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The purpose of this research was to explore the key 
business priorities and challenges facing leading Australian 
and global organisations and to understand their related 
leadership and talent implications. With this in mind, 
we created a bespoke survey and invited a diverse set 
of senior stakeholders to respond to a broad set of 
questions. This research tapped into their personal views 
of leadership and requirements in the current landscape, 
in addition to a series of questions related to the key 
changes and challenges their organisations were grappling 
with and the most significant challenges they faced from 
an organisational capability perspective.

While some quantitative questions were posed, we 
primarily employed open-ended questions to gather rich 
qualitative data that resulted in more diversity of thought 
and themes, versus a pre-determined set of options to 
respond to.

715 senior leaders participated in the research including:

• CEOs and other C-suite leaders
• Board Chairs and Directors
• Business leaders
• People leaders
• HR and Talent experts
• Executive coaches
• Senior individual contributors

The survey data was collected from December 2017 to 
February 2018 and approximately 13,000 comments were 
captured.

Where respondents made comments containing multiple, 
distinct themes, the response was split into distinct 
comments to ensure accurate recording and analysis of 
the input. Each comment was content coded and analysed 
into key themes and this report provides an executive 

summary of the key themes that emerged for a set of the 
key topics. Percentages listed indicate the percent of 
participants who made a comment within the category. 
Given most respondents provided more than one idea 
for each question, the percentages do not sum to 100%. 
Some quantitative questions sum to over 100% due to 
rounding to whole numbers.

The purpose of this executive summary publication is 
to provide a high-level overview of the key findings and 
related verbatim comments that emerged across the broad 
range of topics incorporated in this research collaboration, 
including:

• The key shifts in the external environment and the 
related impact on organisations and leaders

• The primary challenges organisations are facing and 
feeling least equipped to deal with

• The key leadership requirements that are emerging as a 
result of key changes and challenges occurring internal  
and external to organisations including leadership skills, 
competencies and personal traits

• Key factors related to attracting and retaining talent

• Personal definitions of leadership potential to support 
the identification of leaders with potential

• Typical leadership derailers that undermine leadership 
potential and impact so organisations can pre-empt key 
talent from falling prey to an Achilles Heel or common 
derailers

• Input regarding the most impactful support 
organisations can provide to develop their top talent

Additional Leadership Insights Series publications covering 
diverse leadership and talent topics will be released over 
the coming year. For further information, please contact 
Dr. Órla NicDomhnaill at orla@thriveadvisory.com.

The Leadership Insights Series represents a research collaboration between  
Thrive Advisory and Morgan McKinley. The partnership was born of a desire 
to understand the common challenges our clients are currently facing amidst 
unprecedented global and local change, ambiguity and volatility. Further, we were 
seeking to explore the most relevant experience, ideas and advice on how leaders, 
teams and organisations can bolster their effectiveness and thrive through change. 

OVERVIEW OF COLLABORATION 
AND RESEARCH APPROACH
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PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Gender

1. 39% of our sample were 
46 - 55 years old

2. 33% of participants 
were 36 - 45 years old

4. 9% were 35 years old or 
younger

5. 1% were 66 
years and older

3. 18% of our sample were 
56 - 65 years old

Age

Industry

Organisational Role

Our sample was comprised  
of the following key roles:

1.  Senior leaders with functional 
responsibility at 31%

2.  Consultants and contractors at 22%
3.  General Management with P&L 

responsibility at 21%
4.  CEOs and C-Suite Leaders at 16%

5.  Individual Contributors at 4%
6.  Board Directors at 2%

7.  Other organisational roles at 4%

The most highly represented 
industries in our sample were:

1.  Financial Services at 26%
2.  Professional Services at 18%
3.  Technology at 16%
4.  Telecommunications at 10%
5.  Insurance at 5%
6.  Energy and Utilities at 5%

Other industries included FMCG, 
Retail, Media, Legal, Pharmaceutical, 
Transport, Property and Leisure.

31%

22%

21%

16%

4%

2%

4%

26%

18%
16%

10%

5% 5%



1. Rapid technological advancements, 
digital disruption, the rise of big data 
and automisation 41%

9. Shifts to service industry 3%
8. Pressure to contain costs 
and drive greater efficiency 
in execution 5%

7. Regulatory pressures 
resulting in greater 
scrutiny, transparency 
and compliance 8%

2. Shifts in talent and workforce management 
(offshoring, contingent workforce, 
demographics) 23%

3. Globalisation, market shifts, increased competition 
and related responses including protectionism 19%

4. The pressures associated 
with a VUCA world and related 
need for flexibility, agility and 
tolerance for ambiguity 12%

5. Social, political, and 
economic shifts 
(global and local) 10%

6. Shifting customer demographics 
and loyalty and heightened 
customer expectations forcing 
new ways to connect 
with customers 9%

1 In what ways is the business landscape changing in Australia?

Changes in the Australian Business Landscape

When asked to describe the most significant business 
landscape changes occurring globally and within Australia, 
some strong themes emerged locally and globally. The 
same top five business landscape changes were identified 
as relevant in Australia and globally, with the ranking and 
percentages varying somewhat between the local and 
global stage. 

•  Talent and Technology were resounding themes that 
emerged when participants were asked to describe both 
changes and challenges they and their organisations were 
experiencing.

•  Rapid technological advancements, digital disruption, 
the rise of big data and automisation rated as the most 
significant change, noted by 41% of participants for 
Australia and 31% on the global scale. 

•  Shifts in talent and workforce management (offshoring, 
contingent workforce, demographics) rated as the second 
most significant shift for Australia and fourth on the global 
scale.

•  Globalisation and its diverse impact from competition 
to protectionism was raised by 19% for Australia and 
globally.

•  Pressures associated with a VUCA world and the related 
need for flexibility, agility and tolerance for ambiguity was 
noted by 12% of participants for Australia and 10% when 
describing global challenges.

“Rapidly changing technology is impacting 
the way we conduct business and is 
changing the competitive landscape.”

“Technology is driving business with fast 
adoption of analytics in an even more 
competitive market.”

“Time is being compressed but complexity 
is increasing, leading to greater uncertainty 
and stress for everyone in the system.”

“Talent is key to agile enterprise, but talent 
development is costly and retaining talent 
is tricky.”

“Leadership and talent are more critical 
than ever. It is more difficult to find leaders 
with the right vision and confidence  
to lead the organisation in these  
fast-changing times.”

SECTION A - BUSINESS CHANGES AND CHALLENGES

5

KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS



LEADERSHIP INSIGHTS SERIES | EXECUTIVE SUMMARY6 7

 

1. Rapid technological advancements, 
digital disruption, the rise of big data 
and automisation 31%

10. Hyper-connectivity and social media 2%

9. Tension between need for innovation / continuous improvement 
and risk aversion associated with other business challenges 3%

8. Regulatory pressures resulting 
in greater scrutiny, transparency 
and compliance 3%

7. Pressure to contain costs 
and drive greater 
efficiency in 
execution 4%

2. Concerns regarding the social, political, 
and economical shifts and uncertainty 
and its impact on Australia 21%

3. Globalisation, market shifts, increased competition 
and related responses including protectionism 19%

4. Shifts in talent and workforce 
management (offshoring, 
contingent workforce, 
demographics) 11%

5. The pressures 
associated with a VUCA 
world and related need 
for flexibility, agility and 
tolerance for ambiguity 10%

6. Shifting customer demographics 
and loyalty and heightened 
customer expectations 
forcing new ways to connect
with customers 7%

2 In what ways is the business landscape changing globally?
Changes in the Global Business Landscape

“Globalisation and decentralisation is 
rampant.”

“The world is getting smaller due to 
the improvements and developments 
in technology, transportation and 
infrastructure and this is providing access 
to new markets for businesses and 
workers alike.”

“Rapidly changing technology is 
impacting the way we conduct business 
and is changing the competitive 
landscape completely.”

“The rise of Artificial Intelligence is 
increasingly disruptive to the status quo.”

“We are about to enter another period 
where disruption from technology will 
be huge.  Block Chain, Automated Cars, 
and Battery power will begin changing 
the landscape in the very near future, 
creating ripples and opportunities across 
all economies and sectors.”

“The business landscape is changing 
locally and globally with the rise of agile,  
tech-powered organisations with non-
traditional ways of work.”
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Participants were asked to indicate the three most critical 
organisational challenges they are currently facing and 
unsurprisingly, many related to the key business landscape 
changes they had just described as significant globally 
and locally. While almost half of participants highlighted 

their challenges linked to how to manage the shifts in 
technological advancements, it was talent and leadership 
challenges that topped the list of the most critical 
organisational challenges currently facing executives 
and their organisations at 70% and 54% respectively. 

“Our biggest challenge relates to talent 
- how do we acquire the right talent to 
operate in fast-moving, rapidly-changing 
markets?”

“The path forward requires more 
innovation and risk taking, not less, yet 
the tendency is to reduce controllable risk 
because the uncontrollable has risen.”

Business and Organisational Challenges 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

70%

1. Talent and workforce 
management shifts and 

challenges 70%
a. Attracting, selecting and retaining 

talent 47%
b. Engaging and challenging talent amidst 

shifting demographics 18%
c. Ensuring effective talent development 

and succession 13%
d. Talent diversity and 

inclusion challenges 12%
54%

47%
3. Rapid technological 

advancements, digital disruption, 
the rise of big data and 

automisation 47%

a. Digital disruption and general 
technological challenges 42%

b. Big Data 5%

c. Artificial Intelligence, 
Machine Learning, 

Robotics and Automation 4%

d. Security 1%

3

1

2

3

What are the 3 most critical organisational challenges you are currently facing?

47%18%12% 13%

45%12%4  5 

42%

46%

37%

35%

29%

18%

10%

28%

4. Pressures associated with a 
VUCA world and related need for flexibility, agility,
tolerance for ambiguity and pace of change 46%

6. Building a robust culture that promotes collaboration
and improves overall team effectiveness 35%

7. Systems and processes challenges,
upgrading and integration 29%

8. Regulatory pressures resulting in greater risk
and compliance challenges 28%

9. Need for enhanced vision, strategic thinking
and longer-term view 18%

10. Pressure to contain costs and drive
greater efficiency in

execution 10%

5. Increased demand for efficiency, productivity
and prioritisation to respond to shifts and drive results 37%

2. Leadership challenges 54%
a. Ineffective leaders who do 
not inspire confidence 45%

b. Traditional, risk-averse leaders who  
are unable to lead the  

organisation into the future 12%
c. Leaders who are unable to engage 

and empower colleagues and teams 5%
d. Leaders who are ineffective 

at driving and managing 
change 4%

1 4 5%

Critical Organisational Challenges
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When asked what challenge(s) their organisations are 
least equipped to deal with, participants indicated they 
had least confidence related to their most significant 
challenge. Talent and workforce management challenges, 
raised by 70% of respondents, topped both lists of the 
most challenging issues organisations are grappling with 
and the challenges organisations are least equipped to 
deal with (22%).

Challenges associated with change ranked as second, third 
and fourth on the list of the challenges organisations are 
least equipped to deal with. The pressures associated 
with a VUCA world and preparing talent and organisations 
for the continued pace of change and required flexibility, 

agility and tolerance for ambiguity emerged as the second 
theme, cited by 15% of respondents. The pressure to do 
more with less and the related need to drive efficiency 
drives the third and fourth ranking from a systems, 
processes and organisational culture perspective. While 
12% of participants noted they were least ready for and 
equipped to drive systems and processes changes to 
support efficiency measures and programs, a slightly higher 
percentage, at 13%, were more focused on the feeling ill-
prepared for the cultural and behavioural shifts required 
to drive and sustain efficiency and future ways of working.  

Challenges Organisations are Least Equipped For

Challenges Organisations are Least Equipped For

1. Shifts in talent and workforce management 
(offshoring, contingent workforce, 
demographics) 22%

8. Funding issues 4%
7. Need for enhanced vision, 
strategic thinking and 
longer-term view 6%

2. Pressures associated with a VUCA world 
and related need for flexibility, agility, 
tolerance for ambiguity and
pace of change 15%

3. Cultural and behavioural shifts to 
sustain future ways of working 13%

4. Systems and processes 
challenges, including upgrading 
and integration to support 
efficiency 12%

5. Leadership 
challenges 11%

6. Rapid technological 
advancements, digital 
disruption, the rise of 
big data and automisation 6%

4 What challenge is your organisation least equipped to deal with?

“Our biggest risk relates to skills and 
talent management. The future of work 
is difficult to predict, and we have only 
a fuzzy picture of what the immediate 
future might hold. In that sense, 
preparing the workforce of tomorrow is a 
huge challenge.”

“Our challenge lies in creating a culture 
that is free from fear and inspiring a 
cultural shift to support innovation.”

“Talent is key to driving an agile 
enterprise, but talent development is 
costly and retaining talent is becoming 
increasingly tricky.”
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Leadership Required to Respond to External Changes and Challenges

When asked what leadership competencies and skills are 
required to successfully respond to key external changes 
and challenges, cognitive, strategic and business nous 
competencies emerged most strongly. Business acumen, 
commercial nous and problem-solving capability emerged 
as the top leadership requirement, noted by 23% of 
participants, with strategic and visionary leadership a very 
close second, highlighted by 22% of respondents. 

With regards to the key leadership competencies and skills 
required to successfully respond to key internal changes 
and challenges, the need to lead, develop and coach talent 
and to drive organisational culture emerged as the most 

significant suite of competencies, highlighted by 31% of 
participants. The same set of capabilities were noted as 
critical to thrive amidst external change and challenge, 
noted by 16% and ranked fifth. 

Communication and influencing skills was considered key 
to engage with external and internal stakeholders, noted 
by 25% for internal changes and challenges and by 20% 
for external. 

Innovation, creativity, agility, vision and courage all 
featured strongly as core capabilities to deal with internal 
and external challenges alike. 

SECTION B – LEADERSHIP REQUIRED TO RESPOND 
TO CHANGES AND CHALLENGES

0 10 20 30 40 50

23%

22%

20%

18%

16%

15%

11%

10%

7%

7%

1. Business acumen, commercial nous and 
problem-solving capability 23%

3. Communication and influencing skills 20%

4. Innovating mindset, curiosity and desire to evolve 18%

5. People leadership and talent development 16%

6. Stakeholder engagement, influence and collaboration 15%

7. Agility and flexibility 11%

9. Courage and fortitude 7%

10. Digital leadership 7%

2. Strategic and visionary leadership 22%

8. Operational acumen and execution-focus 10%

6 What leadership competencies and skills are required to successfully
respond to these key external changes and challenges?

“Now, more than ever, we need leaders 
with the ability to adapt well to changing 
circumstances – those who can balance 
not remaining stuck in the past while being 
respectful of the ways things have been 
done before them.”

 “Our external challenges are leading us to 
require leaders with the ability to construct 
and articulate strategy, and then execute 
against it in a decisive, yet flexible way.”
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 Leadership Required to Respond to Internal Changes  
and Challenges

0

10

20

30

40

50

31%

1. People Leadership and Talent Development 31%
a. People Leadership 23%

b. Mentoring and Coaching 5%
c. Empowerment and engagement 5%
d. Enhance organisational culture 3%

2. Interpersonal, communication and engagement skills 25%
3. Visionary and inspirational leadership 16%

4. Strategic mindset 16%
5. Agility and flexibility 15%

6. Collaborative, consultative and open-minded 13%
7. Innovative and creative 11%

8. Courageous with strong risk appetite 10%
9. Resilience, patience and grit 10%

10. Humility, honesty and integrity 10%

16% 16% 15%
13%

11%
10% 10% 10%

25%
23%

5%
3%

5 What leadership competencies and skills are required to successfully
respond to these key internal changes and challenges?

5%

“We need leaders who nurture and 
mature the leaders of tomorrow.”

“We need leaders who are not 
threatened by the thought of bringing 
individuals from outside the sector  
with different ways of thinking and 
unique ideas into the organisation. It 
takes real leadership to hire people 
smarter than you!”

“The future demands leaders who 
have a real understanding of existing 
capabilities and high-potential talent 
and who can align this talent in the right 
way to deliver on the organisational 
strategy.”

“Our challenges require leaders with the 
ability to be light on their feet, who can 
respond to opportunities as they come up.”
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When examined in combination, several clear linkages 
emerged between the business challenges organisations 
are facing and leadership requirements for individuals, 
teams and organisations. The most significant of these was 
the extent to which the current environment is related to 
VUCA, social and political shifts and unrest and the rate 
and pace of change. This amount of disruption requires the 
ability to cope with and rebound from change.  As such,  
resilience, patience and grit topped the list, highlighted by 
40% of respondents.

Self-awareness, highlighted by 34%, could be considered 
relevant and related to several key changes and challenges 
and a leader’s awareness of their own strengths, skill gaps 
and where they are best placed to support others through 
change and complexity.

It could also be linked to a growth mindset and the ability 
to reframe failures as learning opportunities to ensure 
their talent and organisation succeed sooner.

Curiosity and the desire to learn and evolve, rated 
third and was raised by 33% of respondents as a critical 
personal attribute needed for leaders to thrive in the 
current landscape.  This attribute could be directly linked 
to innovation, creativity and learning challenges raised by 
participants. 

Communication and engagement skills, ranked fourth on 
this list of critical personal attributes, could be viewed as 
critical to engaging and supporting others through change, 
complexity and ambiguity. 

Personal Attributes Required to Thrive in Current Business 
Landscape 

1. Resilience, patience and grit 40%

10. Flexibility, agility and 
adaptability 12%

8. Capability to coach, 
support and empower 
others 12%

2. Self-awareness 34%

3. Curiosity and desire to learn and evolve 33%4. Communication and engagement skills 16%
a Approachable and personable 2%
b Influencing skills 1%

5. Empathy, EQ, care 
and compassion 14%

7. Strategic and visionary 
leadership 13%

9. Humility and authenticity 12%

6. Openness to new 
ideas, continuous 
improvement and 
innovation 14%

7 What personal attributes are critical for leaders to embody to 
thrive in the current business landscape?

“Resilience is key and understanding that 
others may not have that same ability and 
helping them to thrive anyway - the leader 
who can do that will have unbelievable 
loyalty.”

“Seeing failure as progress is critical for 
success today. It allows you to fail fast to 
succeed sooner.”

“I don’t distinguish personal attributes from 
leadership competencies. They are one 
and the same. We are all humans and we 
need human capacity leading our teams, 
industries and sectors into the Century of 
digital, rapid-change, unmatched access 
to data, huge ethical questions and global 
citizenship.”
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When asked to identify the most significant leadership and 
talent gaps in Australia and globally, the same three gaps 
emerged globally as well as locally.

Innovation and creativity was highlighted as the most 
significant talent shortage in Australia and the third 
most significant talent shortage globally. However, this 
same competency considered to be such a gap was also 
identified as critical for the future, deemed the fourth and 
seventh most relevant competency to meet the demands 
of external and internal challenges respectively. 

A death of strategic and visionary thinking was the most 
notable global gap, cited by 23% of participants and 
equally relevant as a gap within Australia, cited by 25% 
of respondents. While strategic thinking and the ability 
to create a strong and compelling vision has long been 
considered as a critical leadership competency, the 
comments and overall data indicated that this is becoming 
ever more relevant and required to co-exist with agility. 
With the pace of change increasing dramatically, speed 
of response and competitive edge is becoming ever more 

important, and as a result, strategy and its execution must 
be adapted and implemented at a far faster speed than 
ever before. 

Analytics and digital technology capability gaps were 
considered to be highly relevant, noted by 21% for 
Australia and 18% globally. This finding is unsurprising as it 
follows from the fact that technological advances and the 
rapid rise of big data and data analytics were highlighted as 
major changes and challenges in our research.

The ability to inspire, engage and connect with others was 
listed as the fourth biggest capability shortage globally at
13%, and sixth for Australia, at 11%. Relatedly, people 
leadership rated as one of the competencies in short 
supply within Australia and globally.

Personal values and self-management (including integrity, 
humility and self-awareness), was identified as most
critical in defining leadership potential, yet was noted as 
the fifth most critical gap in leadership globally and seventh 
for Australia.

Leadership and Talent Gaps

0

10

20

30

40

50

18%
21%

14%

36%

2. Analytics and
digital technology

capabilities

3. Innovation 
and creativity

4. Ability to inspire,
engage and 
connect with

others

5. Personal values 
and self-management 

including integrity, 
humility, 

self-awareness

6. Commercial 
acumen and

global mindset

10Global Vs Local Talent Shortages
Top leadership capabilities and skills or experiences in short supply

Global

Australia

13%
11%

10% 8% 9%
6%

7. Customer
focus

25%23%

1. Strategic and 
visionary thinking 

Global 

8%

13%

8. People
leadership

5%

12%

9. Agility and
flexibility

10. Execution, delivery
orientation and

results-focus

3%
6%

2%

7%

11. Courage and
risk taking

1%

7%

Top Leadership Capabilities and Skills in Short Supply:  
A Global Vs Local View
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When asked what key behaviours, attributes, and 
competencies participants look for in high-potential 
leaders, the most significant category, highlighted by 40% 
of participants related to personal drivers, attributes and 
self-management, most notably drive, energy, motivation, 
humility, values and self-awareness. 

Connecting with others emerged as most critical beyond 
personal qualities.  The ability to communicate, engage, 
influence and lead people emerged as the second and 
third most notable categories, both noted by 31% of 
participants. 

Strategic thinking and visionary capability, which 
traditionally would have topped many high-potential 
talent frameworks took the fourth place on this list, raised 
by 27% of participants. 

Interestingly, EQ was noted as more relevant than IQ when 
determining leadership potential, again a notable shift 
from original potential frameworks. IQ ranked sixteenth 
on the high-potential list, with 4% of participants listing 
it as a key criteria for leadership potential. Four times as 
many participants noted EQ and empathy as critical for 
leadership potential, rated by 16% of respondents and 
taking the eighth ranking spot.

Innovation, highlighted as the biggest skill shortage in 
Australia was considered by only 5% as a key competency 
they personally look for in high-potential talent, ranked 
fourteenth on the list, which raises the question of where 
innovation and creativity is expected to reside within 
an organisation if not considered critical for leadership 
potential.

SECTION C – LEADERSHIP POTENTIAL AND DERAILERS

Critical Criteria for High-Potential Talent
11 What key behaviours / attributes / competencies 

do you look for in highpotential leaders?

0 10 20 30 40 50

40%

31%

31%

27%

22%

17%

16%

16%

14%

7 9%5

13%

1. Personal values and self-management
including passion,drive, humility, honesty,

authenticity and awareness 40%
a. Drive, energy and motivation 9%

b. Humility 8%
c. Values-led leader who role models honesty and integrity 8%

d. Self-awareness 8%
e. Optimism 7%

f. Trustworthy, credible and loyal 5%
g. Passion 5%

h. Vulnerability and authenticity 3%

3. People leadership capability 31%
4. Strategic thinking and visionary capability 27%

3

5. Curiosity and desire to operate in ambiguity 22%
6. Collaboration, openness and inclusion 17%
7. Resilience, perseverance and calmness 16%

9. Analytical prowess and decisiveness 14%
10. Execution and results orientation 13%

2. Communication, engagement and influencing skills 31%

8. Empathy and EQ 16%

8 85 8

“When it comes to leadership potential, I look for someone who is positive in the 
light of significant challenges. These are the individuals who will capitalise on 
opportunity and find solutions where others only see problems.”
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When asked to articulate a personal view on the three 
biggest leadership ‘derailers’ or ‘Achilles heels’ that most 
detract from leadership potential and impact, a theme 
regarding the inability to relate to and engage with others 
emerged strongly. Of the top twelve derailers identified by 
our sample, eight were related to a leader being unable 
to consider others, lead others, communicate, engage, 
listen to and collaborate with others. These included self-
interest, arrogance and ego, the most significant derailer, 

cited by 31% of respondents, poor people leadership, cited 
by 30%, poor communication and insufficient engagement, 
noted by 20% and being sucked into politics, dysfunctional 
culture and displaying favouritism, cited by 17% of 
respondents. Ineffective interpersonal skills and low EQ 
was highlighted by 13%. Micromanagement and the ability 
to delegate and empower effectively was highlighted by 
12% and therefore core people leadership skills combined, 
were cited by 42% of our participants. 

Leadership Derailers

0

10

20

30

40

50

30%
31%

1. Arrogance, ego and 
self-interest 31%

2. Poor people leadership 30%

3. Poor communication and insufficient engagement 20%

4. Short-term focus18%

5. Politics, culture and favouritism 17%

6. Ineffective interpersonal skills and low EQ 13%

7. Micromanagement and inability to delegate effectively 12%

9. Lack of flexibility and less open to change / ambiguity 11%

8. Lack of courage and confidence 11%

10. Lack of ethics and integrity 10%

11. Inability to listen and collaborate 10%

12. Poor decision making and 
indecisiveness 10%

18%

12%

20%

17%

11% 11%
13%

13 Please indicate the 3 biggest leadership ‘derailers’ or ‘Achilles heels’ that
you believe most detract from leadership potential and impact.

10% 10% 10%

Leadership Derailers That Detract from Leadership Potential  
and Impact

“Leaders with potential derail when they 
are more concerned about the ‘me’ than the 
‘we’.”

“I often see leaders with potential fail when 
they are too busy looking up the ladder to 
the next rung to care about those they have 
stepped on to get to where they are.”

“Leaders derail when they are focused on 
chasing money instead of outcomes.”

“A common derailer I have seen is someone 
being a manager rather than a leader.”

“Leaders with potential fail and derail by not 
focusing enough attention on creating the 
‘One Team One Dream’.”
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When given three “votes” to indicate the core reasons why 
respondents have joined and left organisations, a set of 
very interesting patterns and paradoxes emerged.

While a mere 3% of participants selected corporate culture 
as a primary consideration when joining an organisation, 
corporate culture was the number one reason why the 
same leaders leave organisations. A staggering 67% of 
participants cited lack of alignment in corporate culture 
(42%) and/or values misalignment (25%) as core reasons 
why they have elected to leave organisations. 

Conversely, financial considerations were deemed as 
highly relevant when joining an organisation, with 31% of 
respondents noting reward and recognition as key factors 
to join an organisation, while only 3% cited they leave 
organisations for this reason.

While candidates focus on leadership during a “due 
diligence” phase, they appear to focus on a different 
level of leadership, perhaps indicating a different focus 
on leadership versus management.  The primary factor 

when joining an organisation, indicated by nearly half 
of our sample (46%) was the senior leadership of the 
organisation. When deciding to leave an organisation, it is 
the relationship with their immediate manager, including 
breakdowns in that relationship that is considered as most 
relevant. This managerial relationship was jointly tied for 
the top reason to leave an organisation, listed by 42% of 
our sample. 

Beyond culture and leadership, the ability to do interesting 
work, that utilised skills, emerged as critical for retaining 
talent, with the inability to do so listed as the third, fourth 
and fifth reason to leave an organisation.

Lack of opportunity to utilise skills was selected by 32%, 
while 28% noted they left because they were bored and 
seeking new challenges and a further 28% noted that the 
lack of meaningful work drove them to leave. This finding 
replicates Professor Adam Grant’s recent research on why 
people leave roles, including a case study of Facebook 
(Goler, Gale, Harrington, & Grant, 2018).

SECTION D – ATTRACTING AND RETAINING TALENT

When it Comes to Retaining Talent, 
Culture Still Eats Strategy for Breakfast
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40%

35%

32%

31%

30%

19%

8%

1. Senior leadership of the 
organisation 46%

3. Teamwork and collaboration 40%
4. Organisation mission and purpose / values alignment 35%

5. Innovation 32%

6. Reward and recognition 31%

7. Empowerment 30%

9. Philanthropy and community 
outreach 8%

2. Career growth and professional development 42%

8. Creative thinking 19%

14 Please identify the top 3 factors that would attract you to a new
organisation / opportunity.

46%

42%

Reasons Talent Join Organisations
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1. Corporate culture 42%

12. Relationship with co-workers 6%

9. Management recognition of performance or potential 16%

2. Relationship with manager 42%
3. Lack of opportunity to utilise my skills 32%

4. Bored and seeking new challenges 28%

5. Lack of meaningful work 28%
6. Misalignment of personal values with organisation values 25%

8. Lack of autonomy and independence 23%

11. Organisational financial security and stability 8%

7. New opportunity versus an issue with current organisation 25%

16 Please list the top 3 factors you consider 
when considering leaving a role.
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28%

28%

25%

32%

23%

16%

8%

8%

6%

42%

42%

10. Inability to contribute to organisational goals 8%

25%

 Reasons Talent Leave Organisations

When asked what organisations should do to develop 
leaders considered to have broad leadership potential, 
some support for the 70/20/10 model of leadership 
development emerged, although some noted that the 
pace of change externally and internally does not quite 
support traditional applications of this framework. 

Practical, on-the-job learning emerged as the most 
relevant development, highlighted by 41% of respondents 
and described as broadening exposure and experience 
through secondments, job shares and special projects. 

Leadership development programs were rated second, 
with 30% highlighting them as critical for the development 

of talent considered to have broad leadership potential, 
followed closely by executive coaching and mentoring, 
cited by 27% of participants. 

Given how quickly the external environment is evolving 
and the accelerated pace of change organisations are 
grappling with, it is clear that talent cycles and role tenures 
are shortening. As such, the fourth most relevant theme 
for engagement and development of high-potential talent 
related to organisations ensuring they have consistent 
engagement and career discussions with high-potential 
talent. These discussions need to go beyond direct 
manager conversations and ensure that high-potentials 
feel nurtured and supported. 

SECTION E – DEVELOPING HIGH-POTENTIAL TALENT 
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 How Organisations Should Develop High-Potential Talent

1. Broaden exposure and experience 
through secondments, job shares 
and special projects 41%

10. Develop the mindset of 
high-potential leaders including 
courage and confidence 5%

7. Empower high-potentials 
and allow space to fail 
and learn from 
experience 8%

2. Leadership development 
programs and training 30%

3. Coaching and mentoring 27%

4. Consistent engagement and 
career discussions with leaders beyond 
direct manager with a focus on nurturing
and supporting high-potential leaders 16 %

6. Leadership feedback 
and 360 input 8%

8. Focus on leader 
accountability to a 
greater extent 7%

9. Address the cultural 
challenges and barriers 
for high-potential 
talent 5%

5. Creatively construct a 
challenging, multi-method 
development path and 
plan 9%

12 What should organisations do to develop leaders 
considered to have broad leadership potential?

“Our challenge lies in driving the shift from a knowledge culture to a learning culture. The 
pace of change is rendering traditional 70/20/10 training models obsolete and uneconomic 
and therefore requires a shift to people-led learning, enabled by digital platforms and peer 
communities.”

“Organisations should nurture leadership potential through leadership pathways and 
opportunities to learn by leading.”

“To develop high-potentials, organisations must challenge them with new opportunities and 
problems. If they fail, organisations need to find ways to make it a learning experience.”
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

This research generated a voluminous data-set marked 
with a blend of intuitive and intriguing findings, each of 
which lead to insights and broad implications for leaders, 
teams and organisations alike. We will dedicate a series of 
papers to delve into these topics over the coming year.

Throughout the research, a set of very clear themes 
emerged regarding the criticality of disruption, technology, 
innovation, leadership, and talent, including:

• The level of disruption and the pace of change are 
continuing to accelerate to unprecedented levels with 
no sense that this will level off, but rather, it is predicted 
to gain velocity and complexity in the future.

• Technological advancements are accelerating rapidly 
and the related feeling that leaders, teams and 
organisations cannot keep pace with these advances 
within the current business frameworks and paradigms. 

• A sense of frustration in the verbatim comments as 
our participant executives described grappling with 
the demands, change and challenges they are facing 
internally and externally and the constant demand 
to do more with less in order to drive efficiency and 
remain cost-competitive amidst increased competition 
and globalisation.

• A different type of organisational approach to innovation 
is required in light of its importance for organisational 
success and the current gap in innovation globally and 
particularly in Australia.

• A different type of leadership is now required to meet 
the demands and challenges of the current external 
demands and what leaders predict the future demands 
including:

-  Leadership agility, creativity and competency 
required to drive change and support others through 
change and a VUCA environment

- A more humanistic type of leadership is required 
to collaborate, innovate and lead others through 
disruption

• Personal attributes such as grit, resilience, empathy and 
humility are now seen as more important than core 
competencies when it comes to leadership impact and 
success. 

• Talent challenges are the most significant challenges 
facing organisations and span the employee life 
cycle from attraction, recruitment, development and 
retention.

• The reasons talent leave organisations are not 
completely aligned with the reasons that they join, 
warranting a closer examination of both talent 
attraction processes, the traditional view of Employee 
Value Propositions (EVP) and ways organisations can 
mitigate retention risk.
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An Overview of  
Thrive Advisory

Thrive Advisory is a boutique leadership firm 
that customises leadership support to help 
individual leaders, teams and organisations thrive. 
Thrive partners with directors, CEOs and senior 
management teams at the intersection of strategy, 
organisation and leadership, to enhance culture, 
performance and growth. 

Thrive Advisory’s mission is to collaborate with 
leaders, teams and organisations and enable them 
to reach peak performance in a way that is balanced 
with wellbeing to ensure sustainable success.

Thrive Advisory specialises in the following areas:
• Executive Wellbeing
• Executive Coaching
• Team Effectiveness
• Inclusion
• Succession
• Executive Transition Support
• Leadership Development
• Board Effectiveness

Contact Us

 

Level 36, Governor Philip Tower
1 Farrer Place, Sydney, NSW 2000

Tel:  1 300 096 195
Mobile:  +61 418 816 407
Email:  orla@thriveadvisory.com

www.thriveadvisory.com

  

An Overview of 
Morgan McKinley 

Morgan McKinley is a specialist recruitment 
consultancy with over 800 staff and offices 
throughout Asia Pacific, the UK, Ireland and 
France.  The group enjoys preferred supplier status 
with over 200 global organisations and blue-chip 
multinational corporations.

The Australian operations were launched 11 years 
ago by Louise Langridge and Vanessa Harding-
Farenberg with a mission to provide our clients with 
the talent they need to grow their business and 
provide our candidates with the best career advice 
and progression opportunties.  We continually 
strive to improve our service, partnering closely 
with our clients to develop their EVP, to attract the 
talent they need, adopting the latest research in 
attraction and selection techniques to ensure an 
effective alignment for both parties.  The Sydney 
office comprises a highly capable team of 35 
consultants and 7 researchers.  We offer a range 
of recruitment services to our clients which include 
retained/executive search, permanent, fixed term 
and interim solutions.

Morgan McKinley specialises in the following areas:
• Accounting and Finance
• IT & Business Transformation (Project & Change 

Management and Business Analysis)
• Risk, Compliance and Audit
• Strategy & Innovation
• Government
• Analytics & Technology
• Executive Search

Contact Us

Level 9, 383 Kent Street,
Sydney, NSW 2000

Tel:  +61 2 8986 3100
Email:  sydney@morganmckinley.com.au

www.morganmckinley.com.au


