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The research answered these questions:

As a Business Chick… what does leadership 
mean to you?

What are the most significant leadership 
challenges you face? 

Which leadership skills matter most  
to your role and career? 

In what way do you want to develop  
as a leader? 
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In March 2018, Business Chicks, in partnership with 
two leading Australian organisations - BSchool and 
Centre for Leadership Advantage (CLA) - launched a 
major research project to understand the leadership 
opportunities and challenges facing women in the 
current business landscape. The research project 
was focused primarily on women within Australia, as 
well as a small representation of women in the US. 

Purpose of research

The purpose of this research was to hear from 
women directly on the leadership challenges, 
opportunities and skills they believe are most critical 
to their success in business and in their careers. 

The need for this understanding comes at a time 
when much is being written and spoken about 
women in leadership and in the workplace in 
general, some topics include:

• Representation in senior roles

• The gender pay gap

• Harassment in the workplace, with the  
recent #timesup movement being one  
notable example. 

However, what is still clearly lacking is an evidence-
based understanding of the specific opportunities 
and needs faced by women, which must be 
addressed in order to support women in achieving 
their career aspirations. 

Provide a platform for women

In particular, we believe in the importance of 
providing women with a platform to give their voices 
to this topic directly, and to share their experiences 
and needs first-hand. The overwhelming response to 
the online survey and interview-based research we 
conducted (over 2,700 respondents within 48 hours), 
is testament to the passion that women have for this 
topic, and the demand for greater attention being 
given to it. 

Business Chicks, BSchool and CLA are privileged to 
present the findings of this research - and do so with 
the hope that it provides both meaningful insight 
to those who have a stake in this topic, as well as 
opens many doors to many more conversations  
and development opportunities for women  
in business. 

Background: shifting landscape brings 
new leadership challenges…  
and opportunities

Before understanding the specific leadership 
challenges and opportunities reflected in our 
research, it is worthwhile understanding the 
context in which leadership is now demonstrated 
and required. It is widely acknowledged that 
the structure, content and process of work have 
changed enormously in the last decade. 

There has been a significant shift in the way 
we produce and collaborate for outcomes and 
the physical environment in which we work. 
Organisations are required to be more agile 
than ever before, in order to maintain or re-gain 
competitive advantage. 

They need to focus on identifying value from the 
customer perspective, be more attuned to dynamic 
shifts in the competitive landscape and tend to be 
less hierarchical in structure and decision-making 
authority. It is recognised that work is now more 
cognitively complex, team-based, collaborative, 
dependent on technological competence and less 
dependent on physical location than ever before.

Collectively, these shifts have dramatically  
reshaped the expectations held by organisations  
of their employees across all levels of management  
and leadership.

Introduction
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Driving Forces 

In recent times, the future of work has often been 
characterised by the term VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex and Ambiguous). Originally coined by the 
American Military to describe extreme conditions in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, this terminology is resonating 
with an increasing number of CEOs and leaders as 
they try to make sense of the constant change and 
unpredictability faced in the corporate world. It is 
expected that in the future, many professionals will 
be working for organisations that look and operate 
very differently to how they do today, largely due 
to technological disruption. Although many factors 
ultimately contribute to the changing patterns of 
work, organisational theorists point to three  
key drivers: 

1. Communication and technology breakthroughs 
that enable work to be separated from time  
and space;

2. Changing expectations of consumers and 
employees, thereby forcing organisations to  
be more competitive, agile, and customer  
focused; and

3. The growing importance of non-technical skills 
and behaviours for all roles in an organisation. 

Technology 

One overt impact of technology over the last decade 
is the near elimination of the traditional 9am - 5pm 
work day. With the use of mobile and cloud-based 
technology, organisations have begun creating 
work environments that provide employees with 
flexibility to perform their roles when and where it 
suits them. A second significant impact of technology 
includes the automation of business processes 
and associated shift in skills. Specifically, the role 
of automation in a variety of industries including 
manufacturing, education, financial services and 
others is expected to shift skills from transactional 
tasks to more cognitively complex and creative work 

requiring insight, idea generation, reflection and 
judgement (McKinsey & Co, 2017). The opportunity 
brought about by technology specifically enabling 
more flexible work is of course a major benefit to 
women in business - who are very often managing 
multiple roles and responsibilities in their lives -  
and we will address this in further detail later in  
the report.

Changes in technology and the 
workforce, including demographic 
changes, are creating different 
expectations of leaders, both in the 
role of the leader and the types of roles 
that others will need to do in future. 
So you need to be thinking about how 
you set up teams for success in virtual 
teams, portfolio careers, developing 
people’s skills sets to prepare them for 
future roles. Leaders also need to have a 
perspective on digital. We don’t all need 
to be tech experts, but how do you lead 
work in a more digital society? How do 
you make the best of that as a leader  
and still make the best of the  
human element?

Rebecca Burrows – Australia Post
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Consumer and Employee Expectations

Shifts in consumer and employee expectations is 
another major driver of the changing world of work. 
Trust in organisations is declining, largely driven 
by more widely publicised corporate scandals, 
lack of transparency of business practices and 
compromised ethics. Consumers expect to trust 
the organisation and brand they are purchasing 
from and expect that the organisation conducts its 
business in ethical and sustainable ways. Employees 
and, in particular, younger employees entering the 
workforce in the last five years, aspire to work for 
organisations that have a clear purpose, mission 
and set of values. As such, there is an increasing 
requirement for leaders to articulate a compelling 
vision relating to the legacy their organisation seeks 
to leave and to act as good corporate citizens and 
advocates of the brand. 

Thinking about when I started work, 
as a Gen X, you just went with what 
your boss wanted and didn’t really ask 
questions. With the younger generations, 
the millennials, clarity means something 
more these days. It’s not just ‘what is 
the corporate strategy and what does it 
mean for me?’ They want to know the 
vision and how the team is getting there 
and how their role is contributing to this. 
People leave if they don’t understand 
and they don’t agree with it.

Teena Wooldridge – Telstra

Emphasis on Non-Technical Skills

A growing body of research highlights the increasing 
importance of non-technical skills to the evolving 
world of work. Compared to technical areas of 
knowledge or ability that are typically acquired 
through qualifications or training, non-technical skills 
refer to behaviours and abilities associated 

with how individuals interact and engage with each 
other, communicate, influence, make decisions 
and solve problems. Non-technical skills are 
forecasted to account for two-thirds of all roles by 
2030 compared to half of all jobs in 2000 (Deloitte 
Access Economics, 2017), suggesting an enormous 
need to identify, measure and develop these skills 
in workforces. Yet, analysis of LinkedIn data offers 
that less than 1% of Australians expressly report 
possessing these non-technical skills (Deloitte 
Access Economics, 2017). 

Further supporting the increasing requirement 
of non-technical skills in employees is the trend 
towards professionals pursuing multiple career 
changes across diverse industries throughout 
their working life. It is suggested that 60% of 
employees are planning to pursue a new role and/
or industry over the next ten years (Deloitte Access 
Economics, 2017). As such, employees, and in 
particular leaders, are evolving to be ‘generalists’ 
rather than specialists, who must possess a toolkit 
of transferable non-technical skills to apply in their 
diverse roles and sectors.

Emotional Intelligence is even  
more important now, the need to be 
very human. There will be so much 
automation in future, so the human 
element is critical. The other opportunity 
is developing others and seeing them 
grow, this is one of my core values and 
is the forefront of how you lead change. 
I’d like to see success in leadership about 
needing to build capability so that in  
10 years time, people can take on 
different roles.

Melynda Carpenter – Commonwealth Bank
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To sustain organisations in a VUCA world, leadership 
is key and can be defined differently to traditional 
conceptualisations of leadership. For example, 
it is widely accepted in today’s workplace that 
employees across all levels of an organisation are 
required to demonstrate leadership - that is, one is 
not defined as a leader simply because they have 
one or more direct reports or because they hold a 
formal title or position denoting leadership (Canwell, 
Dongrie, Neveras & Stockton, 2014; Yukl, 2006). In 
other words, more than ever, we are needing people 
of all backgrounds, holding all manner of roles in 
business, to demonstrate effective leadership.

For women in particular, this new world order carries 
with it a huge opportunity to step into leadership 
in ever-increasing ways, whilst at the same time 
acknowledging additional factors that have 
historically influenced, or even constrained, the way 
in which women take on leadership responsibilities 
in business. 

Prior research has pointed to some 
common factors, including: 

• Multiple role conflict, referring to the multiple 
roles women often play within society that can 
be at times stressful and at worst, incompatible 
with each other (Ibarra et al. 2013, Harris, et al. 
2015), but most of all tend to cause women to 
experience difficulty when it comes to making 
trade offs and seeking to prioritise between their 
personal and professional lives; 

• Unconscious bias, firstly, most typically 
experienced as ‘affinity bias’ as explained by 
social identity theory (‘in groups’ versus ‘out 
groups’), describing situations when women may 
be overlooked for roles as a result of (mainly) 
men who make hiring or promotion decisions 
looking for candidates similar to themselves 
(Women CEOs Speak, Korn Ferry Institute, 2018); 
secondly, that women tend to be perceived 
negatively when they demonstrate typical 
leadership behaviours such as assertiveness, 
confidence and independence, simply because 
they are violating gender stereotypes that are 
held - either consciously or unconsciously - by 
many (Heilman & Parks-Stamm, 2007); and 

• Internalised beliefs, describing how women 
who face barriers such as those outlined above, 
are at risk of subsequently internalising these 
into a set of beliefs or doubts about their own 
potential as leaders. Research suggests this 
internalised set of beliefs can then hold women 
back from having the confidence required 
to take on leadership responsibilities, thus 
ultimately reinforcing the status quo  
(Ibarra et al. 2013). 

So, what does this mean for 
women in leadership? 
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This is not to detract from the positive viewpoint 
which is that, despite these very real factors, many 
women are successfully demonstrating leadership 
in business and across many sectors and parts 
of the community, including politics, government, 
and not-for-profit. In a recent piece presented by 
the Australian Financial Review on 29 March 2018, 
author Judith Newman revisits Sheryl Sandberg’s 
manifesto Lean In which became a cultural 
phenomenon five years ago leading to a noticeable 
shift in women’s attitudes and approaches to getting 
what they feel they deserve at work.

Further reflecting positive shifts regarding the issue 
of multiple role conflict, NZ Prime Minister Jacinda 
Ardern recently announced she is expecting her 
first child, responding to questions raised about her 
ability to become a parent and hold the office of 
Prime Minister by quoting, in a recent article by  
Hess (2018) :

I am by no means the first woman to 
multitask...in terms of being a woman 
in politics, there are plenty of women 
who carved a path and incrementally led 
the way to be able to make it possible 
for people to look upon my time in 
leadership and think, yes, I can do the 
job and be a mother.

Jacinda Ardern

Despite many examples of women who are leading 
successfully in business and other parts of the 
community, the fact remains that many women 
across Australia and beyond continue to experience 
challenges when it comes to pursuing their careers 
goals, particularly when those aspirations include 
leadership. Therefore, we believe passionately in 
the need to hear from and understand directly from 
women themselves as to the skills they need most to 
succeed in business, and in which way they believe 
they can best develop these skills. In conducting this 
research, our aim is to cast light on what those skills 
are, and in what way women are seeking to develop 
them in order to ultimately achieve their professional 
goals and fulfill their own potential. 
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Across a two week period in March 2018, we 
surveyed 2,752 women in business roles across 
Australia including a small number (n=17) from the 
US. These women ranged in ages from 18 to 65+ 
years, with the majority (69.2%) aged between 25 
and 44 years. Of all respondents, 58% described 
themselves as either managers/executives or 
business owners, whilst 70% had either a Bachelor 
or Postgraduate qualification. These women 
represented a vast range of professions and  
sectors, spread relatively equally across: 

• Marketing and Communications 13.5%

• Finance 7.6%

• Healthcare 6.3%

• Consulting 5.9% 

• HR (6.3%), Education 5.3% 

• Advertising/Media 5.2% 

• Sales 5.2%

• Accounting 5%

A short online survey was sent to potential 
participants with an invitation to complete the survey 
anonymously. In addition, we met with nine women 
in senior leadership roles across some of Australia’s 
largest corporates, not-for-profits and most 
successful startups, who were interviewed directly 
by the authors. 

Together, this qualitative and 
quantitative research focused on asking 
participants the following key questions:

• What are the most significant 
challenges and opportunities you  
face as a leader? 

• Which leadership skills matter most 
to your work in your current role?  

• Which skills do you believe you most 
need to further develop, to support 
your career goals? 

• Through what means or in what  
way/s do you believe you would  
best develop these skills?

Our Research

2,752
in 48 hours
Women surveyed in business
roles in Australia 
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1. Participants believe that the biggest challenges they face when it comes to pursuing leadership roles 
and their careers in general, include: 

a. Being provided with opportunities for promotion and development (e.g. references to the ongoing 
existence of the glass ceiling, ‘old boys clubs’, being excluded from consideration for roles on the basis of 
gender). “We can keep knocking on the door, but the handle is on the inside. If men don’t take part and let 
us in, we can knock all we like but nothing will change” (Survey respondent); 

b. Dealing with unconscious (or conscious) bias, including unfair perceptions that others have of their abilities 
and potential as leaders. “I feel we’re only starting our journey of fighting for our rights, and influencing 
mindsets to correct certain stereotypes. I personally struggle most in my full time job with the lack of 
respect and attitudes from my male colleagues in a technology based business” (Survey respondent); 

c. Multiple role conflict, encompassing parental and other carer responsibilities and the many associated 
issues (e.g. returning to work after parental leave, limited access and expense of child care, emotional and 
physical burden). “Trying to manage organisational expectations of what I call ‘the blend’, what others refer 
to as work-life balance. Whilst it’s awesome society is evolving to accept women in leadership, what I think 
we’re yet to figure out is how to successfully support women in these roles to also play a critical leadership 
role as a mum” (Survey respondent); 

d. Women’s own mindset (e.g. internalised feelings of self-doubt, lacking confidence to challenge the status 
quo). “Ultimately, we can have as many opportunities as possible, but until we tackle the internal, self-
limiting belief that we are unworthy of being a leader, everything else is peripheral….the most critical thing 
we need to challenge is how we feel about our ability to lead, but more importantly whether we feel 
worthy to be a leader” (Survey respondent); and 

e. Lack of support by other women in business - either as a result of having minimal representation/senior 
role models who are women, limited access to networks of women, or even experiencing negative 
behaviour by other women who may already be more successful. The latter is related to a researched 
concept called ‘Queen Bee Syndrome’ (Zhao & Foo, 2016) which refers to women who have been 
successful in attaining their own career goals, but for various reasons do not promote, advocate for or 
otherwise support other women seeking to advance in their own careers.  
 
 
 
 
I’ve noticed that once women get to the top, they don’t pass it on to help others… 
instead we keep pushing men to make the change. Women are just as important in 
supporting one another. Survey respondent 

Our Findings

Analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative data (including the  
interview data and over 4,600 written comments/responses) identified  
the following major findings:
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One of the most important things is for women to back women. I really can’t say that 
enough. Imagine if everyone did that, what would that look like? If we aren’t backing 
each other than why should the males? We are all in it together.

Karen James – On Purpose Hub

2. The skills believed to be most important to participants in their current roles varied by type of role/
level of leadership held by the participants. The distinction between levels is that of a ) sole traders and 
professionals (i.e. non-management), and b) managers/executives.

2a. The below table represents the skills believed by sole traders and professionals  
(i.e. non-management) to be most important to their current role, as well as which skills they  
most want to develop to support their career goals: 

Leadership skill Rated as important to 
current role

Want to develop further 
to support career

Relationship Management 69.8% 33.5%

Thinking Ahead/Strategy 68.5% 55.7%

Emotional Intelligence 53.5% 23.9%

Influencing Others 51.6% 47.3%

Decision Making 49% 26.8%

Goal Setting 44.6% 26%

Leveraging Networks 41.8% 46.4%

Business Acumen 33% 44%
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2b. In contrast, the below table represents the skills believed by managers and executives to be most 
important to their current role, as well as which skills they most want to develop to support their career goals:

Leadership skill Rated as important to 
current role

Want to develop further 
to support career

Adaptive Mindset 60.6% 33.1%

Demonstrates Judgment 63.4% 19.9%

Emotional Awareness 67.1% 26.4%

Influences Others 67.3% 46.6%

Builds Capability 70.6% 33%

Fosters Diversity 51.5% 10.6%

Translates Strategy 56.1% 41.1%

Manages Ambiguity 43.3% 22.6%

Leverages Networks 35% 35.7%

Understands Purpose 63.6% 15.1%

Focuses on Sustainability 35.7% 18.8%

Thinks Ahead 54.9% 39.1%

The list of twelve leadership skills above form part of the CLA and BSchool Leadership Success Factors 
framework (2017) which proposes a set of critical leadership skills required for the future of work. This 
framework has been built via extensive desktop research (academic and applied) of leadership capabilities 
for the future world of work and is currently being validated through quantitative and qualitative research with 
Australian leaders and organisations. 

On this basis, they were selected for inclusion in this research project as representing the likely leadership 
capabilities women may be required to possess to demonstrate effective leadership in their roles. However, 
participants were also provided with the opportunity to nominate any additional leadership capabilities they 
felt were not covered in the list above. The list of eight leadership skills presented to participants in non-
management roles (Sole Traders and Professionals) represent a modified version of the CLA and BSchool 
Leadership Success Factors.
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3. Participants were asked to describe their preferred modes of learning, and in which way they believe 
they can best develop these skills. The following graph presents these findings, which suggest that the 
women in this research project equally value the opportunity to participate in leadership programs, attend 
speaking events, and learn from their mentors or peers.

Mode of learning % rated as preferred way of learning

Participate in leadership programs 66.9%

Attend speaking events 67.9%

Learn from peers and mentors 67.7%

Executive coaching 48%

Online learning 30%

66.9%
Prefer to learn via 
leadership programs
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The challenges raised by those surveyed and 
interviewed as part of this research, and described 
in the five major themes in point (1) of Our Findings, 
certainly reinforce a number of the challenges 
that have been previously identified in both the 
media and via formal research. These include 
issues relating to limited opportunities for career 
progression, overcoming gender stereotypes and 
unconscious bias, coping with multiple role conflict, 
the effects of the so-called ‘Queen Bee Syndrome’ 
and lastly, our own mindset and attitudes that can 
significantly impact our own preparedness to step up 
into challenging roles/opportunities, to ask for more, 
to demand respect and to challenge the status quo 
in order to facilitate ongoing, positive change.

However, what has also been identified in the 
research that we wish to give particular attention to, 
are the many positive opportunities and possibilities 
that the women in our study have themselves 
identified or observed as part of their own direct 
experience. Far too often, these positive shifts 
and ‘opening up of new doors’ are not given the 
air time they deserve. We believe it is as critical to 
highlight these points as it is to identify the areas in 
which women believe they still facing challenges as 
professionals and leaders. 

The opportunities that women in our 
study identified include:

• The role of technology enabling greater 
workplace flexibility (helping tackle the issue of 
multiple role conflict), as well as offering women 
multiple platforms and channels for creating their 
own business opportunities. “Advancement of 
technology has created unlimited opportunities 
for women” (Survey respondent); 

• Positive steps taken by employers across 
Australia to improve gender equality and 
provide more female-friendly workplace 
practices, reflecting a greater understanding 
of the benefits to diversity in the workplace. 
“Hearing that some of the bigger businesses 
in Australia are moving towards an even split 
of male and female leaders in senior roles is 
very encouraging! Lots of opportunity for those 
wanting to build a career with an employer that 
genuinely cares.” (Survey respondent); 

• Women bringing a more balanced, diverse 
range of capabilities to organisations than most 
male leaders typically tend to demonstrate - as 
long as they are authentic to who they really 
are. “Being authentic is critical. It’s ok to show 
people that you are human, it’s imperative if you 
are going to be a ‘new wave’ leader. You can’t 
have a work face and a home face. The more 
relatable, the more genuine you are, the better  
a leader you will be.” (Michelle Cox,  
Bastion Collective); and 

• Being role models. Leading the way in their own 
careers, by actively challenging stereotypes and 
by choosing to support other women who follow 
in their footsteps. 

Summary of Findings

The above research findings raise some compelling points, some of 
which are congruent with earlier research and some of which offer  
new insights.  
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I think that being female right now 
is a huge opportunity. We have more 
opportunities available to us than we 
ever have had before. I am looking at 
Board roles and Executive leader roles in 
the future - why can’t I be the CEO? I am 
more confident to look for these roles. A 
few years ago I would have thought ‘no 
way I can’t do that’. Now I ask myself a 
question - what would I do right now if  
I was being brave?

Erica Blythe – ICC Sydney

There is also a clear distinction in the skills believed 
to be most critical for success as a sole trader/
professional, compared to those needed for success 
as managers and executives. Specifically, these skills 
for success as a sole trader/professional include 
Relationship Management and Thinking Ahead, as 
compared to the management group who identified 
their most critical skills as Builds Capability (in others), 
Influences Others and Emotional Awareness. 

This is not surprising in that the task of leading 
people by necessity would typically cause the 
latter skill sets to be seen to have relatively greater 
importance. It is also consistent with leadership 
research conducted in the past, such as the 
classic text by Charan and Drotter (2001), The 
Leadership Pipeline. What our research offers 
however is greater understanding of the needs 
and preferences of women in business (i.e., what 
they regard as critically important and want to 
develop further); and how women prefer to develop 
the professional skills they need to succeed. The 
following section outlines our Conclusions and 



15

Recommendation 1 
Focusing on what is important:  
Success Factors 

In light of the rapidly changing world of work, 
it can be argued that traditional approaches to 
defining static, point-in-time capabilities through 
the development of complex, detailed and multi-
faceted capability frameworks that are expected 
to have a shelf-life of 5-7 years are no longer fit for 
purpose. More fluid and flexible articulations of what 
leaders are required to demonstrate when leading 
in a VUCA world are required. Indeed, Canwell et 
al. (2015) and Rock (2018) suggest any articulation 
of leadership requirements must be simple. Further, 
the current research specifically suggests that 
there are only a small number of leadership skills 
(typically between 4 - 8) believed by the majority of 
participants (approx. 50% of participants or greater) 
to be of significant importance to their current role.

At CLA, our consulting team of organisational 
psychologists, scientist-practitioners, leadership 
specialists and thought leaders have observed, 
and recommend, a shift towards defining 
leadership capabilities as Success Factors. 
Success Factors represent the critical knowledge, 
skills, competencies, attributes and performance 
differentiators required for success. They are 
observable, measurable and objective; minimal in 
number; fit-for-purpose; future-focused and preclude 
technical capabilities. They can be designed 
for individual roles, job segments or cohorts of 
employees and leaders at the business or  
workforce level.

Leadership Success Factors for Women 
in Business

As the world of work rapidly changes, so too do 
leadership constructs and the language used to 
describe these. Once static constructs are now 
evolving to be much more dynamic and complex. 
For example, constructs such as cognitive ability, 
associated with processing different types of 
information and problem-solving, are no longer 
sufficient to identify and develop leaders for the 
future. Instead, an additional focus on demonstrating 
an informed and balanced perspective when 
making decisions; understanding commercial and 
financial implications; and, appreciating different and 
opposing perspectives on an issue are also required 
to be an effective leader, leading to the evolution of 
constructs such as demonstrating judgement. 

Similarly, performance management, previously 
associated with ensuring employees are performing 
their role to a high standard and offering some 
feedback as the situation demands does not align 
with how employees now want, expect or need to be 
led. Thus, the construct of performance management 
has evolved to reflect elements such as building 
capability in others and building high performing 
teams, which are more aptly-named to reflect the 
leader’s role in building others’ potential through 
feedback and fostering reflection on learning  
and performance. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

Drawing on our deep expertise in the scientific basis of leadership and 
recent experiences partnering with organisations to develop leaders,  
we offer the following recommendations for consideration.
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There are also a number of constructs that have emerged as new requirements for the current and future 
world of work and that must be reflected in any conceptualisation of effective leadership. These include 
constructs such as fostering diversity and focusing on sustainability which were largely not considered as 
critical to success in previous decades, however we believe will continue to emerge as vital to leadership 
success in the workplace. 

Based on our current research, the most critical Leadership Success Factors identified by the participant group 
(manager and executive population) include the following six factors (listed in order of rated importance):

Leadership Success Factor Description

1. Builds Capability

Gets the best out of others by empowering,  
developing and encouraging others to achieve their 
potential. Includes:

• Coaching individuals and providing feedback focused on 
professional growth;

• Recognising and rewarding good performance;

• Identifying individuals’ strengths and motivators; and

• Investing in the development of others and inspiring 
them to grow. 

2. Influences Others

Communicates clearly and adapts approach to the  
audience in order to influence effectively. Includes: 

• The use of clear, articulate and succinct language;

• Providing compelling rationale;

• Using a range of influencing skills with intent; and

• Adjusting approach as required based on the audience 
and situation.

3. Emotional Awareness

Demonstrates an informed and balanced perspective when 
making decisions. Includes:

• Reflecting on own behaviour and impact on others;

• Manages or regulates their behaviour according to  
the situation;

• Identifying others’ emotions and needs; and

• Behaving consistently in alignment with their values  
(acts authentically).
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Leadership Success Factor Description

4. Understands Purpose

Contributes to the development or communication of  
organisational purpose, and acts as an advocate for the  
brand. Includes:

• Understands the purpose of the organisation;

• Role modeling the organisation’s vision, promoting and 
protecting the brand;

• Thinks about what the brand represents in the long term 
and promotes this message; and

• Aligning the organisation’s purpose with business  
priorities and activities.

5. Demonstrates Judgement

Demonstrates an informed and balanced perspective when 
making decisions. Includes:

• Probing for further information or greater understanding 
of a problem before making a decision;

• Understanding of commercial and financial implications 
when making decisions;

• Appreciating different and opposing perspectives on  
an issue; and

• Drawing sound conclusions based upon a mixture of 
analysis, experience and information.

6. Adaptive Mindset

Demonstrates the belief that one’s skills and abilities can be 
developed over time through dedication and effort. Includes: 

• Using reflection for learning and improvement;

• Seeking feedback on own performance and taking action 
appropriately for own development;

• Demonstrating openness to learning and coaching;

• Learns from mistakes of self and others, sees failure as 
an opportunity to learn; and

• Bouncing back after setbacks and remaining positive.
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Recommendation 2  
A Special Mention for ‘Individual Leaders’! 

Despite almost universal agreement that developing 
leadership capability is a priority for all levels 
of management and leadership, historically, 
organisations have invested more heavily in 
executive and senior leaders with divisional or 
functional responsibility, and underinvested in 
leaders who, in reality, have a much greater day-to-
day impact on driving business outcomes  
(Hudson, 2015). 

Within the context of the current research, it is clear 
that there is a large representation of women in 
business who are sole traders, professionals or 
individual contributors who may not (currently) have 
formal people leadership responsibilities, but who 
most certainly identify a need to invest in their own 
professional development, as well as have a clear 
point of view on which critical skills will best help 
them achieve success. For this population, those 
skills most needing to be developed certainly  
seem to align with the most relevant aspects of their  
work (e.g. building their own business as a sole 
trader) including:

• Thinking Ahead (55.7%)

• Influencing Others (47.3%)

• Leveraging Networks (46.4%) 

• Business Acumen (44%)

Whether these women represent ‘individual leaders’ 
who are building their own successful businesses, 
or whether they represent potential future business 
leaders who hold strong aspirations for career 
progression, we advocate for substantial investment 
in developing the leadership capabilities of this 
population. This can be achieved through following 
best practice principles for leadership development 
as outlined in our third recommendation below. 
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Recommendation 3 
Principles for Leadership Development 

“Mentoring is such a gift.  
If you have a mentor or can be a mentor, 
I think that you are one of the lucky 
ones. My mentor was essential in my 
career growth and my confidence to 
take on new challenges. She had great 
insights into my career. Being able to 
pick up the phone and talk to someone 
you trust, someone who has your best 
interests at heart,  is very valuable.” 

Mim Stacey – NewsCorp

“The best experiences for development 
have been the opportunities to stretch 
and grow. Having the opportunities  
to step out of my comfort zone and into 
my learning zone. Having the confidence 
and motivation to do this.” 

Melanie Noden – The Hunger Project

Based on our research, we believe there is a clear 
opportunity for women to invest their sometimes 
limited resources for professional development 
into skills that are both a) identified as being critical 
to current job success, and b) identified as most in 
need of development to support their career goals. 
As for how those skills should ideally be developed, 
the current research indicates clearly that there is an 
equal preference for: 

1. learning informally from networks of peers  
and mentors;

2. attending events (such as those held by 
Business Chicks, featuring successful role 
models); and,

3. participating in formal leadership programs or 
workshops, targeting the specific skills needed 
to succeed in their roles and progress in  
their careers. 

Regarding the third point, at CLA our team’s 
experience as scientist-practitioners and expertise 
in learning and development, academia, psychology 
and human resources means that we bring 
progressive, sophisticated and rigorous thinking 
from many schools of thought to the design of 
best-in-class leadership development programs. For 
organisations considering developing programs that 
target leadership skills for women, we recommend 
the following best-practice design principles: 

• Focus on leadership behaviour most critical to 
performance (e.g. the skills identified by the 
current research); be clear on any mindsets that 
need to change and demonstrate exactly how 
the organisation’s strategy is translated in actual 
leadership behaviour or capabilities; 

• Ensure the program focuses on the transfer of 
learning/application of learning as much as the 
content itself. This could include incorporating 
applied projects linked to real business 
issues, or involving line managers as support 
throughout the program; 

• Include case studies delivered by women 
in leadership with first-hand experience and 
who can foster an environment to share these 
experiences;

• Fostering mentoring and peer-based learning 
through mixed cohorts of women across 
organisations, sectors, and locations; 

• Adopting a ‘Development-for-One’ mindset 
whereby each person’s experience is tailored to 
their development needs, and recognises that 
every leader is different; 

• Insight-based development using a range of 
tools to foster self-awareness (e.g., psychometric 
diagnostics and other insight-based tools). 
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More on the Researchers: CLA and BSchool 

CLA

CLA provide psychological products and services 
for leadership. Our purpose is to build successful 
organisations through leadership. We achieve this 
through our deep understanding of how leadership 
is defined, identified, assessed, measured and 
developed. We are independent and objective in our 
advisory approach and we design evidence-based, 
research-supported solutions for our clients. 

BSchool

BSchool is an Education Design Lab. We create 
industry-connected programs, courses and 
experiences that accelerate the transformation of 
individuals and companies to meet the challenges  
of a rapidly changing world. 

As partners

As partners, CLA and BSchool co-design, build 
and deliver transformational programs to stimulate 
leadership potential and build capability for leaders 
at varying levels and experience to become more 
adaptable, resilient, collaborative, accountable and 
emotionally aware.  We look forward to sharing 
more with you in the coming months as to a series 
of Business Chicks Leadership programs and 
workshops targeting the exact skills and abilities  
you most want to develop as leaders. 

With thanks to our interviewees:

Erica Blythe  
CFO, ICC Sydney

Rebecca Burrows 
GM Segment Development and Marketing,  
Australia Post

Melynda Carpenter 
Head of Women in Focus, Commonwealth Bank

Michelle Cox 
Executive Director, Bastion Collective

Karen James 
CEO and Founder, On Purpose Hub

Melanie Noden 
CEO, The Hunger Project

Mim Stacey 
Head of Talent, NewsCorp

Cyan Ta’eed 
Founder, Envato

Teena Wooldridge 
GM Business Marketing and Awards, Telstra
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