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Effective leadership in the 21st century means harnessing the current waves of ecological, geopolitical and 
technological disruption to drive positive transformation for societies and economies. In an increasingly 
interconnected yet polarised world, leaders must navigate cascading crises, eroding trust and shifting foundations 
for collective working, while leveraging human resilience and ingenuity. Rather than resisting change, the most 
impactful leaders establish purpose, vision and hope, and ride the waves of turbulence to build thriving, inclusive 
futures where people and the planet prosper.

Executive summary

This report updates the Leadership Capabilities for the 21st Century Framework, published in 2023 
by the University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL). It both incorporates 
feedback on its application in practice since publishing and explores the challenges and 
opportunities of leadership in the current context defined by disruption. The report summarises 
seven reflections on and updates to the original thinking and provides a revised relevant and 
practical framework and capabilities to influence leadership development and impact.

Leadership is not confined to a few individuals in positions of power but is about accepting 
responsibility to create the conditions for collective movement towards a shared meaningful 
goal. Purpose remains central, but must be activated through strategic performance, while place 
is more important than ever in navigating polarisation and power, and energising change. 

Connected leadership is vital for navigating complexity, but also to show the connection with 
everyday concerns, while collective leadership recognises the need for a healthy dynamic between 
collaboration and competition, bridging strategically to realise impact. Creative leadership 
generates the conditions that lead not only to imagination but also to radical innovation and 
transformation, while courageous leadership takes many forms in a complex world. 

The report draws on extensive research and feedback from global practitioners, aiming to 
close the gap between aspirational ideals and lived realities. Collectively as part of teams, 
organisations and movements, we believe that this kind of leadership will go a long way 
towards creating the conditions for critical earth systems and the economies, societies and 
organisations that rely on them to genuinely prosper and thrive at this time of disruption.
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Executive summary

The Leadership Capabilities for the 21st Century Framework (2025) (Figure 1) has been revised 
to embrace the capabilities required in a turbulent age, where effective leadership uses 
the energy and opportunity of disruption to create more thriving economies, societies 
and futures. It provides a relevant and practical framework and capabilities to influence 
leadership development and impact.

Purpose and performance  
Leadership that drives strategic transformation and performance to realise the 
purpose of a better future.

Place 
Leadership that puts place and context at the heart of sense-making and decision-taking.

Figure 1: The Leadership Capabilities Framework (2025)
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Collective 
Leadership that enables a purposeful and healthy interplay between 
collaboration and competition, and bridges strategically to bring about 
action and impact.

Courageous 
Leadership that knows what it stands for and does the hard things, 
rooted in active hope. 

Creative 
Leadership that generates the conditions for ideas and solutions to emerge, 
advance and fundamentally disrupt systems, building better futures.

Principles  
The core characteristics of leadership showing most potential for thriving in an age 
of disruption. 

Connected 
Leadership that prioritises interconnection and interdependence in every 
way, from navigating complex systems to inter-personal dynamics. 
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Leadership capabilities for the 21st century 
Thriving in an age of disruption

The world is more interconnected than ever, and increasingly vulnerable to cascading 
shocks and crises.1 At the same time, societies are increasingly fragmented – economically, 
geopolitically and ideologically2 – with rising trends in socio-political polarisation, a breakdown 
in trust and cohesion,3 and growing conflict and violence.4 Many of the foundations 
underpinning social order and collective working in the 20th century are dramatically shifting, 
and there are huge debates about how economies should be organised in the future.5 Against 
this backdrop, there will be even greater disruption from either consequences of climate and 
nature degradation,6 or from the actions that societies take to respond to them,7 at the same 
time as artificial intelligence, machine learning and other technological breakthroughs are 
accelerating profound transformations that will disrupt and create new norms.8 

the 21st century proactively rides the waves of disruption, using the momentum to build 
organisations, communities, nations and economies where people and all of life genuinely 
prosper and thrive, now and for future generations. 

In 2023, we published Leadership Capabilities for the 21st 
Century: Creating a Thriving Future for All, which set out a 
framework for developing the mindsets and practices for a 
sustainable future – one that protects and restores the natural 
and social systems on which wellbeing for everyone is based. 

Since publishing, we have stress-tested the ideas with and 
gathered extensive feedback from several hundred business, 
government and finance professionals from around the world.11 We have also revisited the 
ideas in light of recent societal, economic and political shifts, evaluating what still holds and 
what needs to change to reflect current contexts.

The feedback we received most often was that while many of the foundational ideas deeply 
resonated and can be seen in practice in some areas, the framework left people wondering 
what to do with the gap between the ideal and their everyday lived experience. For example, 
the reality of colleagues or associates who do not share the same values or vision; systems 
that consistently prioritise short-term gains over long-term value creation; lack of senior 
leadership ambition in a challenging political climate; increasingly divided societies and an 
inability to live well together.

As authors, we want to better support individuals and organisations to navigate current realities 
and challenges, be prepared for action, and develop their leadership wisdom and decision-
making in a contested and complex space. In short, we want robust leadership principles and 
supporting capabilities that can be applied in real operating contexts.

In doing this, we have identified seven updates in our thinking about the leadership needed  
for an age of disruption. Some of these updates represent shifts to the original ideas; others 
reconfirm and strengthen our original approach. These updates have informed a revised 
framework, key definitions and set of capabilities, as summarised in Figure 2. 

Effective leadership for the 21st century is the ability to thrive in this disruption to accelerate 
positive progress for citizens and economies. The fundamental instinct to survive and 
flourish is deeply embedded in the human condition.9 Humanity has shown a striking ability 
over millennia to adapt to diverse environments, recover from trauma and demonstrate 
astonishing resilience. Times of extreme disruption can be opportunities for transformation, 
and there are already reasons for active hope and optimism in the continued fall in child 
mortality, exponential growth in clean energy, and technological breakthroughs that can 
radically enhance human health and wellbeing.10 

While the challenges are considerable, and many who have intentionally pursued a more 
just and resilient world over the last decades are feeling demoralised, leadership is more 
critical than ever. It is key to harnessing the very best of human ingenuity to ensure that 
technological, geopolitical, social, economic and ecological disruption is used for good rather 
than entrenching harms. Many will instinctively crave stability in a turbulent age – hunkering 
down, protecting, and resisting change. We argue however that effective leadership for 

In a turbulent age, effective leadership uses the energy and opportunity of disruption to create more thriving economies, societies and futures. 

“Responsible, effective leadership is never easy. 
But the challenges facing today’s leaders are of a 
different order than generations past. Crises no 
longer present themselves in isolation, but as part 
of an interconnected and hugely complex web.”

https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/global-leadership-age-turbulence
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/leadership-capabilities-21st-century
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Figure 2: Leadership Capabilities for the 21st Century (2025)
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Courageous
Leadership that knows what it 
stands for and does the hard 
things, rooted in active hope. 

Creative
Leadership that generates 
the conditions for ideas and 
solutions to emerge, advance and 
fundamentally disrupt systems, 
building better futures.

Connected
Leadership that prioritises 
interconnection and 
interdependence in every way, 
from navigating complex systems 
to inter-personal dynamics. 

Collective
Leadership that enables a 
purposeful and healthy interplay 
between collaboration and 
competition, and bridges 
strategically to bring about action 
and impact.

Place 
Leadership that puts place and 
context at the heart of sense-
making and decision-taking.

Purpose and 
performance 
Leadership that drives 
strategic transformation and 
performance to realise the 
purpose of a better future.
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THE CONTEXT:
Over history, societies have gravitated to the idea that the general public is incapable of 
self-governance and requires strong leaders, that there are special individuals (often men) 
who have innate qualities for leadership, and that the success or failure of the group is 
attributed primarily to the actions and decisions of this leader, rather than a collective effort.15 
These ideas hold because they offer a simpler explanation of how leadership works than 
the complex reality of the interplay between people, events and their environment.16 They 
also hold because it suits the vested interests of those already in power (and the leadership 
industry that supports them) and because the idea of a ‘saviour’ figure is seductive in an 
overwhelming, disruptive and out-of-control world.17

There is a risk however that the more people buy into the need for the saviour human 
(and the temptation to do so is likely to increase with growing ecological fragility, social 
fragmentation and technological developments),18 the more it can undermine our capacity 
for collective action and accountability. The more we look to the stereotype of the strong 
authoritative leader, the more this shapes the reality of future leadership.19 For those contexts 
increasingly dominated by ‘strong man’ politics, especially those with autocratic tendencies, 
to what extent does ‘following’ become simply fear-based passivity or uncritical deference, 
accepting the narrative that there is not the need, opportunity or agency to act? Even when 
there are no overt autocratic tendencies, to what extent does the ‘hero-isation’ of those who 
have accepted leadership responsibility (and conversely their vilification when they ‘fail’) place 
an unattainable burden of expectation on their shoulders?20

Leadership that accepts responsibility for creating the conditions for collective 
movement towards a shared meaningful goal 

1. Understanding leadership 

THE UPDATE: It matters more than ever how we all think about and practise leadership. We are 
clearer that simple stories about leadership can kill our ability to see a more complex reality.12 
While it is natural to gravitate towards charisma and energy, especially in times of uncertainty, 
societies do not need to be dominated by a simple story of the ‘hero saviour’ that strips away shared 
accountability and agency.13 Indeed, there are many ways to be ‘agents of leadership’. Everyone has 
a part to play in creating the conditions for collective movement towards a shared meaningful goal. 
This in fact encourages decisive and meaningful action rather than, for those who have accepted 
leadership responsibility, being shackled by the near-impossible expectations of the hero figure.14 

Research challenges the simple story of the ‘hero leader’ and confirms that there are many 
ways to be an ‘agent of leadership’:

“an individual or group who accepts responsibility for creating the conditions for 
collective movement towards a shared meaningful goal”21

‘Accepting responsibility’ emphasises that leadership owns and acts on the opportunity to 
contribute, accepts accountability for actions and decisions, and is answerable for its part 
in enabling collective success. ‘Creating the conditions’ highlights that leadership can be 
exercised through a wide range of activities, from motivation and inspiration, to direction 
and decision-taking, to sense-making and storytelling (supporting shared meaning and 
understanding), to coalition building and mobilisation, to shifting cultures, policies and 
processes to embed change. Leadership capabilities are not simply for the few who happen 
to be in existing positions of power. Leadership capabilities can, and need to, be developed 
in every context, at every level of an organisation, and in every part of society, to accept 
collective accountability for and build collective capacity for change.
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THE CONTEXT:
For several years, many leadership 
development programmes failed to ask 
the critical question: “who or what is your 
leadership in service of?”23 Without this 
question, those in leadership are at risk 
of accepting norms about what ‘good’ 
looks like, whether profit, growth, or 
election wins without critical reflection on 
considerations of wider significance. Over 
the past decade, there has been a growing 
interest in identifying how individual leaders, 
organisations, businesses and indeed the 
economy can make a bigger meaningful 
contribution to wider society beyond simply 
self-interest.24 Many of these important 
contributions seek to (re)orient individual 
and collective purpose to an ultimate ‘meta 
purpose’, such as long-term wellbeing for all 
people and planet,25 sustainability,26 thriving27 
and flourishing.28 There are different cultural 
expressions of what a ‘better future’ entails29 
– an important issue we discuss in the 
next section – but we use the phrase here 

THE UPDATE: Purpose remains at the heart of our framework but needs to be activated in practice and 
performance – bringing together the desire to contribute to a better future with the impetus to build 
something that works.22 This means that leadership is strategic – surfacing, identifying and making 
fundamental and difficult choices – in order to achieve vital, agreed goals in line with purpose. It also means 
working to change the rules of the game (such as market conditions, policy norms and success measures) so 
that strategic performance is aligned with the common good: thriving social and environmental systems on 
which society – and businesses – depend. 

Leadership that drives strategic transformation and performance to realise 
the purpose of a better future

2. Purpose and performance 

to indicate a shared purpose of working 
for the common good in a way that does 
not undermine the foundational social 
and ecological systems that underpin that 
collective good in the future.30 

The central idea of purpose instinctively 
resonates with many in leadership. There 
is agreement that a strong sense of shared 
purpose can build community that can 
accelerate action towards a meaningful 
goal.31 An encouragingly high number of 
the boards and executive teams of major 
organisations that CISL engages with 
express that they want to be working in 
ways that are good for societies. Most have 
a deep desire to build towards something 
‘better’. A vague sense of purpose however 
is not enough. It needs to lead to clear, 
agreed, vital outcomes being defined.32 
Moreover, a strategy is needed that provides 
clarity on fundamental and difficult choices 
needed to achieve those vital outcomes – for 
example, where to position, when to act, 
where to focus innovation and investment.33 
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“In short, we need to design out 
the prevailing tension between 
profitability and sustainability. 
This can only be addressed by 
consistent, long-term government 
commitments and effective delivery 
plans that drive all businesses to 
act, creating thriving markets for 
climate-neutral, nature-positive and 
circular products, and punishing 
those who fail to act. Such ambition, 
with the policy and regulations 
needed, will only materialise if a 
critical mass of business leaders 
actively demand it.”

Without vital goals and strategy, purpose 
quickly morphs into empty promises or 
naivety in the face of resistance and conflict. 

For those for whom purpose has been little 
more than a marketing exercise with limited 
strategic commitment or resourcing, the reality 
of challenging markets, political resistance and 
negative public sentiment has been enough to 
prompt a retreat to ‘business-as-usual’.34 Where 
engagement with purpose has been more 
genuine and substantial, there is the risk that 
more creative energy has been poured into 
critiquing the current situation and imagining 
an ideal state, rather than developing 
strategies to make progress with the pragmatic 
work of building that future and getting 
things done. Of course, critical engagement 
and imagination are crucial but our original 
framework did not do enough to acknowledge 
and work with the human instinct to influence 
and then perform, especially in the context of 
business leadership.35 

In this new version, we acknowledge the 
complex interplay of motivations that shape 
human behaviour. Alongside a desire for 
meaning and purpose, the desire for influence 
highlights the importance of understanding 
and working with power, being aware of 
different sources of influence, and how 
therefore these might be used strategically for 
the common good.36 The desire to perform 
taps effectively into the agency to act, with a 
focus then on (re)connecting performance 
with a longer-term understanding of success 

In a business context, this means better 
understanding how change happens 
in complex systems38 and using every 
lever of power to shift the rules of the 
game – influencing peers, investors and 
policymakers to shift market conditions 
in favour of environmentally and socially 
beneficial solutions.39 Such leadership is 
not just about any single individual’s or 
organisation’s sense of purpose, but is also 
about working proactively and strategically 
to drive market change that facilitates 
greater alignment between commercial 
performance and a ‘better future’. 

and pursuit of the common good,37 so that 
the best of human resourcefulness is used to 
enhance (rather than undermine) our ability 
to succeed in the future. 

Leadership that drives strategic transformation and performance to 
realise the purpose of a better future. 

•	 Turn the desire for a meaningful ‘reason to exist’ into 
a pragmatic commitment to building and shaping the 
future through strategic action.

•	 Use existing power to influence the rules of the game, so 
that strategic performance is more closely aligned with 
environmentally and socially beneficial outcomes.

•	 Accept responsibility for impact, adapting strategies when 
needed based on a wide range of robust evidence.

Purpose and performance capabilities

Leadership for purpose and performance 
also has a strong commitment to impact, 
using a wide range of data sources to 
evaluate if sufficient progress is being made 
and if not, adapting strategies in order to 
achieve vital outcomes.40

Purpose and performance 
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https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/survival-fittest-esg-competitive-sustainability
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THE CONTEXT:
While there are common core foundations 
to human flourishing ,41 it is also the case that 
there are strongly polarised views on what 
it means to thrive and prosper – especially 
around who is included in the sphere of 
care and concern.42 Many people find the 
visions of a thriving world being advocated 
by others to be dystopian, because they 
emerge from a very different ‘place’. More 
than that though, many of the ‘noble lies’ of 
our time43 – deliberate myths to create social 
stability and harmony such as meritocracy, 
equality of opportunity, universal human 
rights, the benevolent state and trickle-down 
economics – are simply not available to 
everyone because of their ‘place’ in the world 
– geographic, social, economic, technological 
and/or cultural.44 What is deemed to be 
‘good’ often represents the interests of the 
powerful who make decisions and conceive 
of policies at a distance with little regard for 
local experience and community realities. 

The result is a sense of alienation, growing 
populism and outrage, and undermined 
delivery of national objectives, particularly 
among the ‘places that don’t matter’ to those 
in power.45 

The reason for this backlash however is that 
place does matter to those who live there.46 
In fact, place is crucial in how people make 
sense of the world. It provides a sense of 
shared meaning, identity and attachment,47 
as well as a sense of pride,48 which if 
effectively mobilised, can lead to ambition, 
action and ‘getting involved’.49 Re-engaging 
with place through devolved, accountable 
and often citizen-led governance and 
decision-making can begin to rebuild a sense 
of connection, engagement and movement.50

Place-based leadership capabilities begin 
with listening;51 tuning in beyond the echo 
chambers (often reinforced by social  
media) to the realities of different places  
and perspectives. 

THE UPDATE: We have become more convinced than ever that understanding and working with 
the ‘place’ of leadership is crucial for effective leadership in the 21st century. When leadership loses 
connection with place, legitimacy and trust quickly erode. Paying attention to place means really seeing 
and grasping what ‘is’ in particular contexts and understanding the backstories that sit behind this, in 
order to better understand and navigate issues of social polarisation. It also means tapping into the 
collective hope and energy for change that exists in particular places. Place-based leadership moves from 
high-level commentary and abstract ideals, to driving real-world impact at local and regional levels. 

Leadership that puts place and context at the heart of sense-making 
and decision-taking

3. Place
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•	 Tune in to what ‘is’ in different contexts and places, and 
work with that reality as its starting point.

•	 Bring the ‘human’ back into leadership strategies, seeking 
to understand past injustices, current realities, fears for 
the future and the desire to belong. 

•	 Move from abstract ideals to harnessing people’s sense 
of identity, knowledge and collective energy for change in 
specific places and sectors.

Place capabilities

harnessing community knowledge to 
complement big data and satellite imagery, 
for example in flood management,56 or 
incorporating the multiple ways in which 
communities ‘value’ non-human nature into 
policy and decision-making.57 It may involve 
building trust and a sense of belonging 
in specific urban settings, gathering local 
communities to bond with each other and 
with local natural systems through nature-
based solutions.58 In short, place offers 
a meaningful lens through which people 
can make sense of the idea of systemic 
change,59 and can lead to practices that deal 
more effectively at local levels with thorny 
issues such as social justice, climate change, 
nature regeneration, alternative energy 
and economic inequality, in ways that are 
contextually appropriate.60

This might involve techniques to ‘walk in 
the shoes of others’ in order to stretch 
understanding of different perspectives 
and experiences.52 Understanding the 
‘backstories’ – the past injustices, the current 
situation, and fears for the future that 
are particular to different contexts – is a 
critical skill in navigating what has become 
termed an ‘age of outrage’,53 and goes some 
way to rebuilding trust in institutions and 
leadership. When we do not take history into 
account, we risk reinforcing historic power 
imbalances and injustices.54 

Place-based leadership also values local 
insights and knowledge, builds capacity 
for co-creation and co-governance, and 
provides insights into how to reconnect 
with public purpose.55 This might mean 

With purpose, performance and place front of mind, we now turn to the four principles in 
the original framework that reflect the characteristics of leadership most likely to work for a 
sustainable future: connected, collective, creative and courageous. 

Much of our original thinking has proved enduring, but feedback has prompted us to 
consider how these characteristics might inform the process of leadership decision-making, 
as leadership is usually exercised through difficult choices and consideration of trade-offs in 
complex conditions. 

Leadership that puts place and context at the heart of sense-making and 
decision-taking.
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Leadership that prioritises interconnection and interdependence in  
every way, from navigating complex systems to inter-personal dynamics

THE UPDATE: We have further deepened our conviction about the importance of navigating complex 
and interdependent systems through connected leadership. It is critical for organisational survival 
and leadership effectiveness in a turbulent world. Such leadership accepts the reality of complexity 
as ‘normal’ rather than something to be resisted, develops capabilities for systemic analysis and 
foresight, and is ‘systems intelligent’ about synergies and trade-offs. We emphasise more strongly 
however that connected leadership also works hard to connect meaningfully with everyday concerns, 
and invests in quality relationships and interconnections at every level. 

THE CONTEXT:
Many of our current leadership challenges 
are caused by living the ‘fantasy of 
separation’ in a world that is fundamentally 
interconnected.61 Critical decisions 
have failed to recognise the profound 
interdependencies that exist between 
people, and between society, nature and 
the economy, and have therefore not built 
these relationships into critical decision-
making.62 Leadership has often failed to 
reckon with the reality of complex living 
systems, under-estimating the non-linear 
nature of systems change and its sometimes 
sudden and disproportionate impact,63 and 
experiencing the frustration of unintended 
consequences and unpredictable ‘side-
effects’ of siloed thinking.64 Examples might 
include the removal of natural habitats 
like mangrove forests to make way for 
commercial aquaculture, resulting in greater 
vulnerability to storm surges, coastal erosion 
and flooding, and therefore huge economic 

4. Connected

and social costs;65 or intensive farming 
practices for economic gains that have 
undermined soil quality and the number of 
pollinators, compromising future yields and 
economic returns.66 

Since our original report, several 
publications on the theme of regeneration 
and its application to business have 
emerged.67 These emphasise the need 
to consider ‘whole system health’ across 
environment, society and economy,68 and 
also challenge false binaries between – for 
example – environmental protection and 
economic growth, through exploring how 
investing in ecological and social health can 
support economic prosperity and long-
term business resilience, especially in light 
of multiple competing demands for finite 
resources.69 Contributions from the field 
of complexity science provide insight into 
navigating complexity without seeking to 
artificially reduce or compartmentalise.70 
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with national security and economic 
resilience,82 or framing retrofit programmes 
as a way of tackling fuel poverty,83 or 
promoting agroecology initiatives as a 
way of improving the yields, income and 
resilience of smallholder farmers.84

In this task of crafting narratives that 
connect, there remains an important place 
for the empathy talked about in the original 
report as a critical leadership capability for 
strengthening insight and understanding, 
demonstrating relevance and credibility, 
building confidence and trust, and ultimately 

Connected

This includes awareness of how systems 
tend to behave, including carrying capacities, 
tipping points and ‘points of no return’.71 

Connected leadership therefore develops 
capabilities in systemic analysis and 
foresight – evaluating strategies against 
multiple possible futures.72 It engages in 
thoughtful, ‘systems-intelligent’ approaches 
to identifying and navigating potential 
trade-offs and synergies, taking into account 
different time frames and contexts,73 and 
embraces rapid testing and learning.74 
For example, an organisational board 
embracing a nature-positive strategy would 
assess critical impacts and dependencies 
on nature across the value chain, identify 
potential trade-offs and synergies between 
ecological restoration, operational efficiency 
and long-term resilience over different time 
horizons, and use this to inform strategic 
decisions, being willing to adapt and learn as 
evidence accumulated.75

It is increasingly apparent that these 
capabilities are not just ‘nice to have’; they 
are indispensable leadership skills. Such 
leadership lets go of the instinct to control 
and instead looks for more effective strategies 
for navigating and thriving in complexity. 
One such response is to develop individuals 
and teams that are themselves increasingly 
‘sophisticated’,76 ‘mature’77 or ‘complex’ (in 
the best sense of the word)78 – multi-faceted, 
diverse, broad, and inter-dependent in terms 
of their thinking and judgement. Just as 

complexity in living systems builds resilience 
to external shocks,79 so too does connected 
and complex leadership enhance the 
likelihood of making sound choices. 

At the same time, connected leadership is the 
ability to connect with a range of people and 
communities in ways that resonate and are 
credible. Advanced systemic thinking might 
be a necessary leadership capability, but if it 
leads to confusion, paralysis and alienation 
from everyday realities and concern, it 
will remain a technical skill with limited 
leadership impact. Too little has been done 
for instance to connect trends in climate, 
nature and inequality with pressing concerns 
around national security, geopolitical 
stability, economic resilience, movement of 
people, community cohesion, organisational 
survival and quality of life, when in fact these 
interconnections are fundamental.80 

Connected leadership will therefore craft 
compelling narratives that draw out the 
strong threads between environmental, 
social and economic issues in ways that 
make sense for people.81 These are not 
simple stories, but they are stories that 
meet people where they ‘are’ (not where 
we want them to be or think they ought 
to be), connect with their concerns and 
lived experiences, and then make sense of 
these concerns in ways that bridge to more 
interconnected ways of thinking and acting. 
For example, this might include connecting 
energy independence through renewables 

•	 Normalise complexity and engage in ‘systems intelligent’ 
approaches to analysis, foresight, surfacing and navigating 
trade-offs, and decision-making. 

•	 Craft compelling narratives that join up trends around the 
environment, society and economy with real-life everyday 
concerns.

•	 Develop quality relationships by building empathy, trust 
and shared understanding.

Connected capabilities

Connected leadership prioritises interconnection and interdependence in 
every way, from navigating complex systems to inter-personal dynamics.

enabling shared action.85 Indeed, in a 
polarised and fragmented world, where 
divisions over politics, values and truth 
seem more evident than ever, healthy 
relationships serve as the connective tissue 
that holds society together, humanising the 
‘other’ and creating space for understanding 
and trust to grow.86
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THE CONTEXT:
It is hard to imagine making progress on 
critical global challenges or indeed being 
successful in a business or organisational 
context, without some measure of 
collaboration. The ability to work effectively 
with a range of stakeholders across functional, 
organisational, sectoral, geographic and/or 
cultural boundaries is clearly a key skill for 
the 21st century.87 Collective working is not 
all collaborative however – markets are one 
key structure that can drive aligned efforts 
towards a common goal across a range 
of otherwise disconnected actors through 
competitive dynamics.

In natural ecosystems, there is a dynamic 
and healthy interplay between competition 
and co-operation that leads to ecological 
resilience and thriving.88 In a similar way, both 
competition and co-operation are an integral 
part of how organisations, economies and 
societies function, and leadership will be 

shaped by a dynamic and healthy interplay 
between the two.89 Co-operation levels the 
playing field, pools resources and expertise, 
defines shared purpose and ambition, and 
shapes standards that define ‘success’.90 
The original roots of the word ‘competition‘ 
mean to ‘strive with’, rather than to work 
against.91 For business, a healthy interplay 
between co-operation and competition that 
‘strives with’ would involve collaborating 
on pre-competitive issues such as policy 
frameworks or critical infrastructure to drive 
market transformation, so that companies 
acting on sustainability thrive in those 
markets at the expense of those who neglect 
it.92 For example, the remarkable growth of 
renewables required collective action by a 
broad coalition of actors working towards a 
shared goal, from policymakers to business, 
investors, researchers and communities.93  
It also was the result of competition to meet 
that goal, with winners and losers –  
between both private businesses and 
national economies.

THE UPDATE: We have recast collaborative leadership as collective leadership in order to more fully 
reflect the different dynamics that shape collective progress. What matters – especially for business 
leadership – is the dynamic interplay between collaboration and competition that can energise 
collective effort towards a meaningful goal. Such a healthy dynamic often depends on a level of 
co-ordination and governance that does not over-orchestrate or concentrate power in any single 
individual, organisation or group, but results in distributed agency and responsibility. 

5. Collective
Leadership that enables a purposeful and healthy interplay between collaboration 
and competition, and bridges strategically to bring about action and impact
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the benefits of the energy transition 
are equitably shared, emphasising local 
agency, decentralised solutions, South–
South investment and innovation, and 
self-sufficiency rather than dependency on 
Global North technologies and financing.96 

Where co-operation is needed, we maintain 
that the ability to collaborate effectively is a 
critical leadership capability. This means fewer 
‘talking shops’ which have little impact in 
practical terms, and more purposeful alliances 
that orchestrate different actors strategically 
to be accountable for an impact that could not 
be achieved individually. 

In such alliances, it remains important to 
engage, have credibility with, and build trust 
with a wide range of people beyond the 
usual echo chamber. Collective leadership is 
skilled at understanding how power operates, 
including both how to work well within the 
current system and leverage existing power 
dynamics, and where to confront existing 
concentrations of power for the collective 
good.94 It recognises the fragility of over-
dependence on a few ‘hero’ individuals, 
organisations or nations, and looks to build 
collective capacity and confidence. 

This involves redistributing power and 
agency through multiple relationships and 
connections, while providing sufficient  
co-ordination and governance to enable the 
collective to operate with accountability. For 
example, global expansion of renewable 
energy raises serious concerns about how 
the transition to a green economy might 
replicate historical patterns of exploitation 
with the extraction of critical minerals like 
lithium, cobalt and rare earth elements.95 
Here, future strategic alliances will likely 
need to have a stronger focus on ensuring 

Collective leadership enables a purposeful and healthy interplay between 
collaboration and competition, and bridges strategically to bring about 
action and impact.

•	 Mobilise the capabilities required for progress by working 
across organisational and sector boundaries beyond the 
usual echo chambers, combining complementary expertise 
and competitive strengths.

•	 Build focused alliances with clear strategy, objectives, roles 
and accountability that accelerate progress on issues where 
working alone is slower or less effective.

•	 Strengthen the system by placing authority and responsibility 
where it can drive the greatest impact, creating governance 
that supports both co-ordinated action and healthy 
competitive dynamics.

Collective capabilities

Collective

“For businesses, knowing 
where to compete and where to 
collaborate – with peers, value 
chains and policymakers – will 
be critical. Policymakers face 
the same challenge: identifying 
where markets function well and 
where intervention is needed to 
accelerate sustainability.”
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THE CONTEXT:
To create means to bring something into 
existence. The urge to imagine, shape, 
experiment and build is part of the 
universal human condition. Yet there are 
a number of forces that stifle creative 
energy, undermining its ability to innovate, 
transform and give birth to something new. 
Creative leadership is about generating the 
conditions for imagination to give rise to 
experimentation, innovation and ultimately 
powerful system-wide influence. It is a 
critical capability if we are to be part of 
the reinvention of industries, institutions, 
markets, economies and societies to be 
stronger, healthier, cleaner, greener  
and fairer.

Imagination is a core part of creativity: the 
ability to see and feel a different future.98 
Yet there must also be the capacity to 
activate these imagined possibilities 
through practical pathways, strategies 
and interventions.99 Creative leadership 
is the capacity to both imagine and build. 
Insights from research are illuminating here, 
especially in understanding how change 
happens in complex systems. Innovation 
tends to emerge rather than being 
prescribed from the top down.100 Systems 
tend to change when new technologies, 
infrastructure and social systems are built 
before the dismantling of old ones, and 
these different stages of transition can be 
supported by different policies.101

THE UPDATE: Creative leadership requires the capability to both dream and build.97 In the original 
report, we focused more on imagination, curiosity and the emergence of possibility, than on the 
conditions that enable the actual creation and manifestation of stronger, healthier, cleaner, greener 
and fairer industries, markets, economies and societies. We also want to recognise more clearly the 
scale of innovation and transformation needed to respond to current crises, and therefore the need 
for conditions that enable radical, ‘moonshot’ ideas to emerge and disrupt. 

Leadership that generates the conditions for ideas and solutions to emerge, 
advance and fundamentally disrupt systems, building better futures

6. Creative
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•	 Create the right conditions for people to imagine different 
possibilities and apply creative energy to the practical task 
of building these futures. 

•	 Use challenge and disagreement constructively to stress-
test assumptions, broaden creative options and strengthen 
solutions.

•	 Support purposeful experimentation, risk-taking and 
innovation, with an ultimate ambition of system-wide influence.

Creative capabilities

supporting radical candour in order 
to expand thinking and generate new 
approaches that move beyond polarisation 
and/or ‘artificial harmony’.106 It is seen in 
cultures that reward creativity and not 
simply compliance.107 It is seen in providing 
the time, resource and risk-appetite for 
imagination and experimentation so that 
‘moonshot’ ideas might emerge and have 
the potential to disrupt. It is seen in the 
provision of intentional structures that 
provide both challenge and support to 

funding available to explore disruptive ideas 
because of little appetite for higher risk–
higher return opportunities.104 

In contrast, creative leadership creates 
the conditions for innovation and radical 
disruption. It is seen in its distinctive 
attitude towards difference, actively 
bringing in ‘outsiders’ with different 
backgrounds and worldviews as ‘creative 
triggers’ to challenge thinking.105 It is seen 
in its approach to conflict and tension, 

Creative leadership generates the conditions for ideas and solutions  
to emerge, advance and fundamentally disrupt systems, building  
better futures.

Creative

make the bridge from experimentation 
into transformation, supporting ongoing 
learning and development.108 

It is also essential to be aware of forces 
constraining and stifling creativity. In some 
contexts, this will be because the conditions 
for imagination have been shut down or 
narrowed through, for example, lack of 
cognitive diversity and ‘group think’.102 In 
other contexts, fear of conflict or fear of 
failure can become institutionalised leading 
to inertia. This might be seen in a workplace 
culture that strongly discourages taking 
inter-personal risks such as challenging 
ideas or admitting mistakes,103 or scant 
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THE CONTEXT:
There is a strong thread of courage through 
the whole of this leadership framework. 
For example, it takes courage to work for 
collective responsibility in leadership rather 
than defaulting to simple stories about hero 
leaders. Courage flows from a strong sense 
of purpose and is necessary for making 
difficult strategic choices. It takes courage to 
listen to and acknowledge backstories that 
shape leadership expectations in different 
places. Courage is needed to move from the 
‘safe illusion’ of control and resistance, to 
ride the waves of disruption and complexity. 
It takes courage to step out of echo 
chambers, connect with different ‘tribes’, 
and address disagreement constructively 
rather than hiding behind an artificial sense 
of harmony. Alongside confidence, courage 
sits behind the impetus to create, especially 
the willingness to experiment, take risks and 
influence change. 

We remain convinced that courage is often 
strongly related to values and a concern 
for the ‘other’,109 although in complex 

systems it is not always clear what is 
‘right’. Courageous leadership therefore 
sometimes involves surfacing ethical 
dilemmas and owning the consequences of 
challenging decisions. We continue to argue 
that courageous leadership is characterised 
by grit and perseverance, but that it also 
involves self-awareness and a willingness to 
adapt if needed. 

This means that courage will take different 
forms. While there is a type of courage that 
is uncompromising, doubles down in the 
face of opposition and refuses to flex or 
adapt,110 courageous leadership in other 
settings might look quite different. For 
instance, it might involve listening carefully 
to a wide range of evidence and changing 
direction when that evidence suggests a 
strategy is not working.111 It might require 
sharing something challenging with a 
community or team that risks conflict or 
loss of support. It might involve acting in 
ways that are counter-cultural, challenging 
ingrained habits and norms, or caring about 
a group or population that tends to be 
overlooked, for example, future generations. 

THE UPDATE: Courageous leadership takes many forms in a complex world. We see more clearly that 
courage can be just as evident in adaptability, confident humility and care, as in grit, perseverance 
and resistance. In its best form, it is other-oriented and is also closely tied to a sense of active hope. 
Courage is the disciplined moral commitment not to give in to despair but to work for a better future.

Leadership that knows what it stands for and does the hard things, 
rooted in active hope 

7. Courageous
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•	 Be willing to say and do what is unpopular for the sake of a 
greater good.

•	 Develop self-awareness, reflect honestly, and be open to 
acknowledging the need for change or help if evidence 
requires it.

•	 Withstand challenge, persevere and grow in the face of 
setback and opposition through a purpose and values-based 
confidence and active hope.

Courageous capabilities

Courageous leadership knows what it stands for and does the hard things, 
rooted in active hope.

leadership attribute across 52 countries116 
– and argue that it takes courage to hope, 
especially when despair is easier. More 
specifically, courageous leadership has the 
right kind of hope – not a passive, wishful 
thinking that everything will turn out for 
the best, but an ‘active hope’ that feels 
responsible for, works for and drives social 
change.117 Optimism is often the radical, hard 
and brave choice.118 Societies without much 
hope for their future do not see a need to 
build for it,119 which can lead to passivity 
and resistance to change. Courageous 

of character so that it becomes a vice or a 
weakness. For courage to be present in its 
most virtuous form (tenacious, determined, 
resilient and confident), it must be supported 
by other dimensions of character such as 
temperance (patience, calm, self-control 
and prudence) when required.114 In that way, 
courage is characterised by confident humility 
rather than bravado, recklessness, obstinacy 
and/or ego.115 

Finally, we return to the theme of hope 
– recently shown to be the most desired 

At a personal level, courageous leadership 
involves the daily work of difficult 
conversations with colleagues and 
neighbours to gently challenge ingrained 
beliefs or practices,112 or the enormous 
courage it takes to acknowledge moral 
failings and limitations. 

Research on character helps in understanding 
courageous leadership, especially insight 
into how different aspects of character help 
inform leadership judgement.113 For instance, 
it is possible to over-develop one dimension 

Courageous

leadership is shaped by a hope that is open 
to a future outcome and progress; accepts 
the vulnerability of potential setbacks and 
failure; sees possibilities even as other 
options are collapsing; and moves forward 
in spite of fear. 
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Closing thoughts 

These seven updates all point towards the capabilities that we 
believe will support better leadership decision-making and 
practice in an age of disruption. 

Building leadership capacity that:

•	 accepts responsibility for creating the conditions for collective movement towards a 
shared meaningful goal

•	 drives strategic transformation and performance to realise the purpose of a  
better future 

•	 puts place and context at the heart of sense-making and decision-taking 

•	 prioritises interconnection and interdependence in every way, from navigating 
complex systems to inter-personal dynamics 

•	 enables a purposeful and healthy interplay between collaboration and competition, 
and bridges strategically to bring about action and impact 

•	 generates the conditions for ideas and solutions to emerge, advance and 
fundamentally disrupt systems, building better futures 

•	 knows what it stands for and does the hard things, rooted in active hope. 

No single ‘hero’ individual or organisation will ever embody all these capabilities. Rather, 
collectively as part of teams, organisations and movements, we believe that this kind of 
leadership will go a long way to creating the conditions for critical earth systems and the 
economies, societies and organisations that rely on them to genuinely prosper and thrive at 
this time of disruption. 
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36	 Avelino (2020) argues that the “fierce power struggles and inequalities that come with social change and 
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Institute for Sustainability Leadership, 2023), https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/
publications/navigating-low-carbon-disruption-systems-thinking-and-dynamic-system.
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environment: University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL), The Future of Boards: 
The Rise and Influence of Investor Stewardship (Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership, 2025), 
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/future-boards-phase-2.
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life forms: Brandyn Keating, “The Global Flourishing Goals,” in Leadership for Flourishing, ed. James L. 
Ritchie-Dunham, Katy E. Granville-Chapman, and Matthew T. Lee (Oxford Academic, 2025), https://doi.
org/10.1093/9780197766101.003.0024.
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end of it than others; some are effectively imprisoned by it”. Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender, NED-
New edition (University of Minnesota Press, 1994), http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.cttttw2z.
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Introduction-Short-Introductions-Geography/dp/0470655623. 
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2023), https://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1912454882?tag=siscuk-21. 
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53	 Ramanna speaks of the importance of listening to the ‘scripts’ of others in navigating outrage and 
polarisation: Ramanna, The Age of Outrage.
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com/books/mission-economy/mission-economy-usa.
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Michelle A. Hummel et al., “Leveraging community-generated data to enhance flood resilience 
assessments,” Natural Hazards 121 (2025): 17391–17410, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-025-07475-x. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Achieving-Society-David-C-McClelland/dp/0029205107
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Achieving-Society-David-C-McClelland/dp/0029205107
https://doi.org/10.1080/2158379X.2021.1875307
https://cathbishop.com/the-long-win/
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197766101.003.0007
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/navigating-low-carbon-disruption-systems-thinking-and-dynamic-system
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/navigating-low-carbon-disruption-systems-thinking-and-dynamic-system
https://changingmarkets.org/
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/news-and-resources/publications/future-boards-phase-2
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197766101.003.0024
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197766101.003.0024
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Breaking-Through-Gridlock-Conversation-Polarized/dp/1626568952
https://karthikramanna.com/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.cttttw2z
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/place
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsx024
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3467.001.0001
https://bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Pride-in-Place-Report.pdf
https://bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Pride-in-Place-Report.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Place-Introduction-Short-Introductions-Geography/dp/0470655623
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Place-Introduction-Short-Introductions-Geography/dp/0470655623
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40900-023-00441-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2023.100733
https://www.politesi.polimi.it/handle/10589/222712
https://marianamazzucato.com/books/mission-economy/mission-economy-usa
https://marianamazzucato.com/books/mission-economy/mission-economy-usa
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-025-07475-x 


Endnotes

25

57	 The work by Pascual et al. as part of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) on diverse values of nature is especially interesting: Unai Pascual et 
al., “Diverse values of nature for sustainability,” Nature 620 (2023): 813–823, https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41586-023-06406-9.

58	 The CLEVER Cities Project across Europe, and now expanding to China and Latin America, has steered 
a radical shift in co-creative urban development strategies, fostering a novel approach to urban 
transformation rooted in nature-based interventions, inclusive collaboration, multi-disciplinary learning 
and robust exchanges: https://clevercities.eu/.

59	 As Andersson argues, “[a]lthough our globalised economy...has diminished our potential to be 
connected to place, we humans can still best experience intimacy, connection, consideration and caring 
for our natural surroundings from a perspective of place”: Jenny Andersson, “Why Place?” LinkedIn, 
January 8, 2024, https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-place-jenny-andersson--qxdde/.
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