


The Leadership Challenge of 
This Era Is Not Strategic. It Is 
Developmental. 

There is a particular kind of pressure that lives beneath the 
surface of senior leadership. 

It lives in the space between what a senior leader projects 
and what they actually carry. Between the composure 
required in the room and the uncertainty present the 
moment they leave it. Between the strategy that is clear on 
paper and the quiet sense that the organisation, and 
perhaps the leader themselves, may not be fully adequate 
to deliver what that strategy demands. 

What I want to offer here is not a framework or a 
methodology. It is an argument. An argument about 
why the most important challenges facing senior 
leaders right now are developmental rather than 
strategic. And why the conventional responses, 
however well-intentioned, tend to address the 
wrong level of the problem. 

I have sat with enough senior leaders over enough years to 
recognise this pressure when I encounter it. It does not 
announce itself. But it is almost always present. 

Most senior leaders I speak with describe some version of 
the same experience. The feeling of always being slightly 
behind. The anxiety of making decisions with incomplete 
information. A pace that does not allow for recovery. A quiet 
uncertainty about whether the people around them, and 



perhaps they themselves, are genuinely adequate to what 
this moment demands. 

So I want to begin with a question. A real one, worth sitting 
with: 

Do you believe the way you are 
currently operating will deliver 
the future your board expects? 

If the answer comes quickly and with genuine confidence, 
you may not need what follows. 

If the answer is slower, if it carries some hesitation or a 
private qualification you would not say aloud, then I think 
this essay is worth your time. 

Why This Moment Is Different From 
Every Other 
The question is not whether organisations are facing 
complexity. They always have. 

The question is whether the nature of that complexity has 
changed in a way that makes previous leadership 
approaches structurally insufficient. I believe it has. 

For most of the last century, transformation was episodic. 
Organisations moved between periods of relative stability 
and periods of deliberate change. Strategies were set. 
Change programmes were launched and completed. 
Performance was managed within a rhythm that, however 
demanding, was legible. Leaders could recover between 
demands. Teams could consolidate after transitions. The 
system could breathe. 



That rhythm has broken down. 

What we are now inside is not a more intense version of the 
same pattern. It is a different pattern altogether. 
Transformation is no longer something that happens to an 
organisation. It is the environment in which the 
organisation operates. There is no stable ground to return 
to. There is no moment when the pressure lifts and recovery 
becomes structurally available. The demand to perform and 
transform at the same time is not a phase. It is a permanent 
condition. 

This changes what leadership actually requires. 

In a more stable environment, leadership was primarily 
about direction and alignment: knowing where to go and 
bringing people with you. Those capabilities still matter. But 
they are no longer sufficient. In a state of permanent 
transformation, the defining requirement is different. It is 
the capacity to develop oneself under pressure, to develop 
others while delivering results, and to evolve the system 
while operating inside it. 

Most leaders were not developed for this. Most leadership 
architectures were not designed for it. 

And this is where the personal becomes structural. The 
sense of lostness many senior leaders carry right now is not 
a sign of individual inadequacy. It is the predictable 
experience of capable people operating inside a context 
that has outpaced the architecture they were given to lead 
within. 

What feels like a personal failing is a systemic gap. 



The question worth asking is not: What is wrong with me, or 
with my team? The question is whether the leadership 
architecture is designed for the context in which you are 
actually operating. 

For most organisations, the honest answer is no. 

Why the Conventional Responses Have 
Not Been Enough 
Most organisations have not ignored this challenge. They 
have responded to it. They have invested in leadership 
development, run change management programmes, 
hired coaches, launched culture initiatives, and brought in 
consultants. The effort has been genuine and often 
significant. 

And yet the gap persists. 

I do not think this is because the interventions were poorly 
designed or the people involved were not committed. I 
think it is because most of these responses have been 
working at the wrong level of the problem. 

The dominant assumption behind conventional leadership 
development is that the primary need is for leaders to know 
more, or to do things differently. More frameworks. Better 
tools. Improved communication. Stronger strategic 
thinking. These are skills, and skills have real value. But skills 
operate on the surface of something deeper. And it is that 
deeper layer that determines whether they hold under 
pressure. 

That deeper layer is capacity. 



Capacity is not what a leader knows. It is what a leader can 
carry. It is the inner structure that determines how a person 
meets complexity, ambiguity and sustained demand. It 
shapes how they make sense of what is happening around 
them, how they regulate under pressure, and how present 
they can remain when everything is pulling them toward 
reaction. 

Skills without sufficient capacity are like tools in one's hands 
that are not yet steady enough to use well. A leader can 
know exactly what to do and still be unable to do it when 
the stakes are high and the pressure is relentless. 

 

Think of a master carpenter whose hands have begun to 
fail them. The craft knowledge is completely intact. The skill 

is all there. But without the physical capacity to hold 
steady, none of it can be expressed. Knowing exactly how to 

drive the nail changes nothing when the hands will not 
cooperate. Leadership capacity works in the same way. 

This is why so many development efforts fail. In the room, 
the insight is genuine. Back inside the organisation, under 
the weight of operational reality, the old patterns return. Not 
because the leader was not paying attention. But because 
the inner architecture that generates those patterns was 
never addressed. 



There is a second failure mode, less visible but equally 
significant. 

Organisations tend to invest at the level where the 
symptom is most visible. Teams are not collaborating well, 
so they invest in team effectiveness. Communication is 
breaking down, so they run workshops to improve it. 
Change is stalling, so they bring in a change management 
methodology. Each of these investments is rational in 
isolation. But they rarely produce lasting change because 
they are treating effects rather than causes. 

The real constraint tends to sit deeper. Genuine 
collaboration requires psychological safety. Psychological 
safety requires interpersonal trust. Trust requires the 
capacity for real listening and empathy. That capacity 
requires a degree of vulnerability. Vulnerability requires self-
awareness. And self-awareness, at the depth that actually 
changes behaviour under pressure, requires a level of inner 
maturity that most development programmes never reach. 

Most organisations are investing at the level where the 
symptom is visible, without addressing the human 
foundation that determines whether that investment can 
take root. 

This is not a criticism of the people making those 
investments. The levels above are where the pain is visible, 
and responding to visible pain is a reasonable instinct. But it 
does mean that significant resources are being spent on 
interventions that cannot fully deliver what is being asked 
of them. 



The question is not whether to invest in leadership. It is 
whether the investment is reaching the level where real 
change becomes possible. That level is deeper than most 
organisations have been willing to go. 

Development as Architecture, Not 
Intervention 
None of this is meant as a pessimistic view. Some 
organisations do navigate this well. A small number of 
leaders develop the capacity to hold permanent 
transformation without it becoming permanently 
exhausting. They are the exception rather than the rule. And 
the difference, in every case I have observed, is not strategy. 
It is architecture. 

 
Specifically, it is whether the organisation has built the 
conditions for leadership to keep developing while it is 
being exercised.  

Not development as a periodic intervention.  



Development as the ongoing architecture through which 
leadership matures in real time, under real pressure, with 
real stakes. 

This requires working across three interconnected layers: 
the individual leader’s inner capacity and maturity, the 
collective functioning of the teams that carry strategy into 
the organisation, and the shared direction and resolve of 
the leadership system as a whole. Each layer depends on 
the others. When they mature together, performance and 
transformation stop competing and begin compounding. 
Development becomes regenerative rather than 
exhausting. 

Most organisations already have people around them 
working on leadership. Coaches. Consultants. Development 
programmes. The question worth sitting with is not 
whether those relationships exist. It is the layer they are 
actually reaching. Whether the work is landing at the level 
of skills and behaviour, or going deeper to the inner 
architecture that determines whether any of it holds under 
pressure. 

That is not a question about the quality of the people 
involved. It is a question about the depth of the work being 
asked of them. 



Where the Work Begins 
I have written this essay not to describe a problem but to 
offer a different way of seeing it. 

The pressure senior leaders are carrying right now is real. 
The pace is real. The gap between what is being asked and 
what the current architecture can deliver is real. And the 
quiet sense that something needs to change, not just in the 
organisation but in how leadership itself is developed and 
sustained, is, in my experience, almost universally present at 
the top of organisations navigating this terrain. 

What is less universal is the willingness to name it. And rarer 
still is the structural response that actually reaches the level 
where change becomes durable. 

Leadership, in this sense, becomes less about finding better 
answers and more about growing the capacity to meet the 
questions we now face. 

If this essay has landed somewhere true for you, and if the 
question I opened with still carries some weight, I would 
suggest the most useful next step is a conversation. 

A real one, about what you are actually carrying, what your 
organisation is genuinely capable of, and whether the gap 
between those two things is as structural as I suspect it 
might be. 
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The conversation is where the work begins.


