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A Portrait of 21st-Century 
Business Leadership
The A.T. Kearney Leader’s Way study suggests 
a rapid evolution in the way large corporations 
are run in an era when growth is hard to find 
and volatility is everywhere.
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Many people have almost starry-eyed ideas of what it takes to be a successful leader.  
Usually, these ideas can be reduced to single words that all start with the letter C: character, 
command, collaboration, communication, and charisma. It seemed to A.T. Kearney that 
getting an organization to the top—and staying there—would be a lot more complicated  
than that. We took a rigorous look at what executive leadership looks like in 2015 and  
created a portrait we call the Leader’s Way.

Who and How
“A leader has to be able to deliver,” says a senior executive. We agree. Successful leaders do  
at least one thing: they create sustainable value for their companies and their stakeholders.  
With that as our guide, we designed and conducted an international study with a twofold objec- 
tive: identify growth champions over a 10-year period and, we hoped, determine the recipe for 
success among 21st-century business leaders (see appendix: Growth Champions Methodology).

We began by identifying companies that generated the highest value between 2003 and 2012. 
We applied two criteria: economic profit and sales growth.1 We conducted the analysis on a global 
sample of 4,000 listed companies with annual turnover of more than €500 million, distributed 
across 35 countries. Out of our global sample, our filters identified some 560 champions (14 
percent of the panel) that delivered a ratio of economic profit to equity greater than the average 
of their sector and an absolute sales growth in the top quartile of their region.

In Europe, the Middle East, and Africa (EMEA), out of almost 900 companies analyzed, our filters 
yielded 154 champions, 18 percent of the panel (see figure 1).

1 Economic profit = Net profit – (Cost of equity × Shareholder equity)
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Figure 1 
Our study covers 154 champions with above-average economic profit and sales growth
among 874 large EMEA companies
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Our growth champions included only listed companies. Certainly they did not represent the 
entire universe of small and medium-size enterprises that shape the economic environment in 
EMEA. We therefore enlarged the sample to include some unlisted companies that delivered 
strong performance over time.

In analyzing the sources of success among champions, we wanted to understand the personal 
qualities of the leaders who direct them. Our interest was in the differentiating factors that 
separate leaders from followers. From our research we drew a sample of 70 senior leaders from 
10 industries and six countries (Germany, United Kingdom, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, and South 
Africa). Our study results produce a compelling picture of what contemporary executive 
leadership looks like—what we call the Leader’s Way.

Most of our interviewees are the chief executives of their organizations. They have in common  
a track record of business success. About 50 percent are women. We were especially keen to 
profile how men and women understand leadership and what they might learn from each other.

The ambition of the Leader’s Way research was to go beyond merely naming qualities identified 
with leadership. We focused our leaders on three things in particular (see figure 2):

• The long-term pillars (or the “essence”) on which they build their career success 

• The dimensions of business contribution they focus on

• The personal skills they bring to bear

The combination of pillars with the dimensions of business contribution we call “where to play,” 
while we designate the mix with personal skills “how to play.” What we found is that great leaders 
cannot be reduced to a single quality. They display a full spectrum of the skills we associate with 
leadership and apply them with roughly equal intensity. If there is a recipe for obtaining a senior 
leadership role in a modern organization, that is it.

Here is how they do it.

Source: A.T. Kearney analysis

Figure 2
The Leader’s Way research identifies how leaders make winning business choices
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The Background to Leadership
A balanced temperament and a first-class intellect are prerequisites to the Leader’s Way. It will 
not surprise anyone that our sample is exceptionally well educated. It is surprising that nearly 
half do not have an economics degree. Their higher-education degrees run the gamut from the 
humanities to the sciences (see figure 3).

Most of our respondents hold a postgraduate degree, which is to be expected. But more than 
one-third hold a PhD or a master’s degree in a subject other than business administration. This 
same heterogeneity characterizes their weighting of the “hard” and “soft” elements of their 
leadership styles.

We asked our leaders to rank the importance of multiple attributes from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). 
The attributes we posited as the functional pillars of career success were vision and strategy, 
teamwork, execution, communication, stakeholder management, and control. What leaps out 
immediately in the rankings is how well-rounded our leaders are in their management approach 
(see figure 4 on page 4).

Execution matters

It was immediately evident that all the leaders we met have a strong focus on producing results 
and executing on strategy. “Keep your focus on proven results,” as a German CEO argues. 
“Concentrate on essentials and clear performance indicators. And get away from crazy figures 
and short-term optimization. Engage the team toward results.”

Engagement and communication emerge as foundational to successful execution. As one 
Polish executive puts it, “Without clear communication, nothing will happen, even if you have 
great ideas. Good communication substantially speeds things up.”
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Figure 3
Nearly half the leaders do not hold an economics degree
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Successful leaders are clear about the need to demonstrate to stakeholders the benefits of the 
strategies they pursue. This particularly matters when innovation initiatives may not ripen into 
new businesses for some time. Stakeholders have an understandable interest in a return on their 
time and their money, and they need to know both are being looked after.

The way our leaders build credibility with stakeholders is with a well-measured trade-off 
between plain speaking about execution risks and solid expression of the benefits from their 
strategic choices.

“I dare to discuss the things beneath the surface,” says a Dutch interviewee, “and I dare to say 
I do that better than most.” Or as an Italian CEO explains, “It’s important to keep the bar straight 
when facing pressure from shareholders or authorities. Sheltering the team from the divergent 
pressures that come from the outside is a key part of my job.”

Illustrating the importance of a balanced portfolio of leadership skills, the executives profiled in 
our study value collaboration and execution about equally. Great execution is correlated with 
great teams. The collaborative approach to executing strategy is a profound change from the 
command-and-control style of leadership to which most of our interviewees were exposed early 
in their careers (see sidebar: Highlights of the Leader’s Way on page 5).

Clear strategic vision, complex strategic context

As we dug deeper in our conversations with leaders, we probed their private understanding of 
how they achieved personal success. It became clear that defining strategy was at the heart of 
what they believed was important. Everything proceeded from that.

Executives in the Leader’s Way study are uniformly forward-looking in the way they do their jobs. 
They insist on the primary importance of vision, ranking it as the most important pillar for their 
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Leaders adopt a well-rounded management approach
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success as leaders. They share a belief that, as one says, “the ability to define a winning strategy 
for a company constitutes the essence of an executive leader. You have to know where you want 
to go.”

Easier said than done, of course. In our conversations, we strove to understand both the what 
and the how of successful strategy formulation.

Leaders at the helms of successful organizations chart a strategic path beyond their comfort 
zone. That might mean pursuing a positioning counter to conventional wisdom, such as the 
leader who tells us, “I decided not to go for scale but to be niche in several technology domains. 
That created a model which is difficult to replicate for our competitors.”

In their pursuit of new business, our leaders change assumptions about their business portfolio. 
One of our interviewees, for instance, boasts that “our business portfolio was 90 percent basic 
research. Now it’s only 35 percent.” Creating a winning strategy is seldom just tinkering with old 
formulas. Leaders look for disruption and teach themselves its sources. They treat innovation 
and thinking “differently” as management capabilities. Their objective is to achieve a funda-
mental shift in their business and operating models.

In an era of flat to shrinking growth for established businesses, our executives find the disloca-
tions caused by technological change so pervasive and so unpredictable in their impacts that 
managing them is considered a crucial measure of leadership competence.

In good and bad ways, technology is shocking established businesses. But it is also creating new 
economic value and stimulating novel kinds of growth. Understanding how this is happening 
emerges as a key strategic capability for our senior leaders, and we asked our leaders how they 
develop that understanding.

The first thing they told us is that they hold deep personal knowledge and insight about their 
businesses. Of the senior leaders in our study, 55 have spent their entire careers in a single 
industry, including 32 who have held several roles in the same company where they work today. 
Another 21 report that they have a professional background in consulting, and 20 in other 
industries.

Highlights of the Leader’s Way

• Think “differently” in volatile, 
rapidly evolving markets.

• Manage dislocations caused by 
technological change. Look for 
disruption and teach yourself its 
sources.

• Own a clear, comprehensive 
knowledge of the competitive 
arena and your company’s 
capabilities.

• Adapt to stimuli, understand 
complexity, and take inspiration 
from change.

• Apply a life-cycle approach to 
new business.

• Take risks. Take the organization 
beyond its boundaries.

• Execute in collaboration with 
talented teams. Give those 
teams real power.

• Communicate with stake-
holders. Stakeholders need to 
understand the benefits of a 
strategy—particularly in the 
matter of innovation portfolios 
that may not mature for some 
time. Move hearts and minds.

• Have courage, show passion. 
These matter to men and 
women alike. For each gender,  
they assume different shades  
of emphasis—especially in the 
case of managing work and 
family.

• Be authentic. Men and women 
apply the same sets of 
functional skills in managing an 
organization. They differ in how 
they apply them and in how they 
value the human dynamics of 
their organizations.
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This is striking. It runs counter to what many imagine as a modern vogue among leadership 
talent for jumping from one hot start-up to the next. Since our study is anything but an 
old-school leadership sample, our results suggest that, in 2015, senior leaders superficially 
replicate the career paths of the old school while capitalizing on change at a scale that 
start-ups seldom attain.

“Being strong on content,” as one Dutch executive puts it, “is a key success driver.”

The complexity of modern operating environments makes it hard for even good leaders to 
develop successful and long-lasting strategies. But complexity also compels an ability to 
continually adapt to stimulus and change. As we explored the how of successful strategies,  
it became clear that simply having good insight would not be enough. Having “clear strategic 
vision” implies an understanding of complexity in an operating environment combined with  
a personal ability to move hearts and minds.

“A CEO,” says an Italian executive among our interviewees, “needs to lead from the front and 
add fresh value. That’s how you transmit strategic objectives to the rest of the organization.” The 
logic of this perspective is that, in any genuine effort at innovation, “think differently” will mean 
inspiring people to leave their comfort zones and set out for unexplored territory.

Leaders combine strategic insight with  
the ability to move hearts and minds.
If, on one hand, our interviewees are explicit in telling us “it is not possible to delegate vision,” 
they are, on the other hand, candid in acknowledging that a key to their career success is the 
quality of the smart, diverse, confident teams they assemble. As one of them puts it, “You 
cannot do everything by yourself.” An inclusive approach to strategy formulation is viewed  
as a precondition to a desired outcome.

Our interviewees also underline their portfolio approach to strategy formulation. Competitive 
advantage has an increasingly brief life span, which means companies need to manage new 
initiatives on a life-cycle basis. In the words of a Polish executive, “One cannot be a prisoner of 
one’s goals and one’s projects. It is important to be able to change a decision if we see that it is 
not the right one.”

Certainly it is difficult to think about the future in eras of high-velocity change. The leaders in our 
study are the first to acknowledge that. But for them, strategy development is more important 
than ever in volatile eras when it is grounded in the principles of preparing for the future.2

Our strategy focuses on the simultaneous alignment of competitive goals with fast-changing 
operating environments (see figure 5 on page 7):

• Draws inspiration from change. It shifts the emphasis from research, analyses, and 
extrapolations of past trends to understanding plausible futures for the industry and the 
macro-environment. Strategic thinking takes direct cues from big, evolving trends to 
build a set of forward-looking scenarios. It uses these scenarios to map a path into 
the future.

2 Johan Aurik, Martin Fabel, and Gillis Jonk, The Future of Strategy: A Transformative Approach to Strategy for a World That Won’t Stand 
Still, McGraw-Hill (2014)
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• Is organizationally inclusive. This strategy is not created by senior leadership isolated in 
a conference room. Its formation cascades throughout an organization, engaging people 
across, up, and down the company right from its formation. This secures a multidisciplinary 
perspective on the opportunities that change creates. And it eliminates the “handover”  
hurdle between strategy formation and execution.

• Takes a portfolio approach. Competitive advantage has an increasingly brief life span. That 
means companies need to manage on an ongoing life-cycle basis. When some opportunities 
have run their course, others must be ready to take over. This is how business development 
remains aligned with a company’s competitive goals and still responsive to volatile operating 
environments.

This is the heart of the Leader’s Way.

Gender Differences, Gender Similarities
Judging by the self-portraits they provide in our discussions with them, senior leaders are 
emphatically analytical people. It is evident from their responses that successful leaders 
need a big personality to succeed in the complex environments they navigate. They  
contend with changeable customer needs, evolving industry basics, and disruptive  
technologies. They demonstrate a marked ability to connect with different kinds of people 

Source: Johan Aurik, Martin Fabel, and Gillis Jonk, The Future of Strategy: A Transformative Approach to Strategy for a World That Won’t Stand Still,
McGraw-Hill (2014)

Figure 5
A combination of three elements are key to rethinking strategy
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and engage them, whether those people are on their teams or on their boards. This is true for 
both men and women.

Is the recipe for leadership different for men and women? According to our data, the differences 
are less about where they play than about how they play.

Where to play

The women in our study rate vision and strategy higher than the men do (see figure 6). On the 
other hand, men place more emphasis on execution. As we have seen, senior leaders do not 
consider the two as ever entirely separate. As a South African female chairperson reminds us,  
“A good leader finds a way to overcome implementation deficits.” The principal way this is done 
is by being close to the details and unwavering in technical competence.

Women mention authenticity as a powerful way to create an atmosphere of trust among  
stakeholders and winning commitment of their teams. That, paired with being selective in 
choosing their teams, supports the creation of a “no blame” culture.

Again and again in our interviews, we heard the word “authentic” in multiple languages. We heard 
it, for example, in the admonition of a Polish executive to “show genuine pleasure in spending 
time with the team.” The authenticity of this pleasure is seen as essential to engaging a team.

It is possible to imagine the leaders of an earlier generation talking about authenticity, but not 
with the same emphasis as the interviewees in our study. Perhaps it is an alertness to the value 
placed on authenticity by millennials, who comprise a growing share of the workforce. Whatever 
its source, authenticity is manifest in the willingness to delegate and give visibility (among other 
rewards) to outstanding performers. Meritocracy plays a crucial part in selecting the best 
performers and inviting them to share the spotlight.

Intriguingly, stakeholder management is the leadership factor that registers the widest difference 
between genders. For male leaders, it ranks as a crucial factor, especially when we frame the 
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Figure 6
Men and women generally agree on “where to play” in order to succeed
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question as the ability to understand stakeholders’ needs by demonstrating the benefits of 
strategy while simultaneously managing and sometimes challenging expectations. Female 
leaders value this, certainly, but they rank it lower than men do.

Team management is especially valued among women, although men also recognize its impor-
tance. Our interviewees confirmed that maximizing teamwork with the right mix of motivation 
and alignment is of paramount importance for women, both for growing personally and for 
creating value for their companies and stakeholders. Team building is not just a matter of personal 
preference or the result of the more “emotional” personality conventionally ascribed to women. 
On the contrary, it is a consciously pragmatic method of leading teams toward concrete results 
and getting the best out of an organization.

Finally, both sexes rank communication highly, though they appear to approach it differently.

“Women,” says a female UK executive, “have to emulate male-defined communications. They 
have to be vocal, loud, and forceful. Humility and honesty are not valued. In fact,” she warns, 
“they can be perceived as weakness.”

How to play

Courage and confidence are twin personal qualities valued highly by our interviewees (see 
figure 7). In difficult situations—investment choices chief among them—these qualities are 
indispensable. Revealingly, female leaders in our interviews rate these qualities higher than 
their male counterparts.

This does not necessarily mean women are more comfortable taking risks than men. It is more 
likely that women who are courageous are the women who end up succeeding in male-dominated 
cultures. Having spent their careers working in such environments, female senior executives 
find themselves drawing on their reserves of courage with great frequency.
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Figure 7
Men and women feel somewhat differently about “how to play” for business success

Courage and
self-confidence

3.9 4.0

Energy and
passion

3.2

3.8

Assertiveness
and commitment

3.6 3.5

Family
support

3.0

3.6

Company culture
and diversity

3.1 2.9

Mentorship and
networking

3.0 3.0

Men

Women



10A Portrait of 21st-Century Business Leadership

We note, for example, that women speak more commonly than men do about consciously going 
out of their comfort zones. In a related way, it interests us to see how much more frequently 
women mention the initiatives leading to their success in a company, especially those they have 
undertaken in new technologies (notably cloud computing, big data, and digital transformation).

“Gender diversity liberates our male 
counterparts,” says a South African CEO, 
referring to a dynamic mix of ideas in the 
boardroom rather than a uniform approach.
Tellingly, leaders of both genders rank passion high on their list of valued qualities. More than 
one of our interviewees cited what they call “the principle of boredom” as a stimulus to change. 
Curiosity raised to the level of passion gets noticed by organizations. It inspires people and 
persuades them to a point of view. Communicating passion, according to interviewees of both 
sexes, in some cases inspires stakeholders more than other more tangible incentives.

Not surprisingly, the category in which male and female leaders divide in noticeable ways is  
in how they balance work and family—modeling behavior, perhaps, for their companies.

Most of the women underline how they successfully manage family and business thanks to 
support from relevant others (including, in more than one case, husbands leaving their jobs or 
taking a pause to favor their wives’ career development). But if for women the decision to keep 
working after starting a family is a crucial career crossroads, for men, work and family together 
provide a source of stability and balance, as underlined by some Dutch leaders.

Men, as they portray themselves in the study, are somewhat more likely than women to view 
creation of a diverse workplace as a matter of personally mentoring individuals rather than 
creating structured programs that formally promote diversity. And women indicate a stronger 
tendency than men to value open organizational cultures. Openness, we think, would be a 
useful trait in an age in which the way people work is increasingly collaborative.

Our female interviewees report that they routinely encounter challenges in adapting to the 
“male” culture prevailing in top management. Networking and mentoring skills, they assert, are 
perceived as “male” abilities owing to women’s perceived “limit of being task oriented.”

“Gender diversity liberates our male counterparts,” says a South African CEO. By diversity she 
means a dynamic mix of ideas in the boardroom rather than a single approach to complex and 
operational issues.

Italian men and women, for instance, show wide differences in the weight they assign to family 
support and company culture. There is a sentiment that Italy is still running its race to full 
gender equality in areas such as inclusion in male-governed networks and organizational 
support for family-related needs. Contrast that with Britain, where women see company 
attitudes toward gender equality making it easier for them to attain leadership positions.  
(For more on the differences among respondents in different countries, see the sidebar: 
Country Differences on page 11.)
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Country Differences

Our researchers explored 
whether country differences exist 
among the senior leaders we 
interviewed for the Leader’s Way. 
The differences, we discovered, 
lie in where the emphasis falls 
(see figure).

Strategy is a function of industry 
knowledge and business compe-
tence. According to an Italian 
CEO, strategy is about “under-
standing an obstacle with 
emotions and business sense.” 
Execution, he argues, is “trans-
forming feelings into analytics.”

In the Netherlands, the leaders  
we interviewed ran companies 
with a strong focus on restruc-
turing. The skills they own and 
qualities they value are applied 
to leading their organizations 
through an era of intense change. 
As one Dutch CEO remarks, “a 
changing world requires change. 
You will not find the answer in the 
past.” The Dutch place a notably 
high value on credible decision 
making, independent of how 
decisions affect their own career.

German interviewees reaffirmed 
the supremacy of vision and 
execution. The German execu-
tives we interviewed are focused 
on organic growth. For them,  
the M&A route to growth is a 
treadmill of new acquisitions  
that tie up too much management 
attention, especially when 
compared with organic growth 
derived from a balanced business 
portfolio. Like the Poles we 
interviewed for the Leader’s  
Way study, the Germans value 
teamwork, communication, and 
stakeholder management at  
the top of their success pillars.

British leaders rank execution and 
control at the top of their major 
concerns. Their focus is on results, 
which, as a female telecommuni-
cations CFO remarks, “speak for 
themselves.” But when the 
subject is their personal career 
success, the British rank stake-
holder management as the most 
important pillar.

South African executives rank 
vision and strategy higher than 
their peers in other countries. 
They speak of “thinking differ-
ently and thinking bigger” as the 
key to catalyzing change in an 
organization. Given the country’s 
history and the challenges that 
resulted from apartheid, it is not 

surprising that transformation in 
many different forms is cited as a 
key business achievement.

More than their peers in other 
countries, South African execu-
tives give special weight to an 
“ethical” leadership style that 
allows them to make contribu-
tions to their organization and to 
society generally.

“I relentlessly asked questions 
and found out how things worked,” 
one South African executive says 
of her early career. “My curiosity 
and hunger for knowledge made 
me want to know more, to do more, 
to be more.”

Source: A.T. Kearney Leader’s Way study
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The Leader’s Way
Every age seems to be an era of great change to the men and women living through it. Ours is 
no exception. The executives profiled in A.T. Kearney’s Leader’s Way study are fortifying their 
strategies and their careers in ways that are very different from their counterparts in previous 
eras. They assume a volatility that is here to stay.

The leaders in our study are, predictably, multitalented. They are smart, analytical, and energetic. 
From a functional standpoint, it is clear that two things matter most in their careers. The first is 
sharp strategic vision, which may mean attacking a difficult what—repositioning a company, say, 
or challenging industry consensus—with the wholly new how of smart strategy development.  
The second is relentless attention to execution. That is where stakeholder management, superior 
team leadership, and communication skills are the deciding factors.

The ingredients of successful leadership are what we suspected they would be when we 
designed our study—a preoccupation with sustainable growth, attention to execution, a talent 
for teams, and care for the interests of stakeholders. What surprised us was that the profile  
of a leader in 2015 is not of someone with an exceptional gift in one or two of these areas.  
The demands of the age require that they be exceptional in all of them at the same time.

There is no trick to making winning choices. But there is the Leader’s Way.
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Appendix: Growth Champions Methodolgy
A.T. Kearney’s growth champions analysis maps the major value creators around the world by 
country and industry. The analysis covers 10 years, from 2003 to 2012, to moderate the effects of 
positive and negative economic cycles. The sample includes 4,000 publicly listed companies in 
35 countries and 57 different industrial sectors, each with an annual turnover of more than €500 
million (see figure A).

The growth champions among the sample are identified according to two criteria: the ratio of 
economic profit to equity (EP/E, a measure of the shareholder return generated above the cost 
of capital) and absolute sales growth. Growth champions are companies that over the period of 
the analysis delivered an EP/E greater than their industry’s average and an absolute sales growth 
rate in the top quartile of their region.

Globally, EP/E is -1 percent, denoting value destruction, driven by EP/E of -3.3 percent in Asia 
Pacific. EMEA is the only region with positive EP/E (+2 percent). Looking at aggregate data for 
the 57 sectors, only 17 manage to deliver an EP/E of more than 1 percent, thus delivering a return 
to shareholders over and above the industry’s cost of capital (see figure B on page 14). These 
industries also show a meaningful increase in employment in most cases. Another 12 industries 
present an EP/E around 0 percent, and the remaining 28 industries register negative EP/E.

Figure A
The sample includes 4,000 publicly listed companies, including nearly 900 in EMEA

Selected sample, by region and country
Number of companies, % of sample

Total market
capitalization
€ billion

Average market
capitalization
€ billion

Total

4,009

31,493 

7.9

Americas

1,167

15,890

9.5

APAC

1,968

6,432

3.9

EMEA

874

9,171

15.8

United
Kingdom

174
(20%)

1,962

11.3

France

139
(16%)

1,561

11.2

Germany

121
(14%)

1,492

12.3

Switzer-
land

77
(9%)

1,223

15.9

South
Africa

65
(7%)

259

4.0

Italy

62
(7%)

335

5.4

Turkey

45
(5%)

89

2.0

Spain

44
(5%)

428

9.7

Other
EMEA

147
(17%)

2,158

20.4

Notes: EMEA is Europe, Middle East, and Northern Africa. APAC is Asia Pacific. Other EMEA includes the Netherlands, Russia, Poland, Belgium, Sweden, Denmark, 
Ireland, Saudi Arabia, Israel, Hungary, United Arab Emirates, and Czech Republic. Market capitalization figures are from 2013.

Sources: Bloomberg; A.T. Kearney analysis

8 countries represent
83% of EMEA sample
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Figure B
EP/E exceeds 1% globally in 17 industries

Tobacco 15.1

Global EP/E 
%, 2003–2012Industry

Employment growth
%, 2013–2015f

–12

Household  products 6.5 8

Note: EP/E is economic profit to equity.

Sources: Bloomberg; A.T. Kearney analysis

Global EP/E and employment growth by industry

Beverages 4.8 20

Internet and catalog retail 4.0 1,109

Pharmaceuticals 4.0 100

Personal products 3.3 45

IT services 3.2 200

Air freight and logistics 3.1 100

Healthcare equipment and supplies 2.8 33

Oil, gas, and consumable fuels 2.5 33

Water utilities 2.4 48

Specialty retail 1.5 100

Healthcare providers and services 1.5 23

Life sciences tools and services 1.4 167

Aerospace and defense 1.3 0

Food and staples retailing 1.0 60

Gas utilities 0.9 124
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