub-
lic expectations of service quality, transpar-
ency, and fairness have continued to rise.

The next two years are likely to bring more
of the same. Public sector organisations will
need to improve delivery, increase produc-
tivity, modernise services, use technology
more effectively, and work more closely
across institutional boundaries. They will
need leaders who can navigate this reality
with sound judgement, practical credibility,
and human maturity.

That is why two ideas matter more now than
ever. First, high performance in leadership is
contextual. What works in one setting may
not work in another. Second, authenticity

is not simply a matter of personal style. Itis
becoming a real performance factor, espe-
cially where trust, collaboration, and change
are critical.

Leadership Effectiveness is
Shaped by Context

One of the most important lessons from the
MU Leadership Navigator 2026 studies is
that success s situational. There is no single
model of the ideal leader that works across
all organisations and allmoments.

This is especially true in the public sector.
The context of a ministry, a municipality, a
hospital group, a university, or an NGO may
look similar from a distance, but the leader-
ship challenge is often very different. One
organisation may need service redesign un-

der budget pressure. Another may need cul-
tural repair after a difficult period. Another
may need stronger digital delivery, better
cross-system cooperation, or more stable
workforce leadership.

This means public sector organisations
need to define leadership roles more pre-
cisely. Instead of asking only whether a can-
didate seems strong in general, they need
to ask:

» What results must this leader deliver?

» What kind of complexity will they face?

» What type of change must they lead?

» What evidence shows they have done
something similar before?

This is where relevant track record becomes
soimportant. In uncertain conditions, the
best guide to future performance is often
not broad leadership language, but clear ev-
idence that a person has delivered in a con-
text close to the one they are now entering.

For public sector organisations, this is not
only a theoretical point. Itis a practical one.
Leadership mismatch can slow reform,
weaken service quality, reduce employee
confidence, and damage public trust. A
strong selection process therefore needs to
begin with context and outcomes, not only
personality and promise.

Authenticity is Becoming a
Strategic Leadership Strength

At the same time, another important shiftis
taking place. Leadership is no longer judged
only by decisiveness, authority, or control.
Increasingly, effective leaders are those who
can be clear and credible without pretend-
ing to be flawless.

In complex public sector environments,
leaders often need to work through ambigu-
ity, incomplete information, and competing

demands. In such conditions, image-man-
aged leadership can quickly become a
weakness. If leaders appear to have all the
answers, avoid showing uncertainty, or
focus too much on appearing perfect, they
may reduce openness across the organisa-
tion. Teams become less likely to speak up,
challenge assumptions, or share risks early.

More genuine leadership creates different
conditions. Leaders who show self-aware-
ness, honesty, and appropriate openness
make it easier for others to do the same.
This canincrease trust, learning, and prob-
lem-solving. It can also reduce fear, defen-
siveness, and the pressure to hide mistakes.

This does not mean leaders should become
informal, vague, or emotionally exposedin
ways that weaken confidence. Public leader-
ship stillrequiresjudgement, steadiness, and
accountability. Butit does mean that authen-
ticity now has practical value. It helps leaders
create psychological safety, support collab-
oration, and build the kind of organisational
culture neededfor change andresilience.

This is especially relevant in Europe, where
leadership is often expected to combine
competence with trust, dialogue, and in-
stitutional responsibility. In these settings,
overly performative or heroic leadership
styles may be less effective than those
based on credibility, openness, and mature
self-management.

Why This Matters Even
More now

The public sector is facing a combination

of pressures that makes both context and
authenticity more important than ever. Re-
silience is needed within organisations to
sustain performance through change. Ro-
bustness is required to absorb shocks when
change happens quickly. Leaders must sup-
port both.



At the same time, several wider pressures
are intensifying:

» Demand continues torise in many ser-
vices, especially in healthcare, social
care, and local services.

» Financial constraints remain tight. Lead-
ers are being asked to deliver better out-
comes with limited additional resources,
while managing current operations ef-
fectively and preparing people for future
challenges.

» Workforce shortages are creating fur-
ther strain. Many organisations face diffi-
culties attracting and retaining people in
digital, data, health, care, education, and
specialist roles. Leaders need to create
environments where people feel re-
spected, included, developed, and able
to contribute.

» Digital transformation remains high
on the agenda, yet many organisations
still operate with legacy systems, frag-
mented data, and uneven capability.
Leaders need to modernise carefully and
credibly. This requires not only technical
understanding, but also the ability to lead
change without losing operational grip.

» Alis sharpening the challenge. Public
organisations must now decide where Al
can improve services, productivity, and
analysis, and where its use creates too
much risk. This requires leaders who can
combine innovation with ethics, speed
with governance, and ambition with ac-
countability.

» Cross-boundary collaborationis in-
creasingly essential. Ministries, munici-
palities, health systems, education pro-
viders, and NGOs increasingly depend on
each other. No single institution has all
the answers. Leaders therefore need to
build cooperation, not just manage their
own area.

In all these areas, leadership based only on
technical skill or formal authority will not
be enough. The future will favour leaders
who combine relevant achievement with

honesty, adaptability, and the ability to work
through others.

» Insummary, this combination of com-
plexity and change requires ambidex-
trous leadership: the ability to deal
effectively with today’s challenges while
preparing for the future.

Better Public Sector
Leadership Decisions Should
Focus on Impact

These combined insights lead to a clear
conclusion. Public sector organisations
should be careful not to confuse polish with
readiness.

A stronger approach is to select leaders
step by step:

» First, identify those with relevant
achievements in similar conditions.

» Second, assess how they achieved re-
sults, including how they handled pres-
sure, change, and people.

» Third, consider wider qualities such as
self-awareness, openness, learning ori-
entation, and the ability to attract trust.

This helps organisations avoid a common
mistake: Appointing leaders who speak well
and present strongly, but whose experience
or style does not match the real demands
ofthe role. One important risk in public
sector leadership selection isn’t choosing
the wrong skills—it’s mistaking polish for
self-awareness, one quality that can’t be as-
sessed in aninterview but reveals itself the
moment real pressure hits. Organisations
that build structured ways to surface it be-
fore appointment, not just develop it after.

In uncertain times impact matters. Public
sector institutions need leaders who are
credible in context and genuine in how they
lead. That combination is more likely to sup-

port trust, better decisions, and sustainable
performance.

Leadership Checklist: Questions
Public Sector Leaders Need to be
Able to Answer

Beyond role specific requirements, context
still matters most. The public sector needs
leaders who can answer these questions
clearly and credibly:

1. Canlmake difficult priorities when de-
mand grows faster than resources?

2. Canlimprove productivity and value with-
outdamaging trust, quality, or mission?

3. Canllead change while keeping daily op-
erations stable?

4. Canlbe openaboutuncertainty without
creating confusion or losing credibility?

5. Canlcreate enough trustfor people to
speak honestly about risks, mistakes,
and new ideas?

6. Canlusedataand Al progressively and
responsibly, in ways that protect fairness,
accountability, and public confidence?

7. Canlattract, develop, and retain talented
people in adifficult labour market?

8. Canlleadacross departments, sectors,
and institutions when I do not control
every lever?

9. Canlreduce silo working and build
shared ownership of outcomes?

10. Canlcommunicate difficult trade-offs
honestly to employees, stakeholders,
and the public?
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As such, transparent communication
emerges as a cornerstone of effective lead-
ership. CEOs must communicate effectively
not only with stakeholders and employees
but also with the Board to ensure alignment
on strategic directions and maintain trust.
They must transform uncertainty into a
mobilising purpose, working with the Board
as strategic partners rather than mere re-
porting entities, while balancing agility with
strategic coherence.

Today's markets shift faster than traditional
planning cycles, leading to rapidly eroding
competitive advantages. Strategic decisions
are increasingly intertwined with multifac-
eted risks, including geopolitical dynamics,
regulatory changes, the acceleration of
technology and Al, economic volatility and
burgeoning ESG pressures. As Boards
respond to systemic rather than isolated
risks, stakeholder management grows more
complex, with investors demanding perfor-
mance alongside sustainability, while em-
ployees seek purpose and flexibility.

In this context, Boards and CEOs are com-
pelled to make quicker, more informed de-
cisions with often incomplete information,
catalysing a necessity for agility as they
adapt to ever-changing circumstances.

Understand High-Performance
Leadership is Contextual

Organisations confronting uncertainty must
recognise the unique high-performance
requirements relevant to their specific
contexts. The MU Leadership Navigator
2026 studies indicate that over 50% of ex-
ecutives believe the changes they face are
unigue, necessitating tailored leadership
responses. High-performance leadership
is not one-size-fits-all, it needs to resonate
closely with the organisation’s specific cir-
cumstances, including industry dynamics,
stakeholder expectations, and competitive
pressures. Each context demands different

leadership emphases—even if the underly-
ing capabilities overlap:

» Aglobal technology firm navigating rapid
Al disruption requires leadership that is
innovative, agile and comfortable with
ambiguity.

» Aregulated financial institution under
supervisory scrutiny requires disciplined
risk management and governance preci-
sion.

» Afamily-owned manufacturing business
entering succession requires trust-build-
ing, stewardship and long-term continu-
ity focus.

» Aprivate equity-backed portfolio com-
pany approaching exit requires sharp
value creation, speed and financial per-
formance discipline.

In uncertain times, Boards need to balance
strategic patience with decisive oversight,
as their context varies significantly be-
tween public, family-owned, and private
equity-backed companies. They navigate
long-term value creation, governance, risk
oversight, and stakeholder accountability,
while CEOs focus on operational perfor-
mance, organisational alignment, and finan-
cial sustainability. Both roles demand high
performance but in different ways. There

is anincreasing emphasis on stakeholder
engagement and corporate social respon-
sibility. Additionally, the rise of remote

work and digital operations has prompted
investments in technology and cyber re-
silience. Ultimately, effective leadership
during uncertainty requires adaptability, for-
ward-thinking, and collaboration from both
Boards and CEOs.

The critical issue is not whether leaders are
capable but whether their skills align with
the current and emerging context facing the
organisation. In uncertain times, generic
leadership advice falls short. Organisations
that clearly define their high-performance
requirements tend to make more consistent
decisions, align leadership behaviours with
strategy, reduce confusion during crises,

strengthen accountability, and improve tal-
ent management.

When leaders grasp the unique pressures
and opportunities of their environment, they
can make sharper, more impactful deci-
sions. This understanding enables Boards
and CEOs to make informed leadership
choices that promote sustainable success.

High-performing organisations take a sys-
tematic approach, asking questions such as:

» What uncertainties most threaten or en-
able our strategy?

» Whereis our risk exposure highest?

» What time horizon truly governs our deci-
sions?

» What capabilities are mission-critical in
the next 24-36 months?

Boards then use this information to set be-
havioural expectations for management and
assess whether the CEO’s leadership style
matches current needs and if the executive
team is well-suited to navigate upcoming
complexities.

Define Clear Needed
Leadership Results

Defining clear and measurable leadership
results is fundamental for effective gov-
ernance. Leadership must align with the
organisation’s strategic priorities, whether
focusing on growth, turnaround, or transfor-
mation. Boards must clearly articulate the
specific outcomes they expect from their
leadership. Our Leadership Navigator 2026
report shows that organisations with clarity
in leadership results tend to better align ex-
ecutive behaviour with strategic objectives,
leading to enhanced decision-making and
improved performance.

For example, if a company aims for digital
transformation, the required leadership
style and capabilities will differ significantly



from those necessary for market expansion.
Setting measurable goals for each leader
not only fosters accountability in leadership
roles but also helps prioritise actions that
align with organisational objectives. This
approach serves as a framework for eval-
uating performance, reducing subjectivity,
and facilitating timely interventions. In an
environment where circumstances can shift
rapidly, clear objectives help maintain focus
and direction, enabling Boards and CEOs to
navigate complexity with confidence.

To effectively support organisational per-
formance and success, Boards and CEOs
must:

» Establishing clear CEQO evaluation criteria

» Using future-context scenario leadership
assessments

» Regular capability reviews of the man-
agement team.

This approach ensures that goals are rele-
vant, achievable, and aligned with both indi-
vidual capabilities and organisational objec-
tives, ultimately driving better performance
and success.

Leadership is not just about who a person
is; itis fundamentally about what they have
demonstrably delivered in conditions that
mirror future challenges. Itis crucial to as-
sess if leaders are capable and if they have
the potential to succeed in new contexts
and corporate cultures.

Select Leaders Stepwise Based
on Relevant Track Record

The selection of leaders must follow a
systematic process that prioritises demon-
strated achievements relevant to the or-
ganisation’s context. The studies found that
organisations should base at least 66%

of their evaluation of potential leaders on
demonstrated past success. This means
that beyond traditional leadership qualities,

organisations must evaluate whether the
leader has already solved problems similar
to the ones the organisation is about to face
at the required scale and complexity. As a
second step, their skills in navigating change
and complexity can be considered. Follow-
ing a stepwise methodology reduces risk
and biases. Charisma, credentials, reputa-
tion, and internal popularity can distort judg-
ment. For example, a CEO appointed to lead
a technology firm facing rapid Al advance-
ments should come from a background that
reflects success in innovative environments.
Conversely, aleader of a regulated financial
institution would be better served by experi-
ence in risk management and compliance.

This stepwise approach to selection not
only mitigates risk but also enhances the
possibility of finding a leader who fits well
with the company culture and operational
demands. In an age of rapid change and un-
certainty, such methodical assessments are
crucial for identifying individuals whose past
results provide a reliable indicator of future
success.

Conclusion

In summary, navigating uncertain times
requires Boards and CEOs to adopt a mul-
tifaceted approach to leadership. They

must appreciate that high performance is
contextual, clearly define leadership suc-
cess criteria, and select leaders based on
relevant achievements. By implementing
these principles, organisations can bolster
their resilience and adaptability in the face of
shifting landscapes.

Organisations get their leadership decisions
right when they:

1. Context matters: Understand the
unigue challenges and opportunities
your organisation faces.

2. Setclear goals: Define measurable lead-
ership results aligned with strategic pri-
orities for the desired future outcomes.

3. Prioritise relevant track record: Choose
leaders based on proven achievements
relevant to your context.

4. Foster adaptability: Embrace change as
a strength and build organisational resil-
ience.

5. Engage in ongoing evaluation: Contin-
uously assess leadership effectiveness
against the evolving landscape and eval-
uate character and cultural impact.

By adhering to these principles, Boards and
CEOs can successfully cultivate a leader-
ship framework that meets the demands of
uncertain times and propels their organisa-
tions toward sustainable success.



By Nicolas Alaerts

Partner & Global Practice Head
Leadership Advisory
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From Individual Capability to
Leadership Effectiveness
in Context

Uncertain environments highlight more the
limits of generic leadership definitions. The
same behaviours that drive performance

in one context may stall progress in an-
other. What matters is not whether leaders
demonstrate broadly attractive qualities but
if their capabilities are aligned with the or-
ganisation’s required results, their strategic
reality, operating model and change/trans-
formation agenda. As our Leadership Nav-
igator 2026 studies show, more than two
thirds of the answer to “what leadership ca-
pabilities do we need” rests with the unique
situation and context of your business. As
leadership does not happen in avacuum,
contextis king.

This has important implications. Leadership
effectiveness cannot be assessed inisola-
tion from context. It must be understood in
relation to the following:

» Theresults the organisation must de-
liver.

» The complexity leaders are required to
manage.

» The pace and direction of change they
are expected to lead.

Organisations that navigate uncertainty well
continuously revisit this alignment. They test
whether leadership roles are still defined
around the right outcomes, and whether the
people in those roles are equipped, both in-
dividually and collectively, to deliver them.

Clarity That Leads to High
Impact Development

In times of pressure, many organisations
invest quickly in leadership development
or coaching. These interventions are most

effective when they are anchored in clear
expectations about what leaders need to
achieve, not just how they need to behave.
After all, as found in the studies, the second
most important leadership requirement,
now and in the future, is “clarity, structure
and direction”.

Clarity on leadership results creates focus.
It allows development efforts to move be-
yond generic capability building and towards
strengthening those aspects of leadership
that will most directly impact performance.
Coaching becomes more purposeful when
itis grounded in concrete leadership chal-
lenges. Assessment becomes more mean-
ingful when it is used to sharpen decision
making rather than label individuals.

This shift from abstract ‘potential’ to ap-
plied effectiveness is especially important
when leadership capacity is stretched. And
in uncertain conditions, development time
is scarce so insights and learning needs to
translate into action and impact. The call
for more ROl on leadership development is
Clear.

Leadershipasa
Collective Capability

Uncertainty not only stretched individual
leaders but tests leadership teams and or-
ganisations as systems. Misalignment at the
top, unclear decision rights or competing
priorities between functions quickly under-
mine execution even when individual leaders
are strong.

Organisations are operating in environ-
ments that are more complex, faster and
more interdependent than before. In that
context individual leadership effectiveness
is no longer sufficient. The focus is shifting
towards team and organisational effective-
ness. How decisions are made. How informa-
tion flows. How accountability is shared. These



questions increasingly determine perfor-
mance.

Leaders therefore need to be assessed not
only on their personal impact but on their
contribution to collective results and organi-
sational performance.

The impact leaders have on results, and
their organisational contribution must

both bein focus. Of the top 10 capabilities
needed for the future, our studies found that
more than half relate to how leaders interact
with and affect the collective leadership

of their organisations (adaptability, agility,
cultivation of competent teams, building
trustful environments, communication and
collaboration).

Leadership effectiveness requires leaders
to create a result together as well as individ-

ually. Teams that perform well under uncer-
tainty tend to have:

éé

Uncertain times require

» Ashared understanding of priorities,
mandate, and results to be achieved.

» Sufficient diversity of perspective and
capabilities without fragmentation.

» Thediscipline to translate strategy into
coordinated action and to follow up.

» An effective team-dynamic.

Understanding and strengthening these dy-
namics is a critical part of preparing organi-
sations for what is next.

Leadership for What
Comes Next

Uncertain times require leadership that is
deliberately aligned with future demands,
grounded in reality and continuously re-
viewed as conditions evolve. Organisations
that approach leadership in this way are
better able to make informed decisions

leadership that is deliberately

aligned with future demands,

grounded in reality and

continuously reviewed as

conditions evolve”

about selection, development and team
effectiveness and ultimately organisational
effectiveness. Inreturn, the organisation can
create the conditions for leaders to perform
not by adding complexity but by giving clar-
ity and mandate where it matters most. By
doing that, leadership becomes less about
navigating uncertainty reactively and more
about building organisational resilience and
direction over time.









In practice, ESG leadership means navigat-
ing constant trade-offs: short-term perfor-
mance versus long-term resilience, regu-
latory compliance versus entrepreneurial
freedom, stakeholder expectations versus
operational realities. This environment re-
quires amore precise and evidence-based
understanding of what kind of leadership
truly delivers results.

Three principles are particularly critical.

1. High-Performance Leadership
is Contextual—Especially in ESG

There is no universal profile of effective ESG
leadership, and this has become increas-
ingly evident in recent years. The ESG land-
scape has evolved at unprecedented speed,
with definitions, priorities and regulatory
expectations varying significantly across
regions:

» Significantly tighter regulation in many
regions, particularly across the EU (e.g.
CSRD, EU Taxonomy, supply chain legis-
lation). At the same time, political shifts
and regulatory adjustments, including
recent discussions around simplification
and so-called “Omnibus” packages.

» Rising investor scrutiny and changing
capital allocation criteria.

» Increasing litigation and reputational risk.

» Strongindustry-specific divergence in
material ESG topics.

While recent regulatory adjustments and
the EU Omnibus discussions may signal a
certain recalibration or simplification, they
do notreverse the structural shift. Rather,
they add another layer of uncertainty. For
leadership, this means navigating not only
increasing expectations but also regulatory
volatility and changing political signals.

As aresult, leadership requirements differ
strongly between sectors, geographies and
business models. What constitutes excel-
lent ESG leadership in heavy industry looks

very different from financial services, tech-
nology or consumer goods.

Organisations that outperform under
pressure are those that define leadership
success in relation to their specific ESG
exposure and strategic context, not generic
models. 8% of leaders consider ESG and
regulations to be the mostimportant issue
they face, and over half see that the re-
sponse they need to make is entirely unique
to their situation.

For CEOs and boards, this means asking
concrete questions such as:

» Which ESG factors materially affect our
business model and profitability in the
next 3-5years?

» Where do regulatory uncertainty and po-
litical shifts create the highest leadership
risk for us?

» Which stakeholder conflicts will our lead-
ers need to actively navigate?

» What leadership behaviour will make the
biggest difference to execution in our
specific industry context?

Without these answers, leadership selection
remains guesswork.

2. Define Clear Leadership
Results—not Abstract Profiles

In complex ESG environments, clarity be-
comes a strategic asset, both for risk mitiga-
tion and for value creation. Instead of relying
on generic competency labels, successful
organisations define precise leadership
outcomes: What value should ESG create
for the organisation, its customers and its
investors? Which ESG-related risks must be
reduced? Which transformation milestones
must be achieved? Which KPIs will indicate
success? And what does “effective change
management” concretely mean in this
role—faster implementation cycles, lower
resistance, measurable shifts in decision
processes?



Only when expectations are translated into
measurable outcomes can leadership be
assessed meaningfully.

This is particularly important because ESG
fundamentally changes the nature of leader-
ship itself. Three shifts illustrate this trans-
formation:

» From managing functions to connecting
systems.

» From short-term results to long-term re-
sponsibility.

» From compliance to culture and convic-
tion.

Selecting leaders based purely on abstract
skills without validating their relevance

to these demands creates significant
execution risk. Clear objectives and out-
come-based definitions are the foundation
for accurate assessment. As Professor
Anders Sjoberg, the scientific author for
our Leadership Navigator 2026 studies,
states, “leadership success cannot be predicted
through standardised competency frameworks
it requires rigorous analysis of organisational
context, situation, and specific role require-
ments”.

3. Select Leaders Stepwise—
Start With Relevant
Track Record

ESG leadership is not only about surviving
pressure. Itis increasingly about creating
competitive advantage: developing sus-
tainable products, building trusted brands,
accessing new funding sources and driving
innovation. To unlock this potential, organ-
isations need leaders who have already
demonstrated relevant success in their
track record.

Arobust selection process therefore starts
with:

» Proven experience in comparable ESG-
driven transformations.

» Evidence of systems thinking and
cross-functional leadership.

» Demonstrated ability to balance eco-
nomic performance with long-term re-
sponsibility.

» Credibility in shaping culture, notjust en-
forcing compliance.

Skills, potential and learning agility matter,
but only on top of a solid, relevant track re-
cord.

Conclusion

ESG has moved leadership out of the realm
of theory and into day-to-day business re-
ality. It affects how strategies are set, how
investments are prioritised and how organi-
sations are perceived by markets, regulators
and employees.

Evenin light of current regulatory adjust-
ments and the EU Omnibus discussions,
ESG remains a structural business reality.
Simplification may change reporting require-
ments but it does not eliminate stakeholder
expectations, capital market scrutiny or the
strategic relevance of sustainability.

Companies that handle this well do three
things consistently: They take their specific
ESG context seriously, they translate ex-
pectations into concrete business results,
and they appoint leaders who have already
proven they can deliver in comparable situ-
ations.

CheckKilist for Effective ESG
Leadership Selection

v Define context: Clearly specify which
ESG topics are materially relevant for
the business model, industry and geo-
graphic footprint, and which are not.

v Clarify value and risk: Establish a shared
view on where ESG is expected to create

business value (e.g. growth, innovation,
access to capital) and where it primarily
mitigates risk.

v Translate expectations into outcomes:
Convert leadership requirements into
concrete, measurable results, including
KPlIs, transformation milestones and
execution priorities—rather than generic
competency labels.

v Checkrelevant track record: Prioritise
proven experience delivering resultsin
ESG-driven environments with compara-
ble complexity, regulatory exposure and
stakeholder pressure.

v Assess systemic leadership capability:
Validate the ability to connect systems,
balance short- and long-term priorities,
and actively shape culture beyond com-
pliance.

Recommended Further
Readings and Sources:

KPMG Global CEO Outlook

This report frequently addresses the needs
of CEOs regarding ESG initiatives, demon-
strating how organisations can integrate
sustainability into their core strategies. It
highlights the importance of contextual
leadership and offers insights into how
businesses can adapt their practicesin re-
sponse to evolving regulatory landscapes.

https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/esg.html

EY Sustainability: Turning ESG Challenges
Into Strategic Value

A useful resource for understanding how
ESG can evolve from a reporting exercise
into a strategic driver of long-term value, re-
silience and competitive advantage.

https://www.ey.com/en_gl/services/sustainabilit



https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/esg.html
https://www.ey.com/en_gl/services/sustainability







One of the clearest insights from the MU
Leadership Navigator is that more than 50%
of the challenges organisations face are
unique to them. This is true but not because
uncertainty itselfis unique. What differs is
the specific mix and intensity of four forces
shaping every organisa-

tionin 2026: technology

and Al, economic pres-

sure, competition, and

geopolitical tension.

From a Digital & Trans-

formation Practice per-

spective, the conclusion

is clear: There is no uni-

versal leadership profile

for uncertain times.

High-performance lead-

ership is contextual.

Technology and Al

illustrate this well. A

regulated industrial

company modernising

legacy systems needs

leaders with operational

discipline and regula-

tory understanding. A

digital-native scale-up

embedding Al into its

products needs leaders

who can experiment

quickly and build eco-

systems. A mid-sized

family business auto-

mating its value chain

needs leaders who can

build trust and bring

people along. Academic

research! confirms

that successful digital

transformation depends on leaders who
are visionary, adaptable, and able to drive
organisational change and culture, not just
technology adoption. Leaders must be cus-
tomer-centred, embrace risk, and empower
teams to collaborate effectively. Across

many transformation projects, one pattern
is consistent: Failure is rarely caused by the
wrong technology. It is usually caused by
leadership that does not fit the organisa-
tion’s digital maturity and risk context.

éé

But leadership choices still depend on con-
text. In asset-heavy industries, leaders must
combine cost discipline with investment
courage. Ininnovation-driven sectors, ex-
cessive cost cutting can damage long-term
competitiveness.

We see a clear gap between

leaders who treat digital

transformation as a cost-saving

tool and those who use it to

create long-term value”

Four Forces are Reshaping
Leadership Requirements

Economic pressure is forcing many boards

to focus on cost efficiency and productivity.

We see a clear gap between leaders who
treat digital transformation as a cost-saving
tool and those who use it to create long-
term value. The difference is not technology.
Itis judgment knowing when to optimise
and when to invest. Competitionis also



changing. Many of the strongest compet-
itors today are not traditional peers. They
are platform companies, Al-native entrants,
ecosystem players, or state-backed firms.
This requires competitive imagination, the
ability to see threats early and rethink indus-
try boundaries.

Leadership teams with strong strategic
agility and external focus move faster. They
launch new business models earlier. They
build stronger partnerships. They adapt
better when revenue streams shift. The
differentiator is not better data. Itis better
leadership thinking. Geopolitical tensions
now directly affect supply chains, tech-
nology access, and market entry. Leaders
must think in scenarios, not single plans.
They must empower decisions closer to

the market. They must operate across cul-
tures. Organisations with rigid hierarchies
and slow decision processes react too late.
Leadership resilience has become a perfor-
mance driver. Indeed, according to recent
research from McKinsey and the World
Economic Forum, 84% of executives report
feeling underprepared for emerging disruptions:
from Al and supply chain fragility to geopolitical
tensions and economic volatility, underscoring
the urgent need for context-aligned leader-
ship capabilities.

Aligning Leadership With the
Organisation’s Reality

In uncertain times, leadership effectiveness
is not about having the “best” leaders in
abstract terms. It is about having the right
leaders for your specific situation. Boards
and executive teams should ask three sim-
ple questions:

1. Does our leadership team match our
digital maturity, competitive risk, geopo-
litical exposure, and economic pressure?

11 Tagscherer, F., Carbon, C-C. (2023). Leadership for successful digitalization: A literature review on companies’ internal and external aspects of digitalization.

2. Are we assessing leaders based on fu-
ture demands or past performance?

3. Are we building succession pipelines for
volatility and reinvention or only for sta-
ble growth?

At MU, our Leadership Navigator data and
Digital Transformation Practice work lead to
a clear conviction: Uncertain times do not
require stronger leadership. They require
leadership that fits the context.

The organisations that will outperformin the
coming decade will not simply have better
technology. They will have leadership teams
precisely aligned with the uncertainty they
face. The key question therefore is simple:
What leadership does your organisation
need next?

ScienceDirect. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2773032823000032



Appendices

MU Research Institute

The MU Research Institute (MU RI) is a spe-
cialised, independent body within MU estab-
lished to develop, validate, and maintain the
firm’s science-based executive search and
leadership assessment methods. It ensures
all leadership advisory services align with
MU Leader Selection Science®, focusing on
evidence-based hiring, diversity, and talent
development. The MU Research Institute
also produces the studies used in the MU
Leadership Navigator 2026.

Key aspects of the MU Research Institute
include:

» Focus areas: Developing proprietary
methods, conducting validation studies
(e.g., verifying hiring success rates), and
producing research on leadership, inclu-
sion, and diversity.

» Scientific approach: Founded to go
beyond traditional executive search by
applying academic rigor to talent acqui-
sition and assessment.

» Quality assurance: Ensures services
meet high, often accredited, standards
of accuracy, such as ISO 10667-2 for, as-
sessment services.

» Key publications: The MU RI publishes
findings on leadership trends, such as
updates on inclusion and diversity re-
search and success rates of leader ap-
pointments.

The institute serves as the cornerstone of
MU'’s reputation for scientific, data-driven
leadership advice.

~ RogerHagafors
' Head of MURI

»
Roger Hagafors leads the MU Research In-
stitute.

Roger was awarded a PhD degree in Psy-
chology at Uppsala University 1981, where in
1986 he was appointed as Associate Profes-
sor in Psychology. He had research assign-
ments mainly at the University of Uppsala.
Roger has published many scientific articles
in Expert Judgement and Decision-Making

Roger is an experienced Board Member,
General Manager and Executive Search
Consultant who has successfully run and
grown MU'’s consulting businesses for more
than 40 years.

Anders Sjoberg
Deputy Head of MU RI

Anders Sjoberg obtained his PhD from the
Department of Psychology at Stockholm
University in 1998 and was appointed As-
sociate Professor at the same institution in
2010. He has published extensively in scien-

tific journals on personality, cognitive ability,
personnel selection, and psychometrics.

He contributed to the development of ISO
10667 and has been a longstanding member
of the Board of Assessments within the Eu-
ropean Federation of Psychologists’ Associ-
ations. Since 2024, he has served as Deputy
Head of the MU Research Institute. Andersis
the scientific author for the MU Leadership
Navigator 2026 report.

EmmaJonsson
Head of Applied Research

Emma Jonsson has been awarded a Master
of Social Science (MSSc) degree at Uppsala
University and has been engaged in the MU
Analytics Team since 2017. Since 2021 she
has held the position as Head of Applied
Research in MU Research Institute. In this
role, Emma leads psychometric validation
studies for the MU Personality Inventories
and Cognitive Tests. Sheis also responsible
for the recurring success-rate follow-up of
leader-appointments based on MU assess-
ments and conducting research in the areas
of Inclusion and Diversity.
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For additional information on MU'’s validation
studies, Inclusion & Diversity research and
the ISO standard, continue reading here.

MU Validation Studies

https://www.mercuriurval.com/globalassets/muri/suc-

cess-rate-for-leader-appointments-2022-2023.pdf

Diversity Analysis

https://www.mercuriurval.com/globalassets/muri

diversity-analysis-2023.pdf

Research on Inclusion & Diversity

https://www.mercuriurval.com/globalassets/muri

research-on-inclusion-and-diversity-2025.pdf

ISO 10667-2 Standard

The purpose of the ISO 10667-2 standard is
to describe requirements and recommen-
dations for the procedures and methods
used in the measurement and assessment
of people for work-related purposes. The
standard covers the entire measurement
and assessment process. The application
of this standard provides better, fairer, and
more reliable decision-making support for
the organisation.

https://www.iso.org/standards.html
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At MU, leadership selection is approached
as a prediction task. The question is not
simply who appears impressive, but who is
most likely to deliver the required results in
the real context of the role. This requires a
structured, evidence-based methodology
that combines scientific rigour with contex-
tual judgement.

MU’s approach is grounded in the MU Pre-
dictive Analysis™. For every appointment,
MU Experts conduct a systematic analysis
of the role, including the organisational
context, strategic priorities, functional de-
mands, complexity, and degree of change
involved. This ensures that leadership
assessment is anchored in what the role ac-
tually requires, not in generic assumptions
about what good leadership looks like.

{

Evidence from real
performance in comparable
situations gives organisations
a more reliable basis

for prediction than generic
competency models or
one-size-fits-all leadership
frameworRks”

This matters because effective leadership
prediction must be both predictive and pre-
cise. It must look ahead to the challenges
the leader will face, while also defining
clearly the results, context, and capabilities
that matter most for success.

To do this, MU Experts assess two broad
types of predictors:

» Track-record predictors—experience,
knowledge, and demonstrated perfor-
mance.

» Personal characteristics predictors—
coghnitive ability, personality traits, and
behavioural patterns.

Both are important, but their relative weight
depends on the role and its context.

Track-record data plays a central
role in MU’s methodology because
it provides direct evidence of what
a candidate has already achieved
in relevant situations. Decades

of scientific research show that
structured assessment of past
performance is among the strong-
est predictors of future success.
MU’s own outcome validation
supports this: More than 90%

of appointments made based

on MU assessment method are
evaluated as successful by Hiring
Managers.1?



In complex and uncertain environments,
proven capability is often a stronger guide
than broad potential alone. Evidence from
real performance in comparable situations
gives organisations a more reliable basis for
prediction than generic competency mod-
els or one-size-fits-all leadership frame-
works.

At the same time, MU’s methodology does
not stop at achievement. The strongest
leadership decisions follow a disciplined
and stepwise process: First understanding
proven achievement, then going beyond

it to assess behaviour and potential. This
includes qualities such as adaptability, cu-
riosity, judgement, direction-setting, and
the ability to attract and build strong teams.
These characteristics are often critical, es-
pecially in roles shaped by change, ambigu-
ity, and transformation.

MU'’s work is also guided by recognised
professional quality standards, including
ISO 10667, the international standard for
accurate and fair leadership assessment
(see appendix on page 63 to learn more).
This supports a high-quality, ethical, and
systematic approach to assessment, help-
ing clients make decisions that are ethical,
valid, and fit for purpose.

The key insight is that leadership prediction
is multi-dimensional and context depend-
ent. Some success factors are universal and
supported by research. Others are unique
to the organisation, the role, and the chal-
lenges ahead. Effective leadership assess-
ment therefore requires both:

12 Jonsson, E. (2025). Success of Leader Appointments 2022-2023. Mercuri Urval Research Institute. https://www.mercuriurval.com/global/

mercuri-urval-research-institute/

» Tailored analysis of the specific context,
requirements, and performance criteria
oftherole.

» Evidence-based evaluation of core pre-
dictors of success.

This is how MU Experts help clients re-
spond to the leadership challenges many
organisations now face: leadership is more
contextual and more complex; leadership
requirements must be defined more pre-
dictively and more precisely; and leadership
decisions must start with achievement,
then go beyond it.

What gives confidence is a structured, evi-
dence-based approach that combines con-
textual precision, disciplined assessment,
and recognised quality standards.
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