
In popular imagination, the business leader 
is a dynamic hero: dashing, charismatic and 
blessed with special skills. 

There are certain situations where such a 
figure can make a contribution, but there are 
many more where they would not – heroes 
often having a tendency towards narcissism 
and hubris. 

In the wake of the credit crisis, there’s 
demand for a different type of leader: one 
who is thoughtful and participative, yet 
also resilient and capable of making tough 
decisions. These leaders have high integrity 
and manage for the long term, not just the 
next quarterly results.

Sheppard Moscow, which works with 
major businesses and business leaders around 
the world, commissioned a new study to 
identify what organisations are looking for 
in leadership development. That research – 
involving 20 senior executives from major 
global organisations – identified these key 
attributes:
•	clarity	as	to	what	the	leader	personally	
  stands for
•	self-awareness,	communication	and	listening
•	passion	for	the	business
•	willingness	to	work	in	depth	on	their	own	
  barriers to effectiveness 
•	ability	to	engage	in	difficult	conversations	
  and productive conflict 

These attributes are seen as particularly 
critical in complex organisations, where  
a leader’s ability to influence and manage a 
network has become more important  
than traditional characteristics such as 
knowledge of business theory or a business 
qualification. 

In fact, these attributes came at the  
bottom of the list, deemed outdated and 
irrelevant. It seems organisations have  
learnt that they do not bring about the change 
in leadership behaviours that are  
now required.

A quiet revolution is under way in some  
of the largest companies in the world. They 
are	moving	away	from	a	command-and	

control-structure	towards	a	matrix	structure,	
and many are supporting this with extensive 
leadership development. 

There is a move from strong hierarchy, 
positional power and obsession with the 
bottom line towards a collaborative approach, 
personal influence and more concern for 
society and the environment. Another 
overwhelmingly strong message from the 
research is the importance of understanding 
the particular context that the business finds 
itself in. 

The traditional approach to developing 
leaders is to adopt a theory, teach a model 
based on the theory, and then apply it to the 
situation that the managers confront. Sheppard 
Moscow’s approach is the opposite: it starts 
with deep conversations with managers to 
understand the practical challenges they 
face, and then involves working with them to 
develop the skills they need. 

Leaders themselves need to have a strong 
grasp of their own context. They need to 
understand rapidly changing markets and 
political realities, and be able to identify the 
most important matters, and then prioritise. 
They also need the communication and 
influence skills to collaborate and lead in a 
global, multimedia context.

Above all in the new corporate world, 
leaders have to earn respect. It’s not enough 
simply to issue commands. As one participant 
in Sheppard Moscow’s research observes: 
“Either you have position or influence. It’s 
moving more and more to influence. The role 
of leader as hero is over.”

Brian Caie and Su Openshaw, partners 
and leadership development programme 
directors 
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Today’s business 
leaders need a 
different approach 
if they want to 
slay dragons, says 
organisational 
development and 
change consultancy 
Sheppard Moscow

No more 
heroes  

Hero or villain? Today’s leaders shouldn’t take on the world alone 


