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THE FUTURE OF LEADERSHIP:
WHY EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE WILL BE THE MOST
IN-DEMAND SKILL FOR ENTREPRENEURS 
What’s shaping the future of leadership? 
Emotional intelligence.

In a VUCA world, entrepreneurs need empathy,
adaptability, and self-awareness to build resilient teams
and drive impact. This white paper reveals how mentoring
equips them with these essential skills. www.humanedge.org.uk



Executive Summary
This white paper delves into why emotional intelligence is becoming the most sought-after skill
for entrepreneurs leading in this new reality. Discover how human-centric leadership, anchored
in empathy, adaptability, and self-awareness, is helping entrepreneurs build resilient teams,
foster innovation, and create lasting impact.
If you’re a funder, donor, or stakeholder in the social impact ecosystem, this paper is a must-
read. It unpacks the transformative role of mentoring programmes in equipping entrepreneurs
with these essential skills, shaping leaders ready to thrive in tomorrow’s challenges.

As we look ahead, the role of the entrepreneur is
evolving dramatically. The skills that defined
successful leadership a decade ago—technical
expertise, operational efficiency, and financial
acumen—are now giving way to a new paradigm. In
an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and
ambiguous (VUCA) world, where change is the only
constant, the future of leadership will centre around
emotional intelligence (EQ), empathy, and human-
centric skills. 
 
While technological innovations will continue to
reshape industries, it is the distinctly human
qualities of self-awareness, interpersonal skills, and
adaptability that will set future leaders apart.
Entrepreneurs will need more than just the ability to
navigate uncertainty—they will need to foster
relationships, inspire teams, and cultivate a deep
understanding of their own emotions and those of
others. 
 
This white paper explores why emotional
intelligence will be the most critical skill for
entrepreneurs in the future, and how mentoring
programmes can play a pivotal role in equipping
leaders with these essential capabilities. 
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For many years, leadership was viewed through the lens of cognitive abilities
(IQ), technical skills and task-based competencies competency—an
entrepreneur’s ability to strategise, innovate, and manage operations. But with
the rise of automation, artificial intelligence, and remote work, many of these
traditionally ‘hard’ skills are being increasingly delegated to technology. What
remains irreplaceable are the ‘soft’ skills, with emotional intelligence emerging
as the linchpin of effective leadership. 
 
Emotional intelligence, which encompasses self-awareness, emotional
regulation, empathy, and relationship management, is now recognised as the
foundation of human-centric leadership. Leaders with high EQ are not only
better at understanding their own emotional responses but are also more adept
at managing relationships and creating positive organisational cultures. In fact,
research by Harvard Business Review highlights that leaders with higher
emotional intelligence outperform their peers in nearly every critical measure of
success, from employee engagement to overall business performance. 
 
The future of leadership, particularly for entrepreneurs, lies in mastering these
human-centric skills—shifting the emphasis from ‘how much do I know?’ to ‘how
well do I understand myself and others?’. 

From IQ to EQ: A Paradigm Shift 
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https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/skill-shift-automation-and-the-future-of-the-workforce
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/emotional-intelligence-in-leadership
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The term VUCA originated in military strategy but is now widely used to describe
the complexity of modern business and social environments. Each component—
Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity—represents a unique
challenge that leaders must navigate. Let’s define each element and explore
how it impacts the leadership landscape. 

What is VUCA? 

Volatility Definition: Rapid, unpredictable change without a clear
pattern or duration. This could mean anything from
fluctuating markets to technological disruptions. 
Example: Sudden shifts in consumer preferences due to
emerging technology, or economic instability impacting
demand. 
Impact: Leaders need the emotional resilience to remain
calm and adaptable. Volatile situations require quick
decision-making and adaptability, skills that are
strengthened through high emotional intelligence (EQ). 

Uncertainty Definition: A lack of predictability and the inability to
forecast outcomes. Uncertainty means that past
experiences and data may not accurately inform future
decisions. 
Example: Global events (e.g., pandemics, political
instability) introduce unknown variables, making it
challenging for leaders to plan effectively. 
Impact: Leaders with strong EQ use self-awareness to
manage stress and are better able to reassure and guide
their teams without relying on a definitive roadmap. 

Complexity Definition: Multiple interconnected parts create a
complicated web of cause and effect. In complex
environments, problems do not have simple solutions. 
Example: The intersection of global supply chains, digital
platforms, and regulatory challenges is a highly complex
landscape for businesses. 
Impact: EQ helps leaders take a holistic view,
communicate effectively, and foster collaboration across
different teams or regions, enabling better problem-
solving in complex scenarios. 

Ambiguity Definition: Situations where cause-and-effect
relationships are unclear, and the “right” choice isn’t
obvious. Ambiguity often requires leaders to make
decisions without complete information. 
Example: A startup entering an emerging market may
face ambiguous regulations, cultural nuances, and
undefined consumer behaviours. 
Impact: Leaders with high EQ are comfortable with
ambiguity, relying on intuition and empathy to make
informed decisions. They encourage a culture of
innovation where teams can test ideas, fail, and learn. 



Leading in a VUCA World 
Entrepreneurs today are tasked with leading in a landscape that is not only competitive but
unpredictable. The global environment is one of constant disruption—technological, social, and
economic. Leading in such conditions requires more than just knowledge; it requires resilience,
adaptability, and the ability to remain calm under pressure. Emotional intelligence allows
leaders to navigate uncertainty with greater confidence, using self-awareness to understand
their emotional reactions and empathy to connect with their teams. 
 
For example, in times of crisis, emotionally intelligent leaders can quickly shift their leadership
style to suit the situation. They provide psychological safety, encourage open communication,
and inspire their teams to adapt creatively to new challenges. This is particularly crucial for
entrepreneurs, who often operate in fast-paced, high-risk environments where team cohesion
and morale are as important as strategic execution. 

Check out our mentoring questions Toolkit.

Entrepreneurs of the future will need to lead with a people-first
mindset, where empathy and emotional intelligence shape the
core of their decision-making. Unlike traditional command-and-
control leadership models, human-centric leadership prioritises
the emotional and psychological well-being of teams,
stakeholders, and communities. For entrepreneurs operating in a
VUCA world, this approach is essential—not optional. 

A human-centric leadership style empowers entrepreneurs to
build trust and loyalty, both internally with teams and externally
with customers. In fast-changing, high-pressure environments,
these traits foster stronger team cohesion, higher engagement,
and greater resilience. Entrepreneurs with high emotional
intelligence can better anticipate the needs of their teams,
ensuring that they feel supported and motivated, even amid
uncertainty. 

Moreover, as the business landscape becomes increasingly
globalised and remote, entrepreneurs must be adept at
creating inclusive environments where diverse voices feel
valued. Whether navigating hybrid work models or leading
cross-cultural teams, emotionally intelligent entrepreneurs can
communicate authentically, adapt to unspoken dynamics, and
maintain strong relationships—key differentiators in an era
where personal connection is often mediated by technology. 

The Human-Centric Future of Leadership 
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https://humanedge.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Mentoring-Question-Toolkit.pdf
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Mentoring: A Pathway to Self-Awareness and Empathy 
While emotional intelligence can be developed, it cannot be learned through
textbooks or traditional training programmes. Instead, it is cultivated through
real-world experiences, reflection, and feedback. This is where mentoring
becomes an invaluable tool for entrepreneurial leaders. 
 
Mentoring programmes, like those designed by The Human Edge, provide a
structured yet flexible environment for entrepreneurs to develop emotional
intelligence through deep, interpersonal connections with experienced mentors.
These programmes facilitate self-awareness by encouraging entrepreneurs to
reflect on their leadership styles (self and others), recognise their emotional
triggers, and understand how their behaviour impacts others. Through ongoing
conversations and guided reflection, entrepreneurs gain a clearer
understanding of their strengths and areas for growth, building the self-
awareness necessary for emotionally intelligent leadership. 
 
Additionally, mentoring fosters empathy. By engaging in meaningful, one-on-
one interactions, entrepreneurs learn to see the world through someone else’s
perspective. This enhances their ability to understand and relate to their teams,
clients, and stakeholders, making them more effective leaders. Empathy also
promotes inclusivity—an essential component of emotionally intelligent
leadership in today’s diverse and globalised business environment. 

Mentoring as a Tool for Leading in a VUCA World 
The very nature of mentoring reflects the realities of leading in a VUCA world.
Mentoring relationships are dynamic, context-specific, and ever-evolving—just
like the business challenges entrepreneurs face. Through these relationships,
entrepreneurs learn how to adapt, remain resilient in the face of setbacks, and
inspire others to thrive amid uncertainty. 
 
Moreover, mentoring helps leaders to build a deeper understanding of the
human aspects of leadership. Entrepreneurs learn to lead with authenticity and
compassion, leveraging their emotional intelligence to create stronger teams
and more sustainable organisations. As leadership becomes more complex,
these mentoring programmes offer entrepreneurs a roadmap for navigating
the human challenges of the future. 
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Funders and donors play a critical role in shaping the future of leadership by
supporting initiatives that prepare entrepreneurs for this new reality. By investing
in mentoring programmes, funders can ensure that tomorrow’s leaders are
equipped with the emotional intelligence and human-centric skills necessary to
lead in a VUCA world. 
 
These programmes are not just a ‘nice-to-have’—they are a strategic
investment in the resilience and adaptability of leaders who will drive social and
economic progress in an increasingly complex global environment. By backing
mentoring initiatives that focus on emotional intelligence, funders can amplify
the long-term impact of their investments, supporting entrepreneurs who are
not only technically proficient but also emotionally aware, empathetic, and
capable of leading in an uncertain future. 
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As we look to the future, one thing is clear: the leadership landscape is changing,
and emotional intelligence will be the most in-demand skill for entrepreneurs.
Technical expertise, while important, will take a backseat to human-centric
qualities like empathy, self-awareness, and adaptability. 
 
Mentoring programmes are uniquely positioned to equip the next generation of
entrepreneurial leaders with these essential skills. By fostering emotional
intelligence through self-reflection, empathy, and relationship-building, these
programmes prepare leaders to thrive in a rapidly changing world. 
 
For funders, supporting such programmes represents a forward-looking
investment in the future of leadership—one that will yield high-impact results for
entrepreneurs, their businesses, and the broader ecosystems they operate
within. 
 
Now is the time to recognise that emotional intelligence isn’t just a competitive
advantage—it’s the key to leading effectively in an uncertain and complex world. 

Conclusion: Preparing for the Future of Leadership 
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The Human Edge is a leadership development
organisation that has been supporting
entrepreneurs, managers, and leaders since 2008.

We design and deliver integrated leadership,
mentoring and coaching programmes that equip
individuals, teams, and organisations with the skills,
tools, and approaches needed to drive lasting
positive change.

Building thriving organisations requires clear
direction, confident leadership, strong relationships,
and the ability to overcome challenges.

Our programmes and courses focus on deepening
self-awareness, strengthening leadership
capabilities, and fostering connections and cultures
that help people, organisations, networks and
ecosystems achieve greater results, faster.

We collaborate globally with governments,
foundations, NGOs, and corporations, working across
diverse contexts, cultures, and sectors, and in
multiple languages.

Find us:

info@humanedge.org.uk

www.humanedge.org.uk

/@TheHumanEdge

/thehumanedgeorguk

/the-human-edge-org-uk

/TheHumanEdgeOrg

mailto:info@humanedge.org.uk
http://www.humanedge.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/@TheHumanEdge
https://www.facebook.com/thehumanedgeorguk
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-human-edge-org-uk/
https://twitter.com/TheHumanEdgeOrg

