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The AI revolution has redrawn the boundary between human and machine capability. In a
world of accelerating automation, geopolitical complexity, and social reckoning, the leaders
who will shape the future are not the ones who simply manage well. They are the ones who
behave differently. 

Executive Summary
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Yet while technology may feel like it's stripping
away the advantages of human intellect and
expertise, AI also demands that leaders practice
more unique human skills: Creativity.
Communication. Empathy. And yes, judgment.
Data from Workday shows that 83% of employees
believe AI will make such human skills even more
essential, and most workers (76%) are yearning
for more human connection as AI usage grows.

It's the fundamental paradox of modern
leadership: Today, leaders must be
technologically curious, yet deeply human. They
must operate with agility and flexibility yet remain
anchored in their values. And at a time of not only
accelerated automation, but increasing
geopolitical turmoil and social unrest, they must
navigate widespread uncertainty while inspiring

belief about the future in their people. This binary
leadership mandate calls not just for different skills.
It requires new behaviors that reflect trust,
transparency, systemic awareness, and
adaptability. 

Developing such behaviors in the age of AI is no
longer optional—being human-centered, future-
ready, and values-driven is now enterprise-critical.
Yet most leadership development frameworks
aren’t built for the moment we’re in. They
overemphasize the assessment of traits people
already possess and undervalue the the behaviors
they can still develop. Despite decades of effort and
billions spent, research consistently shows that
such development fades within weeks as people
revert to old habits, especially when their
organizations don’t change, too. 

Being a leader in the AI era can be humbling. 

Work that once took professional managers weeks to complete, such as
building a strategic plan for a new market, writing an in-depth analysis report,
or optimizing complex budget decisions, can now be nimbly handled by large
language models in seconds. The judgment and common sense honed over
years of executive experience gets overruled more and more by a software
program that suggests otherwise. 

70% 170% 66%
of how much team members'
experience varies can be explained
by observable leader behaviors,
according to Modern's research and
experience.

how much higher perceived team
effectiveness ratings are of leaders
who practice Modern Leadership
Behaviors most of the time,
compared to those who don’t

how much higher direct reports’
experience ratings are of leaders
who almost always practice Modern
Leadership Behaviors, compared to
those who rarely do

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/01/elevating-uniquely-human-skills-in-the-age-of-ai/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203576076-5/factors-influencing-knowledge-skill-decay-training-xiaoqian-wang-eric-anthony-day-vanessa-kowollik-matthew-schuelke-michael-hughes
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-leadership-training-fails-and-what-to-do-about-it


Today’s binary leadership
mandate calls not just for
different skills. It requires
new behaviors that reflect

trust, transparency, systemic
awareness, and adaptability. 

Stay updated with insights at
www.modernexecutivesolutions.com

Modern's research shows that 70% of the variation in team members’ experience is
explained by their leaders’ observable behaviors. Improving just one of a concrete set of
those behaviors—actions we call Modern Leadership Behaviors (MLB)—translates into
measurable results, whether in team performance, employee empowerment, or
retention. Implementing these behaviors doesn't
mean adding a new model. It’s about rewiring how
leadership shows up inside the systems most
organizations already have. 

Our research and experience working with nearly
600 organizations have consistently shown that
when leadership development is focused on
coachable behaviors that translate easily into action
and are specific, precise, and scalable, the impact is
measurable and dramatic.  

What Actually Works: Modern Leadership Behaviors

Modern Leaders Are...

Human-
Centered

Future-
Ready

Values-
Driven

...technologically curious but deeply
human, committed to empowering
their teams through disruption.

Encourages Authenticity
Considers Impact
Creates Connections
Shows Vulnerability
Develops the Team

Leverages Resources
Anticipates the Future
Thinks Broadly
Clarifies Direction
Adapts to Challenges

...proactive and anticipatory,
thriving in today's uncertainty while
inspiring belief in tomorrow.

...behaviorally agile and flexible yet
deeply anchored in their values and
grounded in their principles.

Leads with Principle
Embraces Differences
Promotes Well-being
Energizes Others
Embodies Growth



We built this framework through a rigorous series of
studies that included interviews with leadership
experts and C-suite executives, guidance from work
psychology researchers, and a demographically
representative sample of more than 6,500 direct
reports and leaders across multiple job levels and
industries. The process led us to nearly 80 Modern
Leadership Behaviors that we organized into 15
related behavior groups and then clustered into
three broad archetypes. 
 
Implementing the MLB framework doesn’t require organizations to replace what they have. It provides
precise behaviors that bring concepts to life, making them more practical and easier to act on. 

 

AI will not replace
leaders. But leaders

who fail to modernize
their behavior will be

replaced. 

For instance, when comparing leaders who almost never practice Modern Leadership Behaviors to those
who almost always practice them, we found their direct reports’ experience ratings were roughly 170%
higher. Even minor shifts in behavior deliver substantial gains: Leaders who demonstrate these behaviors
just slightly more than those who do them often can see ratings that are 20% higher. 
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The Science Behind the Solution

How Modern Leadership Behaviors Help Retain Talent
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How frequently leaders engage in Modern Leadership Behaviors
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Employees whose leaders “almost always” demonstrate Modern Leadership Behaviors report nearly 200% higher intention to
stay at the firm compared with those whose leaders “almost never” demonstrate them.
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We find this research is especially visible in three
high-stakes areas: 

Organizational culture and change:
Adopting a few shared, observable behaviors
across the organization delivers cultural
cohesion and horsepower behind your
business strategy. Leaders get a blueprint for
guiding people through uncertainty and
change, prompting real action rather than just
vague language.

Succession planning: Integrating leadership
behaviors into the definition of who is ready
now and next makes succession more
objective and the future less ambiguous.
Discover who’s ready to step up and the
strength of your leadership pipeline with data.

Individual development: Assessing current
behaviors to understand strengths, then
building targeted learning and development 

Modern helps clients build future-ready organizations through integrated solutions
spanning Executive Search, Leadership Advisory, Organizational Strategy, and Executive
Communities. We help the world’s boldest leaders and most influential organizations
define the future, not follow it. Let us know how we can help.
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     plans against them, brings clarity on how    
     leaders need to change for the future and 
     helps improve AI readiness. No matter their 
     starting point, people grow from coaching and 
     training on behaviors that are focused, 
     actionable, and measurable.

AI will not replace leaders. But leaders who fail to
modernize their behavior will be replaced. As AI
takes over task work, what leaders do—
specifically, how well they optimize the human
element of work —will be what drives
organizations forward. Those that can manage
the paradoxical demands of leadership today
while practicing behaviors that are anchored in
humanity, proactive about the future, and
grounded in their values will discover a better
lever for organizational reinvention. In an AI-
driven world where how leaders act shapes what
the organization becomes, behaviors are the new
currency of competitive advantage. 
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