
Prevolution:  
Rethinking Gen Y Leadership  
 
We are in danger of shaping our emerging leaders in the image of their predecessors: unfit 
for the challenges of the future, and failing to connect with the inherent characteristics of a 
new generation. 
 
Prevolution is about rethinking leadership development for generation y. In this book (part 1) 
the case for change is laid out and invites participation to shape part 2 - "new models of 
leadership development". 
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Introduction 

 

‘Prevolution’: evolving prior to an anticipated change in the environment. Noah built an ark 

based on his unique foresight that the world would become flooded. We can get our leaders 

ready for tomorrows world. 

 

Volume 1 of Prevolution makes the case for a change to the way we model and develop 

leaders – one which matches the inherent traits of today’s emerging talent with the 

requirements of tomorrows challenges. We explore the nature of generation y (born in the 

80s and early 90s), and contrast them with the baby boomers and generation x who make 

up the bulk of today’s middle and senior leaders.  

 

Some crystal ball gazing gives us a view of the future macro environment, and its impact on 

the workplace of the future. This allows us to hypothesis on the characteristics of the 

generation y CEO.  And for now, it remain just that – a set of hypothesis. As the research 

continues they will be challenged and probed through interviews and questionnaires – some 

will be debunked, some new highlights will emerge, and we will begin to get a robust picture 

of firstly the nature of the leadership challenges of the future, and a clearer understanding of 

how well, or not, our young leaders are suited to the world which they will lead.  

 

The ultimate goal of prevolution is to establish a model for the development of our 

generation y talent – and I welcome your participation in whatever form works for you, as we 

collaborate on a journey which will impact the lives of many millions of people.  

 

To get involved email: prevolution@bluestagcoaching.com 

mailto:prevolution@bluestagcoaching.com


Making a case for Prevolution 

Just as nature does; leadership theory evolves as a direct result of the changes in the 

environment. Those leaders who are best adapted to the new world rise to the top and 

become icons of the age. Previous thinking on leadership was not wrong, it has simply 

become out-dated, and requires an update.  

New iconic leaders are modelled, defining characteristics identified, and a theory developed, 

published and taught. Organisations implement change programmes, force their evolution, 

and ultimately seek to reap the rewards. The problem here is the time lag. From the moment 

when the conditions on which our iconic leader thrived to the moment they are implemented 

perhaps a decade has passed.  

This was alright when the world evolved slowly. A decade ago we were renting DVDs from 

blockbuster, taking 35mm to Boots for processing, and only 25% had home internet access 

(all by dial up). The corporate landscape is now changing far faster than the evolution of 

leadership theory. Assuming that it is useful to create a timely model of great leadership – 

what fills the void? 

Whilst Noah had the advantage that his foresight came direct from the maker, we can make 

assumptions about the trajectory of change, and therefore make predictions about the 

corporate environment 10 years from now. It will never be right, and at best will be ‘a view’, 

or a set of possibilities - historical models benefit from the considerable advantage of 

working in hindsight, and any leadership model based on a theoretical future world will, quite 

rightly, be treated with scepticism. However, is this a reason not to try. 

Working with prevolution does have a distinct advantage however. Those leaders who will 

be coming into positions of power in a decade are known to us now; generation y. Rather 

than induct them into the systems, structures, dynamics, cultures, and relationship norms of 

the now, thereby moulding them into mini-me’s of our current leaders; we have the 

opportunity to work with their raw talent and natural characteristics, in order to shape them 

into the leaders we need in the future.  

 



Which all nicely leads to a few questions: 

1. Given a considered view of the corporate landscape in 2025, what are the traits that 

define the iconic leaders of the day? (do they differ from today?). 

2. How do you talent spot the next generation of iconic leaders from today’s pool of 

generation-y candidates? (is this different to current practice?) 

3. What new models of leadership development emerge as right sized for today’s talent 

in the context of tomorrows world? 

The research will inform talent selection, help organisations to pinpoint their future leaders, 

and give direction to their development. The findings will be publish in various formats, a  

consultancy programme developed, and tailored coaching and training packages available to 

suit unique organisational dynamics. 

We will create a network of generation-y talent: bright minds with a mission; connected with 

peers, mentors and sages; and linked into a support system which helps unlock potential. 

  



Generation Y Unmasked 

Before we begin, let’s be careful about stereotyping. When talking about any generational 

cohort, or in fact any group – it may be useful to identify some common themes, some 

common attributes, some commonality in fact. However, this is not to say that everyone 

within the group is a clone of one another – within generational groups there will be very big 

differences in individual characteristics based on the specific situation of their upbringing.  

However, research has identified some common themes which are handy insights into the 

lives, and behaviours of groups of people with similar birth dates. Hence, although we will 

always be able to identify exceptions to the ‘norms’, by having an awareness of typical traits 

we are better able to spot patterns of behaviour; and those exceptions will become even 

more interesting. 

There is no hard and fast cut off date, when one generation starts and the next begins, and 

we could have a good debate about it – but frankly it’s not that important. If we just think that 

GenY’s were born between 1980 and 1995, so in today’s money, that makes them between 

18 and 33 years old. Generation X, preceded them and are today between 34 and 48 years 

old, and Boomers are between 49 and 67.  

The reason for the great interest in GenY is that they will be coming into positions of power 

relatively young (as boomers retire faster than X’s will replace them), and into a very 

uncertain world where resource scarcity is likely to put the breaks on capitalism as we know 

it; and the human impact on planet earth becomes increasingly unsustainable. So let’s take 

a look at the defining characteristics of the individuals who have the challenge of re-

balancing society. 

 

Entitled 

GenY have been well nurtured, with doting parents often creating a cocooned world – 

sheltering their offspring from the dangers of the world. This often continues right through 

adolescence and into early adulthood with parents writing their child’s cv, applying for their 



first jobs, and taxiing them around. It is not uncommon for offspring to be living at home into 

their late 20s, and to have bounced out of the home, and back again more than once as they 

experiment with independence. Helicopter parents will continue to have an influence on the 

lives of their 30 year children, and GenY will continue to feel entitled to what they want.  

 

Self-confident & self-absorbed 

During the childhood of GenY, the ‘self-esteem movement’ rose to prominence – no more 

criticising, no-one loses, and certainly no smacking. One of the consequences is that GenY 

have a very high opinion of themselves and this self confidence is one of their key defining 

characteristics. Having not known hardship, they are naturally optimistic, and with the 

parental safety net, are prepared to be adventurous. However, all this attention has also left 

them quite needy for constant approval, regular feedback, a guiding sage. They hate being 

told what to do (much preferring a coach or mentor to a line manager), and can be very 

sensitive to any perceived attack on their character. Often wrapped up in their own world, 

they want to be surrounded by people who see their point of view; but really need people 

who can raise their focus to expose a bigger picture. 

 

Living in the now 

You can’t go very far in describing GenY without talking about technology. All generations 

have access to the internet, and smart phones – but Gen-Y are the first to have grown up 

with them. They are not tools to be learnt, they are a way of life – and for Gen-Ys, life would 

not be possible without them. They live in a world of continuous partial awareness, with all 

the worlds knowledge at their fingertips, and have therefore developed an amazing ability to 

sift.  

They choose what they take notice of – and for them it’s equally valid to choose to take 

notice of their texts, or facebook feeds as it is to take notice of the person they are sitting 

with. They can restrict their news consumption so that they only hear about the subjects that 

interest them, and only from the commentators or celebrities that they feel connected to. 



However, it is wrong to think that they read less: they read 40% more than their peers from 

the 1980’s. 

Because they have learnt to sift, often their attention to detail is poor and they struggle with 

maintaining their attention on a single task. This is further exacerbated by their need for 

immediacy – if something isn’t available right now then it is of low value, and they will quickly 

move on to something that can be done this minute.  

 

Individuality 

The explosion of choices also brought with it the ability to customise everything from the 

news they consume to the colour of their trainers – GenY are used to expressing their 

individuality (and would therefore be irked by being called GenY) and have been 

encouraged to be true to themselves. They don’t want to conform, they don’t like being put in 

a box.  

They will work wherever the laptop is rather than expect to be in-the-office, they will work 

when it suits them rather than 9-5; and can’t see anything wrong with this autonomy as long 

as they commit to getting good quality work done on time. In the future there is likely to be a 

blurring of work and non-work time – which leads to a two headed problem.... those that find 

it difficult to become motivated, and those who cannot switch off. 

 

Collaboration 

GenY have an insatiable desire to share what they are doing moment to moment, and 

through facebook and twitter, now have the medium. They worked together on their 

homework by instant messenger, posted and shared videos on youtube, and worked in 

teams at school. This is the collaborative generation who love communicating (not to be 

confused with talking), who have a wide collection of acquaintances with whom they share 

their lives virtually.  

 



They expect engagement: a two way dialogue in any interaction, be that with brands, their 

organisations, or their CEO. They are by nature, much less competitive, particularly than 

boomers, and also much less hierarchical. Their social network is not defined by job titles, 

and they would expect all employees to be treated with equal respect – they will speak up if 

they disagree, reject dictates, and lack deference to authority. 

 

Informed 

They do not understand a world where information is restricted and used to hold power; they 

expect to have access to all the worlds knowledge – transparency leads to trust, secrecy to 

cynism. They see straight through spin, hold a natural scepticism, and will seek multiple 

sources before believing what they are told. Many have travelled, many have taken gap 

years – their awareness of what’s happening in the world is greater than for any previous 

generation. And they have a thirst for more. For many of them, a career offering a journey of 

discovery is more important than progressing through the ranks. They actively seek 

opportunities to development themselves in a quest to ‘be the best version of themselves’. 

 

Values based 

All generations make values based decisions – but GenY have the confidence to seek them 

more often. Expect them to ask ‘why’, before committing themselves to action. They seek 

work they love, and this means work which both fits with their values and where their 

contribution is valued. But don’t confuse this with a desire to shirk work, this generation 

works as many hours and weekends as previous generations at the same level. However, 

they have noted the social consequences of their predecessors working long hours, and 

therefore place great importance on finding the balance which allows them to live fulfilled 

lives. 

 

As we progress on this journey, lets hold in our minds a group of people who are:  



 myopic and self absorbed 

 seeking the freedom to explore for themselves 

 living in the now with constant partial attention 

 naturally collaborative 

 demanding two way dialogue 

 proudly individual 

 informed with all the worlds knowledge at their fingertips 

 values based, and wanting to know ‘why’ 

 entitled and self confident 

 

  



The new rules of motivation 

This is a little story about Chris.... 

 

Today is a good day. Not a cloud on the horizon, a warm evening sun kept fresh by a gentle 

sea breeze, it smells like mums kitchen on a Sunday lunch, and feels.... it feels like 

butterflies dancing in a meadow. This is Chris’ world, or to be precise, his internal world. 

He’s had a tough year – sleepless nights with his second child, juggling the relentless 

pressures on his time, and diagnosed with prostate cancer. He’s learnt that the only thing he 

can control is his own mind. And just like the rest of us, when he first looked in, it wasn’t a 

pretty sight. 

You see we hold a utopian dream of what life should be about, compare our own to it, and 

end up disillusioned: “there must be more to life than this”. We feel trapped on a treadmill of 

conformity, which sits in a world built, very recently, with a bad assumption at its core: work 

hard, make money, buy stuff, be happy. Society is waking up to the folly. Maslow suggested: 

once we have sufficient money to provide shelter, food, and warmth, our higher needs are 

satisfied by love, belonging, self-esteem, and at the top, the answers to the big questions.... 

who am I, and why am I here? 

Why does this matter now? Because generation-y are growing up wiser than their parents. 

They’ve heard the regrets of the dying and have the determination to live a different life 

(Guardian.co.uk, “Top 5 Regrets of the Dying” 2012): 

1. I wish I had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me 

2. I wish I hadn’t worked so hard 

3. I wish I had the courage to express my feelings 

4. I wish I had stayed in touch with my friends 

5. I wish that I had let myself be happier 

 



And this creates a dilemma at work. Three generations with three different vocabularies. 

Baby boomers: “I look after my family by providing for them”, generation x: “I look after my 

family by balancing work and life”, generation y: “I want to be happy being me”. Ok, so a 

gross oversimplification, however, it illustrates a point – it’s uncomfortable. 

For the first time, we have a new generation of workers who have access to all the worlds 

information, but no guidance on their fundamental questions – who am I, and why am I here. 

For the older generation, it’s an awkward personal moment if you start to enquire about this 

in middle age – the fear of regrets surfacing will often keep the lid on self enquiry. 

So what’s the point of having this awareness? The point is that the rules of motivation have 

shifted for the younger generation. It is a fallacy to believe they want the same things as we 

did: aspiring to buy a property or climbing the career ladder, they don’t even want the same 

things as each other. They have a common simple desire ‘just to be me’. We cannot provide 

the answers, but we can ask the questions, we can listen, and we can provide 

encouragement and support. To motivate our talent, we have to coach not manage. Line 

managers who understand how to help their employees to find meaning in their work, will be 

rewarded by the most innovative, collaborative generation the world has ever seen. And 

those who have the skill, wisdom, and bravery to unlock their deepest desires, wow, the 

world is your oyster.  

You see, we can all be like Chris – irrespective of the events of the outside world, 

irrespective even of the frailties of the human body, Chris is at peace with himself, and from 

this inner calm comes an extra-ordinary outward strength.  

 

 

  



The Experienced Ones 

As we head into 2013 the number of Traditionalists (born 1928 to 1945) in work are a small 

minority – the bulk of today’s workforce, and the overwhelming majority of leaders, are 

comprised of Baby Boomers and Generation-x. It is therefore useful to understand a little 

about their general characteristics which are formed by sharing a common chronological 

location in history. 

Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964 (a period of high birth rates following the end of 

the second world war), and are now entering the twilight of their careers (aged 49 to 67), but 

interestingly, not their active lives. Their formative years in the 60’s and 70’s were filled with 

causes and revolutions from the Vietnam war, to the civil rights movement, and cultural 

revolution in China. They wanted to change the world, and were eager to flee the nest to 

make independent lives of their own.  

However, their sheer numbers had a more lasting effect – they had to fight to get their share, 

including a desk in a classroom, and a place in the sports team. Competition, and 

particularly winning, is important. As they grew up, money became the benchmark for 

success and they threw themselves into work: playing by the corporate rules, and focussed 

on climbing the career ladder. Power become synonymous with success, and squashed their 

teenage rebelliousness to make the world better. The 70’s became the ‘me’ decade, and in 

the 80’s ‘greed was good’. They built the capitalist world as we know it today: a wonderful 

success of growth and prosperity, with massive companies operating in formal structures, 

each seeking constant efficiency gains in a ruthlessly competitive world.  

Competition was played out on the political stage – USA v Russia: the cold war, the space 

race, and nuclear proliferation: a testosterone fuelled poker match of power with the world’s 

future as playing chips. 

Boomers gave birth to generation-x, born between 1965 and 1979, and therefore now 

between the ages of 34 and 48 – the big career movement years. Xers were shaped by the 

events of the 80’s and 90’s – a period of stagnant economies, rising unemployment, and 



redundancies. They saw their committed fathers lose ‘jobs-for-life’, and so began a mistrust 

for organisations and politicians.  

Computers began to arrive in schools, offices and homes – and arcade games first made 

their mark as a teenage pastime. Cable TV broadened horizons and live aid connected 

billions of people across the planet in a collective movement of consciousness. The greatest 

social shift was in the role of women. Within a decade the number of women in work shifted 

from 30% to 60% - more and more children grew up with working mums, divorce rates 

rocketed and they becoming known as ‘latchkey kids’. 

It was a slow, difficult transition into working life for many gen-xers. A stagnant economy, a 

bulge of capable experienced boomers to displace, and a financial hangover from expensive 

educations. Mortgages became more accessible, so home ownership rose – however high 

house prices placed a significant burden on the monthly purse strings. For the first time ever, 

the new generation were worse off financially than the previous one – and significantly so. 

Having seen parents toil and then be let down, they have a more pragmatic view of work, 

and place greater emphasis on being with their children, nurturing long standing friendships, 

and striving for ‘balance’.  

Most have been at multiple companies, through choice or lay-offs, and are entering mid-

career malaise. They represent the largest group with job dissatisfaction and are seeking 

meaningful alternatives as they reassess life’s purpose. Gen-x have a desire to be in control 

of their own destiny, are willing to follow opportunity wherever it takes them, and plan on only 

working for an employer for as long as they are getting what they need. They are ambitious 

rather than careerist, pride themselves on independence, are strongly resistant to 

conventional wisdom, and maintain a deep mistrust of authority. 

We now observe increasing tensions as organisations struggle to create harmony amongst 

mixed generational teams – a utopia vision of every member playing to their strengths in a 

powerful display of the value of diversity often seems a distant dream. 

  



A View Of The World 

Generation Y leaders are born into a world that bares little resemblance to that of their 

predecessors, and the world they will inherit will be vastly different again. 

Let’s start with the shifting of economic power, the rising BRICS, and in particular the 

explosion of talent coming out of India and China, which dwarfs traditional western talent 

pools (particularly in hard science subjects). We are likely to see a big change in the make 

up of the board of directors including a more equal male / female split, and a greater racial  

balance. This will have a profound impact on organisational cultures, and the shaping of an 

integrated global community. 

Economics will begin to have to take notice of impending ecological disaster with many 

commentators saying we’ve passed the point of no return. Whilst some may throw their arms 

up in despair – many will come to realise that unbounded consumption must stop. Human 

desire which is currently satisfied by accumulating ‘stuff’, will in the future, be satisfied by the 

consumption of experiences. The fallacy of more money = more happiness will become 

exposed for all, as humanity realises it has pillaged the resources and spent the money.  

Can we therefore also suggest that since excess money is unimportant to individuals, and 

there simply aren’t enough resources for companies to continue to grow, that we will see an 

end to a fixation on GDP growth; shareholder return is put back in its box; and capitalism in 

its present guise dies?  

The nature of competition is that it produces more losers than winners. In 1997 the richest 

1% of Americans owned 35% of the countries wealth, whilst 14% lived below the 

governments poverty threshold. Infant mortality rates are between 25 and 50 times higher in 

Africa than Europe. One in six people don’t have access to clean water; one billion children 

live without basic sanitation; 13% of the worlds population are hungry. As the individuals of 

the world become ever more interconnected, expect there to be a growing will to smooth the 

troughs of pain around the world in a revolution of equality. 

 



It will be very interesting to see how politics is played out on the global stage over the next 

20 years. Natural resources which fuel our way of living will no longer be available to 

everyone in the way they were in the past – will there be a fight over the last barrel of oil? 

Will rich countries rob the poor of their water? History suggest yes – nations looking after 

themselves, investing in weapons of power, stealing from the poor. But this is a messy end 

to humanity – will anyone have the political will and backing to form a global governance 

model which puts the stewardship of planet earth and goodwill to all humankind at its core?  

These are not new thoughts. Sages have been on this agenda for years – calling for action, 

shouting for change – but being drowned out by the sound of cash registers. It feels like the 

right time for an unusual collaboration between the weary wise folk, and the passionate, 

innovative, collaborative generation y. Their mission: to undo the hedonistic consumption 

model. It is technically possible to cut energy consumption by 80% and supply the remaining 

20% purely from renewable sources – the green technology sector could become a hotbed 

for talent as it flourishes over the next decade.  

Innovation will be at the heart of the solution to the power problem. In fact innovation will be 

at the heart of business in general. Due to the speed of imitation, the choices available to 

consumers, and the pace of change in general, organisations can no longer expect to reap 

the benefit of years worth of competitive advantage from an advantaged product or idea. 

There will be a place in business for manufacturing commoditised products, but only in the 

lowest cost producer, and at low margins. Every business who wants to survive must 

embrace innovation – very few know who to do this well, and it will become a key 

differentiator of leaders. 

We are already seeing a shift in how people innovate: from locked behind company doors, 

towards a more crowd sourced approach. This shift is likely to occur more, with a resultant 

blurring of the boundaries of ‘an organisation’, the classic example here are the thousands of 

developers of apps for the iphone. Technology, globalisation, and the propensity for 

generation y to collaborate, are key factors leading to a very exciting period of discovery. 

 



The future of innovation is through virtual collaboration between highly talented individuals – 

each of whom has worked hard to develop a set of skills that are useful. And made them 

known. Establishing, managing, and promoting an online persona becomes imperative  – 

expect everything you do from facebook to twitter, amazon to linked-in, all to be collated into 

your virtual ID. Manage it well, it will be the source of all your work.  

The other point here is that careers are hand-crafted by the individual so that they are in 

tune with their values, sense of purpose, and balance with out-of-work priorities – in this 

sense they are all completely unique, and a far cry from the formal career path curated by 

the big organisations. 

Short working lives and long retirement are a thing of the past. The remarkable lengthening 

of life expectancy, plus the difficulty in growing sufficient savings mean that many of us 

should be anticipating a working life of 50 years or more. A 50 year career needs thinking 

about differently; overlay the exponential rate of change in the world, and within a single 

lifetime in work a person is likely to need to re-cast themselves multiple times. Ensuring 

aligning between ‘who i am’ and ‘what i do’ is essential in this context. 

We’ve returned to the fundamental questions – who am I and why am I here? Expect 

generation y to seek the meaning in everything they do – they want to be convinced ‘why’ 

before they apply themselves. Expect generation y to turn these questions inwards as well – 

they will be the most self enquiring generation ever, the most in tune with their emotions 

(which will often be displayed more frequently), and the first to genuinely prioritise self 

esteem, and self actualisation above remuneration. The energy and focus to sustain a 

lengthy, fulfilled, and happy career can only come from a deep sense of peace and purpose. 

Finally, through globally networked impassioned, educated leaders the balance of power 

shifts from traditional national establishments to the collective consciousness. This is a game 

changer and truly has the capability to sustain the ecosystem on which we all rely. 

 

I thank Linda Gratton for the following words taking from her book ‘The Shift’:  

 



“Our world is at the apex of an enormously creative and innovative shift that will result in 

profound changes to the everyday lives of people across the globe. The drivers of change 

are a subtle blend of: natural resources, rapid advances in technology, increasing 

globalisation, profound changes in longevity and demography, and important societal 

changes. It is not just our day to day working conditions and habits that will change but also 

our working consciousness.” 

 

  



The Future of Work 

Companies do not operate in a bubble – they have constantly evolved and will continue to 

do so, in a classic Darwinian survival of the fittest. 

The ability of companies to innovate will be the key criteria for their success or failure. 

Innovating products, services, routes to market, business models, terms of contracts, 

employee engagement – absolutely everything in fact. Long range planning will be replaced 

by continual experimentation and evaluation, and those organisations that are flexible and 

nimble will thrive. Those that retain pyramidal hierarchies with their chains of command, tight 

control over the dissemination of information, and rigid job descriptions will fail to keep pace 

with the changing world around them. 

Successful organisations will evolve into connected communities encompassing a wide 

variety of partners and contractor relationships; the boundary of who is an employee and 

who is not becomes increasingly blurred. Groups of individuals, sourced from around the 

world, come together virtually to work on a project and then disband.  

Information has to flow unconstrained, trust is built on reputation alone, and an ingrained 

ethos of collaboration is at the heart of success. The notion of chain-of-command will break 

down as information, knowledge and expertise is widely shared – decisions will often be 

taken through participative approaches and the ‘manager’s’ role becomes one that designs 

and orchestrates the system to promote collaboration.  

Consumers are far more savvy and far more sceptical of corporate messages, than they 

used to be – transparency is the new buzz. User reviews become the currency of brand 

equity. And it will not be constrained to how well a product or service performs its function, 

but also increasingly include an ethical evaluation. Lip-service corporate social responsibility 

will be replaced by genuine action. 

 

 



Well networked individuals become highly prized – so promote social media, don’t ban it. In 

this knowledge based industry, organisations can become ‘assetless’, and the unit of work 

shifts from time based, to output based. The role of HR shifts from managing the workforce, 

to talent scouting; employment contracts lose their value, the ‘free-agent’ mindset becomes 

the norm, and organisations have to develop systems suited to short tenure. 

Over the last 25 years nine-to-five, has been tweaked in some places, to become flexible 

working; but expect the rule book to be ripped up now. With work being measured on output, 

individuals begin to have control over when and where they work. This is an unsettling 

thought to those who have created boundaries of work and life by the physical separation of 

the office, and the routine of five days work followed by a weekend. These boundaries will 

dissolve as the combined forces of technology and globalisation redefine ‘work time’. Cyclic 

working will be the norm – intense times on, followed by extended periods off (both within a 

week, and over a year). Work arrangements will therefore become customised and fair, 

rather than equal. Individual careers are also likely to be cyclic, rather than continuous and 

linear as they are today. Paths will lead down, sideways, out, and up. Earnings are unlikely 

to follow a steady upward trajectory, and the notion of a ‘retirement age’ dies away. 

With lengthening careers, and the increasing pace of change of the world, learning beyond 

school becomes increasingly important. The ability of organisations to help their workers to 

retrain in order to stay relevant, becomes a key motivation factor for company loyalty. 

Of course, some things will not change. Just about everybody will continue to feel 

overworked and underpaid, everyone continue to want to feel respected, and conflicts 

continue to share a common point of origin – who has clout. 

 

  



The Generation-Y CEO 

Over the last century leadership theory has evolved from the initial Great Man Theory of 

battlefield heros who were born to lead, and gave rise to Trait Theory which tried to codify 

their characteristics. Whilst it was established (in the 1950s) that there were no specific traits 

that could clearly be identified as the absolute conditions of leadership, this 1974 list remains 

broadly valid today:  

1. Drive for responsibility and task completion 

2. Vigour and persistence in the pursuit of goals 

3. Venturesomeness and originality in problem-solving 

4. Drive to exercise initiative in social situations 

5. Self confidence and sense of personal identity 

6. Willingness to accept consequences of decisions and action 

7. Readiness to absorb interpersonal stress 

8. Willingness to tolerate frustration and delay 

9. Ability to influence other persons’ behaviour 

10. Capacity to structure social interaction systems to the purpose at hand 

 

Further development of leadership theory explored the relationship between the leader and 

follower with regards to participatory decision making and equitable exchanges, before a 

hiatus in the 70’s and 80’s when the charismatic leader become fashionable once more. The 

servant leader gained popularity in the 90’s with its priority on encouraging, supporting and 

enabling subordinates to achieve their full potential. The naughties trend was ‘authentic 

leadership’ based on self-awareness, relational transparency, and internalised moral 

perspectives.  

Over the same time there has been a dramatic disenchantment towards leaders. Clinton’s 

impeachment and Bush’s ineptitude lead a long line of leaders who have failed to live up to 

the two basic tenets of leadership: ethics and capability. Add Enron, the Catholic Church, 

Bankers, Politicians expenses, Lance Armstrong – and you get a society disillusioned with 

the people in power. By coming together, the masses now have the power to decide their X-

factor winners, rate restaurants and Amazon products, and overthrow regimes. Participatory 

democracy is everywhere, and previous iron grips on power are loosening. Leaders relations 



with their staff mirror the home environment where dad used to be the authority figure, but 

now wants to be seen as a friend and mentor. 

It is certainly a difficult time to step into leadership: followers are more likely to be resistant 

than deferent; the context is fraught with complexity and ambiguity; and the recent past is 

littered with failed leaders who were unable to lead effectively and ethically. 

 

So what clues do we have that can support our emerging leaders as they edge towards 

positions of power? 

 

Remember, we do have an understanding of the general characteristics of Generation Y, 

such as a feeling of entitlement stemming from doting parents. A self confidence, but a need 

for constant re-approval, self starters who don’t like being told what to do, and self absorbed 

who often can’t see the world from another point of view. Technologically adept with the 

worlds knowledge always accessible, they dip in and out of things in a state of constant 

partial awareness, whilst cruising around living in the immediacy. They are used to 

expressing their individuality and are seeking a life which they can customise to suit their 

specific desires; whilst simultaneously connecting with others with similar outlooks 

regardless of their status or location. They are well informed, hold a natural scepticism for 

what they are being told, and use this knowledge to make values based judgements which 

they are prepared to stand up for. They are motivated by leaders who understand and 

support their mission to learn more about themselves, to grow awareness, knowledge and 

skills, and provide the freedom to shape their lives to suit them. 

The current corporate world is lead by baby boomers who established hierarchical 

organisations to drive efficiency in an increasingly competitive capitalist environment. The 

bottom line meant everything as they fought for power, and accumulated status symbols. 

Stern, committed and deeply knowledgeable, they are retiring in great numbers. Generation-

X, are their chronological successors who currently fill middle management roles. Their 



mistrust of authority and pride in independence underpin a different, less committed attitude 

towards employers, and a greater emphasis on a balanced life. 

And we know that the pace of change of the world is increasing exponentially. Population 

growth, and the thirst for consumption is placing ever greater strains on earth’s natural 

resources and atmosphere – over the next 20 years humanity has to find new models for 

energy supply, population control, and ownership of ‘stuff’. The growing disparities between 

the wealthy and the poor have to be reversed as we embrace the growing affluence of the 

BRICs and the role of women in the board room. Innovating becomes the norm and inter-

company collaborations increase as organisations seek new models of agility, and the world 

finds new ways of making use of networking technologies. At an individual level, long 

careers wax and wane, retirement is reframed, and greater emphasis is placed on aligning 

working life with broader life missions. 

 

Our future leaders will face common challenges (CCL: “future trends in leadership”): 

 Information overload 

 Interconnectedness of systems and business communities 

 Dissolving of traditional organisational boundaries 

 New technologies which disrupt old work practices 

 Different values and expectations of new generations entering the workplace 

 Increased globalisation leading to the need to lead across cultures 

 

The modern world needs a combination of traditional technical skills of leadership, and 

enhanced development of complex thinking capability – ongoing cognitive development of 

how they make sense of their world. This level of maturity is earned through self enquiry 

brought about by exposure to challenging situations – and absolutely must be self driven. 

 

The Kegan theory of adult cognitive development represents five levels of qualitatively more 

complex ways of thinking: 



3- socialised mind: we are shaped by the expectations of those around us. What we think 

and say is strongly influenced by what we think others want to hear 

4- self-authoring mind: we have developed our own ideology to guide us. Our sense of self is 

aligned with our own belief systems. We can take stands and set limits. 

5- self-transforming mind: we have our own ideology, but can now step back from that and 

see it as limited or partial. We can hold more contradiction and oppositeness in our thinking 

and no longer feel the need to gravitate towards polarised thinking (less than 1% of the 

population) 

 

The first step in the learning process is become awake to the possibility of a different way to 

make sense of the world; then to test old assumptions and experiment with new possibilities; 

finally the new idea begins to dominate the old one.  

Given the complexity of the modern age, it is not now possible for a single individual to know 

the solution – or even define the problem, hence the modern CEO must possess a new 

range of competencies based on collaboration and networking thinking. He must loosen 

centralised controls, open the flow of information, establish flexible hierarchies; and embrace 

social media to engage with his board, employees, customers and society as a whole.  

The CEO of the future will be living in a constantly changing world. He will be marked by his 

ability to deal with ambiguity and make good decisions in shifting sands, and by his ability to 

enable others to do the same. Strategy should not be seen as a march towards a well 

defined vision, but more of a drunk mans stumble in the right kind of direction. Within the 

inebriated environment, the best leaders will maintain clarity of awareness about the 

immediate future, and encourage the same in their broad network of trusted colleagues. 

 

  



The Future of Leadership Development 

At this point prevolution is an interesting theory; a set of thought provoking observations, but 

it has little value. The next phase is to create a model for leadership development which 

places generation y at its epicentre, and is ambitious enough to believe it has ability to shape 

the leaders that society needs.  

 

This will only be achieved through collaboration and I therefore invite you to offer your 

unique expertise by contacting me at: prevolution@bluestagcoaching.com. 
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