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Foreword

In 2010, Women on Boards (WOB) inaugurated its Next Generation of Female Leaders Program to improve 
women’s access to C-level executives in their organisations. The first program ran as a pilot in partnership with 
UBS, and was then taken up by Commonwealth Bank from 2011 to 2016 and by AON for three years from 2017  
to 2019.

From 2011, the program curriculum had as its main output a report and presentation based on interviews with 
global and Australian leaders. Working in syndicates, the participants interviewed male and female leaders from 
the public, not-for-profit, community and business sectors on the topic of leadership. In nine years, 58 reports 
were written in the Next Generation of Female Leaders Program based on interviews with nearly 800 leaders, 
who were asked to reflect on the topic of leadership.

This white paper is an attempt to review and synthesise these 58 reports into an overarching document that 
reflects the legacy of our leadership thinking and action from 2011 and 2019, and contextualise it, in a post-
COVID world.

ABOUT WOMEN ON BOARDS
WOB has been working since 2006 in Australia and 2012 in the United Kingdom 
to address gender inequity in the boardroom and across leadership roles. Its 
driving purpose is to achieve 40 per cent of board and leadership roles occupied 
by women – across all sectors and industries – by 2025.

Principals Ruth Medd and Claire Braund are dedicated to breaking down entry 
barriers into leadership and boards, and have built WOB into a recognised 
leader in the ecosystem of organisations and networks promoting and 

supporting women. They have a long history of success, and they are known for their strategic and practical 
events and innovative approach and programs.

www.womenonboards.net

ABOUT CAROLYN GRANT – AUTHOR
Carolyn is an organisational experience transformist, helping organisations improve business 
results by changing how they deal with customers and their employees. She has a strong focus 
on strategy, marketing, interaction design, communications, psychological safety and leadership 
practices.

Carolyn’s previous research has included, ‘The Value in Emotional Engagement in Customer 
Interactions’ and the ‘Psychological Safety of Boards and its Effect on Decision Making’. Carolyn 

is the founder of 6peas Marketing & Engagement, the People + Science Psychological Safety & Performance 
Benchmarking Tool, Valid8 Innovations and a Best Practice Communications Framework based on neuroscience 
learnings.

Carolyn helps clients, both individual and corporate, to enhance employee and customer experience founded 
upon psychological safety to accelerate and sustain business success.
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Executive Summary

The enormous scale, complexity and urgency of an organisations’ challenges demand more purposeful and 
sustainable leadership behaviours. This means that leaders who have the vision and values, the character 
and competence, to shape the future while also balancing short- and long-term goals, and a sustainable, 
psychologically safe organisational culture, have a place in this ‘new world’.

How do some leaders successfully and responsibly lead their organisation through global competition, wars, 
depressions, recessions, crises and pandemics? Why do some leaders stay ahead, despite what is going on 
around them? How do they continually outperform competitors over the long term? How can shareholder 
expectations still be achieved while contributing to social and environmental concerns? How do shareholders 
adapt to changes in markets, regulations, consumer behaviour and technologies, and many other challenging 
events, and yet, still manage to flourish? Do these leaders have something to share with us? Is there something 
we can learn from them? Where do we start to get some answers?

Participants in the WOB’s Next Generation of Female Leaders Program started by listening to past, current and 
emerging leaders, employees and customers. By listening, we have identified the fundamental leadership gaps 
(defined by the gap between expectations of the public and our customers, and employees and what we are 
delivering in leadership skill sets and behaviour today).

Our listening indicated that challenges and hardships, such as those experienced during a crisis, can result in 
significant learning.

Based on the experiences, reflections and learnings of leaders interviewed, we identified an essential set of 
foundations and principles that narrows the leadership gap created by traditional models that are described 
as ‘irreparable’ in today’s setting. It is a type of leadership that acknowledges the importance of ‘human skills’, 
including a deep understanding of emotional and social intelligence, to stay ‘true’ during stressful, uncertain 
times.

The results in this paper outline the intangible factors that need to be embedded in new leadership models if 
we wish to close the leadership gap, lead through crisis, and build sustainable organisations.

We call this style of leadership ‘Legacy Leadership’ and it contains a summary of the themes identified in the 
WOB’s Next Generation of Female Leaders Program research and papers. These themes are the six core 
foundations and twelve guiding principles to assist leaders navigate current and future challenges and remain 
committed to responsible, legacy leadership.



5

Table of Contents

Foreword 3

About Women on Boards 3

About Carolyn Grant – Author 3

Executive Summary 4

A Decade of Crisis 7

Crisis Leadership 8

Legacy Leadership Foundations 9

Legacy Leadership 13

Foundations of Legacy Leadership 14

Principles of Legacy Leadership 14

The Leadership Gap 17

The Leadership Gap Is Quantified 17

The Leadership Journey 20

Business Challenges and Trends 22

Evidence-Based Leaders 25

Foundations of Legacy Leadership 27

1. Strategic Purpose and Alignment 27

2. Growth / Benefit Mindset 32

3. Psychological Safety 39

4. Social and Emotional Intelligence 36

5. Trust and Accountability 38

6. Stakeholder Versus Shareholder 40

Principles of Legacy Leadership 42

1. Value Employees 42

2. Shared Learning and Collaboration 45



6

3.  Customer-Centricity as a Priority 46

4.  Critical Decision-making 48

5.  Transformation / Change 50

6.  Ethics and transparency 52

7.  Succession Planning 54

8.  Corporate Social Responsibility 56

9.  Adaptability to Volatility, Uncertainty and Complex Ambiguity (VUCA) 58

10.  Communications and Conversational Intelligence 60

11.  Financial Metrics versus Non-financial Metrics 62

12.  Diversity and Inclusion 64

Desired Outcomes by Closing the Leadership Gap 66

Legacy Leadership Competencies 69

Legacy Leadership Competency Framework 70

1.  Legacy Foundations 73

2.  People Foundations 74

3.  Business Performance Foundations 75

4.  Governance Framework 76

5.  Strategic Focus 77

Legacy leadership Competency Assessment 78

Conclusion 79

Acknowledgements 80

References 81



7

A Decade of Crisis 

Between 2010 and 2017, headlines with the word ‘crisis’ and the name of one of the top 100 companies, as 
listed by Forbes, appeared 80% more often than in the previous decade.1 Many leaders were still managing the 
far-reaching impacts of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), and the spotlight on leadership decision-making in 
government and private corporations was shining grimly and frequently. Though many would assume that the 
leadership crisis was solely a situational one, the reference to a ‘crisis of character’ within our leaders has had 
just as much impact as the pandemic.

According to Wikipedia, the word ‘crisis’ (from the Greek κρίσις – krisis; plural: ‘crises’; adjectival form: ‘critical’) is 
an event that is going (or is expected) to lead to an unstable and dangerous situation affecting an individual, 
group, community or society. Crises impact a nation’s security, economic, political, societal and environmental 
activities. They can occur with little or no warning. More loosely, ‘crisis’ means ‘a testing time’ or an ‘emergency 
event’.

The past decade has placed extraordinary demands on business leaders. These include the long-reaching 
consequences of the GFC, intermittent wars, organisational mismanagement, environmental catastrophes, 
human fatalities and now a global pandemic. All of these crises have something in common: they create fear of 
uncertainty among all stakeholders.

For many leaders, it is not just the scale or the unpredictability of a crisis that makes it challenging for leaders 
to respond. It is the lack of personal awareness under stress; the lack of diverse thinking and failure to articulate 
purpose, and a failure to build a system of agility and innovation in an organisation. The result is often described 
as poor leadership and ineffective decision-making.

The 2020s have commenced with the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant reminder of our fallibility. Across the 
globe, millions have undergone massive disruptions in a short amount of time – in terms of business operations 
and personal lives. The reality of this new normal is what Professor Rita Gunther McGrath, an author and long-
time professor at Columbia Business School, would define as an inflection point – an external change that 
causes business’s underlying assumptions to adjust dramatically in response.

In this, we have found a silver lining after more than a decade of crises – the opportunity found among 
uncertainty and volatility because a new type of leadership has emerged – what we call Legacy Leadership. 
This is a type of leadership that drives personal and organisational resilience, resulting in the ability to ‘bounce 
forward’ rather than back in terms of emotional resilience, organisational agility and performance.
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Crisis Leadership

This is not a paper about crisis leadership. However, during the eight years of research within the WOBs’ Next 
Generation of Female Leaders Program, most of our interviewed leaders recounted stories and experiences 
that impacted their leadership; often, these experiences occurred during significant upheaval and disruption.

When leaders were asked if they could recall a moment in their lives that was pivotal to defining who they are, 
each leader described the difficulties that led to a decision to create change.

Almost all interviewees mentioned that the common attribute to leading successfully in a crisis was their ability 
to see opportunities during adversity and their acceptance of failure as a learning.

A standard view shared by many of our interviewees was that industries often get a ‘warning’ that disruption is 
coming. Often that warning is overlooked due to bias and a ‘business as usual’ mindset among decision-makers.

Our research identified that many organisations are risk-averse. Rules, processes and plans that help manage 
complexity and scale across daily transactions have led to a stifling of creativity and entrepreneurialism, which 
is a powerful differentiator for a company, especially one experiencing change or crises.

Our Legacy Leaders agreed that during a crisis, it is not a predefined response plan that is needed. Instead, it is 
behaviours and mindsets that will prevent leaders from overreacting to daily developments and help them to 
look ahead.

In this paper, we explore the six core foundations and twelve principles that will drive the behaviours and 
accompanying mindsets that can help leaders navigate the challenges, trends and crises of the future. Six of 
these principles are the core foundations of Legacy Leadership – in other words, without the foundations, the 
principles will be very difficult to achieve.

If this is the case, how can tomorrow’s leaders learn to embrace change in all its forms and not fear leadership in 
times of turbulence?
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Legacy Leadership Foundations

These six core foundations are the basis of Legacy Leadership and can be applied to any crisis.  
These are as follows:

1. Stakeholder advocacy 

a. Safeguarding stakeholder trust is critical in crises. This requires a commitment to frequent, clear and 
consistent communications to all stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, shareholders 
and any affected communities. It also means that leaders ensure two-way communication channels with 
stakeholders, to keep them up to date on trends, expectations and issues. Exemplary behaviour is critical 
during this time as leaders are being watched closely for authenticity. This is a time for transparency and 
honesty.

b. Legacy Leadership protects the organisation’s long-term value, while balancing its short-term value, which 
may mean delaying shareholder returns in the short term to take a longer term perspective. Concern for 
employees and communities doesn’t need to conflict with the pursuit of commercial goals. Boards, in 
particular, need to be concerned with both. While boards and executives have a financial duty to their 
shareholders, ‘how’ they deliver that value is just as important.

 How a company’s reputation is perceived is based on actions taken by the organisation’s executive. This 
can have a huge impact on shareholders. Being driven by purpose and people does not have to mean 
diminished profits. What this does mean is sustainable, long-term profits regardless of leaders. At the end 
of a crisis, management and the board will be judged by how well they balance this relationship. Successful 
solutions look for actions that can combine the best interests of all stakeholders (where shareholders 
represent only one group of stakeholders). Transparent communications that can manage the expectations 
of all stakeholders is critical.

2. Social and emotional intelligence

a. Being empathetic and able to view different perspectives is critical during a crisis. Many may have a 
leadership tendency to revert to analytical and strategic discussions, and express impatience for people 
who do not get their point of view immediately. Such leaders show impatience for questions or for frequent 
communication. Understanding emotional intelligence will allow leaders to self-regulate, identify bias and 
personal limitations, be courageous, and to build the personal resilience that is needed in a crisis. 

b. Social intelligence will provide the skills to enable leaders to take different perspectives and tailor 
communications to the needs of various stakeholders without creating a threat response. It also means that 
they can identify the correct skill sets and mindsets in individuals and teams throughout the organisation to 
empower individuals to meet the decentralised and often bottom-up communication and decision-making 
needed in a crisis.

c. Conversational intelligence allows leaders to facilitate debate and ideas to enable better decision-making. 
It also allows leaders to have difficult conversations about accountability and uncertainty. Creating a flow 
of communication from all stakeholders is critical to prioritise the most vital actions. ‘Deliberate calm’ 
recognises the work of Albert Mehrabian on the emotional context of communication. As he quantified 
it, communication is 55% visual, 38% tone and only 7% verbal. It takes a great deal of consciousness from 
leaders amid crisis and upheaval to maintain a balance that is neither too negative nor overly optimistic.

d. Attentional intelligence allows leaders to identify the times that they work better on critical, brain-draining 
exercises. They can leave the routine tasks for when they are less energised. Focus, combined with emotional 
intelligence, means that leaders can optimise their energy and ‘brainpower’ for critical decision-making and 
therefore schedule their day accordingly.

These factors impact a leader’s ability to make effective decisions, develop and maintain trust, and facilitate a 
learning mindset.
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3. Strategic purpose and alignment

a. Strategic realignment – In a crisis, organisations sometimes confuse operational speed (moving quickly) with 
strategic speed (reducing the time it takes to deliver value). The two concepts are quite different.2 Increasing 
the pace of production often leads to decreased value over time in lower quality products and services. 
Likewise, new initiatives that move fast may not deliver any value if time isn’t taken to identify and adjust 
the true value proposition. During a crisis, strategic alignment is a priority. Leaders are open to ideas and 
discussion. They encourage innovative thinking, and ensure reflection and learning (growth mindset).

b. Aligning the organisation’s purpose to every person’s role and goals in the organisation is essential in crisis 
leadership. It inspires action, empowering others to move towards a common goal, and provides clear 
messaging and accountability. Alignment demonstrates purpose through lived values and keeping promises 
to employees, customers and stakeholders. It creates transparency and systems and processes that support 
decision-making across complex ecosystems. This includes understanding the trade-offs in the short term 
versus long-term value, and being guided by the organisation’s needs and not by egotistical behaviours.

c. When leaders are clear about the strategy and have achieved alignment across business units, they can 
empower teams and individuals to listen and learn, and to troubleshoot issues. This decentralised approach 
is often required during a crisis as top management levels usually attain information when it is too late to 
have a positive and immediate impact on stakeholders. To promote rapid problem-solving and execution 
under high-stress or chaotic conditions, leaders can organise a network of teams.

4. Growth / Benefit mindset 

a. Embracing continuous learning and knowledge exchange is essential to build and sustain a resilient 
organisational culture and drive agility. Using data and collective knowledge-sharing to enable and improve 
decision-making is critical to decentralising and empowering leadership throughout the organisation.

b. Continuous learning is encouraged at all levels of the organisation. Technology and related processes are 
explored to solve problems, reduce friction and improve outcomes. Succession planning with a leadership 
strategy is implemented to support emerging leaders and create pathways to identify and meet leadership 
gaps.

c. Strategic leaders need to be closely aligned and committed to initiatives’ success. Team members 
occasionally switch responsibilities to make things easier for one another and to gain perspective. Teams 
review how their work is going and collaborate to find better ways to proceed or solve issues. Groups note 
and communicate lessons learned, and share them with others to understand and improve. Success is 
evaluated according to the ability to explore new technologies or solutions. Employees create innovative 
products and services to meet the changing needs of customers. Management systems work coherently to 
support overall objectives, or they are replaced.

d. Decision-making must be even more clear and concise in a crisis than in other situations. There also needs 
to be accountability. Even when there are different people and different departments providing input, there 
is a single decision-maker at the end of the day. The leadership team needs to maintain discipline and speak 
as one when it comes to decisions. There can’t be any internal criticism or questions around judgements 
because organisations are fragile in a crisis.
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5. Psychological safety 

a. It’s all well and good to expect an organisation to respond rapidly to a changing environment and to have 
people working productively despite uncertainty. This cannot be done unless the leadership team has 
created an environment and culture based on psychological safety. Psychological safety illustrates how 
people feel in their workplace and within their teams. It is where people feel safe to speak up, ask for help 
and challenge the status quo without feeling that they will be humiliated, punished or penalised in some 
way for doing so. Leaders should create a workplace that invites diverse thought and opinion, encourages 
initiative-taking and problem-solving, removes conflicting priorities for resources, and provides teams with 
the resources they need to do their jobs well. Teams are encouraged to collaborate to solve problems and 
deliver continuous improvement. Experimentation is encouraged even at a higher risk of failure if it creates a 
positive learning experience.

b. If cooperation and collaboration are mere ‘marketing speak’, it will be immediately exposed. If, on the other 
hand, there are genuine, honest relationships among senior leaders, there will be a much better functioning 
crisis team. If there are weaknesses or cracks in team dynamics, cooperation and collaboration will collapse 
quickly in times of stress. When people are under extreme pressure, they revert to interpersonal styles 
that tend towards self-protection rather than collaboration. If a team is not psychologically safe, crises will 
emphasise the dysfunction. In crises, leaders need to focus on fast tactical decisions. Therefore, leaders 
need to be aware of all the issues and ensure honest and transparent feedback regularly. If teams are not 
psychologically safe, the leaders’ biggest fear should be the information they do not know rather than the 
information they know.

6. Trust and accountability

a. We facilitate greater business performance with transparency, a culture of trust and ethical modelling 
through decision-making behaviours. Improved behaviour means understanding our biases (social and 
emotional intelligence), building frameworks to encourage critical decision-making, and being transparent 
with all stakeholders. Importantly, this means we ensure accountability within all levels.

b. In times of crisis and uncertainty, leadership must show stability. There are many things leaders may not be 
aware of, but they can still bring stability by structure.

 Structure supports employees’ mental health and stability, which should not be underestimated in a time 
of crisis. People have questions about their families, jobs and other topics, so any stability that leaders can 
provide is important.

All of our leadership stories had a healthy dose of failure woven into them.

Key learnings from failures included:

• Get people on board, bring them on the journey – don’t tell and sell

• Facilitate your people to problem solve and use their critical thinking

• Be authentic and don’t be afraid to apologise

• Communicate, communicate, communicate and then communicate again

• Prepare for when things go wrong and be prepared to manage internal and external stakeholders

• Have a diverse and expert professional services group within the organisation

• Surround yourself with a senior team that has been through a range of experiences and can offer a range 
of insights

• Maintain calm by slowing down, realigning strategic goals and objectives, and be thoughtful about your 
impact on others

• Hear the challenges and turn criticism into a solution

• Never assume anything – seek the research, the data, the feedback

• Openly articulate and structurally activate organisation values.

Many of those interviewed mentioned the silver lining experienced once they came through a crisis – not 
bouncing back, but bouncing forward. The term ‘bouncing forward’ was described because interviewees could 
reflect, learn and grow based on their experiences.
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Some advantages to leading through a crisis:

• Leadership developed with regards to understanding and not control – trusting that people know what to 
do. This allowed companies to turn a crisis into an opportunity.

• People challenged the existing ways of doing things, took on more responsibility and started to problem 
solve in teams.

• Leaders learned to minimise complexity and ambiguity by always scoping both risks and opportunities 
(that is, scenario planning).

• Leaders took new perspectives by asking, what could go right? Can we maximise available opportunities? 
This was just as important as asking, what could go wrong? Can we live with that?

• There was an acceptance that unanticipated events occur regularly and required systems and routines to 
respond.

• Interviewees shared that both internal and external perceptions of how unanticipated eventswere dealt 
with were critical in ensuring success.

• Leaders learned to readily identify deep and passionate interests outside of work. This enabled them to 
refresh their thinking and to efficiently take regular mental breaks.

• Leaders saw the value of inspiring others to see opportunities, stay focused and be more resilient. They 
also understood the importance of developing and supporting their teams and organisations to develop 
these attributes.

What is very clear is that in a time of crisis, leaders require more from their people. Leaders need the 
commitment and energy of their employees to tackle the crisis and continue a growth journey when it’s over. 
People will rise to the challenge during a situation if they feel valued and empowered. Therefore, it is a leader’s 
primary job during a crisis to bring out the best in their people to trust and empower them to be ‘more’.




