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ting Uncertainty,
Bet on New Levels of
daptability

1,235 global CEOs share their views on leading through the biggest challenges they face.
Read their responses.







Introduction

Today’s CEOs are leading differ-
ently. They are less scripted, more
confident and, above all, deeply
aware of their unique position in
an era defined by relentless geo-
political upheaval and economic
volatility.

In our new global survey of
1,235 chief executives, we heard
anearly unanimous conviction:
to meet this moment, 92% of them
agree they must cultivate a level of
adaptability beyond anything pre-
viously imagined within themselves
and within their teams.

And they are clear-eyed about
the odds. Seventy-two percent
of these CEOs see the prospects
for global prosperity declining
or stagnating. Yet, compared
to just ayear ago, they feel
more prepared to navigate this
ever-changing reality—in part
because the past few years have
been a learning experience like
no other. “We are getting accus-
tomed to tackling frequent dis-
ruptions in business by now,”
one CEO explained.

Still, amid this volatility, most of
these CEOs see leadership oppor-
tunities to support and shape bet-
ter societal outcomes. A striking
97% recognize possibilities for
contributing to global prosperity
in the future, either within or out-
side their organizations. Leaders
are clearly voicing both a desire
and a commitment to contribute
positively to today’s economy,
focusing on the needs of all stake-
holders. As one CEO put it: “Any
effort must be made by business
leaders to get us backinto a better
situation.”

In an environment that is critically
charged, geopolitical instability
stands out as the foremost chal-
lenge facing CEOs and their orga-
nizations. Close behind, they rank
economic uncertainty, market
disruption, talent development,
and the adoption and impact of Al
as extremely pressing.

Agility and adaptability have
emerged as the bedrock of the new
leadership paradigm. CEOs now
place these qualities at the heart
of their strategy, with 59% viewing
them as the most important cur-
rency for building organizational
resilience and securing long-
term success. Resource allocation
reflects this forward-looking
mindset. Leaders are investing
ininnovation to stay ahead,
embracing artificial intelligence
to unlock new growth, and priori-
tizing workforce upskilling to
future-proof their organizations.

While long-term issues like
climate change and misinforma-
tion remain on the CEOs’ radar
(usually with less emphasis), lead-
ers are laser-focused on steering
their organizations through the
deluge of economic challenges.
What used to be understood as
“crisis skills” have become a core
competency to lead through
geopolitical instability, economic
disruption, and market volatility.

To make sense of the numerous
challenges they are facing, CEOs
are relying foremost on their
executive teams and next on their
CEO peers. Just as in last year’s
survey, they are finding less time to
discuss these challenges with their
executive boards or Chair.

Cultivating a culture of curiosity
and open-mindedness remains the
top skill CEOs point to for master-
ing today’s complexity. There is
clear recognition that there is no
playbook to draw from. Years of
rampant instability have become
their school, shaping a generation
of CEOs who are highly adaptable
and learning as they lead.

With The CEO Response’s results
now available, we hope to spark
reflection as chief executives glob-
ally continue to lead amid uncer-
tainty and complexity. The resolve
of these leaders is stunning: They
are rolling up their sleeves to
transform their organizations—
and in many ways the world
itself—all in an environment of
massive unpredictability. Last year,
CEOs foresaw a world of constant
and groundbreaking change. This
year, they signal a clear intent to
step forward and into it. And they
are approaching the many critical
challenges they expect by priori-
tizing the ongoing transformation
of CEO leadership with renewed
curiosity, purpose, and strategic
impact.



estion

As change and
complexity accelerate,
are the prospects for
oglobal prosperity
increasing or decreasing,
In your opinion?
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8% 20% 14% 44% 14%

Significantly Moderately  Staying  Moderately Significantly
increasing increasing aboutthe decreasing decreasing
same

Key Findings

For most CEOs, the prospects for global prosperity are decreasing
or stagnating—though some are slightly more optimistic.

“Competition between major economic “Incentives are optimized to growth and
zones will increase while new barriers “Some economies will prosper, profit maximization, but not to wealth distribution,
will be erected.” but the major economies already hurt.” fairness, or equity.”



Question

2

In your view, should
business leaders play
arole in shaping a
prosperous global order?
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Yes, business leaders have a responsi-
bility to help shape global prosperity
and stability by engaging outside

of their business.

Business leaders can support global
prosperity and stability indirectly,
within their own operations.

Business leaders may contribute to
global prosperity and stability, but leaders’
main responsibility is to shareholders

and financial performance.

No, business leaders should not be
expected to play a role in shaping global
order; this is the domain of governments
and international institutions.

Key Findings

Almost all CEOs recognize possibilities for contributing to global
prosperity in the future, either within or outside their organizations.

“The world is at an inflection point “Idon’t think CEOs should take political positions, “Business leaders should contribute to global
and any effort must be made by but I do believe that with their operations prosperity by engaging outside of their
business leaders to get us back into CEOs can greatly impact society and communities, businesses, but that must be evaluated on

a better situation.” supporting prosperity and stability.” an ad-hoc basis.”
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Question

In today’s world, what is
the most important
currency for business
success among

the following options?
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Innovation
and creativity
Power and

O influence
18% 5

Agility and
adaptability

59%

Trust and
relationships

21%

Key Findings

There is no question that CEOs see agility and adaptability as their
key resources for business success in the current environment.

“A talented and nimble organization is needed “The critical challenges all belong to the “It’s a fast-moving and volatile
to be able to react fast to things we wouldn’t have unknown, which is difficult to be prepared for business environment—you adapt
fathomed three years ago.” other than creating agility.” on the go.”



Question

What major changes

are you implementing

to ensure prosperity

for your organization?
Please select your top three.
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\
53% 44% 42% 327%
We're focusing on We're actively We're investing We’re forming
innovation investing in Al in upskilling new strategic
and talent alliances
development and partnerships
l
31% 24% 227 12 %
We’re entering We're reviewing We're rethinking We're increasing
new markets our current supply chains investment in
workforce structure risk prevention
| | | |
9% 8% 3% 0%
We’re working We're becoming Other No major change
more with local more involved in
partners public policy

Key Findings

To advance growth, the top three areas CEOs are prioritizing are
Innovation (63%), Al Investment (44%), and Talent Development (42%,).

“We are focused on the most critical challenges and
opportunities for our company. We can be better and faster
to innovate, to take advantage of opportunities and

will need to stay focused on new technologies, such as Al,
that may be truly transformative for our company.”

“Fundamentally, many aspects were already
existing in the past, but what has really
changed is the pace of how transformation

is happening.”

“There’s been a reaction in my
organization to move faster,
particularly on driving innovation
through Al creation and adoption.”



Question

How critical are the
following challenges for
your organization?
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L = 46% 41% 13%
Geopolitical instability
. . 44% 44% 12%
Economic uncertainty
o 38% 47% 15%
Talent acquisition and
development
. . 38% 43% 19%
Market disruption
_ . 37% 46% 17%
Adoption and impact of Al
25% 37% 38%
Market access
. 25% 33% 42%
Changing consumer
behavior
. = . 24% 43% 33%
Increasing military conflict
) 22% 44% 34%
Tariffs
. . 21% 35% 44%
Climate change and its
ecological impact
20% 40% 40%
Health and safety of my
workforce
. o 18% 36% 46%
Populism and nationalism
o ) 17% 36% 47%
Spread of misinformation
Extremely critical Critical Less critical

Key Findings

In an environment that is critically charged, CEOs identify geopolitical
instability as their most extreme challenge. Economic uncertainty,

market disruption, talent development, and the adoption and impact of Al
are extremely pressing as well.

“We have learned to identify and adapt quickly
“We are an agile business, to many of the ‘new’ challenges. But we are still often “The impact of Al (in combination
but geopolitics are matters outside unprepared or even blindsided with unexpected with robotics) is not as well understood
of our control.” new ones (the unknown unknowns).” as it should be.”



Question

6

Which locations do

you believe hold

the most promise for
establishing new business
partnerships in the
emerging multipolar

world?
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CEOs from...
m\ 7 Africa

Middle East

North America North America

South & Central America

South & Central America

see promise in building partnerships in...

Key Findings

CEOs show a tendency to foresee the most promising new partnerships
in their own regions. The majority also see opportunities in Asia.

“Global footprint strategy has to be in line with business
strategy and opportunities. This has a positive impact on prosperity

o in the relevant regions by creating jobs.” . . .
“In the current global situation, &t Y &J “Businesses are economic engines

it is important to strengthen the “We need effective governance structures and political leaders in the cultures and countries in which
resilience of our own operations.” to provide the right context and environment for businesses to grow.” they operate.”



Question

/

Thinking about the
challenges you indicated
as critical, how prepared
1S your organization

to face the inherent
complexity?
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28%  28%

9% 9%

1%
0% 0%

Not at all prepared Well prepared
Comparison 28% 28%
2024 and 2025
22%
20%
17%
13% 12%
9% 9% 9%
7% ) 6% 7%
4% >%
2% 1%
0% 1%
Not at all prepared Well prepared
2024
2025

Key Findings

CEOs are dramatically more prepared for the expected complexity
ahead compared to last year.

“We are sort of getting accustomed to tackling

“r, - . requent disruptions in business by now.” « . .
It is a never-ending story. Jreq P 4 The shifts are so rapid, that for any
We should reevaluate our organization “We are ready because we have mechanisms organization it is a matter of trying to keep

continuously.” for anticipation and revision.” up in my mind.”



Question

How are you currently
balancing short-term
responsiveness and

long-term objectives?
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23%

20%

16%

13%

4%
3%
1% 1%

We are currently prioritizing We are currently prioritizing
short-term responsiveness long-term objectives

Key Findings

In such a disruptive environment, CEOs see short- and long-term
objectives as a continuous balancing act, with the short-term taking
precedence.

“In this dynamic environment, thriving “We have a balanced approach. We transform for “Currently we are ‘firefighting.
in the short term is how we believe we will long-term relevance and make sure we meet market We don’t anticipate enough.
position ourselves for the long term.” expectations to the best of our ability.” Today’s strategy is about survival.”



Question

v

To what extent

do you agree with
these statements:

As CEO, leading
through unpredictable
times, I need to...
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Cultivate a level of adaptability in myself
and my teams that goes beyond anything
['ve previously imagined.

Strongly agree  Somewhat agree Neither nor Somewhat Strongly disagree
disagree

Invest in self-development as a priority.

Strongly agree  Somewhat agree Neither nor Somewhat Strongly disagree
disagree

Key Findings

An overwhelming majority of CEOs (92%) acknowledge that they must
cultivate levels of adaptability that go beyond anything previously imagined.

“As a CEO, I cannot think in ‘black or white’

patterns to simplify the significant challenges
“The challenge is that ahead. One must cultivate an ‘and’ thinking “Geopolitical uncertainty has led
‘predicting’ in this environment approach while still making clear decisions. to multifaceted factors affecting industry
is nearly impossible.” This is the superpower needed.” that we cannot anticipate.”



Question

10

How important are

the following for you to
successfully master

the challenges of today’s
complexity?
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Cultivating a culture of curiosity and open-mindedness

51% 40% 8% 1%

Working to lift the collective ambition
32% 44% 20% 3% 1%
Honing my ability to listen

29% 50% 18% 3%

Ensuring the inclusion of diverse and challenging views

19% 45% 28% 7% 1%

Investing more in authentically relating to others
18% 49% 27% 5% 1%

Extremely important  Very important Important Slightly important Not at all important

Key Findings

There’s a clear consensus that cultivating a culture of curiosity
and open-mindedness is the key leadership skill for today’s complexity.

“In every threat, there is also an opportunity.

It’s a mind shift that we need to lead.” P . . . :
f This environment is all about listening with

“We prepare by building nimble teams with an open mind, respecting views no matter where “Strong and ‘out-of-the-box’ thinking
agile methodologies.” they emerge from.” leadership is required.”



Questio

1

Who is or are your best
resources for discussing
and making sense of
the challenges ahead?
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75% 28% 23% 43% 10%

My Senior  Indepen- Chair Other CEOs Other
Leadership dentBoard
Team Directors

Key Findings

Most CEOs are turning first and foremost to their executive teams
and then their peers as sparring partners to make sense of the many

challenges they are facing.

“Leadership team is important but may It should be the BOD, but I find that

A have blind spots as well” we do not allocate sufficient time for more

on the topic. Important is to understand the
challenge and various points of view.” “I believe CEOs need a good sounding board.” strategic discussions.”



Demograp

Is this your first
CEOrole? 40%
Yes
Are you or have you been
a Group CEO?
1%
What is your age?

11%

23%

30%

22%

10%

3%
0%

60%

67% 33%

Yes

Prefer not to answer
/

65 or more

60-64

55-59

50-54

45-49

35-44
Under 35

1CS

Were you internally
promoted or externally
hired into your
current role?

Gender you most
identify with

How long have
you been in your current
CEOrole?

10%

Female

25%

25%

17%

10%

6%

13%

4%

67%

Externally
hired

89%

Male

0-2 years

3-4 years

5-6 years

7-8 years

9-10 years

10+ years

33%

Internally
promoted

1%

Prefer not
to answer

Recently retired
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Where is your office based?

North America
23%

AN

Europe
59%

APAC
11%

/ South America
4%

Which of the following represents the main activity of your organization
(i.e., accounts for the largest proportion of revenue)?

31% 15% 13% 10%
Industrial Consumer Financial Technology and
Services Communications

What is your company’s ownership structure?

Public
37%
N Family-owned
14%
-

— Other
6%

Private
43%

10%

Healthcare
and Pharma

2% 2%
7% 10%
Private Equity Public and Services including Other
Social Sector Professional

Services

What is your company’s revenue in USD?

Less than 1 billion 46%

1-5 billion 32%

6-10 billion 8%

11-15 billion 5%

16-20 billion 2%

20-50 billion 4%

More than 50 billion 3%



Egon Zehnderis the world’s preeminent leadership advisory firm, inspiring
leaders to navigate complex questions with human answers. We help orga-
nizations get to the heart of their leadership challenges and offer honest
feedback and insights to help leaders realize their true being and purpose.

At the core of our work is a deep commitment to partnering with CEOs and
their boards and those who support them. From CEO search and succession
planning to leadership development and transformational coaching, we
help chief executives lead with clarity, authenticity, and impact. Our CEO
and leadership advisory services are designed to support leaders at every
stage of their journey—whether stepping into the role, navigating pivotal
transitions, or shaping the future of their organizations.

We are built on a foundation that supports partnership in the truest sense
of the word and aligns our interests with the interests of our clients. Our
600 consultants across 68 offices and 36 countries are former industry
and functional leaders who collaborate seamlessly across geographies,
industries and functions to deliver the full power of the Firm to every client,
every time.

We partner closely with public and private corporations, family-owned
enterprises, and non-profit and government agencies to provide executive
search, leadership solutions, CEO search and succession, board advisory,
and diversity, equity & inclusion.

Our services include discovering leaders, developing leadership, advancing
governance, shaping successions, and unlocking transformations. We partner
with Mobius Executive Leadership to offer highly experiential, personal-
ized and transformational programs for senior leaders.

We believe that together we can transform people, organizations and the
world through leadership.

For more information, visit egonzehnder.com and follow us on LinkedIn.
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