
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Forward-Thinking 
Leadership  

Why humanity is in  
and vanity out 

Leadership has always been a “hot topic” in 
the business world. In times when business 
agility is the new currency and novel 
employee needs have reshuffled the cards of 
what an attractive workplace looks like, 
traditional leadership norms and behaviors 
are scrutinized.  
 
This article gives a fresh perspective on how 
to rethink leadership by emphasizing the 
importance of emotional intelligence and its 
ripple effects throughout an organization.  
Consequently, five strategies are presented 
that forward-thinking leaders can use to 
inspire the next generation.  
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Introduction 
In today’s business world no topic is as extensively investigated, discussed, and analyzed as that of 

leadership. A quick Google search on the keyword successful leadership reveals an astonishing 700 

million results. Seven hundred. Million. To date, plenty of information and sources have been 

published, attempting to describe the perfect leadership style and selling promising leadership 

development programs. Leadership is a “hot topic” and nowadays there is more interest and 

demand, to transform this art of motivating people to act toward goal achievement, than ever before.  

 

As a (potential) future leader and digital transformation consultant, I dare to give a fresh perspective 

on how to rethink leadership to contribute to making organizations future-proof. I will zoom into the 

importance of an essential leadership competency these days - emotional intelligence - and provide 

five strategies that forward-thinking leaders can use to inspire the next generation. Further, I provide 

an outlook on how this new leadership impacts traditional HR practices. 

 

Are leaders out of touch?  

With the digital age changing the way we work and live, expectations evolve on organizations’ as well 

as on the people’s side. Acting with agility is the new currency of businesses and at the heart of 

realizing this ambition are their employees. From a receptionist to the top manager– these days 

everyone is expected to have a high willingness to change. At the same time, new employee 

demands have reshuffled the cards of what an attractive workplace looks like.   

 

In particular the younger generation - who are more likely than their elders to consider diversity, 

wellbeing and flexibility a top priority - questions long-held leadership models and behaviors as they 

used to work. As a digital native, I am among the generation that looks at leaders from a different 

perspective. Archaic promotion systems, infrequent feedback and isolated decision-making don’t 

resonate with this group of employees who value humanity over vanity. A generational gap as such 

is not a new phenomenon. However, in light of unprecedented societal challenges and the 

emergence of new technology redefining the way we work and communicate, leadership moves 

right into the spotlight.  
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That times have changed is also confirmed by a recent MIT report where more than 4000 global 

leaders acknowledge that “Executives around the world are out of touch with what it will take to win, 

and lead, in the digital economy” [1]. The need for speed accompanied by a different set of values 

held by the new generation confronts the effectiveness of some cultural and behavioral leadership 

norms that worked well in the past. Leaders who are holding on to old ways of working and leading, 

but who are still in control over strategic decisions and promotions, might fail to stymie the talents of 

their employees and to ensure a competitive advantage.  

 

The emerging trend: emotional intelligent leadership  
Leaders take on a central role in companies, they have, aware or unaware, a great influence on the 

organization’s culture. A leader’s behavior and values are carried through an organization like 

electricity through a wire. Every one of us has possibly experienced moments of inspiring leadership 

as well as bad leadership and how this shaped the company culture and performance in ways positive 

and negative.   

 

Research performed by the Carnegie Institute of Technology found that 85% of financial success is 

due to skills in “human engineering,” personality and ability to communicate, negotiate, and lead. 

The other 15% is due to technical knowledge [2]. In essence, leadership today is about unlearning 

management and relearning being human to resonate with the next generation but also to be able 

to respond to changing customer needs quickly.  

 

Fortunately, adopting a growth mindset and showing emotional intelligence, “the ability to join 

intelligence, empathy and emotions to enhance thought and understanding of interpersonal 

dynamics” [3], are slowly on the rise in the workplace. Pioneering leaders understand how both, 

specifically when combined, create a ripple effect throughout the entire company leading to higher 

performance, engagement and profitability. 
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Five strategies to inspire others with emotional intelligence  
Similar to training memory, emotional intelligence can be developed. Here are five ways how to lead 

and inspire, with a good dose of self-awareness, compassion and mindfulness in everyday business. 

 

01 Coach for compassion. Too often, leaders tell people what they should change. A common 

pitfall of leaders is to coach for compliance with a focus on fixing weaknesses and imposing an ought-

self (how someone ought to be). This can arouse negative emotions and stress. A better leadership 

strategy is to inspire and coach people towards their ideal self. This can be done by noticing other’s 

needs, guiding them to discover what they love to do and support them in developing their personal 

growth paths. Leaders need to provide and not force ideas on others and to create a trusting space 

for discussion. For leaders: When was the last time you asked your employees about their dreams?  

 

02 Avoid tunnel vision. It is in a leader’s nature to focus on tasks and get things down. However, 

with too much focus, it is easy to forget to scan the environment. What is happening around me? How 

are others doing? Is my support needed elsewhere? These are the questions leader should constantly 

ask themselves and intentionally pay attention to the wellbeing of the people surrounding them. The 

goal is not to label or judge people, instead to work hard to see things through their eyes. Leaders 

are asked to develop some empathy and to not be afraid to offer support that goes beyond task 

achievements. A new employee just started and moved for this job in a new city? On top of the usual 

welcoming handshake, why not share your latest city hotspots with him/her?  

 

03 Create renewal moments. Stressful situations such as tight deadlines or being put in the 

spotlight will occur, and they are not always avoidable. It is crucial to balance out these daily hassles 

with uplifts at work (and to not wait for the next holiday in 3 months). Leaders should realize this 

balancing act, similar to the Chinese Yin and Yang principle, and make renewal happen. Gym 

partnerships or healthy snacks are common first steps that can be taken. More importantly, leaders 

should start to integrate such renewal moments naturally in the daily business and commit to them 

as they do to projects deadlines. Why not introduce Mindful Mondays or turn meetings into walking 

meetings?  
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04 Demonstrate authenticity. Perceptions of leadership have changed, and people no longer buy 

into the crafted image of omniscience. Employees connect with leaders who show their human side 

and aren’t afraid to be honest about their weaknesses as well as their strengths. Being an authentic 

leader means leading by example. It's demonstrating through actions that a leader practices the 

same values and behaviors they expect from their team. If you ask your team to be proactive, you 

should be as well. Also, a leader should stay connected to employees across levels and departments 

and every now and then help out with team 'grunt work' by being the notetaker, cleaning up after a 

birthday celebration, and so forth. 

 

05 Realize the benefits yourself. Leadership is an inside job. You can't impassion others about 

their work unless and until you're impassioned about yours. Developing emotional intelligence will 

also help leaders to become more effective in their role by gaining self-awareness, bringing balance 

to their job and helping them to pursue what they love. As a result of greater consciousness, leaders 

can notice their fear, feel it, yet consciously choose to refrain from controlling behaviors. If a leader 

leads with optimism and mindfulness, so will the employees.  

 

Implications for HR 

Leadership covers more than an organizations’ board and reinventing the way we guide and inspire 

people thus requires efforts from various sides. Organizations need to empower leaders to change 

their way of working to succeed in a new Digital economy and HR has a vital role to play. The role of 

HR is becoming more strategic and reinventing leadership also means, to some extent, reinventing 

HR practices leading to the following implications:  

 

• Talent Acquisition: recruit for leadership potential and skills, not necessarily for multi-year 

experience and degrees. Pay attention to competencies but also the mindset required to build 

authentic and passionate communities. An EI assessment could be a helpful tool. 

 

• Talent Development: allow new paths to leadership. Climbing the “corporate ladder” is 

becoming more extinct. New generation employees aim to move around, rather than straight 

upward. 
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• Performance Management: focus on learning and growth goals - for all employees. In an agile 

environment, it is important to keep a constant conversation. Make feedback as concrete as 

possible and place peer review above score assessment. 

 

• Rewarding Talent: move away from subjective “impression management” and decouple such 

performance assessment from compensation. Instead, adopt bespoke practices such as 

rewarding people for achieving team goals or remunerating managers for their ability to lead. 

Be creative and experiment!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 
One of the keys to Digital transformation success in 2020 and beyond lies with an organization’s 

ability to change not only its technology stack but also the attitude and mindset of its leaders and 

correspondingly its HR practices (see graphic).  

 

BlinkLane offers consulting services on Reinventing HR and Agile leadership programs to develop a 

new generation of leaders excited and well equipped to lead in the digital economy. Feel free to get 

in contact with me for some more inspiration and ideas about how to make your leaders more 

emotionally intelligent and your HR practices future-proof.  
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___________________ 
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[1] D. Ready, C. Cohen, D. Kiron, and B. Pring, “The New Leadership Playbook for the Digital 
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[2] K. Jensen, https://www.forbes.com/sites/keldjensen/2012/04/12/intelligence-is-overrated-what-
you-really-need-to-succeed/#51273e48b6d2, April 2012. 
[3] J.D. Mayer, "Human Abilities: Emotional Intelligence", Annual Review of Psychology, 2008. 
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