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Abstract 

In a fast changing and turbulent business environment organizations are faced with new 

challenges. Since competent management has proved to be one of the strongest predictors of 

organizational success, one way to deal effectively with them is to develop the next generation of 

leaders. This paper investigates the leadership skills needed for future leaders especially during 

economic turmoil. Based on an extensive literature review, a list of the most important leadership 

skills was developed and a questionnaire was constructed to be used in structured interviews with 

experts and young leaders from five European countries (Greece, Latvia, Cyprus, Lithuania, 

Bulgaria). The current paper focuses on Greece, which is a prominent European case study, as 

recession has deeply affected working conditions. The results revealed the most crucial skills for 

future leaders in terms of future employability and during times of crisis. Furthermore, a gap 

between the necessary and the existing skills of young employees was identified, supporting the 

need for developing more appropriate leadership training programmes in the future. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Leadership in the era of digital technology, social media empowered citizens and networking 

communities is under radical transformation. In an open world leaders should embrace change and 

deal with crises, be open to experimentation and even failures in order to achieve their vision. 

Osborn, Hunt and Jauch (2002), argued that during great challenges and peril, leadership changes 

significantly due to its context. Hannah et al. (2009) support this argument and state that extreme 

contexts usually transform and influence leadership styles. Especially nowadays leadership requires 

skills tailored to an environment of urgency, high stakes, and uncertainty (Heifetz et al., 2009). 

Many studies have attempted to identify the leadership skills and behaviours of the effective 

future leaders. HayGroup (2011) global research revealed the need for a post-heroic leadership 

style. Τhe leaders of the future will need to be adaptable, flexible, multilingual, internationally 

mobile, to have deep integrity and strong conceptual and strategic thinking skills. But, most 

crucially, they must be highly collaborative since they will be leading increasingly diverse and 

independent teams over which they may not always have direct authority. Ricci & Wiese (2011) 

have identified four characteristics of collaborative leaders, focus on authentic leadership and 

eschew passive aggressiveness, relentlessly pursue transparent decision making, view resources as 

instruments of action and not as possessions, codify the relationship between decision rights, 

accountability and rewards. Cox et al., (2010) investigated the crucial leadership skills in times of 

crisis. The results showed that innovation and creativity, impact and influence on others, working 

with partners, managing conflict and motivating others, were among the most important leadership 

skills needed in tough times. As the authors stated, although most leadership and management skills 

are not new and are similar in most economic circumstances, there is a difference in the emphasis 

placed on them in different times.  
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Consequently, future leadership training programmes should focus on developing leaders who 

will be able to deal effectively with the challenges and crises of our times. Therefore, the aim of the 

present study is to examine the crucial leadership skills for future leaders in times of crisis and 

investigate in what degree these skills are observed in young managers in the workplace. 

2. Method 

In order to identify the main and most urgent leadership skills that are important in terms of 

future employability and during economic turmoil, a qualitative research method was employed. 

The field research was conducted simultaneously in Greece, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia and Lithuania 

in March 2013. Based on the findings, an innovative training programme was developed and was 

tested through a pilot study in the aforementioned countries.  

The present paper focuses on the Greek results. The continuous recession in combination with 

the extremely high unemployment rates, have already made Greece a case study in a number of 

recent surveys that investigate the social impact of economic downturn in Europe (Gutierez, 2014; 

Karanikolos et al., 2013; Economou et al., 2011).  

The method of in-depth and semi-structured interviews was preferred, as it was necessary to 

acquire elaborated and detailed responses (Gillham, 2000). Moreover, this method gives the 

opportunity for further questions and extended answers (Arksey & Knight, 1999), in order to clarify 

and illuminate the most important leadership skills.  

For the interviews a judgemental sampling technique was applied and the emphasis in the 

sampling procedure was placed on ‘quality’ individuals (Malhotra & Birks, 2006) who are willing 

to open up and are considered experts in their field. The sample consisted of 20 such experts 

namely, HR managers, company owners/ directors, experienced managers, leadership experts, 

academics/ researchers. 

During the interviews, scaling questions were used to quantify and summarize the collected 

information. More specifically, forty one leadership skills - identified by the literature review as the 

most important - were included in the research questionnaire (Cox et al., 2010; Whetten & 

Cameron, 2007; Perth Leadership Institute, 2008),. These were organized in three categories: self 

management, business management and people management skills, as can be seen in Table 1. Each 

participant had to rate these skills in a 10-point Likert scale, which is common in attitude and 

behaviour measurement (Burns, 2000).   

Table 1. The essential leadership skills for young business leaders 

Self management skills Business management skills People management skills 

Self awareness 

Self confidence 

Self control 

Managing personal time and stress    

Assertiveness 

Passion 

Innovation 

Flexibility 

Adaptability 

Agility 

Resilience  

Integrity 

Trustworthiness 

Authenticity 

International mobility  

Optimism  

Articulating an energizing vision           

Strategic thinking and planning 

Making analytical decisions  

Implementing organizational change 

Defining and solving complex 

problems 

Creative problem solving      

Setting specific goals and targets 

Entrepreneurial skills and business 

acumen  

Negotiating  

Conducting meetings 

Giving speeches and presentations  

 

Motivating others 

Developing others 

Inspiring others (engagement skills) 

Empowering others 

Gaining and using power            

Delegating 

Managing conflict                       

Giving positive and negative feedback 

Collaboration and teamwork 

Interpersonal communication  

Empathy 

Influencing others 

Building networks and connections 
 

Managing diversity 
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The discussion guide of the study was divided in three main areas: important leadership skills 

for young leaders, necessary leadership skills during times of crisis and leadership skills observed in 

young managers in the workplace. 

For the analysis of the findings, Miles & Huberman (1984) procedure was followed. The three 

key stages of the qualitative data analysis were: data reduction/ coding, data display and conclusion 

drawing/ verification.  

3. Results 

The results reveal the most important leadership skills that future young business leaders need 

to develop and those that are the most urgent during economic turmoil. Moreover, the findings 

identify the gap between the necessary skills and the existing ones to young employees.  

Important leadership skills for young business leaders  

More specifically, the 10 most important leadership skills are presented in Table 2. 

Five out of ten of the most important skills are related to self-management, with flexibility 

topping the list. 

Table 2. Most important leadership skills for young business leaders 

Skill Category Score 

Flexibility Self management skill 9,3 

Inspiring others (engagement skills) People management skill 9,2 

Trustworthiness Self management skill 9,0 

Self confidence Self management skill 9,0 

Strategic thinking and planning Business management skill 9,1 

Collaboration and teamwork People management skill 8,9 

Setting specific goals and targets Business management skill 8,9 

Adaptability Self management skill 8,8 

Innovation Self management skill 8,8 

Motivating others People management skill 8,8 

 

The most important leadership skills in times of crisis 

The most critical skills needed during recession are listed in Table 3. Adaptability rises as the 

most necessary one, while flexibility and innovation remain among the top leadership attributes. 

These self management skills reflect the necessity for leaders to deal with the new conditions of 

recession and uncertainty. 

Moreover, the business skills of defining and solving complex problems, creative problem 

solving and implementing organizational change appear in the list of most important leadership 

skills in times of crisis. 

Table 3. Most important leadership skills in times of crisis 

Skill Category Score 

Adaptability  Self management skills 9,7 

 Flexibility  Self management skills 9,5 

 Innovation  Self management skills 9,4 

 Defining and solving complex problems  Business management skills 9,4 

 Inspiring others (engagement skills)  People management skills 9,2 

 Strategic thinking and planning  Business management skills 9,0 

 Collaboration and teamwork  People management skills 9,0 

 Developing others  People management skills 9,0 

 Creative problem solving                       Business management skills 9,0 

 Implementing organizational change  Business management skills 9,0 
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Leadership skills observed in young managers 

It’s worth mentioning that leaders who participated in the study believe that young managers 

and graduates lack all the essential leadership skills. The gap becomes wider when we focus on the 

skills of defining and solving complex problems and inspiring others.  

Table 4. Leadership skills observed in young managers 

Skill 
Importance in times of 

crisis 

Observed in junior 

managers 

Adaptability  9,7 7,8 

 Flexibility  9,5 7,1 

 Innovation  9,4 7,0 

 Defining and solving complex problems  9,4 5,5 

 Inspiring others (engagement skills)  9,2 5,9 

 Strategic thinking and planning  9,0 5,8 

 Collaboration and teamwork  9,0 7,1 

 Developing others  9,0 5,7 

 Creative problem solving                       9,0 6,6 

 Implementing organizational change  9,0 6,2 

 

Figure 1 presents an overview of the top fifteen leadership skills based on their general 

importance (blue dots), their importance during recession and crisis (red dots) and as observed in 

junior managers in the workplace (green dots).  
 

 

Figure 1. Comparison of Leadership Skills – Top 15 
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4. Discussion 

The results showed that certain leadership skills are important for young leaders in order to be 

successful in the workplace. Flexibility, strategic thinking and planning, collaboration and 

teamwork were among the top ones, a finding consistent with HayGroup’s (2011) global study 

results.  

Especially in turbulent periods, self-management skills such as adaptability, flexibility and 

innovation, are becoming particularly important. Cox et al., (2010) have also found innovation to be 

crucial in times of crisis. These skills reflect the necessity for leaders to deal with the new 

conditions of recession and uncertainty and to face the new challenges in a creative and effective 

way.  

Moreover, the results revealed a tremendous gap between the necessary and the existing skills 

of young employees. This can partly be explained by the lack of experience in young managers, but 

it also reveals the absence of appropriate training and education. An attempt to bridge this gap is a 

leadership development programme which aims at training the leaders of the future in the essential 

leadership skills required in times of crisis (Iordanoglou et al., 2014).)  

In conclusion, in the current challenging working environment the development of leadership 

skills should be considered as sine qua non for the new generation of leaders and managers and 

should be integrated into the organizational framework.  
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