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Next Leaders showed they can 
step into essential roles in the 
organization by leveraging the skills 
they developed that are most crucial 
to leadership success today.
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With $30 trillion of organizational wealth expected to change hands over the coming 
decade-plus1, many business owners and leaders feel the pressure to identify and 
develop next leaders — defined as high-potential executive candidates — to fill 

their shoes. Investment followed that pressure; estimates put spending as high as $50 billion 
devoted to leadership development annually2. 

But simultaneous global crises forced current decision makers to reconsider their priorities. As 
executives pore over expenses, they are examining their development of rising stars through 
a new lens. With tighter budgets, they wonder: Is the investment worth it?

Having nearly three decades of experience in generational leadership and developing next 
leaders, we have a lot at stake in the answer. We set out to understand how high-potential 
candidates responded to compounding crises by surveying participants in the Solutions 21 
Next Leader Now program. Our objective was to get a sense of how this group handled a once-
in-a-century challenge, especially in contrast to the workforce overall. We hypothesized that 
the tools, resources, and coaching provided to Next Leader Now candidates would translate 
into exceptional performance despite clear obstacles.

Our survey showed that our expectation was accurate. Not only did Next Leader Now candidates 
weather the storm, but they also worked diligently to improve their performance in the midst 
of change. As a result, they experienced significant growth in their leadership skills. Further, 
they outperformed the general population, which reeled from the many significant stressors 
brought on by simultaneous crises. Next Leader Now participants were, and continue to be, 
poised to tackle issues their businesses had never faced.

Context: Generational Dynamics

Solutions 21 is a pioneer in researching and advocating generational differences in the 
workplace. Our founder and president, Buddy Hobart, has written multiple books on the topic, 
including The Leadership Decade: A Playbook for an Extraordinary Era. The previous research 
is extensive, and the proven results effectively developed the next organizational leaders. 
However, the pandemic, economic fallout, and political turmoil place an unmatched test of 
flexibility and professional adjustment on all generations in the modern-day workplace. 

In today’s workforce, with five generations (Traditionalists, Baby Boomers, Gen X, Gen Y, and 
Gen Z) all contributing significantly to revenue generation, it is incumbent upon leaders to 
consider the impact of organizational crises from the perspective of each generation on their 
team. Each generation handles crises differently. Their previous life experiences dictate how 
to manage change, life disturbances, and crises. One would expect Gen Y and Gen Z to be 
more adaptable to the recent crisis given their advanced technology use. However, surviving 
requires much more than merely technical expertise. Employees faced a complete adjustment 
of time management and daily routines. When this routine breaks, what happens? What 
do employees do when one day they sit at their desk in an office setting or work on a field 
project site, and the next day they are forced to work behind a computer screen at home? No 
generation is wholly prepared for such immediate disruption.

Beyond the demographics, many rising leaders have never experienced a decision-making 
role during a major crisis. Most of these promising leaders are Generation Y, defined as being 
born between 1980 and 2000. The oldest of this generation would have been 21 on 9/11, and 
28 during the economic calamity of 2008. When it comes to managing a crisis, these individuals 
have minimal leadership experience from which to draw.
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“Not surprisingly, 
nearly 94% are 
taking the new 
reality in stride…”

Who We Targeted 

Our study targeted candidates who are participating in 
or recently completed the Next Leader Now program. 
Next Leader Now is an individualized, research-based 
development approach that uses multiple learning tools 
and personalized coaching to achieve significant outcomes 
to accelerate executive preparedness. The participants of 
the research were from all business sectors and leadership 
levels. Nearly all participants were between the ages of 25 
and 45 years old.

Passing the Test 

Amid this continually changing landscape, we set out to 
understand how these next leaders were adjusting and if 
they believed their leadership abilities improved through 
the pandemic. We surveyed these candidates in April 
2020 — after stay-at-home mandates were in effect and 
organizations implemented remote work initiatives. The 
response was striking. 

First, we wanted to understand the extent to which 
candidates found their leadership skills tested. Two 
dominant responses came through in our data:

About half of next leaders (54.7%) did not feel that the 
crisis uniquely challenged their leadership abilities. 

The remainder (45.3%) felt that they were challenged by 
the interruptions created by COVID-19.

We explored these divergent responses (challenged vs. 
not challenged) in follow-up discussions with candidates 
and their leaders. What we discovered was that leaders 
who did not feel especially stretched felt confident in 
leaning on their leaders and coach to provide support and 
recommendations, alleviating many of the stresses they 
might have felt otherwise. Those who felt the weight of 
experience of leading in crisis also took comfort in having 
access to trusted leaders as well an outside perspective.
Despite those divergent experiences, nearly three in four 
candidates saw growth in their leadership capabilities, 
with the remaining saying that their leadership skills 
stayed the same. In our sample group, not one participant 
stated that their leadership skills regressed despite the 
immense challenges they faced. Once again, trusted 
leaders and coaches were cited as reasons for being able 
to recover momentum despite so much uncertainty.

With remote work a matter of survival for most 
organizations (61% of the workforce is working from home 
as of May 2020, with half of those starting in the past two 
months), we also wanted to understand how next leaders 
handled the arrangement3. Not surprisingly, nearly 94% 
are taking the new reality in stride, either seeing no 
difference or agreeing that they are adjusting well.

Additional context from our follow-up discussions with 
candidates and coaches showed that the success of 
these next leaders was related to their abilities to employ 
emotional intelligence skills to meet the circumstances.  

I am adjusting 
well to working 
remotely during 
this time.

42%
Strongly 
Agree

34%
Agree

17%
Neutral

3%
Disagree

3%
Strongly 
Disagree
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Furthermore, open-ended survey responses uncovered 
that they were also quickly adapting to others, expressing 
empathy as they navigated through uncertain times. Given 
that high emotional intelligence has a disproportionately 
high impact on leadership and management effectiveness4, 
these results suggest that the alignment of content, 
coaching, and supportive leadership adequately prepared 
next leaders to step into key leadership roles.

Sharpening the Saw 

With 91% of workers experiencing moderate to extreme 
stress in crisis5, we could understand if next leaders 
were too overwhelmed to make progress on their goals. 
Despite the potential issues and distractions, nearly 80% 
of candidates maintained their learning or took advantage 
of the time to learn something new. For those who decided 
to use the new work environment to develop additional 
skills, next leaders learned things that were directly 
applicable to their productivity. The most common areas 
of study included how to become a more effective leader, 
engage in high-quality communication, show empathy, 
and work remotely. In other words, when they were not 
working, they were looking to get better.

Why did next leaders turn to skills development? 
Several studies indicate that learning something new is 
a coping mechanism for high-stress situations. In two 
complementary studies, employees reported the extent 
to which they engaged in learning activities at work. 
The results showed that those who engaged in learning 
activities experienced fewer negative emotions (such as 
anxiety and distress). Another study, this one focused 
on overworked medical residents who are susceptible 
to burnout, showed that residents who believed their 
teams to be engaged in learning experienced burnout at 
significantly lower levels6.

The Workforce Overall
 
For those outside the Next Leader Now programs, 
COVID-19 was a severe disruption; 81% of full-time 
employees said that the novel coronavirus caused at 
least a fair amount of disruption. That disruption affected 
productivity, with 52% of respondents to a survey seeing 
a downward trend in employee work output 7. There were 
several reasons attributed, including having the whole 
family at home, technology and systems access issues, 
the stresses associated with the crises, and the lack of a 
dedicated work-from-home space. 

Additionally, leaders who were managing remotely for 
the first time faltered. A TIME Magazine study showed 
that “bosses unused to employees working from home 
are putting them under extreme pressure, believing only 
increasing workload can ensure productivity at home8.”

What We Think
 
The challenges faced so far in 2020 have undoubtedly 
shaped our landscape for the foreseeable future. Our 
research concluded that high-potential employees, when 
supported by the tools and coaching they need, are 
prepared to handle the obstacles. By leveraging the skills 
they developed that are most crucial to leadership success 
today, notably adaptability and emotional intelligence, 
they showed that they can step into essential roles in the 
organization. Firms that concentrate on further developing 
these next leaders will undoubtedly remain competitive, 
strengthen their invaluable human capital, and overcome 
inevitable crises as they occur. 

1 https://www.cnbc.com/2017/05/17/advisors-prepare-young-clients-for-30-trillion-transfer-of-wealth.html
2 https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2018/03/21/follow-the-leadership-spending/ 
3 https://www.zdnet.com/article/majority-of-workers-are-more-productive-and-communicative-at-home/ 
4 https://manajemenrumahsakit.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/EI-leadership-effectiveness.pdf
5 https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200409005169/en/New-Data-Ginger-Shows-70-Percent-Workers
6 https://hbr.org/2018/09/to-cope-with-stress-try-learning-something-new 
7 https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2020/04/16/2017262/0/en/Covid-19-Employee-productivity-cash-flow-new-products-and-ser-

vices-all-impacted-by-the-effects-of-the-pandemic-finds-new-research.html
8 https://time.com/5804136/china-coronavirus-quarantine-new-normal/ 


