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Digital and COVID-19 reshaping
leadership attributes, 2022 and
beyond

Marianne Broadbent

Leadership capabilities for digital and non-digital businesses are
converging. As a result, there is considerable commonality around
the core capabilities that organisations are seeking in their execu-
tives and managers. In COVID times, the criticality of these attrib-
utes is further reinforced due to the demands of leading in
uncertain timesand ongoing shifts in expectations.

The economy is reaching a threshold where the many businesses
that are growing rapidly are likely to have been built and grown
based on technologies that are intrinsic to their business. That is,
the business is born digital – the business was originated, created
and is managed in a digital format.

There are the global born digital behemoths, such as Amazon,
eBay, Uber and Airbnb. Then there are those that start local and
their business model enables them to shift to being significant
global players. In the Australian context, think of organisations like
carsales.com, realestate.com and seek.com, all now global players.
The graphic design platform Canva now has a higher valuation
than Telstra. Then think of Envato, the global online community for
creative assets, tools and talent, or the global health platform
Halaxy, who realised the potential of global very early on. Another
example is PEXA (Property Exchange Australia), Australia’s online
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property exchange network, which has built a world-first approach
to assist lawyers, conveyancers, banks and other professionals
lodge transfer documents with Land Registries and complete finan-
cial settlements entirely digitally.

Born digital businesses require agility and boundary
pushing
Technology has obviously been intrinsic to the very conception of
these business but also their evolution. The expectation is for
constant innovation and product evolution, the need for agile work
practices to achieve that, the ability to chunk major developments
into modular approaches, and a good level of comfort with rapid
teaming and cross-disciplinary ways of working. 

The ability to ‘push the boundaries’ both internally and externally is
necessary at these organisations. Think of the boundary-pushing
regulatory challenges raised by businesses such as Uber and
Airbnb, and the level and nature of complex cross-jurisdictional
developments that are essential to the operation of PEXA. 

Existing business models continue to transform 
Alongside new business models there is the ongoing transition and
transformation of businesses and government that are traditionally
non-digital, or at least not born digital. They existed prior to say
the early 2000s or started after that, with technology being seen as
supporting the business. They are dependent on, or enabled by,
technologies. Their outreach to us as consumers and citizens was
not necessarily in online or digital forms until more recently. 

However, the application of technologies such as artificial intelli-
gence, and the realisation of the value of data, is enabling many
businesses to understand that their traditional core offering may
not drive the majority of their revenues in the future. For example,
through data mining, they are able to profitably offer a wider range
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of products and services – think of energy companies, airlines with
their frequent flyer programs, and financial services organisations.

These developments have also shifted the criticality of some key
capabilities that organisations are now seeking in their executives
and in team members much more broadly. 

Transformations are both digital and analog 
Five years ago John Chambers, former CISCO Executive Chairman,
commented that we were only about one third through the most
significant transformations and declared that the technology
component, whatever it is, is the ‘easy part’. The World Bank’s
2016 Digital Dividends Report made a similar point ≠ that gaining
the benefits of digital developments requires a close look at the
non-digital or analogue components. 

As we see it, at the organisational level, the analogue components
are shifts in leaders and leadership that accelerate the move from
organisational disruption to an organisation transformed in its
products, services and ways of working. The ability to achieve
significant change, and then sustain the continuous evolution
needed today, is founded on the behaviours and capabilities that
an organisation nurtures and values, as these enable it to continue
the necessary evolution.

Leadership capabilities for born digital and existing
businesses are converging
Whether the technologies deployed are intrinsic to an organisa-
tion, or they enable the business or government service to
function, there are some key capabilities that are increasing in their
significance. As businesses and government agencies evolve their
business and operating models, products and services, we see
different emphases in what is required and expected amongst
executives and managers in all sectors. 
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In assessing the capabilities of executives and managers into 2022,
these five capabilities or attributes are converging in importance
for executives and managers across all sectors: 

1. Situational Awareness – Accurately perceiving and interpret-
ing what is going on, and then being able to use that infor-
mation in decision making.

2. Ambiguity Tolerance – Being comfortable with uncertain
environments and multiple demands, and able to continue
to function well in ambiguous environments.

3. Personal Agility – The ability and willingness to move quickly
and with a good level of flexibility.

4. Team Building – Agile ways of working in uncertain environ-
ments requires bringing people together productively, with
the ability to rapidly build trust.

5. Curiosity – Ongoing and intrinsic interest in learning about
the world outside of the organisation, which builds a leader’s
continuous learning muscle.

There is no doubt that what we used to refer to as capabilities for
born digital businesses will become well-embedded into continu-
ously transforming non-digital organisations. 

Convergent capabilities in practice
Think about how COVID-19 has brought about fundamental and
radical changes in the way in which private and public sector
organisations have collaborated. This is particularly the situation in
some countries where the situation was handled well initially, such
as Australia and New Zealand. On the positive side, collectively
across sectors and across jurisdictions, issues were addressed and
major problems tackled, such as ensuring citizen health and safety,
the transport of medical supplies, the continuation of export
trades, and the safe movement of people. Many of these develop-
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ments drew on the capabilities above in situations where there was
great uncertainty and business and government environments were
very dynamic. 

People were brought together – in many cases virtually – from
multiple tiers of government, unions, the military, the health sector
and businesses. Curious people collaborated and figured out quite
different ways to get things done. The challenges were monumen-
tal and the road ahead is still long and difficult. But there are plenty
of examples of very different organisations teaming together well
and building trust in different ways – assuming good intent and
integrity. 

COVID-19 has taught us that when boundaries are pushed, people
and organisations can move quickly driven by a clear purpose. As
we navigate our way through this extraordinary time, we are still
learning what is possible and the capabilities that every organisa-
tion can build and utilise. The challenge now is to embed those
ways of working and interacting in our organisations, every day. 

How is this impacting the executive talent Boards and CEOs are
seeking?

At the executive level, we see Boards and CEOs seeking leaders
and managers who will be able to come into their organisation and
‘get up to speed’ quickly. This means a stronger preference for
greater situational awareness with diversity of experience, clear
cultural alignment, and the ability to deal with ambiguity and
uncertainty. 

Situational awareness and diversity of experience

Situational awareness is more likely prevalent where individuals
have had to deal with different environments and have diversity of
experience. Boards and CEOs are keen to meet candidates who
will understand their particular context and have good diversity of
experience. That diversity means where the candidate has been
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faced with a wide range of challenges and has likely experienced
some steep learning curves. This addresses the need for adaptabil-
ity and resilience. Diversity of experience is also likely to increase
the range of options or solutions that an executive might consider
in addressing a situation or a problem. 

In relation to the Australian situation, the challenge for some expat
candidates who may have worked for large commercial organisa-
tions elsewhere is that their role might have been more narrowly
based. Very large organisations can have their own career tracks
that might not give an executive or manager the breadth of experi-
ence expected for often broader or more generalist roles in
Australia. This might sound counter-intuitive, but they might lack
the diversity or breadth of experience expected.

Cultural and team fit

Boards and CEOs are more aware than ever of the importance of
cultural fit with potential members of their executive team. It is not
about being a cultural clone, but about having sufficient shared
values and agreed behaviours to work effectively with colleagues.
It is about the ability to lead and experience robust and respectful
debate, as senior teams work through new or different scenarios. 

It is easier to build trust when there are shared values, and when
those values are evident in supportive and consistent behaviours.
And, as seen again and again, the ability to build what author
Stephen Covey calls ‘the speed of trust’ enables teams to work
with agility in uncertain and ambiguous environments – and these
abound currently

Ambiguous environments and diagnostic capabilities

Boards and CEOs know that the executive talent they are seeking –
internally and externally – will have to deal with ongoing uncer-
tainty, but nonetheless be timely and judicious in their decision
making. This situation can really benefit from those with good
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organisational diagnostic skills – those who can assess the context
of a situation in a short period of time. 

Much of the experience of COVID-19 has been about the ability to
understand a shifting situation and to react to a significant changes
in circumstances. There has been increased focus on anticipating
situations, the need to be proactive and allow for different scenar-
ios and contingencies – to use that now over-used term, ‘to pivot’.
Some people thrive amidst uncertainty whereas others might want
more and more data to lay the foundations for a decision. 

We also see greater importance placed on diagnostic skills –
being able to come into an organisation and quickly see ‘the lay of
the land’. This might involve really active and intense listening,
quickly figuring out who are the key stakeholders and influencers,
and a level of comfort with the insights of others and ‘just enough’
information. 

These are often the skills of a good internal or external consultant
who has a finite period of time to clarify and confirm an issue, then
quickly work through the options and risks to address this. These
skills also underpin the capabilities of those who have led the
shaping and delivery of significant transformations. Executive
experience might combine a period as a senior consultant along
with strategic acumen and sound operational delivery experience. 

When we combine the convergence of leadership capabilities now
being sought for born digital and existing business with the shift in
what matters due to the lingering impact of COVID-19, we see
different expectations from employers and changing aspirations of
employees. Clarity around gaining a realistic understanding of
these expectations and aspirations should be a significant agenda
in our businesses and government agencies into 2022. 

MarianneBroadbent.qxp_MarianneBroadbent  28/9/21  4:03 pm  Page 7



Digital and COVID-19 Reshaping Leadership Attributes, 2022 and Beyond

8 www.writing.org.au

About the author
Dr Marianne Broadbent works in leadership, management and
strategy, with a particular emphasis shaping and developing organ-
isation strategic executive and team capabilities. Her background
includes global business executive roles and Business School
leadership. Prior to joining NGS Global as a Managing Partner, she
was global Senior Vice President for New Product Development at
Gartner. Marianne is the author of The Agile Executive: Embracing
Career Risks and Rewards and two previous Harvard Business
School Press bestsellers, including The New CIO Leader. 

MarianneBroadbent.qxp_MarianneBroadbent  28/9/21  4:03 pm  Page 8


