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Executive summary

Leadership today demands more than vision. In a time of uncertainty and
upheaval, purpose provides the clarity, direction and resilience needed to lead
effectively. Drawing on decades of leadership practice and a deep understanding of
the Single Organizing Idea (SOI®) framework, this paper explores how purposeful
leadership builds trust, enables adaptability and sustains impact beyond individual
tenures. It draws on practical examples from across Aotearoa and beyond, as well as
insight gained through mentoring hundreds of senior leaders and embedding
purpose into governance and culture. The leaders best equipped for today are not
only competent, but deeply connected to a purpose greater than themselves.

Leadership has always been about people

At its core, leadership is — and always has been — about people. What has changed is
the context in which leadership takes place. Today’s challenges — climate volatility,
generational divides, geopolitical instability — demand more of leaders than ever
before. It is no longer enough to simply direct or manage. Leaders must connect,
listen and create conditions where people can thrive.

The most effective leaders build environments in which individuals feel seen, valued
and able to contribute meaningfully. That requires clarity of intent and alignment
around a shared purpose.

Leaders must have the courage to
relinquish control and the clarity
to guide through purpose.

Adaptive leadership and the confidence to not know

Today's leaders face a paradox: They are expected to provide certainty in an
uncertain world. Adaptive leadership is no longer optional — it is essential. Rather
than seeking to control or predict, successful leaders create cultures that embrace
experimentation, learning and shared responsibility.

Leadership thinker Gary Hamel argues that the organisations that thrive in
complexity are those that decentralise power and foster innovation at the edge. This
aligns with one of the most critical shifts in leadership today: Moving from
command-and-control to trust-and-empower

This ethos reflects one of the defining traits of trusted leaders: They do not pretend to
have all the answers but instead ask better questions and draw wisdom from diverse
perspectives. Adaptive leaders create environments where teams can make informed
decisions quickly, respond to feedback, and navigate the unknown with confidence.
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This mindset requires inner work: Understanding one’s own values and limitations.
But it is essential. Recent research carried out by Deloitte shows 94% of executives

believe the ability to adapt will be a key driver of organisational success in the years
ahead.

The era of the all-knowing leader is over. Today’s challenges — pandemics, generative
Al social disruption, ecological risk — often come without precedent. In these
moments, adaptability becomes more valuable than certainty.

Adaptive leadership means being comfortable holding ambiguity. It involves bringing
others into the decision-making process, experimenting with courage and learning
from failure. The most successful leaders are secure enough in themselves to not
have all the answers and open enough to invite others in.

Aotearoa New Zealand’s fast-growing clean tech sector is a prime example. As firms
navigate global sustainability standards and fast-changing technologies, it’s those with
leaders who are collaborative, iterative and grounded in purpose that are building
lasting competitive advantage.

Purpose as anchor and catalyst

Purpose is not just inspirational — it is structural. In turbulent environments, it
anchors teams to what matters and catalyses action by aligning effort and energy. This
is especially critical for leaders navigating uncertainty. A clearly articulated purpose
becomes a strategic tool — not just for alignment but for leadership itself.

When leaders activate purpose, they create a shared frame of reference for decision-
making and behaviour. This strengthens cohesion, sharpens judgement, and enables
quicker responses to change. As leadership theorists such as James MacGregor Burns
and Rosabeth Moss Kanter have observed, purpose driven leaders gain traction not by
managing tasks, but by inspiring belief and trust in a purpose that transcends short-
term interests.

When embedded, purpose
becomes a source of restlience,
clarity, and growth.

The Single Organizing Idea (SOI®) framework — developed by Neil Gaught over
more than two decades — is designed to help organisations embed purpose into the
heart of their strategy and operations. Rather than treating purpose as a
communications exercise, SOI positions it as the central, organising principle that
connects leadership intent with day-to-day behaviour. It provides a structured way

to align what an organisation stands for with how it operates — across culture,
governance, brand and performance. The SOI framework is designed to turn purpose
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into a practical leadership asset. It defines a central, actionable idea that informs
everything—from strategy and culture to governance and brand.

Research supports this: McKinsey reports employees at purpose-driven companies
are four times more likely to be engaged. Harvard Business School has found such
companies also deliver higher customer loyalty, innovation and long-term financial
performance.

In Aotearoa, Kiwibank stands out. With its purpose to “Make Kiwi’s better off,” the
bank has embedded purpose across its culture, governance and customer experience.
This clarity of purpose has led to increased customer trust, sharper strategic focus,
and renewed relevance. Its leadership team has made purpose an operational
imperative, not just a communications tool — demonstrating how purpose can serve
as both anchor and compass for today’s leaders.

Trust is built through consistency and care

Trust remains the most vital currency in leadership. Trust is not won through
charisma or clever communication — it is earned through consistency, care, and
follow-through. Tom Peters notes, “Leaders don’t create followers. They create more
leaders.” That only happens when people feel safe, supported and seen.

True leadership is not about projecting strength but embodying authenticity. It’s
about showing up — not just when things are going well, but especially when they
aren’t. Trust grows in those moments when leaders admit mistakes, listen openly, and
prioritise people over optics.

Today’s workforce expects leaders to demonstrate emotional intelligence and a
capacity for empathy. This shift from transactional management to human-centred
leadership requires a deep understanding of the emotional landscape of teams. High-
trust cultures — where leaders model transparency, fairness, and compassion — are
proven to deliver stronger engagement, innovation and performance.

Today’s workforce expects
empathy, transparency, and
emotional literacy from those
in charge.

Gallup data indicates 70% of the variance in team engagement is directly tied to the
leader. High-trust cultures outperform peers by up to 286% in total shareholder
return. In Aotearoa, Z Energy has long positioned itself as a values-led business,
publicly committing to leadership development and a focus on wellbeing. While
there is limited published data on outcomes, its approach to fostering authentic
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leadership and team resilience has been cited in industry commentary and by
stakeholders as contributing to a culture of responsiveness and integrity.

Trust is built through consistent, authentic action. In every sector, the leaders who
earn loyalty are those who show up consistently, act with integrity, and genuinely
care.

This trust is not performative. It grows in the everyday moments—in conversations,
decisions, and behaviours that reflect a leader’s values.

Leadership at every level

Leadership is not confined to the executive suite. It exists at every level of an
organisation. When people are connected to purpose, they step up. They take
initiative. They lead.

This reflects the principles of purpose driven leadership, which focuses on inspiring
and empowering individuals to exceed expectations by aligning with a shared
purpose. James MacGregor Burns, one of the originators of this concept, emphasised
the importance of leaders and followers raising each other to higher levels of
motivation and morality. In a similar vein, servant leadership — popularised by
Robert Greenleaf — positions the leader as one who prioritises the growth and well-
being of others. Purpose acts as the central lever in both approaches.

The most successful organisations

are those that unlock leadership capacity
across all levels — purpose makes

this possible.

This is the principle behind distributed leadership — and it is foundational to the
SOI approach. By giving everyone clarity of direction and the confidence to act,
organisations can replace dependency with accountability and build real agility.
Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s work also highlights that leadership flourishes in
environments where individuals are trusted, supported, and aligned to a larger
mission.

Fisher & Paykel Healthcare offers a strong example. Its cross-functional teams are
empowered to drive innovation and solve complex challenges. Their purpose—
improving care and outcomes—is a north star for decisions made across global
markets.

Sustaining change: Purpose and governance
Purpose must outlast the leader who initiates it. That means embedding it into the
organisation’s governance, operations, and decision-making frameworks.
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Too many well-intentioned initiatives fade when leadership changes. The antidote is
embedding purpose in governance structures—from board oversight to executive
succession. Boards that align strategy with purpose, ask the right questions, and
prioritise long-term value play a vital role.

This is particularly important in Aotearoa, where a growing number of boards

are now expected to lead on sustainability, Te Tiriti o Waitangi obligations and social
equity. The Institute of Directors’ (IoD) 2024 Director Sentiment Survey reports a
significant rise in directors seeking tools to help align governance with purpose. Many
now cite purpose alignment as a top concern and are actively looking for frameworks
and guidance to integrate it into strategic oversight. The IoD notes a broader shift
underway — one where boards are moving from a compliance focus toward
becoming stewards of long-term value, with purpose and stakeholder expectations
front and centre.

However, this momentum is far from universal. Many boards and executive teams
still operate with a narrow understanding of purpose — seeing it as a branding
exercise or HR initiative rather than a strategic driver. As a result, business-as-usual
thinking often prevails, sustained by outdated governance models and decision-
making structures that prioritise short-term metrics over long-term societal value.
This gap between intent and execution represents one of the biggest barriers to
meaningful, purpose driven transformation.

Purpose and the expanded role of business

The role of business in society is evolving. Stakeholders now expect companies to
contribute to positive societal outcomes, not just financial ones. Purpose provides the
compass to do both well.

When aligned with strategy, purpose strengthens trust, clarifies trade-ofts, and
enables faster decision-making. It is particularly powerful in contexts where
government capacity is limited or public trust is low.

This is relevant right across the world — businesses are evermore increasingly seen
as having a responsibility to support environmental, community and well-being
outcomes.

Purpose driven organisations don'’t just respond to societal change — they help
lead it.

Applied SOI insight

The SOI® framework helps leaders:
. Define and communicate an authentic, long-term purpose
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. Build cultures of trust, resilience, and shared ownership

. Align governance and operations to reinforce consistent behaviour
. Empower leadership at every level of the organisation

. Sustain transformation across leadership transitions

. Position the business as a contributor to long-term societal value.

Practical takeaways

. Revisit your purpose regularly: is it clear, actionable, and still relevant?

. Use SOI to embed purpose across strategy, brand, operations and
governance.

. Equip leaders to lead with humility, empathy and purpose-driven intent.

. Create systems of accountability that outlast individual leadership tenures.

. Measure success using KPIs that reflect both commercial and social
outcomes.

. Consider your legacy: What will your leadership leave behind that endures?
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