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To survive and thrive in an increasingly disruptive and complex 

world, organizations urgently need inclusive leaders. Leaders who 

can connect emotionally with their teams, bringing them from 

fear and uncertainty to hope and optimism. Leaders who see 

the entire workforce as vital. Leaders who can leverage the vast 

diversity of their organization’s talent to make better decisions 

and think differently. 

We see a demand for these leaders worldwide, and not just at  

the top of the organization but in every area and at every level. 

But recent Korn Ferry research shows that inclusive leaders are  

in fact extremely rare. 

The Korn Ferry Institute recently benchmarked 24,000 leader 

assessments (a subset of Korn Ferry’s global database) against 

Korn Ferry’s Inclusive™ Leader model. 

•	 We could not find one single leader in the top 25  

percentile on all 10 competency and trait composites. 

•	 When lowering the threshold to those in the top 25  

percentile in six or more of the composites, we found  

that only five percent of the leaders we looked at  

could be classed as inclusive leaders.

•	 We identified two types of inclusive leaders: heart inclusive 

leaders and head inclusive leaders. Organizations need both.

The results are telling and accentuate the urgency for 

organizations to develop inclusive leaders as quickly as possible.

Who will lead  
us through this  
new phase in  
human history?



Through fieldwork and rigorous analysis of Korn Ferry’s database of more  

than three million leadership assessments we have developed a new model  

of an inclusive leader. It identifies five enabling traits and five competencies  

(which we refer to as disciplines) - leaders need both if they are to activate  

the right behaviors.

What inclusive 
leaders look like

 APPLIES AN  
ADAPTIVE 
MINDSET 

•  Situational 
Adaptability

•  Global Perspective
•  Cultivates Innovation

OPTIMIZES TALENT

•  Drives Engagement
• Develops Talent
• Collaborates

BUILDS  
INTERPERSONAL TRUST

• Values Differences
• Instills Trust

ACHIEVES 
TRANSFORMATION

• Courage
• Persuades
• Drives Results

COMPETENCIES

TRAITS

INTEGRATES 
DIVERSE 
PERSPECTIVES

•  Balances 
Stakeholders

•  Manages  
Conflict

THE  
INCLUSIVE 
LEADER

Flexibility
• Tolerance of Ambiguity

• Adaptability

Inquisitiveness
• Openness to Differences

• Curiosity

• Empathy

Emotional Resilience
• Composure

• Situational Self Awareness

Authenticity
• Trust

• Humility

Self-Assurance
• Confidence

• Optimism
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You can find out more about this model in our paper, ‘The five disciplines of inclusive leaders’.

https://infokf.kornferry.com/inclusive-leader-discipline.html


Turns out, they  
are very rare 
indeed. In fact,  
out of 24,000 
leaders assessed, 
we could not  
find a single one 
who fell into the 
top 25th percentile  
for all ten inclusive 
traits and 
disciplines.

“

“
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Where can you find  
inclusive leaders?
Thanks to our model, we now know 

exactly what we are looking for in 

an inclusive leader. But, as we have 

already outlined, they are far from 

easy to find. 

In fact, out of 24,000 leaders 

assessed between 2015 and 2019, 

we could not find a single one who 

fell into the top 25th percentile for 

all ten inclusive traits and disciplines. 

Even leaders who fall within the 

top 25th percentile for six or more 

inclusive qualities are still very much 

in the minority, whether measured 

by industry, profession, or nation.

The best-rated industries for 

inclusive leadership were non-profit 

(9.5% inclusive leaders), government 

(7.5%), and healthcare (7.3%). 

Among professions, only creatives 

got close to ten percent. Nearly all 

the rest were around five percent 

and below. The best-rated nation 

was New Zealand (12.9%) followed 

by Australia (10.8%), the United 

States (9.7%), and Ireland (8.8%). 

Looking at this data, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that New Zealand 

Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, has 

received global recognition for the 

highly inclusive leadership she has 

shown in mitigating the spread  

of COVID-19.
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Percentage of leaders who score in the top 25th percentile for six  
or more inclusive leader composites: By industry

Nonprofit

Government

Healthcare Delivery

Financial Services

Education and Training

Advanced Technology

Pharmaceuticals and Biological Science

Global

Professional and Business Services

Retail

Media and Entertainment

Consumer Goods

Multi-Industry Holding Companies

Energy and Utilities

Travel, Hospitality, and Leisure

Industrial and Manufacturing

Telecommunications

Distribution Services

Real Estate and Property Management

INDUSTRY

0 2 4 6 8 10

PERCENTAGE

1.66

2.09

2.99

3.56

4.25

4.39

4.56

4.57

4.59

4.66

4.92

5.31

5.45 

8.56 

9.54 

4.26

3.49

7.30 

5.95 



Percentage of leaders who score in the top 25th percentile for six  
or more inclusive leader composites: By function

Creative

Executive and General Management

Information Technology

Human Resources

Marketing

Financial Services

Strategic Planning

Customer Service

Communications

Consulting

Multiple Functions

Research, Development and Engineering

Global

Education and Training

Healthcare

Accounting, Finance and Control

Operations

Manufacturing

Sales

Legal

Administrative Services

FUNCTION

0 2 4 6 8 10

PERCENTAGE

2.52

2.88

3.02

3.18

4.09

4.12

4.89

4.93

4.93

4.96

4.97

5.06

5.37

5.37

6.79

9.09

4.66

3.85

1.48

5.85

5.44
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Percentage of leaders who score in the top 25th percentile for six  
or more inclusive leader composites: By nation

New Zealand

Australia

United States

Ireland

Sweden

Canada

United Kingdom

Netherlands

Switzerland

Global

Germany

Belgium

Poland

Spain

Singapore

Colombia

Hong Kong

France

India

Austria

China

Italy

Brazil

Thailand

Ecuador

Argentina

Malaysia

Chile

Peru

Philippines

Mexico

NATION

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

PERCENTAGE

1.92

0.74 

2.16

1.16

2.40

1.17

2.50

1.19

2.52

1.24

3.19

1.45

3.81

1.49

4.35

1.76

6.29

6.86

6.95

7.43 

7.50 

8.79 

10.76 

12.88

4.07

1.60

3.06

1.40

1.83

9.66 

4.66



There is another important pattern our researchers 

identified when analyzing the distribution of traits and 

disciplines. Inclusive leaders appear to belong to one 

of two different types—those who lead with the “heart” 

and those who lead with the “head.” 

The heart-led cluster stood out for its high average 

scores on the people-related traits of authenticity and 

emotional resilience and the disciplines of optimizes 

talent, integrates diverse perspectives, and builds 

interpersonal trust. 

The head-led cluster was more mindset- and  

action-oriented, with high average scores on the 

enabling traits of flexibility and inquisitiveness and  

the disciplines of applies an adaptive mindset and 

achieves transformation. 

To be truly effective, inclusive leaders in each cluster 

need to build the traits and disciplines typically 

associated with the other. This inevitably means learning 

new ways of leading. Heart-centered leaders, for 

example, must develop an approach to diversity and 

inclusion that leads to organizational transformation. 

Head-centered leaders, meanwhile, could achieve 

transformation even more effectively if they were to 

become more emotionally connected with the diversity 

of people they were leading. 

The need for heart-and-head leaders is already urgent 

and will continue to grow as we get deeper into the 

post-pandemic world. But, given how few inclusive 

leaders there are to begin with, organizations will need 

to take a systematic approach to ensure they have the 

numbers they need. This means not just developing 

individuals to be both head and heart leaders but 

thinking about the collective, and ensuring there  

is a balance of head and heart leaders throughout  

the organization.

Heart- and  
head-led leaders
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Heart-and-head inclusive leaders 

are experts at building rapport 

and trust, recognizing different 

learning and thinking styles, 

inviting new people to the 

table, seeking out contributions 

from those who bring different 

experiences to the discussion, and 

eliciting the personal best from 

each individual. They can also 

practice inclusion systematically, 

whether they are conducting talent 

review discussions, assigning a 

developmental opportunity, or 

deciding who to bring onto a team.

Imagine what you could achieve  

if you had thousands of heart-and-

head inclusive leaders active in 

every corner of your organization. 

This way, organizations can seek to 

achieve the full balance systemically 

where clusters of heart-and-head 

inclusive leaders can complement 

each other as a whole. 

Exponentially increasing the 

number of inclusive leaders in 

your organization is tough but not 

impossible, if you have the right 

framework in place. This includes:

•	 Effective assessment and 

training for inclusive leadership.

•	 Access to just-in-time tools that 

leaders can use to interrupt their 

unconscious biases.

•	 Structurally inclusive processes 

and systems, ensuring that 

job requirements, behaviorally 

based interviews, success 

profiles, and other evaluative 

tools are bias-free.

•	 Methodologies such as inclusive 

design that leaders can apply to 

remedy systemic inequities.

Organizations that successfully 

implement the necessary tools, 

systems and processes will see 

heart-and-head inclusive leadership 

behaviors proliferate across the 

workforce, enabling the true 

benefits of diversity and inclusion to 

be realized and sustained.

Help your organization 
develop heart-and-head 
inclusive leaders
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Have you built an organization where everyone can do  

their best work?

Our leadership development team can assess the traits and 

capabilities your leaders have today, while helping them hone 

the skills they will need to lead and drive change to build a 

more inclusive organization for tomorrow. 

How inclusive are 
your leaders?
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global organizational consulting firm. We help clients 
synchronize strategy and talent to drive superior performance. We work 
with organizations to design their structures, roles, and responsibilities.  
We help them hire the right people to bring their strategy to life. And we 
advise them on how to reward, develop, and motivate their people.
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