
Modern-day leadership requires a combination of both head 
and heart-based leadership, says Dr Kirstin Ferguson AM.  

The challenge is in knowing how to strike the right balance.
BY KATE NEILSON

LEADERSHIP

“Head-based leadership attributes 
rely on things that are really  
tangible. It’s the stuff we get  
rewarded for at school or university, 
or when we’re going for a promotion. 
That’s why we’re all pretty good  
at leading with our heads.”  
DR KIRSTIN FERGUSON AM, AUTHOR, COLUMNIST AND LEADERSHIP EXPERT

» 

If the building is on fire, you don’t want a 
leader to ‘empower’ you to find the 
emergency exit. You want to be told exactly 

where it is and how to get out. This is an 
example someone shared with me a few years 
ago during a conversation about effective 
leadership, and it has stuck with me.

It’s a perfect example of the nuances 
required when trying to define modern 
leadership. It’s not effective to simply say, 
“Leaders need to demonstrate more empathy 
in all circumstances,” just as you’d never hear 
someone say, “Leaders should always rule 
with an iron fist.” Modern leadership is a 
delicate balancing act, and knowing when to 
push and when to pull, or when to coach 
versus when to direct, is an artform.

This balancing act is something Dr Kirstin 
Ferguson AM, author, columnist and 
award-winning leadership expert, is 
passionate about exploring. Ferguson’s work 
began with her own extensive academic 
research, as well as findings drawn from 
interviews with a wide range of diverse 
leaders, and culminated in the Head & Heart 
Leader Scale and her latest book, Head & 
Heart: The Art of Modern Leadership.

“The art of modern leadership is knowing 
when you need to use command and control, 
or head-based leadership, and when you 
might instead need to draw upon humility, 
empathy or other heart-based leadership 
skills,” says Ferguson. “For example, if you’re 
a police officer trying to arrest someone with 
empathy who’s running away from you, that 
won’t be particularly helpful. But when you’re 
back at the station and see that the person is 
vulnerable or at risk, that same officer will 
need to draw on a whole range of empathy 
and self-awareness skills.”

But that’s not how we’ve traditionally been 
taught how to lead. If you assess the head and 
heart-based leadership attributes (see 
breakout), it’s clear that much of the 
leadership coaching, training and role 
modelling we’ve been exposed to has centred 
around head-based leadership skills.

“Head-based leadership attributes rely on 
things that are really tangible. It’s the stuff we 
get rewarded for at school or university, or 
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when we’re going for a promotion. That’s why 
we’re all pretty good at leading with our 
heads,” says Ferguson, who will be a speaker 
and MC at AHRI’s National Convention and 
Exhibition in August.

“It has been ingrained in us that those 
combinations of head-based skills are where 
you can live as a leader. You’ll deliver your 
KPIs, you’ll probably get promoted, you’ll 
take home a paycheck. It’s all very safe. 

“But if you only lead with those skills, you 
will be limited in your life and career.”

Having sat on boards and chaired 
remuneration and people committees, she says 
head-based leadership alone is no longer what 
organisations require in their leaders.

“Boards are not only looking for CEOs 
who are only technically brilliant and have 
high levels of industry knowledge. We need 
leaders who can also lead with the heart and, 
importantly, who understand the difference.”

This means organisations and individuals 
need to go through a period of unlearning 
and be supported to seek out and polish 
heart-centric skills.

Unlearning the norm 
Part of this unlearning phase is about 
considering organisational factors that might 
be working against your mission to change up 
leadership models. Your reward and 
recognition strategy is a great place to start.

If you’re only rewarding people for their 
financial achievements, you’re likely to see 
leaders who are focused on this at all costs. 
That might mean they put important things 
like motivating and supporting their teams on 
the backburner in pursuit of their ‘hard’ 
targets, like increasing their client load or 
other bottom-line activities. 

When this is the norm, everyone loses.
“I think we make a cursory effort to look at 

the heart-based attributes of leaders. But 
ultimately, you can think of endless examples 
where people who bring in lots of clients and 
generate lots of revenue, [but] have pretty 
poor emotional intelligence, still get promoted 
and rewarded.”

So why not consider adding new metrics 
into leaders’ KPIs, like: How many people in 
their team have been promoted in the last 12 
months? How effective has their feedback 
been to develop those they lead? What kind of 
personal development programs have they 
sought out for themselves and those they lead?

“I also think about leaders who think they 
need to keep empathy out of the office, even 
though they will usually have loads of 
empathy in other contexts. They have been 
trained and rewarded in the past for not 
bringing emotions to work. 

“But that’s the shift we’re seeing. 
Millennials and Gen Z don’t want to work for 
someone only interested in their KPIs. 
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LEADERSHIP

HONE YOUR LEADERSHIP

Find out more – ahri.com.au/nce23 
or scan the QR code

Dr Kirstin Ferguson will be 
sharing more leadership 
advice at AHRI’s National 
Convention in August. Book 
your ticket now.

HEAD-BASED 
LEADERSHIP 
ATTRIBUTES

CURIOSITY – having a genuine 
thirst for filling gaps in our 
knowledge. And not just for some 
things, but for all things.

WISDOM – assessing what is 
known and unknown, weighing 
up risk and reward, searching for 
data or evidence, and then 
assessing the best possible path 
forward.

PERSPECTIVE – being able to 
read a room, such as seeing 
who’s missing from the room or 
what’s going on outside the 
room.

CAPABILITY – having a growth 
mindset towards whatever it is 
we do, whether it’s a profession, 
trade or hobby. 

It’s not what a modern leader looks like to 
them,” she says.

Microsoft is a good example of a company 
that gets this, she says. Its CEO, Satya 
Nadella, has publicly expressed his values 
around taking an empathetic approach to 
leadership across the entire company.

“He argues that if Microsoft is led with 
empathy, then they’ll understand their 
customers better, and that leads to greater 
financial returns. Microsoft also has the 
‘model, coach, care’ framework where leaders 
are encouraged to be coaches as opposed to 
command-and-control leaders. 

“For many of us – and I’m putting myself in 
this category – when you begin your career, 
you’re really ambitious and focused on 
delivering outcomes and less focused on 
thinking about how to develop others. 

“If we can promote the need to lead with 
the head and the heart to those who are just 
entering the workforce, it will make a 
difference,” says Ferguson.

Heart skills
The first thing to note about heart-based 
leadership attributes is that they shouldn’t be 
considered or called ‘soft skills’ – we need to 
bust this myth for good. There are many 
other ways we should be talking about them: 
essential skills, people skills, power skills. 
Whatever you call them, it’s important that 
the difference they can make from a cultural, 
productivity and bottom-line perspective is 
understood from the top down.

For example, a leader’s ability to admit to 
the limitations of their own knowledge or 
expertise can be a powerful tool.

“Not knowing the answer to something is a 
relationship-builder, not a relationship-
destroyer,” says Ferguson. “It builds trust in 
others. You can ask others in the room [for 
their opinion]. You might say, ‘I know you’ve 
got a lot more experience in this area than the 
rest of us. What do you think?’

“This idea that leaders need to have all the 
answers has come from centuries of having it 
ingrained into us that leaders are the heroic, 
all-knowing Great Men of history. But that’s 
not the leader we need or want in our 
workplaces now.”

A head-and-heart leader is someone who 
can both guide and empower an individual in 
the same breath. 

“It’s a conscious act by leaders to recognise 
that they are coaches. They are there to build 
others, not prove they’re the smartest person 
in the room.”

Political perspective
While we might be seeing a shift in leadership 
styles in the corporate world, Ferguson says 
it’s less common on the world stage.

“Politicians often have short-term mindsets 
and they’re constantly competing with others 
and fighting for votes. But I would argue that 
if politicians were to go out on a limb and 
lead with both the head and heart, they’d 
probably be far more successful.”

Irrespective of your political position, if we 
were to compare our current Prime Minister, 
Anthony Albanese, with former leader Scott 
Morrison, you’d have to admit that their 
outward-facing leadership styles vary quite 
significantly. 

While Albanese isn’t the first ‘man of the 
people’-style leader we’ve seen, he is the first 
we’ve had in a while. And whether you believe 
his image to be authentic or simply PR fluff, it 
does signal something important that business 
leaders should take note of: Australians are 
looking for leadership without the bells and 
whistles. 

They don’t want stoicism, they don’t want 
performative leadership and they don’t want 
the wool pulled over their eyes. They want 
someone who is approachable, humble and 
feels like ‘one of them’.

“I think what our current Prime Minister 
has demonstrated is that he actually walks the 
talk,” says Ferguson. “For example, what 
struck me recently with Albanese wasn’t 
necessarily the fact that he was the first Prime 
Minister to march in Mardi Gras. It’s that it 
was the 30th Mardi Gras he’d marched in. 
For me that was more important. This isn’t a 
guy who has just seen an opportunity to be 
the first PM to do it. He’s consistently been an 
ally for the LGBTQIA+ community, and that’s 
how you know it’s genuine.”

It’s also important to be a leader who hears 
information and is willing to change their 
position on certain things.

“It’s also not great to hold too strong to 
your beliefs if you’ve got data telling you it’s 
not quite right.”

Leadership everywhere
We also need to stop thinking that leadership 
begins and ends when we walk through the 
doors of our workplace, says Ferguson.

“We need to integrate the way we lead at 
home with the way we lead at work. We all 
have the skills to lead with the head and the 
heart. But sometimes we leave the heart-based 
skills at home.”

At the same time, we need to move away 
from viewing leadership purely through a 
formal lens. Informal leadership can be 
demonstrated by anyone, and it’s crucial to 
success in an increasingly dispersed workforce 
that’s moving away from structured, 
hierarchical ways of working.

“Even if you’re the most junior person in 
the HR team, you have an important role to 

play. You are a role model to others in the 
organisation and you are leading in your 
sphere of responsibility.”

Operate as if you are the CEO of your own 
role, she says – because you are. Respect 
formal hierarchy, of course, but make sure to 
advocate for yourself and stretch your skills 
where possible. Take the initiative and look 
for opportunities to step into more 
responsibility. 

“That results in a shifted mindset and 
means you’re more than just a cog in the 
wheel,” she says.

As Ferguson puts it in her book, 
‘Leadership is a privilege, not an entitlement,’ 
and we need to start thinking of it in this way.

“Leadership literally was an entitlement for 
some people hundreds of years ago, but now 
it’s not something we should take lightly.  
We need to remember that if we choose to act 
in a certain way, we could have an impact on 
people for a long time. 

“It might seem pretty minor to you, the 
leader – like a piece of feedback that you 
deliver insensitively. But to that person, it 
could be absolutely shattering. That moment 
will be remembered by that person forever.

“That’s the responsibility you hold as a 
leader. You need to get that right. Whether 
you’re a parent or the Prime Minister, we 
need to think about the legacy we want to 
leave. We are there to help others.” •••

Want to see where you sit on the head-heart  
leadership scale? Go to headheartleader.com  
for a free, personalised report. 

“We need to integrate the way we lead  
at home with the way we lead at work.  
We all have the skills to lead with the  
head and the heart. But sometimes we  
leave the heart-based skills at home.”  
DR KIRSTIN FERGUSON AM, AUTHOR, COLUMNIST AND LEADERSHIP EXPERT

Based on extensive research, Dr Kirstin Ferguson has identified  
eight attributes that make for successful head and heart-based leaders.  

“We all have these eight head-and-heart leadership attributes,  
and the art of modern leadership is knowing which attributes  

to use – and when to use them,” says Ferguson. 

HEART-BASED 
LEADERSHIP 
ATTRIBUTES

HUMILITY – being willing to 
seek out the contributions of 
others and accept our limitations.

SELF-AWARENESS – having a 
high level of insight into our 
character, abilities and 
limitations, as well as being 
aware of the impact we have on 
those around us.

COURAGE – speaking up for 
what we believe in, even in the 
face of pressure from others not 
to do so, while creating cultures 
where others can speak up as 
well. 

EMPATHY – putting ourselves 
in the shoes of others to 
comprehend their feelings 
without taking on those feelings 
ourselves, while willingly, 
authentically and respectfully 
listening to and engaging with 
diverse points of view. 

GETTING THE  
BALANCE RIGHT


