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How to Use This Book

When I was seventeen, I left home to start work. I moved into a big, old Victorian house which had been split into bedsits. We had shared bathrooms, a shared kitchen and all the independence and freedom I craved. It was bliss!

I had a suitcase of clothes and a cookbook my mum gave me – Delia Smith’s Complete Cookery Course, a reassuringly heavy tome packed with recipes. I found it inspiring. There was no Jamie Oliver, there were no Instagram chefs to lift ideas from, so lovely Delia was the closest thing to a food influencer I knew. At seventeen, it opened up a whole world of cookery which I loved.

Over the years, the book moved with me, even as other belongings were left behind. I’d staple extra recipes into it, handwrite notes in the margins and pepper it with Post-It notes to mark my favourite recipes. Open by the hob, the pages became spattered with grease and dotted with gravy.

A couple of years ago, I got the chance to meet Delia Smith herself – a friend of my wife’s knew her – and I decided to take the book with me to get it signed. I am not often star-struck, but I was that day, so I rather shyly passed my well-worn copy over to her.

A smile lit up Delia’s face. ‘This is exactly how I hoped people would use my book when I wrote it,’ she said. And we leafed through it together before she signed it.

My dad would approve too.

He left school at fifteen with minimal qualifications to work for a local printer. In his early twenties, he found a way into university to study chemistry.

He used to tell me that, while others handed in pristine exam papers, his dissertations were always a mess. Lines scored out. Chemical splashes blurring the ink. The occasional burned edge where the paper had strayed too close to a Bunsen burner.

Despite this, he aced his degree and went on to build a long and successful career running factories and leading teams.

His tutors used to say the marks on the pages were proof that the conclusions were his own. Evidence that his thinking wasn’t something neatly copied from a textbook, but work done at the bench, in real conditions, with real consequences.

This, in essence, is how I hope you’ll use Next Gen CEO: not as a book to be read once and then put back in your bookcase, but as a working book. Its page corners are made to be turned down. Its sentences are made to be underlined and highlighted. Its spine is meant to be flattened and its pages designed to be scanned and photocopied and passed on. If I could have bundled it with a little pack of coloured sticky index tabs, I would have.

My hope is that it lives on your desk rather than your shelf, and that when you face a thorny leadership challenge, a tough decision, an unexpected opportunity or simply need a jolt of inspiration, you’ll reach for it.




The Structure of Next Gen CEO
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Next Gen CEO is built around a series of concentric rings, radiating out from a core. Each ring represents one of the five parts of the book, and in each part you will find twelve chapters.

1. Self-leadership

At the centre sits the only place leadership can begin: you. These chapters dive into the real mechanics of personal leadership: defining the three non-negotiable characteristics shared by exceptional leaders, building a learning system that keeps you adaptable and learning how to handle confrontation, criticism and stress without losing your balance.

2. People leadership

The next ring moves from the self to the team. Here you’ll shape the foundations of a high-performing group: designing structures that deliver outstanding results, motivating very different personality types, encouraging fearless voices, communicating crisply and delegating with confidence. This part shows you how to become a leader people choose to follow, not one they merely tolerate.

3. Organisational leadership

This ring lifts your impact to the scale of the whole enterprise. You’ll find practical frameworks for performance reviews that actually work, systems that increase accountability, techniques for building deep client relationships and approaches to leading through AI’s rapid disruption. You’ll also discover how to embed a culture that embraces experimentation, handles failure intelligently and multiplies your effectiveness.

4. Market leadership

Now the lens shifts outwards. This part focuses on understanding the world beyond your organisation: anticipating threats before they appear, designing change that sticks, protecting your reputation and navigating the immense influence of global platforms. You’ll explore how joy becomes a strategic asset and how to pivot with confidence when the landscape moves beneath your feet.

5. Thought leadership

The outer ring is for those visionaries who intend to shape the wider environment, not just their own organisation. You’ll look at how to unlearn quickly, communicate with presence, maintain momentum, use language that helps you win people over, build influence without expensive PR and build a professional brand identity that precedes you. These chapters show you how to become the kind of colleague and leader whose ideas travel faster and further than your title.





INTRODUCTION 
Why Everything You Know About Leadership is About to Expire


The future facing leaders is changing more quickly than ever. Are you ready to lead in a way that matches the moment?



Let me transport you back to early 2006. I had a very large office, and outside my very large office was a waiting area with sofas and a PA whose job was to allow some people in and to explain to others that I could not be seen.

You see, I was very busy. As a managing director in a company big enough to fill a twenty-nine-storey tower with views across some of London’s most famous landmarks, my office stretched across one whole side of the seventeenth floor. I had masterminded the design of the workspace myself – deep brown designer wallpaper, a few arty framed Helmut Newton prints and a heavy wooden desk. Dark was the dominant theme.

Our business was magazine publishing. Readers bought millions of copies of our publications each year and advertisers spent vast sums buying pages to promote their products. It was a competitive market and, within it, different sectors would rise and fall. But the underlying model – retailers, reader revenues and the advertisers who paid to reach them – went on pretty much unchanged year after year. We were the dominant market leader, with more than ninety household names in our portfolio. Business was good. Annual profit that year was just a smidge under £100m, the highest it had ever been.

Magazine publishing was the thing I knew best. My first job out of school, aged seventeen, was writing the horoscopes page for Secrets, a romantic-fiction weekly aimed at elderly ladies, published in Dundee.*

I worked my way up the publishing hierarchy pretty quickly. By twenty-three, I was the editor of the teenage pop magazine, Smash Hits. My next editorship saw me take FHM magazine from selling 35,000 to more than 500,000 in three years. Aged thirty, I enjoyed a brief – and fun – detour as managing director of Kiss FM, the cool London radio station, before moving to New York to edit Maxim. Under my watch, the magazine rose to sales of 2.5 million copies a month. Then, in 2000, I was headhunted to move back to the UK to join the board of IPC Media, the company in the high tower on the banks of the Thames.

In 2006, we were aware of the internet, of course. Many of our magazines had simple websites, the principal job of which was to sell print subscriptions. But it did not feel to anyone in our towering offices like a threat to our future. Facebook was two years old and still only accessible to US college students. Twitter was just being born. YouTube was about to be bought by Google. Amazon was still a successful online bookshop. The internet was, at best, a tool: a library crossed with a mail-order catalogue.

Internet speed was glacial. Around 35 per cent of the UK was still on dial-up and the rest was on copper phone lines, so everything buffered constantly. iPhones did not exist. Mobile internet was clunky and expensive, and if you ever downloaded anything, it was usually a novelty ringtone.

It took my teenage sons to show me something that changed everything.

One sunny Saturday morning, they called me in from the garden, where I was reluctantly pushing a lawnmower around, to play me a video everyone at school was watching: Lonelygirl15. It was a vlog by a teenage girl called Bree – scratchy, amateur and incredibly compelling.

It was also, as the world discovered once it went viral, completely fictional. But that wasn’t the point. In a jarring moment of clarity, I saw the future. I realised that everything my industry relied on was about to be swept away. We thought we were working in the magazine business when – in truth – we were working in the attention business. And that attention was moving elsewhere.

Two months later, I resigned to start a new business. Our first office had eleven people in a space I’d once had entirely to myself. My executive washroom was a thing of the past. I would flush the ancient, broken toilet by putting my hand into the cistern and pulling up a submerged lever.

ShortList magazine launched on 20 September 2007. It was our response to the forces the internet had unleashed. It was free, handed out in the streets by an army of merchandisers in eleven cities using a unique distribution network we built from scratch. We removed the need to go to the shop, just as the internet had done. And we removed the need for readers to pay, just as the internet had also done. We turned the traditional business model on its head.

I was ridiculed by almost everyone in the publishing industry.* Former colleagues offered solace and potential employment for ‘when it all goes wrong’.

But, within weeks, tube carriages in London were full of urban professionals with their noses stuck in a copy every Thursday morning. We had their attention and the advertisers followed in their droves.

The company grew from five co-founders on day one to more than 200 staff in six years. Alongside ShortList, we launched Stylist, which was an even bigger success. We developed multiple digital products, live events and overseas editions. By 2012, we had become one of the fastest-growing businesses in Britain, according to The Sunday Times.

We sold the business in 2015 as it soared past an annual turnover of £25m. By then, the internet, alongside fast-shifting audience and advertiser behaviour, had decimated the traditional magazine industry I had come from. Everything magazines were based on – everything they had assumed would endure – had been transformed in less than a decade.

If I’m honest, I was nearly too busy to see it coming.

The collapse of traditional magazine publishing taught me a lesson in how even the most powerful, well-resourced organisations fail; not because their leaders are incompetent, but because the ground beneath their feet shifts faster than they do.

It happens to dominant market leaders more frequently than you might imagine. Just look at Kodak, Blockbuster, Nokia or many other once-famous brands brought to their knees by forces they either didn’t recognise or underestimated.

And the alarm bells are going off again, because we are heading into a time where the turbulence is global, constant and accelerating. And where before there was only one principal force of change – the internet coming of age – now there are three: the transformative capability of AI, shifting geopolitical power and a generational revolution in the workplace.

These are the Three Storms. Each is powerful enough on its own to rattle even the most established enterprise – and to keep their CEOs awake at night. Together they disrupt everything.


1. Storm One: The AI Revolution

Generative AI has rewritten how we think, create and decide. Work that once required skill, time and judgement can now be done faster and more cheaply by machines. What does leadership look like when you’re no longer the smartest person in the room (or able to pretend you are)? And how do you create opportunities for new talent when entry-level roles are disappearing?

2. Storm Two: Shifting Geopolitical Alliances

The post-war settlement is dissolving. New power blocs are emerging, and geopolitical and economic shifts are now happening in tandem. Markets can move overnight. Even small, local organisations are exposed to shocks that do not follow familiar patterns. What makes you confident your organisation can withstand what comes next?

3. Storm Three: Transformative Working Practices

Cultural expectations and hybrid working are reshaping how people think about power and leadership. Four generations now share the workforce. Younger employees want transparency, autonomy and purpose. They follow competence, not hierarchy. So what does authority look like when your job title no longer guarantees respect?



These Three Storms aren’t temporary shocks. They are the permanent new conditions of the modern leadership climate.

And I’m not alone in seeing this. In researching this book, I’ve interviewed academics, technologists, founders and CEOs. From the captain of a nuclear submarine to Lord Alan Sugar, they all reach the same conclusion: leaders are entering a period of change unlike anything experienced in recent working memory.

The old certainties are loosening. The status quo is wobbling. And for those willing to take intelligent risks and place bold bets on the future, this moment is not just survivable but full of opportunity.

Could the future belong to leaders who view these external forces not merely as threats to be managed but as catalysts for transformation?

That’s my bet.

The chapters ahead explore what this new kind of leadership might look like in practice: a framework to help navigate the storms.

Remember, magazines didn’t die because publishers got bad at their core skill. They died because nobody understood the consequences of the forces beyond their control. They failed to adapt.

Today, the twelfth floor of that tower overlooking the Thames is even more luxurious; the entire block has been transformed into apartments for London’s wealthiest inhabitants. The people who bought those flats would have been the perfect upmarket audience for our old magazines – if only the magazines still existed.

In this book, we’ll explore what leaders must do differently in the workplace – whether you’re just starting out or already in the top job – and how you can avoid becoming the next cautionary tale.

Are you ready to become the leader these times demand?
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PART ONE

SELF-LEADERSHIP

• Understand the inner qualities that give leaders their edge and strengthen them in a way that feels authentic to you.

• Build a confidence that holds firm when the pressure rises or the stakes are high.

• Protect and renew your energy so you can perform at your best when it matters most.

• Develop the resilience to face difficult conversations, criticism and setbacks without losing momentum.

• Create a personal system for continual growth that keeps you relevant, curious and ready for whatever comes next.
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What Got You Here
Won’t Get You There


There are three non-negotiable characteristics of great leaders.

Do you have them?



Leadership is not management, but something altogether more demanding, more personal and more powerful.

I like the way Professor Peter Drucker once expressed it: ‘Management is doing things right. Leadership is doing the right things.’1

Management is a test of your skills. But the skills that make you great on your way up are not the things that make you a great leader.

In fact, some of those talents might even get in your way.

Leadership is not about you being the best at something. It’s about bringing the best out in other people. That’s a key difference. Leaders need to identify what’s standing in the way of other people being the best they can be.

Before you’re a leader, success is about growing yourself. Once you become a leader, success is all about growing other people.

In short: what got you here won’t get you there.

So what are the core qualities of a leader? Academics and leadership experts have been arguing over this one since the dawn of behavioural psychology. Integrity, self-discipline, courage, compassion, resilience, humility, empathy, presence, inner calmness and decisiveness all feature. And I wouldn’t argue with any of those as qualities.

But leadership is a test of your character, not your qualities.

Qualities are inherent values. They are internal motivations which aren’t always apparent to others, but which drive your every action, whereas characteristics are external signs – personality traits which are observable to those around you.

And, as a leader, your character needs to be seen.

In my opinion, there are three absolutely non-negotiable characteristics of a leader:


1. Self-belief – because if you don’t think you’re the right person for the job, why should anyone else?

2. Relentless optimism – because nobody follows a pessimist.

3. Capacity for hard work – because no matter how much you automate and delegate, there will always be moments when success hinges on your willingness to push through the hard yards.



Strip away all the frameworks, strategies and best practices in the world, and you’re left with these three non-negotiables. As traits, they don’t operate in isolation. They reinforce each other. Self-belief without work ethic is arrogance. Work ethic without optimism is drudgery. Optimism without self-belief is naivety.

A CEO needs all three, or they will crumble under pressure.

And yet, these characteristics aren’t innate. They’re built.

Self-belief comes from repeated competence – proving to yourself that you can do hard things. Optimism is cultivated by constantly reframing setbacks as opportunities. Work ethic is a habit you hone over time.

You don’t need to be born with these characteristics. You just need to train them like any other skill. The next three chapters will show you how.

Let’s get started, shall we?
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The Strategic Value of Self-Belief


Self-belief is the quiet engine of leadership. If you don’t believe in yourself, how can you persuade anyone else to?



Self-belief is like an internal contract: I will turn up early, I will do the work, I will keep my promises to myself. It begins in private and only later becomes visible when you act with conviction in public.

People size up a would-be leader, deciding whether to trust their judgement, their energy and their persistence. If you rate yourself strongly in these areas, then you’re off to a good start.

It is worth saying how different self-belief is from optimism. Optimism is a view of the outside world – a conviction that tomorrow will be better. Self-belief is a view of the inside world – yourself – the belief that you can influence how much better tomorrow will be.

No one is born with unshakeable self-belief. It swells and recedes across a lifetime. I’ve seen it in myself and my own family – in our two sons as they’ve grown into fathers and our three grandsons as they have grown from babies to children.

There are times when your belief in your own capabilities accelerates and there are times when it develops more slowly. But if you commit to learning from new challenges, it will always grow incrementally. What makes the difference is the repeated experience of doing something difficult, wrestling with the complications and discovering that, yes, you can. That evidence compounds. Every time you prove to yourself that you can cope with something that initially daunted you, you build another layer.

The psychologist Albert Bandura of Stanford University described this as self-efficacy: people who believe their efforts will succeed find it easier to start, to persist and, when things go wrong, quicker to recover. Those who believe their efforts will fail hesitate, give up early and protect their pride instead of the goal.2

The good news is that self-belief can be learned and practised. Self-belief breeds resilience, and resilience makes it more likely that you’ll take on new challenges. Treat it like a muscle. Train it with deliberate repetitions.

As a leader, you have to sell three things at once:


1. A direction

2. A plan

3. Yourself



People decide whether to follow you by reading your signals. Do you stand behind your own judgement? Do you hold your nerve when events turn against you? These are the cues that convince people to trust you.

● ● ●

Talking of trust, there’s a story I’ve kept secret for almost twenty years. It goes right to the heart of self-belief.

Thursday, 20 September 2007: the launch of ShortList magazine. As founder and CEO, it was the biggest test of my career. We’d raised £4.2m from investors, persuaded Apple and other blue-chip brands to advertise, and built a brand-new distribution network to hand out copies for free. Most importantly, forty-six people had left secure jobs elsewhere to join our scrappy start-up. Everything – reputations, careers, my house, my family’s future – rested on this being a success.

We had printed 520,000 copies, aiming to put almost all of them into readers’ hands. At the Enfield distribution centre, in the early hours, I watched pallets being loaded into vans. Stacked together, more than half a million copies looked overwhelming. They filled a massive warehouse. My knees nearly buckled.

I reassured myself: We’ve made a great magazine. We’ve got 300 merchandisers on the streets. It’s free. People will love it.

What could go wrong?

By late morning, the answer was clear: everything. Reports trickled in that London commuters, baffled by the concept of a free magazine, were ignoring our staff. It was raining. People rushed past without taking a copy.

By mid-afternoon the warehouse began to fill back up again with returns, vans unloading piles of undistributed copies. To my eyes, it looked like more copies were coming back than had gone out. The tally confirmed my fears: fewer than half had been distributed.

I sat in my car, dizzy with shock, and phoned my wife Bev. She poured concrete down my backbone. ‘You’ve got a team waiting.

You’ve got time. Go back and lead.’ She was right. Circulation would be reported on a three-month average, not just the first week. I was the only one who knew the reality. And If I kept it that way we still had a chance.

So I steadied myself. My self-belief kicked in. And when I walked into the office, I told the team we’d had a fantastic launch. Champagne corks flew, people cheered and I nursed the grim truth alone.

The gamble paid off. In the weeks that followed, our teams refined the distribution, readers warmed to the idea and the weather turned in our favour. By the end of the quarter, ShortList was averaging 462,700 copies a week, the biggest magazine in its category.

If you were one of my forty-six colleagues in September 2007, then yes – I apologise – I gave events a helpful spin that day. Call it selective storytelling, call it keeping morale up. Either way, I don’t regret it, because what mattered wasn’t whether day one was flawless, but whether we believed enough to make day two better. (And we absolutely did, didn’t we?)

● ● ●

From a distance, self-belief and arrogance can look like twins. Up close, they are opposites. Arrogance is the desire to be right; self-belief is the urge to learn. Arrogance elevates the ego by diminishing others; self-belief elevates the work and draws others in.

Because self-belief grows through proof, the most useful thing you can do is gather that evidence deliberately. A simple method is to write yourself a short note at the end of each week: three moments you handled well and one you mishandled. Over time, it becomes a record of competence, a reminder that even when things go badly, there is usually more balance than your feelings can acknowledge in difficult moments.

Another method is to pick one skill that will matter to your role in the coming months and set yourself a ladder of progress, from beginner to advanced. Break it into rungs and climb them steadily. I did this with public speaking twenty years ago. I would become self-conscious, my neck would go red and I would sweat profusely. So I wrote out a two-month plan of practice and rehearsals with people whose opinions mattered to build my resilience and self-belief. I stuck to it and developed a five-step process I still use today. I became both a better speaker and a better coach for others.

Leaders who sustain self-belief also tend to share it. Watch your people grow when you lend them a little confidence. You can do that by spotting early proof points in their work and naming them, or by setting a challenge with clear scaffolding so that progress feels possible. Another powerful technique to help foster this in your teams is to be open about your own learning in public.

Talk about a new skill you are developing this year, what’s going well and what’s been a car crash. I once took an evening class in clay sculpture. My work was enthusiastic but not very accomplished. When I took one of the pieces I’d created into the office, it caused great hilarity and was a brilliant leveller. Let others see that self-belief and humility can live side by side.

Arrogance is easy. It’s just a pose. Self-belief is harder, because it’s earned, through discipline, courage and the willingness to value your contribution without diminishing others.

Build that kind of self-belief and people will follow.


THE BOTTOM LINE

The Self-Belief Barometer

Run through the situations in the left-hand column and circle where you’ve been this week. If you land in the wrong column, try the five-minute reset in the final one.


	Situation	Healthy self-belief	Under-confidence	Arrogance	Five-minute reset

	Receiving tough feedback.	Ask clarifying questions. Take one action to try.	Defend yourself at length. Shrink back.	Attack the source as unreliable.	Write down one useful point you can test tomorrow.

	Making a big call with limited information.	Lay out your thinking, name the risks, then decide.	Keep delaying. Hope someone else steps in.	Announce you’re right without evidence.	Say out loud: ‘This is my best call today. I’ll review it in a week.’

	Talking about strengths.	State them with a short example.	Play them down but hope they’re noticed.	List them like trophies.	Replace adjectives with results and data.

	Admitting limits.	Say: ‘I don’t know yet. I’ll find out.’	Change the subject and find out later quietly.	Pretend to know and bluff it out.	Choose one small step to learn, even if it’s just asking a colleague.

	Handling success.	Share credit. Note what’s worth repeating.	Dismiss it as luck. Move on quickly.	Take the credit. Tell the story bigger each time.	Jot down two things that made the win possible.

	Handling failure.	Own your part. Note what to improve.	Dwell on it. Freeze.	Blame colleagues or market conditions.	Write a bullet point list of what you’ll do differently next time.
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Be Optimistic. What’s the Worst that Can Happen?


If you embark on a venture expecting failure, you’ll struggle to motivate people to follow you. But infuse them with the will to succeed and you’re on the right path already



I’ve had managers who were pessimists, but I’ve never followed a leader who wasn’t an optimist.

I once reported into a CEO who fundamentally believed the worst in people. You could see it in the way she reacted to ambiguity. She was a great believer in presenteeism. If she didn’t see you actually working, she assumed you were loafing. If she couldn’t get in touch with one of her directors, she concluded they were skiving off somewhere.

Not only was this lack of trust disempowering and demotivating to a group of senior executives who frankly worked their socks off, it created a culture of suspicion which cascaded through the whole organisation.

The problem is that pessimism is contagious. The good news? So is optimism.

I learned that lesson when I launched Shortlist Media in the middle of the 2007 recession. The economic outlook was grim. Everyone told us we were mad to be starting a new publishing company at precisely the moment when advertisers were slashing budgets. But we didn’t buy into the gloom. We believed in the product, we had a clear plan and we convinced ourselves – and then our investors and our staff – that there was a huge opportunity hiding in plain sight.

That optimism wasn’t naive. We had spreadsheets, projections, distribution models and costs pinned down to the penny – and the belief that we could make it work turned scepticism into momentum. Within six years, we had grown from five people to 200, and revenues were soaring above £15m per annum.

Looking back, it was optimism that held the whole thing together. Not blind faith, but a confidence rooted in preparation – and a determination to focus on what could go right instead of obsessing about what might go wrong.

I love this definition of optimism from the American Psychological Association.3 It captures the reality beautifully:


Optimism [op-tuh-miz-uhm]

A way of thinking about life that tends to attribute positive events to you or your team’s own skills and abilities, while attributing negative events to temporary, external circumstances. Optimism also refers to a general tendency to expect good things to happen in the future.

Optimism is not the unrealistic belief or expectation that everything will always go smoothly. Instead, it is an expectation that the future will be generally positive, with a grounded understanding that life is full of challenges.



Let’s break that down. Optimism is a mindset which helps you navigate the real world. Think well of yourself and the people around you. When something good happens, be thankful for it and accept it as a reward for the good things you’ve done. When something bad happens, don’t take it personally. Look at the impact of external factors, as well as what you did, and assume that it’s a one-off.

When you look ahead, work on the assumption that things will be generally better, not worse. Sure, there will be challenges and difficulties, but a positive mindset will be central to helping you overcome them.

Optimism is sometimes wrongly dismissed as naivety. It shouldn’t be.

Naivety is the blind hope that everything will work out fine – like standing on a cliff edge and expecting to sprout wings. Optimism is different. It’s knowing you’ve built a bridge, packed supplies and maybe even hired a guide. Optimism is confidence born of preparation.

Optimism is powerful because it changes the way you and your team behave.

There’s evidence for this. A University of Michigan study of small business owner-managers found that optimists were significantly more profitable than pessimists, but only when their optimism was grounded in realistic planning.4

In New Zealand, a study of 269 white-collar workers showed that optimism significantly boosted resilience. It explained an extra 13 per cent of the variance in resilient behaviour on top of leadership style. In other words, optimism helped people keep going when things got tough.5

In China, research undertaken on more than 200 entrepreneurs showed that entrepreneurial optimism had a strong positive effect on new business performance, accounting for almost half the variance in outcomes.6

And, at a personal career level, Harvard Business Review data has shown that optimists are 40 per cent more likely to get promoted and five times less likely to burn out than pessimists.

That’s not happy-clappy motivational fluff. That’s measurable advantage.7

Of course, optimism can tip over into fantasy if you don’t tether it to reality. Research from the University of Bath shows the danger of crossing into blind optimism. Entrepreneurs who were overly optimistic – ignoring risk or assuming their venture couldn’t fail – actually earned around 30 per cent less than their more cautious peers because they repeatedly backed doomed projects.

That’s why the best leaders practise what psychologists call ‘realistic optimism’. They balance hope with evidence, belief with preparation, confidence with contingency.

The sweet spot is clear: enough optimism to inspire and motivate; enough realism to avoid catastrophe. Get that balance right and you can see why optimism is such a leadership superpower.


THE BOTTOM LINE

Five Ways to Build Optimism When it Doesn’t Come Naturally

Not everyone exudes optimism. Some of us aren’t naturally wired with that breezy ‘can-do’ energy. If that’s you, the good news is that optimism can be built. Here’s how:


1. Make a plan. Optimism grows from preparation. Entrepreneurs who plan realistic growth paths see significantly better profit outcomes than those who rely on hope.

2. Bank small wins. Keep a visible record of achievements. At the end of every week, write your three successes and one area for improvement. Keep a record.

3. Reframe setbacks. Treat mistakes as feedback, not failure. Optimism helps people explain obstacles as temporary and external – which in turn sustains resilience.

4. Borrow belief. Surround yourself with positive, capable people. Optimistic leadership and culture are contagious and strongly linked to higher engagement and innovation.

5. Visualise success. Top athletes use mental rehearsal. Visualisation boosts confidence and is a core part of what psychologists call ‘PsyCap’ (psychological capital) – a blend of hope, efficacy, optimism and resilience proven to predict better performance.
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Why Hard Work is Non-Negotiable


It’s too easy to dismiss hard graft as workaholism. But of all the essential traits of a Next Gen CEO, the appetite for work is the one that will get you furthest, quickest



A well-developed work ethic is essential, because no matter how much you automate and delegate, there will always be moments when success hinges on your willingness to push through the hard yards.

Honestly? I’ve never met a really successful person who didn’t work harder than almost everyone around them.

The capacity for hard work is the least glamorous of the three non-negotiables of leadership – and perhaps the most easily misunderstood. People hear ‘hard work’ and imagine the joyless workaholic staying in the office late into the night.

But hard work is not workaholism. Workaholics are dealing with other issues: the inability to delegate, a lack of self-belief, low self-esteem.

The capacity for hard work is about stamina, reliability and the willingness to step forward at moments when the business needs you most. Sometimes that means coaching a colleague through a tough call. Sometimes it means rolling your sleeves up on the production line to get something done quickly. And sometimes it does mean staying late with your team to fix a crisis.

The nature of media, where I spent much of my career, is that you are entirely beholden to deadlines. No matter how carefully you plan, events outside your control often push you right up against them. There is also a certain glamour in shouting ‘Stop the presses!’ for a late-breaking scoop.

In that environment, there is inevitably the need to sometimes work unsociable hours. For me as a leader, those out-of-hours sessions often proved the most valuable. In the quieter hours, I had the chance to work closely with colleagues I might not reach in the bustle of the day. That was the time for mentoring, coaching and understanding what really motivated them. Some of the strongest relationships I built in my career started in those moments, when the work was hard but the conversations were candid.

Every successful CEO I have met shares this hard grafting trait. You cannot fake it. If your people suspect you will disappear when the pressure rises, they will not trust your leadership. Presence under pressure is part of your licence to lead. Research in UK business confirms this instinct. In the Oxford Character Project, a long-term academic research project into character and leadership, ‘hard work and commitment’ are consistently named among the qualities people most want to see in their leaders.8 In other studies of UK companies, leadership style – particularly when leaders are active in shaping an engaged and responsive culture – correlates with stronger performance. When leaders pull away, performance usually drops too.9

Of course, there are limits. Hard work without imagination is just running on a treadmill. The ceiling comes quickly. If your only answer to challenge is ‘I will work harder’, you may have already lost. A leader’s real test is knowing when effort must be matched with better systems, smarter delegation and long-term fixes.

The objections matter. Yes, the cult of long hours has historically punished women, because society has expected them to carry more of the domestic load. And, yes, glorifying overwork feeds unhealthy stereotypes. But capacity for hard work, used wisely, is not about presenteeism or workaholism. It is about credibility. People need to know that, when the chips are down, you will not hide behind your title or your office door.

This is especially relevant now. Generations Z and Alpha are sceptical about the link between effort and reward. Saddled with high costs of living and regularly blocked from traditional milestones like home ownership, they often question whether working hard really pays off. It’s not that they’re afraid of working hard in and of itself; they’re just afraid of working for nothing. As the author and speaker Simon Sinek explains in Start with Why, people are rarely ‘unmotivated’; they simply aren’t motivated by the kinds of external incentives and reward structures that organisations traditionally rely on.

So the onus is on you, as leader, to show that your work ethic is in service of something beyond personal advancement; that it fuels resilience, builds culture and creates opportunities for others.

The question is not whether you work hard, but when and how. Step forward at the points of maximum leverage. Show up when visibility matters most. Put your shoulder to the wheel in a crisis, but step back once the system is stable so others can grow into responsibility.

Your hours don’t matter; your effort does. In the end, people will measure you less by your title and more by the labour you are prepared to contribute when it matters most.


THE BOTTOM LINE

When a Leader’s Effort Matters Most


1. When a crisis breaks, your team needs calm direction.

If people see you willing to face the fire alongside them, they are more likely to think clearly and act decisively. Be visible, composed and clear when the pressure is greatest.

2. When an urgent deadline looms and you share the strain. 

Nothing earns trust like rolling up your sleeves at crunch time. When a leader is prepared to take on unglamorous tasks, it sends a simple signal: ‘We are in this together.’ Shared effort makes the eventual win feel collective.

3. When a colleague is tackling something new.

Give extra time and attention, even if it would be quicker to take over. Patient guidance shows that you value their growth. It turns a difficult stretch for them into a moment of long-term development for the business.

4. When stakes are high, your presence signals commitment. 

There are moments such as big pitches, negotiations or board presentations when simply being there makes a difference. People remember who was willing to put the hours in when the outcome really counted.

5. When culture is at risk and you need to set the tone.

Tough patches test whether the values on the office wall mean anything. By working hard in a fair and transparent way during those moments, you remind people what kind of organisation they belong to.
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Build Your Personal Learning Framework


When you’ve formed a career on knowing the answers, it’s challenging – but essential – to embrace the public discomfort that comes from learning new business skills



Learning can be excruciating, especially when you think you know it all already.

When I was running my own start-up, my business partner Tim and I signed a joint venture with a French company, the upmarket glossy publishers Groupe Marie Claire, and this involved frequent trips to Paris.

All of the team in France could speak perfect English, but we decided that our senior execs should learn French, so we arranged one-to-one lessons for everyone – including me. I was extremely motivated by this prospect. My language abilities were woeful but I saw myself soon being able to charmingly banter with my new French colleagues and read reports on PSG games in L’Equipe.

But the French lessons quickly became the most dreaded hour of my week. I would start feeling anxious about the one-to-one sessions the night before. What started as the birth of a cool new me turned into an unbearable sixty minutes of squirming and mangled grammar. Under the gaze of Carole, my tutor, my inability was horribly exposed and my sense of vulnerability was almost like physical pain. Tim, to his credit, persisted. But, to my shame, I made my excuses and stopped the lessons within weeks.

In every other part of my week, I knew what I was doing. I enjoyed coaching my reports, passing on my experience, sharing
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