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A Researcher’s 
Journey to 
C-Suite Success
A practical guide to help Future Leaders Fellows evolve from 
technical experts into strategic leaders. 
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Toolkit Introduction

Toolkit Vision and Aims 

This toolkit aims to grow the next 
generation of strategic leaders by 
providing information, guidance 
and tools to help Future Leaders 
Fellows develop strategically 
within their organisation and 
industry.

Strategic development refers to career growth 
towards roles that require a broader, enterprise-
wide perspective. This involves moving beyond 
being a technical expert in your field to 
positions that require exploring, shaping and 
executing business strategy at a senior level. 
These skills are crucial for researchers aspiring 
to strategic leadership roles, from management 
and director positions through to executive and 
C-suite roles.

The toolkit breaks down several critical 
capabilities you may need to develop and 
provides practical tools and guidance on how to 
build these skills within your own environment.

 

Who is this toolkit for? 

This toolkit is primarily aimed at business-hosted 
Future Leaders Fellows who see their Fellowship 
as a stepping stone to a strategic leadership role 
within their industry. 

•	 Fellows who have worked within an 
established organisation and are interested 
in progressing into leadership roles.

•	 Fellows interested in creating a spin-out or 
start-up company and seeking to understand 
the non-technical skills required for success.

•	 Fellows seeking to transition from academia 
into industry and gain insight into how 
business leadership operates.

•	 Academic Fellows who wish to engage with 
senior leaders using a strategic and business-
focused lens.
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Toolkit Ethos

The toolkit presents seven topics that we 
consider crucial to the development of strategic 
leadership capability. These topics have been 
selected for their relevance across a wide 
range of industries and disciplines and are not 
dependent on specific roles or sectors.

Highly specialised or industry-dependent topics 
have been intentionally excluded. This ensures 
the guidance remains broadly applicable.

This toolkit is not intended to be a textbook 
or comprehensive programme. Instead, it 
provides an introduction to each topic alongside 
practical tools, guidance and pointers for further 
development.

Where possible, real-world examples from 
Fellows and industry leaders who have 
successfully transitioned from technical to 
strategic roles are included to provide insight 
and inspiration.

 

How to Use the Toolkit

Modules may be completed in any order to suit 
your experience and development needs.

Reflective questions and exercises to help 
contextualise learning within your Fellowship 
and host organisation.

•	 A self-diagnostic tool for evaluating core 
skills and competencies.

•	 Recommended books relevant to themes 
explored in the toolkit.

•	 Guidance on identifying and working with 
mentors, allies, sponsors and coaches.

•	 Information on executive education courses, 
including testimonials from Fellows.

•	 An action plan template to identify priority 
development areas and actions.

•	 The toolkit may also be used as a foundation 
for career discussions with a coach or 
mentor, including those accessed through 
the FLF Development Network. 
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A Note on Toolkit Creation

The toolkit was developed using insights from 
current business-hosted Future Leaders Fellows, 
colleagues from the FLF Development Network 
and UKRI, and experienced executive coaches.

It was created in collaboration with an executive 
coach with over 20 years of experience 
supporting senior professionals globally and 
refined through FLF annual conferences and 
business-hosted events.

We hope this toolkit offers practical value and 
inspiration as you plan the next stage of your 
leadership journey.

Understanding your work in the context of wider business needs, increasing your teams capacity 
for innovation, increasing your influence and engagement with stakeholders across the wider 
organisation. 

Creating strategy and cascading it throughout the organisation. Building and leading high 
performing teams – managing other managers and enabling cultures and behaviours. 
Implementing and leading through change. 

A Researcher’s Journey to C-Suite

Individual Contributor

Well-defined work 
and scope, often 
working as part of a 
team.

Team Lead

Directly managing 
other individual 
contributors. 
Increasing influence 
with decision makers.

Managing Managers

Greater collaboration 
across the wider org.

C-Suite

Setting strategy and 
objectives.
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Strategic Leadership in Small, Medium and Large Organisations

The structure and scope of C-suite roles—such as Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Chief Financial Officer (CFO), 
Chief Operating Officer (COO), and Chief Marketing Officer (CMO)—vary significantly across small, medium 
and large enterprises. These differences reflect variations in organisational scale, operational complexity and 
strategic priorities.

As organisations grow, C-suite roles become increasingly specialised, responsibilities shift from operational 
delivery towards strategic oversight, and stakeholder engagement becomes more complex and formalised. 
Organisational structures typically evolve from flat and informal to more hierarchical, with additional 

management layers introduced to support scale and complexity.

Dimension

C-suite composition

C-suite 
responsibilities

Stakeholders

Organisational 
structure

Micro Enterprises 
(1–10 employees)

The CEO is often 
the founder or 
entrepreneur. In 
technology-focused 
businesses, a CTO 
may exist as the 
lead developer or 
engineer.

Highly hands-on. 
The CEO is typically 
involved in day-
to-day operations, 
sales, finance and 
customer service.

Investors, if present, 
are often friends, 
family or angel 
investors.

Flat structure with 
minimal hierarchy. 
The founder often 
performs multiple 
roles or oversees a 
very small team.

Medium Enterprises 
(51–250 employees)

More clearly 
defined roles. CEO, 
CFO and COO are 
common; CMO or 
CTO roles may be 
added depending 
on organisational 
needs.

A shift towards 
strategic oversight. 
The CEO focuses 
on growth and 
partnerships; the 
CFO manages 
budgeting and 
compliance; the COO 
oversees operational 
performance.

A broader group 
including mid-level 
managers, regional 
customers and 
potentially venture 
capital firms or 
banks.

Increasingly 
hierarchical, with 
department heads 
reporting to the 
C-suite and mid-
level managers 
overseeing teams.

Small Enterprises 
(10–50 employees)

A small senior team, 
typically including a 
CEO, COO and CFO. 
Roles often overlap, 
with one person 
covering multiple 
responsibilities. CTO 
or CMO roles may 
be combined with 
others.

Still operationally 
hands-on, often 
supported by small 
teams. The CEO 
remains closely 
involved in core 
business activities.

Primarily internal 
stakeholders 
(employees) and 
direct customers, 
alongside angel or 
seed investors.
Largely flat, with few 
hierarchical levels. 

The CEO or founder 
directly oversees 
most operations and 
employees.

Large Enterprises 
(250+ employees)

A fully developed 
executive team, 
often including CEO, 
CFO, COO, CMO, 
CTO, CHRO, CIO and 
other specialist roles.

Primarily strategic 
and high-level 
decision-making. 
Delegation 
is essential, 
with multiple 
management layers 
responsible for 
execution.

Extensive and 
diverse, including 
shareholders, board 
members, regulators, 
global customers 
and the media.

Complex hierarchical 
or matrix structures 
with multiple 
divisions. Each 
C-suite executive 
oversees a distinct 
function with 
several layers of 
management 
beneath them.
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Creating Strategy

As researchers, we are often 
used to working within a narrow 
subject area, within defined 
projects or domains. Our work 
is aligned with the company’s 
broader goals, but often we have 
not directly influenced strategic 
decisions at corporate level. 

Developing into a strategic leader 
requires a greater understanding 
of strategy from a cross-functional 
perspective and understanding 
how different business units need 
to work together to deliver on this 
strategy.  With continued growth, 
we may play a greater role in 
shaping corporate strategy and 
cascading that throughout the 
organisation. 

 
 
 

 
Creating strategy involves defining an 
organisation’s long-term vision, goals and 
the high-level plan for achieving them. It sets 
direction and priorities at the most senior level 
of the organisation.

Cascading strategy is the process of translating 
this high-level intent into specific, actionable 
objectives and initiatives at every level of the 
organisation. Effective cascading ensures that 
teams and individuals understand how their 
work contributes to broader organisational 
goals.

Together, strategy creation and cascading form 
a continuous loop: strategy sets the course, and 
cascading enables alignment, execution and 
accountability across the organisation.
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Creating Company Strategy 

Creating a company strategy involves defining a 
clear vision and making deliberate choices that 
guide long-term direction and decision-making. 
A strong strategy provides a roadmap for the 
organisation, aligns resources and effort around 
shared objectives, and helps leaders navigate 
uncertainty, change and competition.

Ultimately, a strategy determines where to play 
and how to win.

The process of creating, cascading and adapting 
strategy varies depending on the size and 
maturity of the organisation.

Strategy by Organisation Size

 

Ownership of strategy

 

Strategic process

 

Time horizon

 

Decision drivers

 

Role of tech leaders 
 
 

Startups

Founders and early executive 
team

 
Informal, fast-moving and 
highly iterative

Short to mid-term (3–12 
months)

Survival, product–market fit, 

growth

Often shape or directly own 

strategy

Medium/Large 
Companies

Executive leadership with 
board oversight and often 
dedicated strategy teams

Formal, structured and 

embedded in annual 

planning cycles

Mid to long-term (1–5 years)

Scale, efficiency, market 

share, portfolio optimisation

Expected to align with 

strategy; influence indirect 

unless senior 
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Elements of a Good Strategy: 

Clear Vision and Mission: A well-articulated 
vision and mission define what the organisation 
aims to achieve and the values that guide it. 
Together, they provide clarity, direction and 
purpose.

Who/What/How: At its core, an effective 
strategy answers three fundamental questions:

	 Who are we serving? – Defines target 
customers, markets and key stakeholders.

•	 What are we offering or trying to achieve? 
– Clarifies the value proposition, products, 
services or strategic goals.

•	 How will we win or deliver? – Identifies 
competitive advantage and the capabilities 
and resources required.

Strategic Priorities: Effective strategies are 
usually distilled into a small number of critical 
priorities, typically three to five. These priorities 
highlight where the organisation must focus, 
change or invest differently rather than 
describing business as usual.

 
 
 

Common Pitfalls to Avoid:

Lack of Clarity: Strategies that are vague or 
overly complex can lead to confusion and 
misalignment within the organization. It’s 
essential to define clear, concrete objectives that 
everyone can understand and work towards.

Ignoring Market Dynamics: Failing to 
consider changes in the market, competition, 
and customer needs can render a strategy 
ineffective. Regularly updating the strategy 
based on market insights is crucial.

Inflexibility: Rigid strategies that don’t allow 
for adaptation can be problematic in a rapidly 
changing environment. Building flexibility into 
the strategy helps the organization respond to 
unforeseen challenges.

Lack of Buy-In: Without buy-in from key 
stakeholders, including employees and 
management, a strategy is unlikely to succeed. 
Engaging stakeholders early and ensuring their 
support is vital.

Misalignment: Ensuring that the strategy aligns 
with the company’s vision, mission, and values is 
essential. Misalignment can lead to conflicting 
priorities and ineffective execution.
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Strategy Tools and Frameworks

Creating a successful company strategy involves 
several key elements that work together to 
drive growth, efficiency, and market relevance. 
There are many tools or frameworks that help 
to analyze the business landscape and spot 
opportunities, to help define your competitive 
advantage. 

•	 SWOT Analysis – Identifies internal strengths 
and weaknesses and external opportunities 
and threats.

•	 Porter’s Five Forces – Examines competitive 
intensity and external pressures.

•	 Value Chain Analysis – Identifies value 
creation, efficiency and differentiation 
opportunities.

•	 BCG Matrix – Supports portfolio investment 
and optimisation decisions.

Toolkit Exercises:

	 Can I describe my organisation’s corporate 
strategy? 

•	 Do I know how my team’s goals support 
business goals?

•	 Do I participate in strategic planning (e.g. 
quarterly, annually) – if not, is it clear to me 
who’s role this is and how it happens?

•	 How does my technical insight help to 
influence any strategic decisions I, or others, 
make in the organisation?

•	 Do I understand our market/customers, and 
our competitive landscape? 

Further Reading:

What is business strategy and why is it 
important? Michael Boyles, Harvard Business 
Review  
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/what-is-
business-strategy
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Cascading Strategy

As a researcher, our work aligns 
to the company strategy, where 
the strategy is set higher in the 
organisation. As we develop into 
strategic leadership positions, 
we become actively involved 
in ensuring alignment across 
teams, helping to prioritise and 
coordinate work, and holding 
others accountable to that work. 

We also need to ensure our teams’ 
strategic priorities align with the 
overall corporate priorities, and 
these are broken down sufficiently 
into actionable work for those 
teams. It means a move from a 
more passive role, into acting as 
a ‘bridge’ between strategy and 
day-to-day operations. 

 

 
 
 
 
Cascading a company strategy involves 
systematically communicating and aligning 
the organisation’s overarching goals and plans 
through different levels of management and 
teams. This process ensures that every employee 
understands how their role contributes to the 
organisation’s success.

Effective strategy cascading creates coherence 
and unity, enabling all parts of the organisation 
to work towards shared goals. It supports 
consistent performance measurement, effective 
resource allocation and sustained engagement 
in delivering the strategic vision.
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Why Is Cascading Strategy 
Important? 

•	 Alignment – Ensures all levels of the 
organisation are working towards a unified 
direction and purpose.

•	 Engagement – Helps teams understand how 
their work contributes to overall success, 
increasing motivation and commitment.

•	 Efficiency – Focuses effort and resources on 
the most impactful priorities.

•	 Accountability – Clarifies ownership of 
objectives and outcomes at every level.

•	 Adaptability – Enables faster responses 
to change and supports organisational 
resilience.

•	 Performance – Improves outcomes through 
ongoing alignment of individual, team and 
organisational objectives.
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Levels of Strategy Cascading

Strategy Level 

Corporate strategy

Business-Level 
strategy

 

Functional strategy

Description

 
Organisation-wide 
strategy defining 
overall vision, mission 
and where and how to 
compete. 

Strategy for specific 
business units, 
products or services 
addressing distinct 

markets or customers.

Department- or 

function-level 

strategies that support 

business unit priorities 

(e.g. Marketing, 

Engineering, HR). 
 

Key questions

 
What is our vision 
and purpose? What 
markets should we be 
in? Should we expand, 
acquire or diversify?  

What is our value 
proposition? Who are 
our target customers 
and what problems are 
we solving? 

 
How do we support 
business priorities? 
What capabilities must 
we build? How should 
resources be allocated?

Typically Owned By

 
CEO, executive team 
and/or board

 
General managers, 
business unit or 
product leaders 

 
Department heads or 
functional leaders (e.g. 
CTO, CMO, CHRO)
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Bridging from Strategy to 
Execution 

To connect the strategy to real, tangible plans, 
the following steps may be undertaken:

1.	 Define strategic priorities 

The unit leader (for example CTO, VP, Head of 
department) may devise 3-5 high level strategic 
priorities for their domain. These should align 
with the corporate goals and solve domain-
specific problems. 

2.	 Break down into departmental or team 
objectives.

These could be mid-level goals usually organised 
around teams, systems or programs. They might 
use frameworks such as OKRs (objectives and 
key results). 

3.	 Translate to individual or (smaller) team 
goals

Managers might work with individuals in their 
team to create personal goals or deliverables 
that contribute to the teams objectives. This 
allows each member of the team to link their 
day-to-day work with the company strategy. 

4.	 Monitor and Review progress

Progress towards objectives may be reviewed 
throughout the year. This might involve 
measuring and monitoring KPIs (key 
performance indicators) or other outcomes over 
time. Monthly, quarterly or bi-yearly reviews 
may also be planned. 

5.	 Feedback and adaptation

Managers may create channels for employees 
to provide feedback on the strategy and 
implementation, across all levels of the 
organisation. External feedback, e.g. changes in 
the market or customer needs, may also be used 
to adapt and refine strategy. 

Tips for Effective Strategy 
Cascading

•	 Engage stakeholders early to build buy-in 
and ensure relevance.

•	 Ensure visible leadership support and 
commitment at every level.

•	 Clearly communicate the purpose and 
rationale behind strategic choices.

•	 Use a range of communication styles and 
formats to reach diverse audiences.

•	 Provide regular updates and communicate 
changes clearly to maintain alignment.
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Toolkit Exercises:

1.	 Does my function (e.g., engineering, 
research, marketing) have its own strategic 
priorities? 

2.	 How does my, and my team’s work, support 
broader company goals?

3.	 Do we use tools like OKRs, KPIs, or roadmaps 
to track progress?

4.	 How do we measure progress against 
strategic goals at all levels?

5.	 How often do we review or update our 
strategic priorities? 

6.	 What influence do I have on shaping and 
cascading strategy within my role?

Further Reading:

3 ways to communicate your company’s 
strategy, Constantinos C. Markides and Andrew 
MacLennan, Harvard Business Review 
https://hbr.org/2024/05/3-ways-to-clearly-
communicate-your-companys-strategy

5 ways the best companies close the strategy-
execution gap, Michael Mankins, Harvard 
Business Review 
https://hbr.org/2017/11/5-ways-the-best-
companies-close-the-strategy-execution-gap
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Fostering Innovation

As researchers, we are used to 
being innovative and applying 
creative techniques to solve 
tricky challenges in our research 
fields. However, from a business 
perspective we must think of 
innovation in a broader context, 
in helping to achieve company 
strategy or creating new sources 
of value within the company. As 
a strategic leader, our role is less 
about directly creating innovation, 
and more about building an 
environment and culture where 
innovation can thrive.  

Why be Innovative?  

Innovation in an organisation is the process 
of implementing new ideas, workflows, 
methodologies, services or products to improve 
efficiency, effectiveness and competitive 
advantage. It requires fostering a culture that 
encourages creativity, experimentation and 
continuous improvement.

By embracing innovation, organisations can 
adapt to changing market conditions, respond 
to evolving customer needs and remain 
competitive. Innovation also supports employee 
engagement by creating an environment in 
which new ideas are valued and developed, 
contributing to long-term success and 
sustainability.

For senior leaders, innovation is a critical 
capability. Leaders who actively champion 
innovation strengthen organisational resilience 
and position their organisations for sustained 
growth and industry leadership.
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Organisational Innovation vs 
Research 

Research and organisational innovation 
both involve systematic investigation and 
experimentation, but they differ in purpose and 
application. Research is primarily focused on 
generating new knowledge, insights or theories, 
often within academic or scientific contexts.

Organisational innovation applies insights to 
real-world business challenges, with the aim of 
improving processes, products or services. While 
research expands understanding, organisational 
innovation is concerned with implementation, 
impact and competitive advantage.

Key Principles for Fostering 
Innovation  

Psychological safety

Create an environment in which people feel 
safe to share ideas, take risks and acknowledge 
mistakes without fear of negative consequences.

•	 Reward curiosity and questioning, not just 
correct answers or successful outcomes.

•	 Use inclusive language, ask open questions 
and genuinely listen to responses.

•	 Acknowledge your own mistakes and 
learning openly to build trust.

Strategic alignment

Innovation is most effective when it is clearly 
linked to strategic priorities. Ideas should 
address meaningful business challenges or 
create tangible value. Clear boundaries or 
‘guard rails’ help focus effort while still allowing 
creative freedom.

Intentional slack

Innovation requires time and mental space 
beyond ‘business as usual’. Without this space, 
creative thinking and experimentation are easily 
crowded out by operational demands.  

•	 Create protected time for exploration, 
experimentation and prototyping.

•	 Avoid excessive structure or pressure for 
immediate results during innovation time.

•	 If innovation is a performance expectation, 
track leading indicators such as idea 
submissions or time allocated to 
experimentation. 
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Practical Tips for Fostering 
Innovation 

Examine your culture: Do your systems, 
processes and behaviours encourage people 
to speak up with new ideas? Are these ideas 
listened to and actioned by the leadership 
team? 

Provide space for idea generation: Do you have 
regular, unstructured time for people and teams 
to think outside of ‘business as usual’?  Maintain 
open lines of communication where employees 
can freely share their ideas and feedback. 
Regular brainstorming sessions and idea-sharing 
platforms can facilitate this.

Encourage collaboration: Promote teamwork 
and cross-functional collaboration. Diverse 
teams bring different perspectives and can 
generate more innovative solutions.

 
 
 
Provide resources and support: Ensure that 
employees have access to the tools, training, and 
resources they need to experiment and develop 
new ideas. This includes investing in technology 
and providing opportunities for professional 
development.

Support from Leadership: Leaders should 
actively support and participate in innovation 
initiatives. Their involvement can inspire and 
motivate employees to think creatively.

Recognize and Reward Innovation: 
Acknowledge and reward employees who 
contribute innovative ideas. This can be through 
formal recognition programs, bonuses, or other 
incentives – or just from being an advocate and 
cheerleader for their efforts. 
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Innovation Approaches used in Organisations

Small companies

Agile, informal and 
founder-driven 
innovation 

Medium companies

Structured innovation 
programs with 
dedicated resources

Large companies

Formalised innovation 
ecosystems with 
strategic alignment

•	 Open Idea Sharing: Daily stand-ups or informal brainstorming 
sessions where any employee can pitch ideas directly to leadership.

•	 Rapid Prototyping: Quick testing of new product features or services 
without heavy bureaucracy.

•	 Flexible Roles: Employees often wear multiple hats, allowing cross-
functional innovation.

•	 Direct Customer Feedback: Using real-time feedback to iterate and 
innovate quickly.

•	 Innovation Labs or Task Forces: Cross-departmental teams formed to 
explore new ideas or solve specific challenges.

•	 Hackathons: Internal competitions where employees build 
prototypes over a short period.

•	 Intrapreneurship Programs: Employees are given time and budget to 
develop their own ideas into viable projects

•	 Recognition and Rewards: Incentives for employees who contribute 
innovative ideas.

•	 Dedicated R&D Departments: Full-time teams focused on long-term 
innovation and emerging technologies.

•	 Corporate Venture Capital: Investing in or acquiring startups to 
bring in fresh ideas and technologies.

•	 Innovation Hubs or Accelerators: Internal incubators or partnerships 
with external startups.

•	 Global Idea Platforms: Digital platforms where employees 
worldwide can submit and vote on ideas.
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Real-world examples of 
Innovation Systems: 

Proctor & Gamble – P&G developed a Connect 
+ Develop Initiative, to source innovations 
externally by creating partnerships with 
universities, inventors, and start-ups to 
accelerate product development. 

Walmart – Walmart replaced its standalone 
innovation lab, Store No.8, with its “four in a 
box” model, which creates small cross-functional 
teams across business, product, technology and 
user experience, to work on business challenges. 
This prevented siloing of innovative efforts and 
created collaboration across multiple teams. 

Google – Google allowed employees one day 
a week (or 20% of their time) to work on their 
own projects. They put the user’s needs and 
desires at the forefront of their innovation, to 
ensure the products and services will deliver 
genuine value. 

Cisco – Cisco launched their Innovate 
Everywhere challenge, to allow all business units 
and functions, at all employee levels, the chance 
to be innovative. Employees are encouraged 
to create small teams to submit ideas, and 
successful ones are awarded a significant 
amount of money to grow their ideas into the 
business. 

 

Toolkit Exercises:

	 Considering yourself and your team, what 
enablers for innovation exist in terms of 
tools, systems and behaviours? What barriers 
exist? 

•	 Now consider your wider organisation as 
a whole. How does innovation occur at all 
levels and teams? How does your wider 
organisation support (or thwart!) innovation 
attempts? 

•	 What actions could you take, as a leader, to 
encourage innovation or remove barriers?

 

Further Reading:

Investors in People 
Fostering Workplace Innovation: From Employee 
Empowerment to Organisational Growth –

Business Insider article 
The C-Suite is evolving – and new roles may join 
to drive innovation, say execs from IBM, JLL, 
Clear Capital, and more  
Julia Hood, Tim Paradis and Jean Paik

Harvard Business Review 
New Research on the Link Between Learning 
and Innovation 
Jean-François Harvey, Johnathan R. Cromwell, 
Kevin J. Johnson and Amy C. Edmondson 

https://www.investorsinpeople.com/knowledge/fostering-workplace-innovation-to-drive-organisational-growth/
https://www.investorsinpeople.com/knowledge/fostering-workplace-innovation-to-drive-organisational-growth/
https://www.businessinsider.com/csuite-executive-leadership-roles-new-change-transformation-innovation-function-workplace-2024-10?
https://www.businessinsider.com/csuite-executive-leadership-roles-new-change-transformation-innovation-function-workplace-2024-10?
https://www.businessinsider.com/csuite-executive-leadership-roles-new-change-transformation-innovation-function-workplace-2024-10?
https://hbr.org/2025/07/new-research-on-the-link-between-learning-and-innovation
https://hbr.org/2025/07/new-research-on-the-link-between-learning-and-innovation
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Negotiation and 
Influence

As we develop from technical 
to strategic leaders, our sphere 
of influence broadens and the 
decisions we make can affect 
multiple teams or stakeholder. 

We may be expected to negotiate 
with internal and external 
stakeholders to reach a mutual 
understanding or decision, and 
these negotiations may not be 
purely technical in nature – i.e. 
they consider, and impact, the 
wider business context. Hence, 
our negotiation and influence 
techniques must adapt to the new 
environment.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Influence may be regarded as a long-term 

process of persuasion or shaping the views of 

people outside of your direct chain of command. 

It is often informal, built over time, and closely 

tied to trust and integrity in our interactions 

with others. 

Negotiation is a process in which two or 
more parties engage in discussion to reach a 
mutually acceptable agreement. It involves 
communication, compromise and collaboration, 
with each party presenting their interests 
and working towards a solution that satisfies 
everyone involved. Negotiation is often used to 
reach specific agreements or make decisions in 
the moment.
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By influencing and negotiating effectively, leaders create alignment towards a common goal or 
vision.

How Negotiation Evolves with Leadership Level

Level

 
Individual 
contributor 

Team lead / manager

Senior manager

Executive / C-Suite 
 
 

Typical Scenarios

 
Project timelines, 
individual work tasks 

Setting team goals, 
resourcing 

Setting strategic 
priorities and 
initiatives, planning 
department budgets, 
leading partnerships 

Setting business 
strategy, mergers, 
investor relations, 
partnerships 

Who we Influence

 
Peers, immediate 
manager 

Team members, 
cross-functional peers 
 

Other department 
heads, executives, 
suppliers, key clients 

C-Suite, Board, 
External stakeholders, 
investors, regulatory 
bodies 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What we 
negotiate

Workload, tasks, 
priorities 

Resourcing, hiring 
decisions, project 
buy-in 

Headcount, budgets, 
organisational 
priorities 

 

Company direction, 
strategic investments, 
risk management

Negotiations often involve differing priorities and expectations. For example, investors may 
prioritise short-term financial returns, while regulators focus on compliance and long-term 
sustainability. Suppliers may also have constraints that complicate negotiations. Balancing these 
competing interests requires strong communication skills, strategic thinking and the ability to 
identify mutually beneficial solutions while maintaining trust and long-term relationships.
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Key Principles for Negotiating: 

Build Trust and Credibility

•	 Build relationships proactively. Effective 
negotiation often depends on established 
trust, so avoid engaging only when you need 
something.

•	 Practise active listening to understand the 
other party’s priorities and motivations.

Understand Motivations

•	 Research the context of the negotiation, 
including stakeholder interests and relevant 
market or organisational conditions.

•	 Develop cross-functional literacy by learning 
the language of finance, marketing, product 
and operations.

•	 Aim to frame proposals as win–win 
outcomes where possible.

Create a Negotiation Plan

•	 Set clear objectives and define priorities and 
non-negotiables.

•	 Prepare questions to clarify uncertainties 
and assumptions.

•	 Develop a strategy that anticipates potential 
trade-offs and scenarios.

Use Practical Tools and Techniques

•	 Identify your Best Alternative to a 
Negotiated Agreement (BATNA) in advance.

•	 Know when to push by advocating firmly 
and when to pull by listening and inviting 
ideas.

•	 Leverage supportive stakeholders where 
appropriate. Stakeholder mapping is 
discussed further in Section Stakeholder 
Management.

Prepare Both Sides Effectively

•	 Communicate objectives, scope and 
expectations clearly before negotiations take 
place.

•	 Schedule negotiations thoughtfully to 
enable focus and reduce stress.
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Managing Difficult Negotiations 
and Reactions

Senior leaders may encounter defensiveness, 
frustration, disengagement or emotional 
responses during difficult negotiations. These 
reactions often reflect pressure or high stakes. 
Managing them effectively requires empathy, 
patience and disciplined communication.

Separate People from the Problem: Focus on the 
issue at hand rather than personal differences. 
This helps in addressing the root cause of the 
conflict without escalating tensions.

Active Listening: Ensure that all parties feel 
heard and understood. This involves listening 
attentively, acknowledging their concerns, and 
responding thoughtfully.

Identify Common Interests: Find areas of 
mutual interest to build a foundation for 
agreement. This can help in creating win-win 
solutions.

Stay Calm and Composed: Maintain a calm 
demeanour to prevent the situation from 
becoming more heated. This helps in keeping 
the negotiation process constructive.

Use Objective Criteria: Base decisions on 
objective standards and data rather than 
subjective opinions. This can help in reaching 
fair and unbiased agreements.

Be Open to Compromise: Be willing to make 
concessions and find middle ground. Flexibility 
can lead to more sustainable and satisfactory 
outcomes for all parties involved.
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Toolkit exercises 

	 Practice negotiation in low-stakes 
environments (e.g. team responsibilities, 
project trade-offs)

•	 Shadow senior leaders to observe influence 
in action

•	 Seek feedback after major conversations, for 
example to ask if your message was clear, 
whether the other person was aligned to 
your message.

•	 Keep a Negotiation journal. Track your 
attempts to negotiate, along with outcomes 
and lessons learnt.  

Further Reading: 

Harvard Business Review 
What people still get wrong about negotiations 
Max H. Bazerman

Harvard Business Review 
Negotiate like a pro 
Scott Walker

Harvard Business Review article 
Negotiating as a Woman of Color  
Deepa Purushothamen, Deborah M. Kolb, Hannah 
Riley Bowles and Valerie Purdie-Greenaway 
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https://hbr.org/2025/01/what-people-still-get-wrong-about-negotiations
https://hbr.org/2024/03/negotiate-like-a-pro
https://hbr.org/2022/01/negotiating-as-a-woman-of-color
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Stakeholder 
Management

When you are in a technical role, 
stakeholder management tends to 
be narrower in scope, considering 
your manager and teammates, 
or the direct users of your work. 
Conversations usually revolve 
around setting requirements, 
negotiating resources and 
confirming deadlines, within a 
project management context. 

Progressing into a more strategic 
role requires balancing multiple, 
often competing, priorities and 
engaging with stakeholders 
across multiple departments or 
business functions. At the strategic 
leadership level, stakeholder 
management becomes more 
relational or political. Here, you are 
influencing direction and aligning 
competing interests. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Stakeholder management is the process of 
involving individuals, groups or organisations 
that may be affected by, or have an influence 
on, a project, decision or policy. Effective 
engagement seeks to understand stakeholder 
perspectives, address concerns and incorporate 
input into decision‑making. By fostering open 
communication and collaboration, stakeholder 
management helps build trust, mitigate conflict 
and deliver more inclusive and sustainable 
outcomes.
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You may encounter the terms ‘stakeholder engagement’ and ‘stakeholder management’. While 
closely related, they represent distinct concepts:

Stakeholder Engagement

Actively involving stakeholders in 
decision‑making. This focuses on building 
relationships, understanding needs and 
concerns, and fostering open communication 
so stakeholders feel heard and valued.

Stakeholder Management

A broader discipline encompassing 
identification, analysis, planning, monitoring 
and control of stakeholder interactions and 
expectations while balancing organisational 
objectives.

In essence, stakeholder engagement is a component of stakeholder management. As leaders move 
toward C‑suite roles, stakeholders become more numerous, diverse and less familiar with internal 
systems and processes, increasing the complexity of engagement.

027
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Typical Stakeholders at C‑Suite 
Level 

Executives: Other members of the C-suite, such 
as the CEO, CFO, COO, and CTO, who collaborate 
on strategic decisions.

Board Members: Individuals who oversee the 
company’s governance and provide strategic 
direction.

Investors: Shareholders and venture capitalists 
who have a financial interest in the company’s 
performance.

Employees: Staff across all levels who are 
impacted by executive decisions and contribute 
to the company’s operations.

Customers: End-users of the company’s products 
or services, whose satisfaction is crucial for 
business success.

Suppliers and Partners: External entities that 
provide goods, services, or strategic alliances.

Regulators: Government agencies and bodies 
that enforce compliance and legal standards.

Community and Public: Local communities 
and the general public, especially in terms 
of corporate social responsibility and public 
relations.

These stakeholders play vital roles in shaping 
the company’s strategy, operations, and overall 
success. Effective engagement with each group 
is essential for maintaining a balanced and 
sustainable business environment.

Key Principles for Stakeholder 
Management

Identify stakeholders: Begin by listing all 
individuals or groups who influence or are 
impacted by your work.

•	 Look beyond your immediate team and 
organisational hierarchy.

•	 Consider informal sources of influence, not 
just job titles.

•	 Account for short‑term and long‑term 
perspectives.
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Categorise stakeholders: Understanding the demographics, preferences, and concerns of 
stakeholders allows for tailored engagement strategies. The simplest way to do this is to consider 
stakeholder Influence and Interest, using a Power-Interest grid. High influence and high interest 
stakeholders should be prioritized.

Keep 
Satisfied

Monitor 
(Minimum 

Effort)

Manage 
Closely

Keep 
Informed

High

Low

Low Interest High

Po
w

er

Example Stakeholders: 

High power, high interest: board members, 
major investors, senior executives. 

High power, low interest: Regulatory bodies, 
senior executives outside of the project. 

Low power, high interest: Direct team 
members.
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Engage with Stakeholders 

Develop tailored engagement strategies for 
each category. High-priority stakeholders 
require more frequent and detailed 
communication.

Build trust: Establishing trust through consistent 
actions and reliable information fosters strong 
relationships and goodwill.  

Inclusive Participation: Provide opportunities 
for stakeholders to contribute their skills and 
knowledge, and influence decisions that impact 
them. 

Early and Continuous Consultation: Engaging 
stakeholders early in the process and 
maintaining ongoing dialogue ensures their 
needs and expectations are understood and 
met. Identifying potential risks and roadblocks 
early through stakeholder input helps in 
mitigating issues before they escalate. 

Clear and predicable communication: Regular, 
transparent communication helps keep 
stakeholders informed and involved. This 
includes sharing updates, listening to feedback, 
and addressing concerns promptly.

Tailor your communication style: Try to speak 
the language of your stakeholder:

•	 Finance: Cost, risk, return on investment

•	 Product/marketing: Customer impact, 
differentiation, value-add

•	 Engineers: Technical feasibility, scalability

•	 Executives and investors: Strategic 
alignment, impact, business outcomes 

Monitor and adjust: Continuously monitor 
stakeholder relationships and adjust your 
strategies as needed to ensure effective 
engagement. Where relevant, make 
stakeholders feel involved in shaping the 
decision, or show you have taken their feedback 
on board. 
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Toolkit Exercises:

	 Considering your current role, formally map 
stakeholders and practice tailoring updates 
for each stakeholder. Try to think outside of 
technical/project specific stakeholders and 
consider stakeholders who have an interest 
in the wider outcomes of your work. 

•	 Consider who your manager’s stakeholders 
are. Observe how they frame discussions, 
manage conflicting views, and steer groups 
toward alignment.

•	 Practice framing updates for different 
audiences: Take a technical problem, then 
write three summaries: one for your team, 
one for manager or a higher-level exec, one 
for an external partner. Compare how the 
framing changes.

•	 You may want to keep a stakeholder journal 
noting where you succeeded, where friction 
arose, and what you’d do differently next 
time

Further Reading: 

SME Strategy Management Consulting: What 
is Stakeholder Engagement and why is it 
Important for Strategic Planning?  
https://www.smestrategy.net/blog/
stakeholder-engagement-management-for-
strategic-planning 
Jenna Sedmak

Harvard Business Review 
Negotiate like a pro 
Scott Walker

Harvard Business Review article 
How to create a stakeholder strategy 
Darrel Rigby, Zach First and Dunigan O’Keeffe
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https://www.smestrategy.net/blog/stakeholder-engagement-management-for-strategic-planning
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https://www.smestrategy.net/blog/stakeholder-engagement-management-for-strategic-planning
https://hbr.org/2024/03/negotiate-like-a-pro
https://hbr.org/2023/05/how-to-create-a-stakeholder-strategy
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Managing 
Managers

As researchers, we may lead 
a team of individuals to work 
towards a certain goal, and 
our management approach is 
tailored by the individual and the 
circumstances. We apply a direct 
management style to help them 
deliver work, meet goals and 
grow their skills. As we progress 
to strategic leadership positions, 
other managers or team leads 
may report to us. We need to 
adapt our management approach 
to suit these new circumstances, 
often managing and influencing 
indirectly. As we grow, we 
are developing from being an 
operational leader into a strategic 
leader.     

Why is this Important?  

Alignment with organisational goals: 
Management hierarchies allow organisations 
to work more effectively and provide a bridge 
between senior leadership and employees, 
helping translate goals into actionable tasks.

Efficient decision-making: Managers make 
critical decisions that affect their teams and the 
organisation. Appropriate management ensures 
they have the information and support needed 
to make informed decisions.

Resource optimisation: Effective management 
enables better use of time, budgets and people.

Enhanced team performance: Well-supported 
managers are better able to guide their teams, 
improving overall performance.

Leadership pipeline: Devolving power and 
objectives fosters leadership at multiple levels 
and creates development pathways.
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How Might This Change from How you Lead Now? 

 

Leverage and scale

 
Strategy and execution

Delegation and trust

Information flow

Complexity of relationships

Managing a team

Direct impact through 
alignment on goals, 	
deadlines and tasks.

Greater focus on execution, 
problem-solving and task 
prioritisation.

Delegation of tasks, projects 
or goals.

Primary source of context 	
and messaging for the team.

Mostly vertical relationships 
within the team.

Managing other 
managers

Indirect impact through 
systems, culture and 
leadership practices.

Greater focus on strategic 
alignment, cross-functional 
planning and long-term 
vision.

Delegation of full areas of 
responsibility requiring trust 
and accountability.

Ensuring managers can 
communicate context and 
business needs effectively.

Expanded horizontal 
relationships across 
departments with greater 
complexity.

 

 

Performance management

 

Coaching style

 
Assessment of individual 
output and growth.

Coaching on technical 
excellence and productivity. 

Evaluation of how managers 
build, lead and scale teams.  

Coaching on leadership 
capability and team culture. 
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One of the biggest shifts to master is learning 
how to let go of control without letting go of 
accountability. This requires a mindset change: 
instead of driving outcomes directly, you are 
enabling leaders who can deliver outcomes 
through others.

Tips for Scaling Your 
Management Approach  

Don’t try to clone yourself

A common pitfall is trying to shape other 
managers in your own image, and expecting 
them to lead, communicate and problem-solve 
in the way that you would (and did). However, 
strong leadership should focus on cultivation 
and not replication. 

Ask yourself: Does the manager inspire trust 
and deliver results, even if they use a different 
approach to me? What leadership powers do 
they have, that I can help to amplify and not 
override? 

Provide strategic context, not instructions

You need to be able to communicate the “why” 
behind decisions, so they can translate the 
strategy into actions for their team. Regularly 
update managers on organizational goals, 
changes, and expectations, and that they 
understand what the ultimate goal is. 

Then, let your managers shape the “how” and 
give them autonomy to make decisions. Trust 
them to lead their teams effectively and provide 
support only when needed or asked. 
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Redefine your role to a supporting one

Resist the urge to jump in and solve their 
problems for them, unless this is necessary. 
Instead, your job is to enable them to solve the 
problem for themselves. Act as a coach, and ask 
open-ended questions:

What options are you considering?  What 
would success look like here? Where do you feel 
confident, and where might you need backup? 

Build Leadership Systems and Lines of 
Communication

Work with your managers to establish systems 
for communicating regularly. Set clear metrics 
and expectations for success and acknowledge 
and reward the achievements of your managers. 
Provide constructive feedback to help them 
improve, and ensure they have the necessary 
resources that can help them achieve their goals. 
Make space to ask for feedback and insights.    

Model Vulnerability and Growth

Act as a role model, especially when it comes 
to responding to failures and uncertainty. New 
managers need time to grow, so expect bumps, 
learning curves, and confidence dips. Model the 
behaviours you want to see. Consider sharing 
your own leadership challenges, and how you 
are working on them. Ask them for upward 
feedback and be responsive to any suggestions 
they provide.  

Foster Collaboration and peer support

Encourage collaboration among managers. This 
can lead to the sharing of best practices and 
innovative solutions to common challenges. 
For example, host regular roundtables or cross-
team syncs where your managers can share 
challenges, wins and lessons learned. 
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Ethical Leadership 

Ethical leadership involves guiding others with integrity, fairness and respect. Ethical leaders 
prioritise transparency, accountability and empathy, and foster inclusive environments.

Ethical Leadership Theme 

Psychological Safety

 

Fairness & Equity

Accountability

Transparency & Confidentiality

Integrity

Tips and advice 

Create an environment where ethical concerns 
can be raised without fear.

Ensure decisions are impartial and based on 
merit, not bias or favouritism.

Hold leaders accountable for behaviour and 
team culture.

Balance openness with appropriate handling 
of sensitive information.

Act consistently with your values and the 
organisation’s code of conduct.
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Toolkit Exercises:

	 Consider how your direct manager supervises 
you. What aspects of their approach do you 
value? What aspects frustrate you? What 
behaviours would you like to adopt, and 
what would you like to avoid, when it comes 
to managing your own teams? 

	 Consider your wider team and the individual 
skills and experiences of each person. Are 
there instances where a coaching style, 
rather than direct delegation, would work? 
Can you provide indirect support to them 
(strategic guidance, advocacy with senior 
leadership, space/autonomy, personal 
coaching) instead of just technical guidance? 

	 Think of a situation where you have stepped 
in to solve a problem for one of your team. 
Ask yourself whether you could have taken a 
supporting or coaching role instead. 

Further Reading: 

Harvard Business Review: How to Manage 
Managers

The Management Centre: Six Tips for Managing 
Managers

The Management Centre: Managing Managers 
Toolkit
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https://hbr.org/2016/08/how-to-manage-managers
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Leading through 
Change

Transitioning from a technical 
leader into a strategic leader 
means we manage and implement 
changes on a much grander 
scale. As a technical leader, 
leading change might encompass 
introducing a new tool or way 
of working or guiding a team 
through a project transition. 

However, change at the strategic 
level encompasses how the 
organisation’s direction and 
future is set.  Any change must be 
framed within a larger vision, and 
managing risk, uncertainty and 
emotion is just as important as 
driving any transition. This requires 
a fundamental shift in scope and 
mindset.    

 
 

 
 
 
 

Leading a company through change involves 
guiding both the organisation and its 
employees through transitions, whether they 
are strategic, structural or cultural. Effective 
change management can create a positive and 
supportive environment where employees feel 
valued, informed and motivated to embrace 
new directions.

Why Change Leadership Matters   

Change is inevitable, whether due to 
technological advancements, market shifts, 
mergers and acquisitions, or regulatory updates. 
Change may have positive or negative drivers, 
and regardless of this, C-suite leaders must be 
adept at guiding their organisations through 
transitions while maintaining stability and 
morale. Typical change scenarios include 
digital transformation initiatives, restructuring 
efforts, adapting to new market conditions 
and implementing new business strategies. 
Mastering change leadership enables leaders 
to inspire confidence, foster resilience and drive 
sustainable growth even in uncertain times.
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Change vs Transition  

The difference between a company going 
through change and individuals going  
through the transition to change lies  
in the nature of the processes involved: 

1.	  Change

The external shift in structures, processes or 
strategies (e.g. new systems, reorganisations, 
mergers and acquisitions). This is often 
implemented using a top-down approach.

2.	 Transition

The internal, emotional journey people  
go through as they adapt to those changes,  
moving through endings, uncertainty and  
new beginnings.

While change can be swift and directive, 
transition is gradual and personal, requiring 
support and understanding to help individuals 
cope and thrive.

Key Principles for  
Change Management  
at the Strategic Level:   

Clarity of Purpose: People need to understand 
not only what is changing, but also why it 
is changing. Leaders need to communicate 
effectively to ensure everyone understands the 
purpose and impact of the change.  For negative 
changes, it is important to be honest about the 
difficult reality, and avoid trying to spin it into 
something positive, as this can erode trust.

Consistency and Alignment: Change is more 
likely to succeed if leaders present a united front. 
As a senior leader, we should anticipate any 
objections from other leaders and ensure these 
are addressed before rolling out the change. 

Engagement and Involvement: Involving 
employees in the change process can increase 
buy-in and reduce resistance. This includes 
seeking their input, addressing their feedback, 
and making them feel part of the journey.  
If possible, empowering local leaders to adapt 
the change to their context can be effective. 
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Empathy and Support: Change can be 
challenging and stressful for employees, and 
resistance to change is often driven by fear. 
Leaders must show empathy, actively listen to 
questions and concerns, and provide support, to 
help employees adapt to new ways of working. 

Enablement and Follow-Through: Maintaining 
consistency in actions and follow-through on 
commitments helps build trust and credibility. 
Investment in training or coaching, freeing up 
time and resources to practice new ways of 
working, or aligning incentives and performance 
measures with the new direction helps to ensure 
consistency in adoption.

Adaptability and Resilience: Leaders need to be 
adaptable and resilient, as change often involves 
navigating uncertainties and unexpected 
challenges. This includes being open to feedback 
and making necessary adjustments.

Recognition and Reward:Acknowledge and 
reward employees who embrace change 
and contribute positively. Recognition can 
encourage others to follow their lead.
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The William Bridges Change 
Model  

The William Bridges Change Model focuses 
on the psychological transitions individuals 
experience during organisational change.  
It outlines three stages: Ending, Losing and  

  

 
Letting Go; the Neutral Zone; and the New 
Beginning. The model emphasises that 
successful change depends on addressing 
internal transitions as well as external changes.

Time
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Shocked

Angry

In Denial

Fearful

Sad

Neutral Zone

Confused

Disorientated

Frustrated

Skeptical

Apathetic

New Beginnings
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Energised

Committed

Bridge’s Transition Model
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Adapted by Career Vision from Managing Transitions: 
Making the Most of Change (W. Bridges, 1991)
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Navigating Personal Emotions 
During Change  

Navigating emotions during major 
organisational change is crucial for senior 
leaders. While leaders are expected to  
convey confidence and clarity, it is natural to 
experience doubt or stress. Effective leaders 
manage these emotions constructively.

 
  

•	 Acknowledge personal feelings and  
process them in safe spaces such as  
with mentors, coaches or trusted peers. 

•	 Balance authenticity with stability  
by acknowledging challenges while  
providing reassurance.

•	 Model resilience by protecting your  
physical and mental energy and  
leading by example.

Example 1: Leading a digital 
transformation at a Healthcare 
Services company

Example 2: Leading a Company 
Restructure in a Charity

The Change: MedixHealth, a mid-sized 
healthcare services company, faces 
growing pressure to modernise its 
outdated patient record system. 
The CEO decides to implement a 
new cloud-based electronic health 
record (EHR) system to improve 
efficiency, compliance, and patient 
outcomes. The change would 
impact over 500 staff members 
across departments.

A national charity providing 
frontline community services faces 
a significant drop in government 
funding. Despite exploring 
alternative income streams, the 
gap cannot be closed quickly 
enough. The board and Executive 
Director (ED) decide a restructure 
is necessary, which unfortunately 
means closing two regional offices 
and reducing staff by 20%.

Challenges: Teams are comfortable with 
existing tools and worry about 
productivity dips.

Global rollout creates training and 
support challenges.

Risk of fragmented adoption 
(some teams clinging to old tools).

Deep emotional impact: many staff 
are personally connected to the 
mission and feel the organization  
is “family.”

Risk of reputational damage if 
the restructure is perceived as 
mismanagement.

Remaining staff must continue 
delivering critical services to 
vulnerable communities, with  
fewer resources.
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Example 1: Leading a digital 
transformation at a Healthcare 
Services company

Example 2: Leading a Company 
Restructure in a Charity

Clarity of Purpose: Positioned the change not just 
as a “tool swap” but to reduce 
administrative burden, improve 
data security, and focus on 
customer care.

Communicated the tough reality— 
“We must reduce costs to survive 
the downturn and protect the 
core of our business.” Avoided 
euphemisms or spin.

Consistency  

and Alignment:

Partnered with other VPs  
(Product, Sales, Ops) to present  
a unified message that this was  
an enterprise-wide priority.

Coordinated with the CEO and 
other C-levels so all leaders 
delivered a consistent, unified 
message. Hosted company-wide 
and small group meetings. Shared 
details about timelines, criteria,  
and available support.

Communication  

and Transparency:

Held open Q&A forums and 
regular updates, acknowledging 
short-term disruption while 
sharing clear milestones.

Announced the decision in person 
(and virtually for remote teams), 
acknowledging the emotional 
weight. Shared details about 
timelines, criteria, and available 
support.

Engagement  

and Involvement:

Formed an integration council 
with representatives from each 
department to a user-testing 
workshop. Their feedback 
influenced how the training 
was designed and what features 
were prioritised.

Involved regional managers and 
frontline staff in shaping how 
services would be delivered post-
restructure. Staff and volunteers 
were invited into “service redesign 
workshops” to co-create practical 
solutions, giving them agency even 
if they couldn’t influence the final 
headcount decision.

Empathy  

and Support:

Ensured that dedicated drop-in 
Q&A sessions were scheduled,  
a “Change Champions” group 
was created to train frontline 
staff, and anonymous feedback 
channels were opened to allow 
concerns to be raised safely.

Met personally with affected 
employees, offering gratitude for 
their contributions and connecting 
them with outplacement 
resources. Invested in counseling 
services, career coaching for those 
leaving, and extra support for 
managers delivering hard news.

Recognition  

and Reward:

Shared early success stories 
(e.g., “Our Asia team reduced 
turnaround time by 20% after 
moving fully to the platform”).

Refocused remaining teams on 
fewer, high-priority initiatives  
to reduce overwhelm. Celebrated 
small project successes to rebuild 
confidence.
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Toolkit exercises   

Think of a major change you’ve experienced  
in your organization (positive or negative).  
Write down:

	 What was communicated well?

	 What was missing or unclear?

	 How did you personally react at each stage?

	 How did leadership behaviour affect  
your engagement?

Reflect: How might you approach this  
change differently if you were leading it?

Further Reading: 

MIT Sloan Management Review 
Leading Change means Changing how you lead 
Tom Hunsaker and Jonathan Knowles

Voltage Control 
Change Management for Leaders: Essential 
Strategies 
 
Harvard Business Review 
The most successful approaches to leading 
organisational change 
Deborah Rowland, Michael Thorley  
and Nicole Brauckmann
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https://hbr.org/2023/04/the-most-successful-approaches-to-leading-organizational-change
https://hbr.org/2023/04/the-most-successful-approaches-to-leading-organizational-change
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Summary of Core Skills

The first part of the toolkit introduced seven core topics that underpin the transition  
from a technical expert into a strategic leader.

Creating Strategy: Enables you to define a clear direction for your organisation  
or functional area.

Cascading Strategy: Ensures this direction can be translated into aligned objectives 
throughout the organisation and between teams.

Fostering Innovation: Creates a culture for generating new ideas, ensuring the organisation 
can evolve, adapt and remain competitive in a changing environment.

Negotiation and Influence: Helps to secure alignment, resources and commitment from senior 
decision-makers, within and beyond formal reporting structures.

Stakeholder Management: Builds the relationships and trust required to move ideas forward, 
particularly when priorities or incentives differ.

Scaling Leadership: Takes leadership to the next level, ensuring a pipeline of leadership 
potential throughout the organisation.

Leading Through Change: Allows you to navigate uncertainty, transformation or growth 
through understanding the behaviours associated with change.

Of course, many other competencies will be 
required – some of these will be industry- or  
job-specific. The toolkit focuses on skills that  
are generic enough to apply to almost any  
high-level position across organisations and 
fields. A key part of your growth as a strategic 
leader will be to identify these specific qualities 
and identify routes to learning them.

The next part of this toolkit looks at practical 
ways to develop these skills, including:

Case studies of those who have made  
the transition to a strategic role.

Exploring formal education through 
Executive Education courses or an MBA.

Recommended books or reading  
to broaden your mindset.

Engaging mentors, allies, sponsors  
or coaches to guide your development.

Creating a personal development plan  
which helps you to map out your goals  
for growth and the steps to get you there.



A Researcher’s Journey to C-Suite Success

046

Case Studies

The case studies presented in 
this toolkit are based on real 
experiences of professionals who 
have transitioned from technical 
to strategic leadership roles.

 

From Commerce to C-Suite:   
A Beauty Retailers Journey  
to Visionary Leadership

Biju Matthew was more of an athlete at school 
than an academic, but he decided to pursue a 
degree in Business Commerce. His early career 
saw him moving across the country as a middle 
manager, learning the realities of leadership on 
the ground. By his mid-30s, Biju felt the pull for 
something bigger—he invested in an MBA, a 
bold step that opened doors to new possibilities. 
That decision propelled him into retail, where 
he rose to become CEO of a thriving beauty 
brand, shaping strategy and travelling the globe 
to connect with industry leaders. Today, Biju’s 
journey reflects a story of ambition, reinvention, 
and the power of taking calculated risks.

At what point did you realise you needed to 
broaden beyond your knowledge to succeed 
at the leadership level? Did this happen 
organically, or was it an intentional transition?

“It was during my time as a divisional manager 
that I realised my commerce background wasn’t 
enough. I was making decisions that impacted 
marketing, operations, and HR — areas I had 
little formal training in. That’s when I knew 
I needed to broaden my perspective. The 
transition was intentional. I made the decision 
to pursue an MBA in my late 30s. It was a 
significant financial and personal investment, 
but I knew it was necessary to reach the  
next level.”
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How did your thinking or decision-making 
need to change to lead at a strategic level?

“I had to move from being a problem-solver 
to being a visionary. Instead of focusing on 
quarterly results, I had to think in terms of  
long-term brand equity and customer loyalty. 
I made some mistakes along the way - early 
on, I tried to apply textbook solutions without 
considering the company culture. I also 
underestimated the importance of internal 
politics in a family-controlled business. I learned 
to listen more and adapt strategies to fit the 
context. Also, looking back, I would have sought 
cross-functional experience earlier. Spending 
time in marketing or operations would have 
accelerated my readiness for the CEO role.”

How did you learn what you needed to know?

“It was a through a combination of formal 
training, mentorship and on-the-job experience. 
The MBA gave me the theoretical foundation, 
but mentorship and on-the-job experience  
were where the real learning happened. I had  
a mentor from the parent company who helped 
me navigate the family business dynamics. My 
MBA strategy professor also became a long-
term mentor, and her insights into competitive 
positioning were invaluable. The book ‘The 
Innovator’s Dilemma’ by Clayton Christensen 
helped me understand disruption in retail.”

What’s a non-obvious lesson you’ve learned 
about operating at the executive level that 
surprised you?

“That silence can be a powerful leadership  
tool. You don’t always need to have the  
answer, sometimes asking the right question 
and listening is more impactful.”

Do you think there are structural or cultural 
barriers for technical professionals moving 
into leadership? What advice would you give 
to someone from a technical background who 
aspires to reach strategic or executive roles?

“Many organisations still view technical 
professionals as specialists rather than leaders. 
There’s also a cultural bias that equates charisma 
with leadership, which can disadvantage more 
introverted or analytical individuals. What  
can help someone to get ahead despite this,  
is to invest time in understanding the business 
holistically. Learn how to communicate your 
ideas in a way that resonates with non-technical 
stakeholders. And don’t underestimate the 
value of emotional intelligence.”
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From Spreadsheets to Strategy: 
A Financial Expert’s evolution  
to the Executive Mindset

Thirty years ago, Ben Fairbairn began his 
journey studying Finance at university, laying 
the foundation for a career dedicated to 
financial excellence. He spent many years as an 
accountant across industries including telecoms 
and consultancy, building deep expertise and a 
reputation for integrity. Known for challenging 
the leadership team when he feels decisions 
lack ethical grounding, Ben combines strong 
financial acumen with principled leadership. 
Today, as CFO, he drives financial strategy and 
governance with a commitment to doing  
what’s right for the business and its people.

When did you first realise that deep financial 
expertise alone wouldn’t be enough for a 
senior leadership role?

“It became clear about ten years into my career, 
when I was promoted to Finance Director. I 
was promoted based on my financial acumen, 
but I suddenly found myself in the room 
with the CEO, COO, and heads of marketing 
and operations. I realised that while I could 
speak fluently about numbers, I struggled to 
contribute meaningfully to broader strategic 
discussions. That was my wake-up call. But once 
I recognised the gaps, I became very intentional 
about developing a broader leadership skill set.” 

What kinds of knowledge gaps did you 
discover once you moved into that broader 
role? How did you learn these skills?

“Marketing and people management were the 
biggest. I underestimated how much influence 
brand positioning and team dynamics had on 
financial outcomes. I also had to learn how to 
interpret customer data and market trends, 
areas I had previously considered ‘soft. I learned 
mostly through on-the-job experience and 
mentorship. I shadowed our COO for a few 
months, which was invaluable. I also took a few 
executive education courses — one on strategic 
leadership at INSEAD and another on digital 
transformation. ‘The First 90 Days’ by Michael 
Watkins helped me reframe how I approached 
new roles. I also found ‘Good to Great’ by Jim 
Collins useful for understanding what drives 
long-term business success.”

048048
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How did your mindset have to evolve as  
you took on more strategic responsibility?  
Did you make any mistakes along the way?

“I had to shift from being a problem-solver to 
being a sense-maker. Instead of diving into the 
weeds, I needed to ask better questions, align 
stakeholders, and make decisions that balanced 
short-term performance with long-term vision.  
I also had to become more comfortable with  
risk and ambiguity. Initially I found it hard to 
deal with ambiguity. Strategic planning, for 
example, often involves making decisions with 
incomplete data. That was uncomfortable for 
someone used to precision. I once shut down  
a marketing initiative because the numbers 
didn’t add up, only to realise later that it was  
a brand-building effort with long-term value.  
I learned not to dismiss things just because they 
don’t fit neatly into a spreadsheet. Also, I’ve 
learned that emotional intelligence outweighs 
technical mastery more often than people think. 
At senior levels, success depends less on having 
the perfect answer and more on influencing, 
aligning, and inspiring others.”

What would you say to technical professionals 
aiming to step into executive roles?

“Don’t wait until you’re promoted to start 
thinking like a leader. Get curious about other 
functions. Sit in on marketing meetings, talk 
to sales teams, and understand how your 
work connects to the customer. And most 
importantly, develop your communication 
skills, they’re just as critical as your technical 
expertise.”
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From Labs to Leadership –  
A neuroscientist’s transition  
to start-up success

Four years ago, Dr Tallie Bush was an academic 
focused on neuroscience and brain dynamics. 
She transitioned to industry with a desire to 
create practical solutions from her research and 
began her industry career as a Product Manager 
at CircadaCare, a Technology Start Up creating 
human-centered technology that helps people 
live well and independently, through combining 
circadian lighting and intelligent AI insights. 
Now, three years later, Tallie is COO.   

How did your role change as you progressed 
from Product Manager to COO?

“I actually started at CircadaCare as a product 
manager, and within a year I became Product 
Director. By the second year, I was promoted 
to COO. In the early days, I was doing a bit 
of everything - writing code, starting the AI, 
engaging with stakeholders, and even talking  
to investors. At some point, I realised that to  
get my prototype app into a product, I would 
need a bigger team, so I had to build this team.  
That meant I could move from the hands-on 
technical work into shaping our commercial  
and strategic direction, and each time I outgrew 
a task, I brought in someone better suited and 
moved to the next challenge.” 

Which skills or experiences from your academic 
background have been most valuable in your 
strategic and leadership roles?

“My background in computational neuroscience 
and engineering means that I know how to 
learn, I had to teach myself so many technical 
skills. That’s been really valuable since, as every 
month since I’ve been in this job I’ve had to 
learn a new skill! I also had to communicate 
with a wide variety of people, as science is so 
multidisciplinary these days. Rather than just 
speaking as a technical expert, I’ve had to think 
about how to communicate with clinicians, 
psychologists, cognitive neuroscientists, patients 
and carers, and this has been incredibly helpful 
in my job too.”  

What aspects of leadership have been the 
hardest to master for you?

“The hardest part has definitely been learning to 
delegate and let go of control. This is especially 
hard in a start-up environment where you have 
limited resources – sometimes there’s no-one 
you can delegate to. But this can damage you 
as you move forward because you think you 
should be doing everything and you can’t let go 
of the control. There’s been times when I’ve had 
to bring on new people, or grow new teams, 
to take on aspects of product development 
and people management that I didn’t have the 
time to do myself. To delegate effectively, you 
need to have gone through the coaching and 
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supporting phase and have the patience to work 
through that with your team, rather than just 
jumping back in and taking over the task. I’m 
still learning how to do that well, but it’s getting 
easier with experience.”

What have you learned about managing 
people that you didn’t know when you started, 
and how do you approach improving? 

“I’ve always known I’m not a natural people 
manager. I tend to be overly empathetic, which 
sometimes makes it hard to have difficult 
conversations. But in a start-up, you’ve got 
to have the right people in the team, and if 
that’s not working out then you’ve got to fix it. 
You’ve got to balance the business needs with 
compassion for the individual. Luckily, others in 
my team can do this really well, and I feel like 
I’ve learned from them just by seeing how they 
handled tricky situations. It’s shown me that 
people management is a skill you can learn,  
not just an instinct you either have or don’t.  
I’m more confident now that I could do it  
better with the right guidance and experience.”

Finally, what advice would you give to 
someone starting in a technical role who  
wants to become a strategic leader?

“My advice would be to listen to everything 
around you. Get in on the meetings that you 
can – try to get into the room where important 
conversations happen and contribute where 
you can. For me, I didn’t have to talk to investors 
from day one, but I made it clear that I wanted 
to. I wanted to at least be in the room, and if 
they gave me the opportunity to speak, I would 
take it.  

People think the word strategy is somehow 
mystical. But really, it’s common sense and a 
little bit of experience. The only way to get the 
experience is to take the dive and accept you’ll 
make some mistakes. Everyone, even the most 
experienced founders, still gets things wrong. 
The key is to take the leap, be self-aware, and 
keep improving, that’s all strategy really is.”
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Identifying and 	
Learning ‘Hard Skills’
The first part of this toolkit covered the soft 
skills needed to shift towards a more strategic 
mindset. However, any strategic leader also 
needs to have a firm grasp of the ‘hard skills’ 
that underpin their organization, industry 
or field. These are the technical, analytical or 
operational capabilities that are needed for 
leaders to execute effectively and engage more 
meaningfully in their domain. The exact ‘hard 
skills’ needed will vary by position and industry. 
For example: 

•	 A CTO in a technology or innovation-
based company may need to understand 
intellectual property law, freedom to 
operate, and IP portfolio management. 

•	 A CFO of a charity will need expertise in 
non-profit or fund accounting, regulatory 
compliance, and transparency requirements 
for donors. 

•	 A human resources leader of a multinational 
organization must understand global 
employment laws, workforce analytics and 
cross-cultural organizational design. 

Many technical leaders excel in their specialist 
domains, but have limited exposure to the 
financial, operational or commercial mechanics 
that drive their company. Recognizing which 
hard skills matter for your chosen career  
path, and developing a plan to learn them,  
is therefore essential.  

Identify Skills Gaps

The first step towards building executive-level 
hard skills is to understand your own landscape: 
where your expertise lies today and where the 
gaps may be. 

•	 Seek feedback from your line manager 
or senior colleagues about your level of 
expertise or familiarity with the required 
concepts for your future role. 

•	 Benchmark against role expectations by 
studying job descriptions, or the profiles of 
leaders in your target role. Compare their 
skills and experience to your own. 

•	 Look laterally at other functions in your 
organisation – what knowledge or 
frameworks do they use, that you may  
need a working knowledge of?

•	 Review professional frameworks or 
competency models. Many professional 
associations or business schools publish 
competency frameworks outlining the skills 
expected for senior or executive roles. 

•	 Keep a knowledge-gap log by writing  
down any questions you couldn’t answer, 
concepts you didn’t understand, or decisions 
you had to defer. Look for patterns, or 
common features. 
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Understand the depth of 
knowledge needed

Consider how deeply you need to understand 
a given skill. Do you need a basic familiarity, 
intermediate working knowledge, or expert 
mastery? 

For example, for financial literacy:

A CFO must understand every detail of financial 
management and reporting, including cash 
flow projections, cost structures, variance 
analysis, accounting frameworks  and regulatory 
compliance.

An aspiring CTO may only need to read a 
balance sheet or income statement at high 
level, understanding key items like revenue and 
operating margin, so they can interpret the 
company’s financial health and make informed 
technological investment decisions.  

You should also consider the size and stage of 
the company you work in (or aspire to join). In 
smaller organizations or start-ups, leaders often 
need deeper, cross-functional knowledge as 
dedicated roles or resources may not yet exist. 
In larger companies, responsibilities may be 
more specialized, and a good understanding of 
adjacent functions is usually sufficient. 

Identify ways to learn the skills 

Basic / awareness level

When needed: You only need to understand the 
concept well enough to interpret information, 
ask intelligent questions, and participate in 
discussions.

•	 Explore online overviews or introductory 
courses (e.g., LinkedIn Learning, Coursera). 

•	 Use AI learning tools (such as large language 
models) to gather information or suggest 
resources. See the section below on AI 
prompt engineering for further guidance.  

•	 Read internal documentation in your 
workplace, such as executive briefings or 
summaries. 

•	 Identify potential allies or mentors in your 
organization who may share their expertise 
or answer your questions. 
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Working / intermediate level

When needed: You need to apply the skill 
independently in routine situations, make 
informed decisions and explain your reasoning 
to others. 

•	 Consider project-based learning, to gain 
hands-on experience under the guidance of 
more experienced colleagues. 

•	 Study real-world case studies to see the skill 
applied in practice. 

•	 Form or join peer learning groups to discuss 
challenges and exchange insights. 

•	 Pursue structured courses or certifications 
relevant to your field. 

Deep / expert level

When needed: You are responsible for final 
decisions, oversight, and strategic alignment – 
your expertise shapes organizational outcomes. 

•	 Enrol in advanced certifications or executive 
programs. 

•	 Work closely with domain experts to discuss 
complex decisions and thought processes. 

•	 Seek out stretch assignments by leading 
higher-stakes, cross-functional projects that 
require applying the skill under pressure. 

•	 Stay up to date with industry trends, 
regulatory changes or emerging best 
practices, for example by joining professional 
associations and networks, subscribing to 
industry publications or following leaders in 
the field on LinkedIn or other platforms. 



A Researcher’s Journey to C-Suite Success

055

A Guide to Using AI as a Learning Tool

Generative AI tools, such as ChatGPT, can be powerful learning companions when developing hard 
skills, especially if a basic understanding is required. When used well, they allow you to quickly 
access explanations, examples, frameworks, and real-world applications across almost any domain. 
However, using them effectively requires structure, critical thinking, and validation, along with an 
awareness of their limitations. 

Setting the Right Context

AI models perform best when they understand 
your background and aims for using the tool. 
The more context you provide, the more 
relevant and actionable is the response. 
Incorporating a persona, role, and audience into 
your prompt can also help to refine the content 
for your needs. 

When prompting, include details like:

•	 Your role or career goal. For example, “I’m 
aspiring to become a CTO in a scale-up tech 
company. I need to learn about financial 
reporting”. 

•	 The depth of information you need. For 
example, “Explain this concept at an 
executive level overview” or “provide a 
detailed technical breakdown showing all 
the steps taken”. 

•	 The persona you want the model to adopt 
when presenting the results to you.  For 
example, “As a financial advisor, explain 
the risks of cryptocurrency to a beginner 
investor.”

•	 The format you want the results returned in. 
For example, “Summarize in bullet points”, 
“create a learning plan”, or “provide a step-
by-step worked example from the healthcare 
industry”. 

Structuring prompts for clarity and depth

•	 To get clear, high-quality outputs:

•	 Be specific. Rather than “Teach me business 
finance”, try “explain variance analysis for 
financial reporting”.

•	 Request lists, tables, step-by-step frameworks 
or case examples. 

•	 Build iteratively. Treat each session as a 
guided dialogue rather than a one-off 
question:

1.	 Ask for an overview of the topic

2.	 Then ask for deeper dives, e.g. “can you 
expand on regulatory risks in the EU 
context?” 

3.	 Ask for practical applications, e.g. “how 
might a CFO apply this insight in budget 
planning?” 
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Validate and cross-reference to ensure accuracy

While GenAI can summarize and synthesize vast 
knowledge, it does not replace authoritative 
sources. Always cross-check key facts, figures, 
or regulations. You should treat the tool as a 
thinking partner, and not an authority. 

•	 Use a ‘chain of verification’ approach to 
break down complex questions into smaller 
steps, and verifying each output before 
proceeding. 

•	 Use ‘retrieval-augmented generation’ - ask 
the tool for sources and references, e.g. “Link 
to authoritative sources that support this 
answer”. 

•	 Check for self-consistency by generating 
multiple responses to the same prompt.

•	 Compare multiple perspectives in order to 
get a balanced understanding, for example 
“what are the limitations or alternative 
viewpoints to this approach?” 

Applying AI answers in context

Once you’ve gathered information, test it 
against real-world scenarios. 

•	 Ask for practical examples: “how would this 
method apply to a mid-sized manufacturing 
company?” or “show me a decision-making 
scenario using this framework” 

•	 Ask the tool to design a checklist or learning 
plan tailored to your context. For example, 
“create a 4-week study plan for learning the 
fundamentals of IP patent law, assuming 45 
minutes per day”. 

Avoiding common pitfalls

Be aware of hallucinations. AI models 
sometimes generate information that sounds 
plausible but isn’t based on real data or 
verified knowledge. These hallucinations can 
be misleading or incorrect. Always verify facts 
through external, credible sources before using 
or sharing them. 

Watch for bias. AI systems can reflect biases in 
the data they were trained on, over-represent 
certain cultures or viewpoints. Cross-check 
insights across multiple perspectives, especially 
for culturally or legally sensitive topics. Use 
neutral, inclusive language and avoid leading 
questions. For example, instead of “why do 
Gen X struggle with IT?” consider “What does 
research say about age and IT ability?”

Avoid vague prompts. Generic requests give 
generic results – use the tips above to generate 
high-quality answers that can be cross-
referenced and put into use. 

Check for outdated information. AI models 
are trained on data up to a certain point and 
may not reflect the most recent developments. 
Information can become outdated very 
quickly, especially in fast-moving domains like 
regulation, finance and technology.  Always 
confirm the model’s last update and cross-
reference with current, authoritative sources.

Protect confidentiality. Never share sensitive 
company data, client information or internal 
documents in AI tools unless your organization 
has explicitly approved their use. 
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MBA, Executive 
Education and  
other Courses

Tailored training courses can 
provide a formal learning 
environment for a variety of 
topics. Many will offer ‘executive 
education’ classes designed for 
working professionals. This section 
describes the types of qualification 
or course you may find useful. 

Tip for Future Leaders Fellows: As personal 
development is an intrinsic part of your grant, 
you can allocate some of your grant funds 
towards course enrolment, providing you can 
demonstrate the value to your growth as a 
leader.  If this wasn’t factored into your original 
budget, it is possible to reallocate money from 
other cost categories, if your project spending 
allows this.

MBA

Why do an MBA?

An MBA can offer significant benefits 
depending on your goals, career stage and 
timing. It provides concentrated exposure to 
multiple business disciplines such as finance, 
strategy, operations and marketing, often 
delivered through case-based learning that 
strengthens decision-making in complex and 
uncertain contexts.

The most tangible benefits of an MBA are often 
career acceleration and network development. 
Many organisations continue to use an MBA as 
a screening mechanism for senior roles, and the 
alumni network can become a valuable long-
term professional asset. 

The MBA experience itself can be transformative 
if you approach it right. You’re constantly 
presenting, debating, working in teams under 
pressure, and getting feedback. It’s like a 
leadership laboratory where you can experiment 
with different approaches and see what works.

The real value comes from how you engage 
with the experience and what you do with it 
afterwards, but you need to carefully weigh up 
the advantages and disadvantages first before 
making the decision to enroll.
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Full-Time, Part-Time, Online MBA’s

Full-Time MBA: Typically requires a career 
break and lasts between one and three years 
depending on programme intensity. Delivery is 
usually in-person, with coursework, simulations, 
assessments and class participation. 

Example: London Business School MBA (15–21 
months, in-person). 2025–26 tuition fees are 
around £120,000, excluding relocation and 
living costs.

Part-Time MBA / Executive MBA (EMBA): 
Designed to be completed alongside 
employment, often using a blended format with 
intensive in-person modules. These programmes 
are typically lower cost than full-time MBAs 
but include travel and accommodation 
requirements. Each business school or course 
might have a different schedule for in-person 
events, so you can research these to find one 
which suits your available time and travel needs.

Example: Warwick Business School EMBA – 
eight core modules including four-day in-person 
teaching blocks. 2025–26 tuition fees  
are approximately £56,000. 

Online MBAs: Usually completed part-time over 
18 to 36 months depending on the time you 
can commit. Delivery includes live and recorded 
lectures, group work and case studies, offering 
flexibility for those with significant professional 
or personal commitments.

Example: Imperial Business School Global 
Online MBA (21–32 months). Tuition fees range 
approximately from £35,000 to £57,000. 
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When Is the Best Time to Do an MBA?

The timing really depends on what you’re  
trying to achieve, but there are some patterns 
that tend to work better than others.

Many successful candidates begin an MBA  
after gaining three to seven years of 
professional experience. This provides  
sufficient organisational context while  
still enabling career acceleration.

An MBA is often most effective when used as 
a bridge to a significant career transition, such 
as moving into leadership, changing sector or 
shifting into general management. 

Practically speaking, you want to time it when 
you can fully commit. If you’re in the middle 
of a major project, just got promoted, or have 
significant personal commitments, it might not 
be the right moment. The programs are intense, 
and you get more value when you can be all in.

There’s also the economic timing to consider. 
Going when the job market is strong means 
better opportunities coming out, but it also 
means giving up potentially good current 
opportunities. Some people strategically  
time it during economic downturns when 
opportunity costs are lower.

How to Capitalise on an MBA

Capitalizing on an MBA goes far beyond 
earning the degree, it’s about how you leverage 
the experience, network, and knowledge to 
advance your career and personal growth.  
The key is being strategic about it from day  
one rather than hoping it magically transforms 
your career.

Set Clear Goals Early: Define what success 
looks like for you, whether it’s a career pivot, 
promotion, entrepreneurship, or expanding 
your leadership skills. This helps you focus 
your efforts and choose the right electives, 
internships, and networking opportunities.

Build and Nurture Your Network: Your peers, 
professors, and alumni are one of the most 
valuable assets of an MBA. Engage actively 
in study groups, alumni events, and industry 
meetups. These relationships can lead to  
job opportunities, partnerships, and lifelong 
mentors.

Apply What You Learn Immediately: Use your 
coursework to solve real problems at work or 
in side projects. This reinforces learning and 
demonstrates value to your employer or  
future investors.

Explore Diverse Perspectives: Take advantage  
of the diverse cohort to understand global 
business practices, cultural nuances, and 
different leadership styles. This broadens  
your strategic thinking and adaptability

Develop a Personal Brand: Use your MBA 
experience to refine your leadership style, 
communication skills, and professional presence.

Seek Out Stretch Opportunities: Volunteer 
for leadership roles in clubs, competitions, or 
consulting projects. These experiences build 
confidence and showcase your initiative.
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Alistair Bounds, 
FLF Round 6
Senior Research Scientist
Occuity Ltd

Cesare Cejas
Co-Founder and VP of 
Research and Innovation, 
MicrofluidX Ltd

“I decided to do an MBA after seeing some companies spinning 
out but struggling to engage with external partners and 
investors. It felt like there was a communication barrier, where 
the academics just weren’t speaking the same language as 
everyone else. Doing the MBA has helped me become a better 
story-teller by better understanding what bits of information 
are key to different stakeholders, but has also helped me think 
more about differences between academia and industry, and 
shift emphasis between technology, application, and translation 
pathways.

I chose Warwick Business School because I liked their patterns 
of learning (modules running Wednesday-Saturday in person 
every ~2 months, rather than alternating weekends or online), I 
thought the specialisms available at Warwick were well-aligned 
with my interests, and the balance between cost and quality 
seemed reasonable. The main bit of advice I’d give to students 
considering an MBA is to think about how you best learn, and 
go into it with an open mind. Getting the support of your host 
organisation is also key – it’s a big time commitment.”

“I wanted to do an MBA as coming from academia, I had a 
technical mindset, and in industry I felt it was important that I 
wasn’t only seen as the ‘science person’.  I wanted to understand 
some technical aspects of business finance, like how to read a 
financial statement. For the non-technical skills like negotiation 
and communication – as an academic I was very introverted, but 
developing this skillset was crucial to my success in industry. It 
was also important for me to think about high-level strategy, 
instead of being detail-orientated and thinking step-by-step, so 
that I could communicate the big picture to investors. 

I chose a part-time MBA at Cambridge Judge Business School, 
not just because of its proximity to me, but also for its focus on 
healthcare and biosciences. Each business school has a specialty 
or bias, so you can chose one which aligns with your interests.”
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Executive Education Courses

Executive education programmes offer 
targeted learning with lower time and financial 
commitment than a full MBA. While they do 
not confer a formal qualification, they can 
strengthen credibility, build skills quickly and 
expand professional networks. Furthermore, 
they are an excellent way to meet other learners 
who are on a similar pathway to you, who can 
provide a peer support network as you continue 
to grow.  

Courses specifically tailored towards working 
professionals are available across a range of 
subjects including Strategy, Leadership, Finance, 
and Marketing. Here, we suggest courses 
provided by top executive education business 
schools in the UK, which cover some of the 
topics addressed in the toolkit. These institutes 
are provided as an example only – many other 
courses will be available, and a good place to 
start might be your local university. Course fees 
vary by institution and the type of course. 

These programmes are widely available in 
areas such as strategy, leadership, finance and 
innovation, and are often designed specifically 
for working professionals.
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Topic Provider Course Type

General 
programmes

London  
Business School

Accelerated Development 
Program

4 modules over 4 
weeks, in-person  
and online.

Cambridge  
Judge

Senior Management 
Programme

2 in-person 
modules, 1  
online module.

Chief Technology Officer 
Programme

12 months, 
Blended.

Oxford Saïd Oxford Emerging Leaders 
Programme

13 weeks online,  
4 hours per week  
with option for  
3 days in-person.

Imperial  
Business School

Emerging Chief Technology 
Officer

Online, 6 months.

LSE MBA Essentials Online, 10 weeks.

Manchester  
Alliance

Leadership Development 
Programme

In-person, 5 days.

Strategy 
development 
and execution

London  
Business School

Strategy for Emerging Leaders In-person, 5 days.

Developing Strategy for Value 
Creation

In-person, 6 days.

Executing strategy for results In-person, 6 days.

Cambridge Judge 
Business School

Strategic Management In person, 3 days 
& online options

Oxford Saïd 
Business School

Oxford Executive Strategy 
programme

Online, 7 weeks

Manchester  
Alliance

Unlocking Strategic 
Competitive Advantage

In-person, 4 days

Warwick  
Business School

Strategy into Action In-person, 3 days

Selected Executive Education Programmes:

https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/leadership/cambridge-senior-management/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/leadership/cambridge-senior-management/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/leadership/chief-technology-officer-programme/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/leadership/chief-technology-officer-programme/
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/online-learning/oxford-emerging-leaders-programme
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/online-learning/oxford-emerging-leaders-programme
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/lifelong-learning/courses/emerging-cto/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/lifelong-learning/courses/emerging-cto/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/study-at-lse/executive-education/programmes/mba-essentials
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/the-manchester-leadership-development-programme/
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/the-manchester-leadership-development-programme/
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/strategy/strategy-for-emerging-leaders
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/strategy/developing-strategy-for-value-creation
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/strategy/developing-strategy-for-value-creation
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/strategy/executing-strategy-for-results?utm_source=google&utm_medium=ppc&utm_campaign=MC_EEESR_ppc_google_UKUAE_Upweight&utm_content=ppc&&ppc_keyword=london%2520business%2520school%2520executing%2520strategy%2520for%2520results&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22386380796&gbraid=0AAAAADkMszOcO_GUIzUry8oIVIgcf-M2P&gclid=Cj0KCQjwoZbBBhDCARIsAOqMEZU4Q0f8Uut0pl9I1okMAys9T5Z3xrKZosXDzdTUrJIEvsImUEuSmHQaArwZEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/strategy/strategic-management/
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/online-learning/oxford-executive-strategy-programme
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/online-learning/oxford-executive-strategy-programme
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/unlocking-strategic-competitive-advantage/
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/unlocking-strategic-competitive-advantage/
https://www.wbs.ac.uk/courses/executive-education/for-individuals/strategy-into-action/
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Topic Provider Course Type

Negotiation 
and Influence

London  
Business School

Negotiating and Influencing 
Skills for Leaders

Online: 5 weeks, 
with 6 hours live 
lecture. 

Private Equity Negotiations

Cambridge Judge 
Business School

The Cambridge Negotiations 
Lab

In person, 2 days.

UCL Business School Executive Negotiations

Oxford Saïd Oxford Programme on 
Negotiation

In-person, 5 days.

Women in Business 
Centre of Learning

Influencing and Negotiating 
with Confidence

Innovation London  
Business School

Innovation through design 
thinking

Online, 6 weeks 
(4-5 hours per 
week).

UCL School of 
Management

Leading for Creativity and 
Innovation

In person, 4 days.

Cambridge Judge 
Business school

Managing innovation 
strategically

In person, 2 days 
& online options.

Innovation and 
Intrapreneurship: Winning 
Strategies for Venture Creation

Online, 6 weeks.

Manchester  
Alliance

Leading and Implementing 
Innovation

In-person, 4 days.

Warwick  
Business School

Leading through Innovation In-person, 4 days.

(continued)

https://www.london.edu/lbs-online/negotiating-and-influencing-skills-for-leaders
https://www.london.edu/lbs-online/negotiating-and-influencing-skills-for-leaders
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/finance/private-equity-negotiations
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/the-cambridge-negotiations-lab/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/the-cambridge-negotiations-lab/
https://www.mgmt.ucl.ac.uk/executive-education/executive-negotiations
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/executive-education/person-programmes/oxford-programme-negotiation
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/programmes/executive-education/person-programmes/oxford-programme-negotiation
https://www.womeninbusinessni.com/centre-of-learning/centre-of-learning-training-col/at-a-glance/influencing-and-negotiating
https://www.womeninbusinessni.com/centre-of-learning/centre-of-learning-training-col/at-a-glance/influencing-and-negotiating
https://www.london.edu/lbs-online/innovation-through-design-thinking
https://www.london.edu/lbs-online/innovation-through-design-thinking
https://www.mgmt.ucl.ac.uk/executive-education/leading-creativity-and-innovation
https://www.mgmt.ucl.ac.uk/executive-education/leading-creativity-and-innovation
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/innovation/managing-innovation-strategically/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/innovation/managing-innovation-strategically/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/innovation/innovation-and-intrapreneurship/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/innovation/innovation-and-intrapreneurship/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/innovation/innovation-and-intrapreneurship/
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/leading-and-implementing-innovation/
https://www.alliancembs.manchester.ac.uk/study/executive-education/short-business-courses/leading-and-implementing-innovation/
https://www.wbs.ac.uk/courses/executive-education/for-individuals/leading-through-innovation/


A Researcher’s Journey to C-Suite Success

064

Topic Provider Course Type

Scaling 
leadership and 
management

London  
Business School

Next Level Leadership In-person, 5 days.

High Performance People Skills 
for Leaders

In-person, 5 days.

Cambridge  
Judge

People and Organisation 
Effectiveness

In-person, 3 days.

Creating High Performance 
Teams

In-person, 3 days.

LSE Leading Organisational Culture In-person, 5 days.

Leading 
through 
change

Cambridge  
Judge

The Cambridge Leading Change 
Programme

In person, 2 days.

Mastering Change 
Management: Building Resilient 
and Adaptable Organisations

Online, 6 weeks.

London  
Business School

Leading Change for 
Organisational Transformation

In-person, 5 days.

(continued)

https://www.london.edu/executive-education/leadership/next-level-leadership
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/leadership/high-performance-people-skills-for-leaders
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/leadership/high-performance-people-skills-for-leaders
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/people/strategic-people-management-for-leaders/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/people/strategic-people-management-for-leaders/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/people/creating-high-performance-teams/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/people/creating-high-performance-teams/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/study-at-lse/executive-education/programmes/leading-organisational-culture
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/the-cambridge-leading-change-programme/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/the-cambridge-leading-change-programme/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/mastering-change-management/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/mastering-change-management/
https://www.jbs.cam.ac.uk/executive-education/organisations/mastering-change-management/
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/leadership/leading-change
https://www.london.edu/executive-education/leadership/leading-change
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Agnieszka Janeczek
FLF Round 6
Founder and CEO Renovos 
Biologics Ltd

Eloisa Bentivegna,
FLF Round 4
Senior Scientist, IBM

“Because I’m running a company, I wanted courses that were 
aimed at directorship and joining a board so that I could work 
towards being a non-executive board member in my industry. 
To start with, I did some online certificates through FT Online 
which focused on strategy and finance. Then, I did a Certificate 
in Finance at London Business School. This combines three 
financial modules with one elective – you can mix and match 
from the courses they run. Each course is 5 days in person, with 
pre-reading beforehand. If you don’t want to focus on finance 
so much, they also offer a Certificate in Management where you 
select one Leadership, Strategy and Finance course, then another 
course completely of your choosing.

What really sold the certificate to me, was the access to London 
Business School’s alumni network and events. This was important 
to me, as I wanted access to the network to make potential 
contacts for the future. They run a series of industry-specific 
alumni events throughout the year, for example based around 
fundraising, which I thought would be extremely helpful to me. 
The total cost was around £40k,, but I still covered a range of 
useful topics and got access to the Alumni network, without the 
financial or time cost of doing an MBA.”

“I’m based at a very large company, with little contact with the 
management side of things. Whilst my research division feels like 
an academic department, there is still a cohesive strategy that 
ties the projects together, even if they are blue-sky and future 
looking. I realized that a lot of my day-to-say work was writing 
strategy. So I chose a Postgraduate Diploma in Strategy and 
Innovation at Oxford Saïd Business School. This is somewhere 
between an actual MBA qualification, and a Certificate. It mixes 
lots of topics, but the focus is on what you need to understand 
strategy and achieve your financial goals.  It’s made of four 
modules which run over one year – with a week in person for 
each module. You have some preparatory material to read before 
the module, and a follow-up assessment after each module that 
you need to pass in order to graduate. 

I like it because there’s a strong technical profile from those who 
attend. I wanted to keep in touch with my technical background, 
and I feel that a lot of what I learn can be translated back into 
academia should I wish to go down that route.”
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Jimmy Campbell
FLF Round 6
CTO, Plasmometrex

“I did a few Executive Education courses at Cambridge Judge 
Business School. This was local to me, and very reputable, 
so it was a good fit. I chose the courses on Transformational 
Leadership, and People and Organisational Effectiveness. I found 
it very useful to take a step back and spend a few days learning 
some of the fundamentals. They are well founded in research, so 
that appealed to the academic side of my brain. They present the 
evidence for the best practices and then describe the practical 
implementation of how you do that. 

I enjoyed these courses because they challenged me to think 
about a lot of concepts – and then you can go back to your notes 
time and time again to broaden your mind and ensure you are 
putting what you learned into practice.”

FLF Development Network Resources

The FLF Development Network hosts courses, webinars and training events covering a wide range 
of topics. Many of these are relevant to strategic leadership in an industry setting and can provide a 
good introduction or launching point for further personal development. 

Whilst the exact courses and timetables change year by year, some common themes and topics 
include:

•	 Leadership

•	 Assertiveness and difficult conversations

•	 Negotiation and influence

•	 Coaching and team development

•	 Prioritisation and time management
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What’s Next – Books, Articles

Leadership is a journey of continuous learning. The following 
recommended books and resources offer practical insights, proven 
strategies, and fresh perspectives to help future leaders grow. Whether 
you prefer reading in full, listening to summaries, or applying concepts 
through real-world practice, these titles provide a strong foundation 
for developing the topics we explored in more detail in the previous 
section of the toolkit. 

Recommended Books for Future Leaders

Book Title and Author

Superbosses: How 	
Exceptional Leaders Master 	
the Flow of Talent, 
Sydney Finkelstein

7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People, 
Stephen Covey

The Speed of Trust, 
Stephen MR Covey

Difficult Conversations, 
Douglas Stone et al

Dare to Lead, 
Brene Brown

Radical Candor,
Kim Scott

Why It’s Useful for a 		
future leader

Helps future leaders 
understand the importance 
of talent development and 
mentorship.

Equips future leaders with 
foundational habits for 
effective leadership and 
interpersonal relationships.

Essential for leaders to foster 
trust and credibility in teams 
and partnerships.

Empowers leaders to navigate 
conflict and communicate 
effectively under pressure.

Encourages future leaders to 
embrace authenticity and 	
build resilient cultures.

Helps leaders build trust while 
driving accountability and 
growth.

Executive Summary

Explores how extraordinary 
leaders identify, nurture, and 
develop talent to build high-
performing teams.

Provides a principle-centered 
approach for solving personal 
and professional problems 
with timeless habits.

Demonstrates how trust 
is a measurable economic 
driver and how to build it in 
organizations.

Offers a framework for 
handling tough conversations 
with clarity and empathy.

Focuses on developing brave 
leaders through vulnerability, 
courage, and empathy.

Teaches how to give feedback 
that is both caring and direct
 to improve team performance.
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Thinking, Fast and Slow, 	
Daniel Kahneman

Emotional Intelligence, 	
Daniel Goleman

Quiet: The Power of 		
Introverts, Susan Cain

Presence, 
Amy Cuddy

Start With Why, 
Simon Sinek

The Superpower of Resilience, 
Sule Kutlay Gandur

Atomic Habits, 
James Clear

Executive Presence, 
Sylvia Ann Hewlett

Energy Leadership, 
Bruce Schneider

Explains the two systems of 
thinking and how cognitive 
biases affect decision-making.

Highlights the role of 
emotional intelligence in 
leadership, relationships, and 
performance.

Celebrates the strengths 
of introverts and how they 
contribute to leadership and 
innovation.

Explores how body language 
and presence influence 
confidence and leadership 
impact.

Explains how great leaders 
inspire action by starting with 
a clear purpose.

Shares strategies for building 
resilience in the face of 
adversity and change.

Provides a system for building 
good habits and breaking bad 
ones through small changes.

Defines executive presence and 
how it influences leadership 
perception and success.

Introduces a framework for 
understanding energy levels 
and leading with intention.

Improves leaders’ decision-
making by understanding 
human behavior and biases.

Critical for leaders to 
manage emotions and foster 
empathetic workplaces.

Broadens leadership 
perspectives to include diverse 
personality types.

Helps leaders project 
confidence and authenticity in 
high-stakes situations.

Guides leaders to lead with 
vision and inspire teams 
through purpose-driven 
leadership.

Equips leaders to thrive in 
uncertainty and lead with 
strength and adaptability.

Helps leaders cultivate 
discipline and continuous 
improvement.

Supports leaders in developing 
gravitas, communication, and 
appearance.

Empowers leaders to shift 
energy and mindset for 
transformational leadership.

Book Title and Author Executive Summary Why It’s Useful for a 		
future leader

(continued) 
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Good Strategy/Bad Strategy, 
Richard Rumelt

Great Leaders Have No Rules, 
Kevin Krause

Leaders Eat Last
Simon Sinek

Drive: The Surprising Truth 
About What Motivates Us, 
Daniel Pink

The Five Dysfunctions of a 
Team,
Patrick Lencioni

Distinguishes between 
effective and ineffective 
strategies with real-world 
examples.

Challenges conventional 
leadership norms and 
promotes authenticity and 
flexibility.

Explores how leaders can 
create environments where 
people feel safe and valued.

Examines the science 
of motivation and how 
autonomy, mastery, and 
purpose drive performance.

Identifies common team 
challenges and provides 
actionable solutions 
for building trust and 
accountability.

Teaches leaders how to 
craft and execute impactful 
strategies.

Encourages leaders to rethink 
rules and lead with trust and 
empowerment.

Promotes servant leadership 
and team cohesion.

Helps leaders foster intrinsic 
motivation in teams.

Guides leaders in building 
cohesive and high-performing 
teams.

Book Title and Author Executive Summary Why It’s Useful for a 		
future leader

Disclaimer:

This list includes a selection of books that many leaders have found valuable in their leadership 
development. It is not exhaustive, and there are many other excellent resources available. These 
recommendations are intended as a starting point for exploration and inspiration.

(continued) 
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Ways to Learn Without Reading the Whole Book

Reading books is time consuming, and the wealth of literature available makes it hard to know 
what to prioritise. Before committing to read a full book, you can get a good sense of the book’s 
main messages and takeaways using the tips below. 

1. Watch TED Talks or author interviews

•	 Many authors present the core ideas of their 
books in TED Talks, podcasts, or YouTube 
interviews.

•	 Example: Simon Sinek’s Start With Why TED 
Talk is a powerful summary of his book.

2. Use book summary platforms

•	 Blinkist, Headway, and Shortform offer 
concise summaries of thousands of 
leadership and psychology books.

•	 These platforms often include audio 
versions, perfect for learning on the go.

3. Listen to audiobooks 

•	 Subscriptions to Apps such as Audible allow 
you to listen to Audiobooks each month, 
paying a reduced cost than the book’s RRP. 
Consider listening during your commute, 
whilst walking or whilst doing chores around 
the house. 

•	 Apps like Audible allow you to listen at 1.5x 
or 2x speed and bookmark key insights.

4. Read reviews and key takeaways

•	 Websites like Goodreads or Medium often 
feature detailed reviews and highlight key 
lessons from popular leadership books.

5. Follow authors on LinkedIn or Substack

•	 Many authors and leadership experts share 
bite-sized insights and practical applications 
regularly.
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How to Apply What You’ve Learned

Just reading the book is not enough – to really understand the concepts you have to apply them to 
your own circumstances and put what you have learned into practice. Making the time to do this is 
just as important, if not more so, than reading the book in the first place. 

1. Reflect and Journal

•	 After learning a concept, write down how it 
relates to your current leadership challenges 
or goals.

•	 Ask: How could I use this idea in my next 
team meeting or coaching session?

2. Experiment in Real Situations

•	 Try applying one idea at a time in your 
work—e.g., using “Radical Candor” in 
feedback conversations or “Atomic Habits” to 
improve team routines.

3. Discuss with Peers or Mentors

•	 Share what you’ve learned in a leadership 
circle or coaching session and explore how 
others interpret and apply it.

4. Create Micro-Challenges

•	 Set a weekly challenge based on a concept—
e.g., “Practice active listening in every 1:1 this 
week” or “Delegate using the Eisenhower 
Matrix.”

5. Teach It to Someone Else

•	 Explaining a concept to a colleague or team 
member helps solidify your understanding 
and encourages practical use.

6. Us Reflection Tools

•	 Tools like the Gibbs Reflective Cycle or Kolb’s 
Learning Cycle can help structure your 
thinking around applying new knowledge.
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Developing a Support Network

As you move from technical expertise towards 
strategic leadership, your success is aided by the 
people you surround yourself with. An effective 
support network allows you to reflect on your 
growth, share challenges, and open doors to 
new opportunities. Being able to identify and 
grow your support network is incredibly useful 
for any aspiring strategic leader. Your support 
network consists of different roles, which are 
outlined below, along with tips on how to 
engage with them and get the most from 
each relationship.

Allies

Allies are peers and colleagues who provide 
informal support, advice or encouragement, and 
can help you navigate organisational dynamics. 
They act as cheerleaders to help you through 
challenging work and may have overlapping 
interests or complementary strengths.

Tips for engaging and using allies:

•	 Ask for candid feedback on how your 
leadership style is perceived.

•	 Use allies to test ideas or strategies before 
presenting them to senior leadership.

•	 Where they have relevant knowledge or 
experience, ask them to provide insight  
into workplace dynamics or processes. 

•	 Offer support in return by helping  
them solve problems, providing insights,  
or advocating for their initiatives.

•	 Keep requests manageable and be  
respectful of their time. 

•	 Keep interactions focused on positive  
change and avoid using allies primarily  
as a sounding board for complaints.

Mentors

Mentors are more experienced leaders who can 
provide guidance based on their careers and 
experiences. They can help you see the bigger 
picture, explore your potential, and create 
personal goals and development plans. Mentors 
may be internal or external to your organisation. 
Internal mentors can help you understand 
organisational culture or the “unwritten rules” 
of working, while external mentors can offer 
fresh perspectives or insight into wider industry 
norms. 

Tips for engaging and using mentors:

•	 Identify mentors whose experience aligns 
with your career goals.

•	 Approach potential mentors with a clear 
purpose or specific goals. Share what you are 
hoping to achieve and any career aspirations 
you have.

•	 Prepare for meetings with your mentor. You 
should set the direction of the conversation 
and bring topics for discussion. Mentors 
value structured conversations that respect 
their time.

•	 Remember that mentors are guides, not 
decision-makers; they cannot solve problems 
for you. 

•	 Use mentors to explore leadership challenges 
beyond technical execution.

•	 Act on advice where appropriate and share 
outcomes, lessons learned and next steps.

•	 Where possible, pay it forward by mentoring 
others to reinforce your learning and build 
leadership credibility.



A Researcher’s Journey to C-Suite Success

073

Sponsors

Sponsors are typically senior leaders in your 
organisation who can use their influence 
to provide visibility, open doors and create 
opportunities that may otherwise be 
inaccessible. This support can significantly 
accelerate career progression.

You cannot assign yourself a sponsor. 
Sponsorship is earned through credibility, 
visibility and trust. However, you can increase 
the likelihood of sponsorship by delivering 
consistently, building strong relationships  
and signalling your career aspirations. 

Tips for identifying and engaging with 
potential sponsors:

•	 Look for senior leaders who can influence 
promotion or resourcing decisions and who 
have a reputation for championing talent.

•	 Consider who notices your contributions 
in cross-functional forums or leadership 
reviews.

•	 Build credibility by delivering high‑quality 
results in visible areas aligned with 
organisational priorities.

•	 Participate in initiatives led by potential 
sponsors and volunteer to present work  
in forums where they are present. 

•	 Invest in the relationship through 
professional conversations, meetings  
and networking opportunities.

•	 Make your career goals visible to managers 
and mentors and link them clearly to 
business priorities.

•	 Seek feedback and guidance to demonstrate 
commitment to growth.
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Coaches

A coach helps you develop specific leadership 
skills, improve performance and navigate 
transitions. Coaching supports self-awareness, 
behaviour change and the application of new 
approaches. Coaches are typically trained 
professionals specialising in leadership 
development, performance and behavioural 
change, rather than subject‑matter experts in 
your technical field.

A good coach is accredited by recognised 
professional bodies such as the Association for 
Coaching (AC), the European Mentoring and 
Coaching Council (EMCC) or the International 
Coach Federation (ICF). Professional coaches 
usually charge a fee for their services.

Coaching is optional and is one of several tools 
available to aspiring leaders. Your organisation 
may offer coaching, and the FLF Development 
Network provides two free one‑to‑one coaching 
sessions to all Fellows through its network of 
experienced coaches. 

Tips for identifying and using coaches:

•	 Look for professional coaches  
with experience relevant to your 
development objectives.

•	 Seek recommendations through your 
organisation or professional network.

•	 Assess personal fit to ensure sufficient trust 
and rapport for open conversations.

•	 Set clear goals for what you want to achieve. 

•	 Be open and honest, recognising that 
coaching requires candour and willingness 
to explore challenging areas. 

•	 Practise between sessions and reflect on 
progress; outcomes depend on the effort  
you put into practising new approaches. 

Executive Coaches

Executive coaches typically work with  
senior leaders at Director, VP or C‑suite  
level. They support leaders in navigating 
complex organisational challenges, developing 
executive presence and thinking systemically 
about strategy, culture and influence.
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Role Common Challenges Support Actions

Emerging leader  
(first time manager 
or team lead)

•	 Balancing delivery 
with people 
leadership.

•	 Managing up  
and across.

•	 Building credibility 
as a new leader.

Allies Form cross-functional relationships 
or share lessons and navigate 
organisational politics.

Mentors Seek mentors who have led teams 
or functions similar to yours.

Coaches 
(optional)

Investigate coaching through 
internal leadership programs or as 
part of a new manager initiative.

Sponsors Concentrate on delivering 
results and making your career 
aspirations visible.

Mid-level leader  
(Senior manager, 
head of function)

•	  Shifting from 
operational to 
strategic decision 
making.

•	 Managing complex 
stakeholder 
relationships.

•	 Expanding your 
influence beyond 
your function.

Allies Build alliances with peers in  
other business areas.

Mentors Consider external mentors from 
other parts of your industry for 
broader thinking.

Coaches 
(optional)

Potentially explore influence, 
decision making, and transition 
to senior roles, based on your 
strengths and weaknesses and 
career aspirations.

Sponsors Identify one or two potential 
sponsors, focus on demonstrating 
value for initiatives aligned to 
their business priorities. 
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(continued) 

Role Common Challenges Support Actions

Senior leader  
(Director, VP Level)

•	 Managing 
ambiguity and 
long-term impact.

•	 Leading through 
change and 
complexity.

•	 Shaping culture 
and strategy at 
scale.

Allies Cultivate trusted allies  
among other senior leaders,  
share information and align  
on priorities.

Mentors Engage senior mentors (e.g. 
current or former executives)  
for advice on senior leadership.

Coaches 
(optional)

Consider using an executive coach.

Sponsors Maintain strong visibility  
and results, to ensure  
sponsors champion you  
when opportunities arise.

Executive / C-Suite •	 Sustaining 
performance 
and inspiring 
transformation.

•	 Managing board 
and investor 
relations.

Allies Build alliances with other 
executives and industry peers, 
focusing on trust and discretion.

Mentors Seek mentors outside of your 
organisation or sector to broaden 
your thinking.

Coaches 
(optional)

Consider using an executive coach.

Sponsors At this level, you become  
the sponsor! 
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General Tips for Creating  
a Support Network

Build relationships early rather than  
waiting until a specific need arises.

Join industry or professional networking 
groups and associations.

Use social media platforms such as LinkedIn 
thoughtfully to engage and build visibility.

Attend conferences, seminars and  
industry events.

Prepare conversation starters to  
facilitate meaningful dialogue.

Follow up after initial meetings  
to sustain relationships.

Offer help and share insights to build 
reciprocity and trust.

Be genuine and curious when engaging  
with others.

Set clear networking goals to guide  
your approach.

Reassess and evolve your network  
as your leadership needs change.

Give back by becoming an ally, mentor  
or sponsor for others.

077
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Self-Reflection and Action 
Planning

Below, we have provided a Self-Diagnostic 
Framework to help you reflect on your current 
capabilities cross the core strategic leadership 
competencies explored in this toolkit. As you 
progress from a technical expert to a strategic 
leader, success depends not only on what you 
deliver, but on how you think, influence, and 
lead at a broader organisational level. For each 
competency, review the definition alongside 
the positive and negative indicators, and assess 
where your current behaviours and experiences 
most closely align. Use this reflection to identify 
strengths to build on and gaps to prioritise for 
development. 

The insights from this self-diagnostic can 
then be used to help you create a Personal 
Development Plan, helping you focus your 

time and energy on the areas that will have the 
greatest impact on your progression toward 
strategic leadership. The template provided is 
structured around the core strategic leadership 
capabilities explored in this toolkit - although 
it can be adapted by you to suit whatever skills 
and capabilities you identify. Use each section 
to assess your current capability and experience, 
identify gaps, and come up with concrete 
actions to take, using the advice presented 
throughout this toolkit. 

As with any personal development plan, 
this should not be a one-off exercise, but a 
framework and guide to foster continuous 
learning and reflection. You should this plan on 
a regular basis, updating and refining it as you 
learn or as your career ambitions evolve. It may 
be especially valuable as a working document 
to support conversations you have with mentors 
or coaches about your strategic development 
journey. 
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Self-Diagnostic Framework for Aspiring Strategic Leaders

Competency Definition Positive Indicators Negative Indicators
Self-
Rating 
(1–5)

Creating  
Strategic  
Vision

The ability to understand, 
contribute to and shape 
organisational strategy 
by defining long-term 
direction, priorities and 
choices in the context of 
markets, customers and 
competitive advantage.

•	 Understands customers, 
markets and competitive 
landscape.

•	 Anticipates future trends.

•	 Knows and uses strategic 
frameworks (e.g. SWOT, 
five forces) to inform 
decisions.

•	 Contributes insights 
that influence strategic 
decision.

•	 Focuses only on  
short-term tasks.

•	 Focuses mainly on own 
technical domain without 
business context.

•	 Relies on others to define 
strategic priorities.

•	 Lacks clarity in direction; 
reactive to change.

Cascading 
strategy

The ability to translate 
high-level strategy  
into clear, aligned 
objectives and actions 
across teams, ensuring 
execution, alignment  
and accountability.

•	 Can explain how individual 
and team goals link to 
organisational strategy.

•	 Uses tools like OKRs, KPIs 
or roadmaps effectively.

	
•	 Communicates the  

‘why’ behind priorities  
and seeks buy-in and 
support across teams.

•	 Regularly reviews  
and adapts plans.

•	 Team objectives feel 
disconnected from wider 
business strategy.

•	 Strategy is communicated 
as tasks rather than intent.

•	 Limited visibility of 
progress or outcomes.

•	 Teams lack clarity  
on priorities.
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Competency Definition Positive Indicators Negative Indicators
Self-
Rating 
(1–5)

Fostering 
Innovation

The ability to create 
an environment where 
innovation can thrive, by 
driving experimentation  
and creative thinking.  

•	 Encourages new ideas 
and experimentation, and 
learning from mistakes.

•	 Creates psychological 
safety within teams to 
explore riskier ideas. 

•	 Aligns innovation efforts 
to strategic goals.

•	 Provides time, resources 
or forums for idea 
generation.

•	 Resists change; dismisses 
new approaches; avoids 
risk.

•	 Innovation depends on 
individuals rather than 
culture and systems. 

•	 Fear of failure or  
speaking up.

•	 Innovation feels  
unfocused 
or disconnected  
from strategy.

Negotiation  
& Influence

The ability to influence 
decisions and negotiate 
outcomes with 
stakeholders beyond 
direct authority, balancing 
technical, commercial and 
relational considerations.

•	 Builds trust and credibility 
with stakeholders.

•	 Prepares effectively  
for negotiations.

	
•	 Tailors messages to 

different audiences.

•	 Achieves win-win 
outcomes and alignment.

•	 Inspires confidence; listens 
actively.

•	 Avoids difficult 
conversations or 
negotiations.

•	 Relies solely on  
technical reasoning.

•	 Struggles to influence 
across functions or  
business units.

•	 Negotiations or discussions 
feel adversarial or lead to 
no clear outcomes.

Stakeholder 
Management

The ability to identify, 
prioritise, engage and 
manage relationship with 
both internal and external 
stakeholders.

•	 Actively maps and 
prioritises stakeholders.

•	 Tailors communication 
style to stakeholder needs 
and interests.

	
•	 Anticipates concerns and 

manages expectations.

•	 Builds long-term, trust-
based relationships.

•	 Works in isolation and does 
not communicate beyond 
immediate hierarchies.

•	 Focuses only on immediate 
or obvious stakeholders.

•	 Stakeholder concerns 
surface late or 
unexpectedly.

•	 Experiences repeated 
friction or misalignment.
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Competency Definition Positive Indicators Negative Indicators
Self-
Rating 
(1–5)

Scaling 
leadership 

The ability to lead other 
managers and create a 
pipeline of leadership 
talent, by providing 
strategic context, 
coaching and systems 
that enable them to 
lead effectively and 
independently.

•	 Delegates ownership  
of objectives, rather  
than tasks.

•	 Coaches managers  
instead of solving 
problems for them.

•	 Focuses on culture, systems 
and leadership capability.

•	 Builds trust and 
accountability without 
micromanaging.

•	 Struggles to let go  
of control.

•	 Frequently steps in  
to ‘fix’ issues.

•	 Measures success only  
by outputs, not how  
the results are achieved.

•	 Managers lack confidence 
or autonomy.

Leading  
through  
change

The ability to guide 
organisations and 
people through strategic, 
structural or cultural 
change by providing 
clarity, empathy, and 
consistent leadership. 

•	 Clearly communicates  
the purpose and impact  
of change.

•	 Shows empathy and 
supports emotional 
transitions.

	
•	 Aligns leaders and 

messaging across  
the organisation.

•	 Maintains resilience 
and adaptability during 
uncertainty, or when 
under pressure.

•	 Resists change or 
exhibits rigid thinking 
when confronted with 
uncertainty. 

•	 Change is poorly  
explained or  
inconsistently 
communicated.

•	 Resistance or 
disengagement 
is ignored.

•	 Leaders send  
mixed messages.

•	 Focuses on process whilst 
neglecting people’s 
emotions or worries. 
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Personal Development Plan

Name:

Current role:

Career goal:

Date: 

Capability

Creating strategy

Cascading strategy

Fostering innovation

Negotiation and 
influence

Stakeholder 
management

Scaling leadership

Leading through 	
change

‘Hard’ skills

My current 
rating

Evidence/examples Priority level 		
(Low/Med/High)
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