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Introduction 

In recent years, major global events have become constant points of contention in business. From 
rising tensions between the United States (US) and China to the ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict and 
the post-pandemic economic business landscape, we are witnessing waves of geopolitical instability. 
For organisations, this new reality carries a hard truth: strategic plans can be undone by geopolitical 
events in the blink of an eye. In this volatile climate, effective leadership becomes both a strategic asset 
and a stabilising force. This article explores key human-centred leadership capabilities, focusing on 
clarity, connection and courage as critical anchors in stormy waters, and offers three practical 
strategies that leaders can use to steady geopolitical uncertainty.  

 
Why Leadership Matters More Than Ever 

Geopolitical disruptions used to be considered “Black Swan Events”: rare and unpredictable. Today, 
they are recurring themes. According to Akpuokwe et al. (2024), businesses are simultaneously 
navigating through risks of regulatory changes, currency volatility, cyber threats and disrupted supply 
chains. These risks are complex, ever-changing and interconnected. Leadership in this era is about 
walking the path to success even if the path is not yet visible. However, when leaders are forced to make 
decisions without knowing all the facts and to communicate confidently in the midst of ambiguity, 
traditional leadership skills are no longer enough.  

 
Leadership Capabilities for Navigating Uncertainty 
 
In this era of geopolitical disruption, leaders must exhibit capabilities that extend beyond those of 
traditional leadership. Three human-centred leadership capabilities have become strategic assets 
rather than crisis-only responses that enable organisations to be effective. 

Strategic Clarity 
At a time of political and economic volatility, clarity becomes a leadership advantage. When the 
environment is filled with ambiguity, leaders must define priorities, communicate purpose, and align 
teams around shared objectives. This does not require perfect foresight; however, it does demand a 
consistent decision-making framework that guides action under pressure. Organisations such as 
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PwC have assisted clients in embedding scenario planning into their strategic planning to assess a 
range of possible geopolitical futures. In addition, PwC’s recent climate adaptation guide helps 
businesses incorporate resilience into governance, operations, and supply chains, demonstrating 
how structured foresight can empower leaders to navigate uncertainty and make more informed 
decisions. These forward-thinking approaches enable leaders to navigate complexity with clarity. 

Emotional Connection 
Uncertainty often triggers emotional reactions, ranging from fear to disengagement. Leaders who 
demonstrate emotional intelligence by active listening and empathic communication, acknowledging 
the concerns of the team and stakeholders, create connections, which build trust, cohesion, and 
psychological safety during periods of turbulence. Qantas Airways CEO, Vanessa Hudson, modelled 
empathetic leadership during a recent reputational challenge. Her emphasis on transparency and her 
calm and empathetic communication helped restore confidence and morale at a critical time for the 
organisation. 

Courage in Agility 
In fast-moving environments, rigid planning models can become liabilities. Leaders of today must be 
courageous in adopting a mindset of experimentation and learning, making timely decisions based on 
evolving information. Therefore, the transition from “perfect planning” to “rapid learning” is central to 
effective leadership. For example, Ohrling, Solberg Carlssom, and Brommels (2022) highlight how 
decentralised decision-making empowered frontline managers to act swiftly during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Organisations that adopted agile leadership models were better positioned to maintain 
efficient operations and were more dynamic in adjusting their strategy in real time.  

 
Steady Strategies for an Unsteady World 

Leaders must also adopt strategies that will steady their organisations. Three practical strategies are 
proving effective in navigating geopolitical uncertainty.  

Building anti-fragile teams 
In an unpredictable world, leaders strive to take resilient teams to the next level by building anti-
fragile teams; teams that grow stronger from the disruption they survive. The concept of anti-
fragility describes systems that benefit from shock, volatility, and stress. In an organisational context, 
this means creating structures, cultures and mindsets that evolve through uncertainty.  

Forward-thinking leaders deliberately expose their organisations to manageable doses of uncertainty. 
For example, Netflix’s Chaos Monkey is a tool used by Netflix that is designed to randomly disrupt live 
systems. Chaos Monkey's constant, low-level testing conditions the team and infrastructure to 
withstand real crises. Thanks to its anti-fragile approach, Netflix was successful in remaining 
operational when a major cloud outage hit Amazon Web Services in 2011. By intentionally designing 
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systems that embrace change and by building continuous learning mindsets, leaders create 
environments that can withstand disruption and become stronger in the process. 

Diversifying risk 
“China-plus-one” is a successful strategy involving the geopolitical diversification of supply chains 
across multiple countries, avoiding over-dependence on a single country. Many companies are now 
adopting this strategy and are building resilience by strengthening local supplier relationships and 
investing in digital supply chain visibility tools in the wake of escalating trade tensions between the 
US and China and other risks. For example, under CEO Tim Cook’s leadership, Apple rapidly expanded 
operations to India and Vietnam as a result of pandemic restrictions and labour disputes, which 
caused the temporary shutdown of Apple’s largest supplier in China, and reportedly cost the company 
US$1 billion per week and a shortfall of 6 million iPhones. This shift demonstrates the importance of 
geographical diversification and proactive risk management. 

Aligning culture 
Organisational culture can be shaped or shaken by how leaders respond to adversity. For example, 
during the early stages of the pandemic, Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella placed a strong emphasis on 
empathy, flexibility, and psychological safety. His leadership helped reinforce a high-trust, high-
autonomy culture that encouraged experimentation, innovation, and learning across global teams. In 
a global survey conducted during the pandemic, McKinsey (2021) found that psychological safety and a 
culture of curiosity are essential to organisational adaptability. Importantly, high-trust teams recover 
faster after disruption, as teams feel empowered to act, communicate more openly, and take 
initiative without fear. Fostering trust is a strategic long-term investment that enables quicker 
mobilisation when the next challenge inevitably comes.  

 
Conclusion 

Geopolitical disruption is no longer an occasional storm; it is the climate in which modern leaders must 
learn to operate. As the pace of change accelerates, leadership itself is being redefined. The stakes 
are higher, the variables more complex, and the margin for error increasingly narrow. Within this 
turbulence, clarity, connection, and courage are not abstract ideals; they are practical anchors. 

The leaders who will shape the future are those willing to make decisions without guarantees and act 
decisively amid ambiguity. They listen deeply, foster trust, and make space for innovation to thrive. 
They embrace volatility as a catalyst for growth. By cultivating anti-fragile teams, diversifying risk, and 
aligning culture around shared values, today’s leaders can transform disruption into a strategic 
advantage. 

Ultimately, leadership in an age of global disruption requires a human-centred approach, one that 
values adaptability over rigidity, trust over control, and continuous learning over static plans. The most 
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influential leaders will be those who not only guide their organisations through turbulence but also 
shape more resilient, innovative and sustainable futures for their organisations. 
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