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We talk a great deal about what a good leader should be 
and what contemporary leadership should look like. We cre-
ate new competency models, catalogues of behaviours and 
definitions of the leadership of the future. Far less often do 
we pause at something fundamental - the person who per-
forms this role.

Leaders are most often discussed 
through the lens of responsibility. 
They set the direction, make deci-
sions, take responsibility for results 
and support their teams in achie-
ving goals. 

Yet leadership does not begin when 
a decision is made. It begins ear-
lier - in how a person sees reality, 
interprets it and experiences it. In 
what they can hold and what they 
cannot yet hold; what they noti-
ce and what remains outside their 
field of view. In how they respond 
to tension, uncertainty, conflict and 
loss of control, and from what inner 
place they make a decision before 
it becomes a strategy, a message 
or an action.

Leadership is a phenomenon that is 
born within.

Contemporary leadership means 
much more than managing tasks 
and people. It is the everyday act of 
functioning within a field of many, 
often contradictory forces: expec-
tations, emotions, tensions, intere-
sts, responsibilities and needs.

That is why one of the most impor-
tant words describing today's expe-
rience of leaders seems to me to be 
'between'.

Between the organisation's expec-

tations and the team's needs. Be-
tween responsibility for results and 
responsibility for people. Between 
the need to support others and 
the need to protect one's own re-
sources. Between the confidence 
expected by those around us and 
our own uncertainty. Between the 
need to act and the need to pause. 
Finally, between what we call busi-
ness and what we call the human 
being - although in reality the two 
have never been separable.

This position 'in between' is not 
merely an organisational position. 
It is a psychological experien-
ce, sometimes a very lonely one. 
The greater the responsibility, 
the fewer places there are where 
one can stop representing it for a 
moment. The greater the influen-
ce, the harder it is to find a space 
where one does not have to know, 
answer, solve, decide or maintain a 
sense of safety for others.

At the same time, leaders operate 
within a powerful cultural image 
of a person who copes, has eve-
rything under control, knows, 
solves, supports, makes deci-
sions, leads and delivers.

This is the figure of the leader-
-superhero: a person immune 
to overload, uncertainty, lone-
liness or doubt, as if ordinary 
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laws of human experience ceased to apply with 
the position.

We want to set this figure aside for a moment. 
We want to see the leader without the mask of 
the role - not to take away their strength, but to 
see where that strength truly comes from and 
what price sometimes has to be paid for it.

A position brings a scope of responsibility, in-
fluence and authority. It does not remove the 
nervous system. It does not erase emotions, 
fear, fatigue, the need to belong or the need to 
be seen. It does not eliminate personal histories, 
automatic reactions, limitations or the places 
within ourselves that we have not yet recogni-
sed.

A leader is not a function. A leader is a person 
who performs that function. That is precisely 
why their condition is not solely a private matter.

What happens inside a leader does not stop at 
the boundary of their own experience. It travels 
further - through how decisions are made, the 
quality of attention, language, relationships 
and responses to error, conflict and uncertain-
ty. Through what has room in the organisation 
and what does not; what may be said and what 
is better left unnoticed; how much tension the 
system can hold before it begins to deny, con-
trol or pass it on.

Organisations are not separate from the people 
who lead them. In a sense, they are extensions 
of how those people see.

What a leader cannot see in themselves may, 
over time, become an invisible rule of the en-
tire system. Fear may take the form of excessi-
ve control. Lack of trust may become another 
procedure. Overload may become a culture of 

permanent availability. The need to prove one's 
worth may become an organisation that ne-
ver achieves enough. But it also works in the 
opposite direction. The capacity for reflection 
can create space for dialogue. Inner stability 
can create room for the courage of others. The 
ability to remain in contact with uncertainty can 
open the way to experimentation, learning and 
creating what does not yet exist.

That is why the condition of leaders is not an 
addition to the conversation about a healthy or-
ganisation. It is one of its sources.

In this report, we therefore do not want to ask 
only what leaders should be like. We are inte-
rested in something more fundamental: what 
does it really mean today to be the person on 
whom so much depends?

What do people responsible for others face? 
What gives them energy and what takes it 
away? Where does tension accumulate? What 
happens in places the organisation usually does 
not see? To what extent do leaders themselves 
have access to support? And where can they 
exist for a moment without having to be the 
ones who support everyone else?

This is a report about leadership viewed from 
within.

If we want to change the quality of leadership, 
changing only the content of decisions, com-
petency models or expected behaviours is not 
enough. We also need to examine the space 
from which they arise. Expanding that space 
makes it possible to see relationships that were 
previously invisible and to notice possibilities 
that previously lay outside the field of view. 



For four years, we have been changing 
the narrative on mental health

Nationwide social and educational campaign

The foundation of the 'Bliżej Siebie' campaign is the 
mental health of employees and leaders. Its overar-
ching aim is to shape a supportive workplace culture 
that protects people's wellbeing. The initiative com-
bines prevention, education and practical solutions 
implemented in organisations.

The campaign integrates mental health with a mo-
dern approach to management and workplace cul-
ture. We show that wellbeing is not a trend, but the 
foundation of a modern organisation - a workplace 
where people are valued, not treated as resources.

Education, inspiration and real impact

Winner of the 'Wellbeing Creator 
of the Year 2025' award
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We create a unique plat-
form for exchanging know-
ledge and experience

We educate

We support leadership

We motivate real change

We bring together the voices 
of business, experts, NGOs and 
public institutions.

Through diverse initiatives, we respond to the 
specific challenges and needs of today's labour 
market.

We develop leaders' skills in building workplace 
cultures based on trust, empathy and care for team 
wellbeing.

We promote good practices and create recommen-
dations, practical ideas and guidance for employees,
leaders and organisations.



About the study

The study was conducted
in April 2026.

PBS Research Agency Sp. z o.o.

Who?

How?

The study covered people managing
teams in medium-sized and large
enterprises.

We surveyed 300 leaders.

Online interviews (CAWI).

We examined what the experience of be-
ing a leader really looks like today.

We explored what people responsible 
for others face: what gives them ener-
gy, what drains it, how they experience 
pressure and responsibility, and how they 
care for others and themselves. We also 
asked about loneliness in the leadership 
role - feeling understood and supported, 
making decisions alone and being ready 
to ask for help. We checked whether to-
day's workplace has room to talk not only 
about tasks and results, but also about the 
human being.

What?

Study period: Research contractor:



In the 'Bliżej Siebie' campaign, we 
regularly pause to take stock
Explore the campaign's other re-
ports
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'Mental health and empathy at work'

'The pressure of change: emotions and 
mental health
in the workplace'

‘Success at the Cost of Health: Mental 
Well-being and the Future of Work’

2023 edition

2024 edition

2025 edition



Sample
profile

The study was conducted among 300 le-
aders working in medium-sized and large 

enterprises.

For this study, a leader was defined as anyone managing a team of employees: supervisors and managers, 
as well as directors and board members. The last two categories, however, represented a clear minority of 
the sample.

The largest group of respondents managed teams of 6-10 pe-
ople (42%). A further 38% were responsible for teams of 11 
or more employees, while one in five respondents (20%) ma-
naged teams of 2-5 people. Thus, 80% of participants had 
managerial responsibility for at least six people, indicating a 
substantial level of responsibility for work organisation, com-
munication and team wellbeing.

More than two-thirds worked on site, 28% worked in a hybrid 
model, and only 2% performed their leadership role fully re-
motely.

Company size

Position 

52%

94%
5% 1%

Medium-sized
(50-249 employees)

Manager / supervisor 
/ team leader (mana-
ges a team of em-
ployees) Director Board member

Large
(over 250 employees)

48%



Team size

Men predominated among the respondents, reflecting their still greater share among people in leadership 
positions. Members of Generations Y and X were the most strongly represented. Respondents also had a 
high level of education, with a clear majority holding higher-education qualifications.

Working model

Age

Education

Gender

20% 42% 38%

2%

4%

70%

53%

1%

5%

68%

67%28%

38%

31%

33%

2–5 people 6–10 people

Remote

Generation Z

On-site

Generation Y

Professional

Baby Boomers

Higher education

MaleHybrid

Generation X

Secondary

Female

11 people or more



Double pressure

It is not only a promotion, with the greater prestige and 
higher salary that follow. It also means substantially hi-
gher demands, additional responsibilities and growing 
pressure.

Taking on a leadership 
role has its bright and 
dark sides.

Leaders are often described as operating 'in between': between senior management on one side and the 
team reporting to them on the other. Between business goals, results and the strategy of the entire organi-
sation, and the everyday challenges of managing people and caring for their wellbeing. Having to operate 
where these two spheres meet and reconcile expectations coming from different directions can generate 
pressure. This is precisely what we asked the leaders in our study about.

Exactly half of the leaders said that they experience double pressure at work: pressure for results 
from above and employees' expectations from below (27% do not experience it, while 23% did not give 
an unambiguous answer, choosing 'neither agree nor disagree'). Women leaders reported it more often, 
and the frequency increased with the size of the team managed: the more people in the team, the greater 
the pressure.

40% report that the number of 
employees on their team increased 
during the past year. This was most 
common among leaders managing 
remote teams.

48%
of leaders feel overwhelmed by the 
growing scope of responsibility



The growing workload does not deprive most leaders of the ability to think strategically or become involved 
in new initiatives, but for many it remains a significant challenge.60% of respondents say that an excess 
of current tasks at least sometimes leaves them without time for planning and strategic thinking.
Moreover, 29% experience this problem often or very often (sometimes: 31%; often: 20%; very often: 9%). 
Only 12% never experience this lack of time, while 28% notice it rarely.

The pressure and workload experienced by leaders are also reflected in how they work. Most remain con-
stantly ready to respond to emerging challenges - 58% report that they are continuously available by 
email and/or phone (21% say this is not the case, while another 21% do not take a clear position).

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

I experience double pressure: pressure 
for results from above and employees' 

expectations from below

I feel overwhelmed by the growing 
scope of responsibility

During the past year, the number of 
employees under my care and forming 

my team has increased

of leaders say that, at least sometimes, a 
lack of time and energy makes them avo-
id new initiatives or ideas, with 23% expe-
riencing this often or very often.54%

Never

Because of an excess of current 
tasks, I have no time for planning 

and strategic thinking

Because of a lack of time and ener-
gy, I avoid new initiatives or ideas

8%

8%

12%

19%

22%

22%

23%

22%

26%

32%

33%

29%

18%

15%

11%

12%

14%

28%

32%

31%

31%

20%

15%

9%

8%

Rarely Sometimes Often Very often



In light of these declarations, leaders' assessment of the example they set in the workplace may appear 
surprising.73% say that they try to model healthy boundaries at work, including availability and wor-
king hours (only 7% say that they do not).Meanwhile, 79% believe that they respect employees' private 
time, for example by not expecting replies outside working hours.

The results suggest that many leaders apply double standards: one to themselves and another to their 
teams. For them, healthy boundaries do not mean being completely unavailable, but above all respecting 
employees' private time.

At the same time, their own high level of availability may reflect a belief that leadership requires being con-
stantly 'always on': remaining reachable by phone and ready to respond outside standard working hours.
As a result, healthy boundaries become something leaders support in others but do not always permit 

I am available by email or phone 
virtually all the time

I respect employees' private time, 
for example by not expecting re-

plies outside working hours

I try to model healthy boundaries at 
work, for example regarding availa-

bility and working hours

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

12%

1%

1%

9%

3%

6%

21%

17%

20%

39%

35%

46%

19%

44%

27%

in their own work. We may 
therefore assume that they 
often protect their teams' 
wellbeing at the expense of 
their own resources.



Today's leader is expected to deliver objecti-
ves while caring for the team's wellbeing; make 
quick decisions without losing a long-term 
perspective; develop strategy while respon-
ding to change; retain control without micro-
managing; and build trust without abandoning 
expectations.

These contradictions cannot be resolved once 
and for all. Leaders therefore need ways to 
hold both poles of the tension: to operate thro-
ugh 'both-and' logic instead of reducing the 
situation to an 'either-or' choice.

This capacity is described by the concept of 
paradoxical leadership. The ability to hold 
both sides of a tension can strengthen teams' 
adaptability and autonomy. The problem be-
gins when the cost of maintaining these con-
tradictions is borne by the leader in the form 
of constant readiness, emotional labour, deci-
sion overload and lack of recovery. The study 
clearly reveals this imbalance: leaders protect 
employees' boundaries while treating their own 
availability as part of the role.

To prevent this from leading to burnout, leaders 
need to recognise which tensions must be ma-
intained, which should be resolved temporarily 
and which should be escalated. They need to 
protect time for strategic thinking, limit perma-
nent availability, delegate and avoid personal-
ly filling every gap in the system. Leadership 
maturity does not mean enduring everything; it 

also means recognising the limits of one's own 
capacity.
This cannot be solely an individual responsibili-
ty. A leader operating under high and seemin-
gly contradictory demands needs resources: 
genuine autonomy, clear priorities, support 
from HR, supervision and their own manager, 
the ability to escalate conflicts between objec-
tives, adequate staffing and room for recovery.

Leaders can learn to work with paradox more 
effectively, but they should not compensate 
for organisational inconsistency with their own 
health. A mature organisation does not expect 
heroism. Whenever a new priority is introdu-
ced, it defines what will be deprioritised, what 
resources will be added and where responsi-
bility lies.

Well-designed working conditions do not eli-
minate paradoxes from leadership. They can, 
however, transform them from a chronic so-
urce of overload into a space for mature le-
adership: making better decisions, building 
accountability within the team and responding 
to complexity without losing oneself along the 
way. The ability to apply 'both-and' logic then 
becomes not another demand placed on the 
leader, but a genuine resource for the leader, 
the team and the entire organisation.

The findings can be read not only as a story of 'double 
pressure', but also as a picture of a role that is para-
doxical by its very nature.

Executive & Leadership Coach and partner to leaders during change 
and transformation, accompanying them in development grounded in 
real-life challenges; expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign.

Kasia Żurek

Expert commentary



Energy up or down?

Working with people is the primary source of energy, according to 58% of leaders. Relationships 
are therefore one of the key resources in the experience of leadership.The team's growth and success 
(47%) and solving challenges and problems (42%) also matter. This highlights the importance of influence 
and agency in leaders' daily work and relates to the task-oriented dimension of leadership.

Employees expect recognition, but it also proves important to leaders, giving 38% of them energy to act.

Among the listed factors, autonomy in action (26%) and the opportunity to support others' development 
(26%) have the least impact on increasing energy levels.

29% of respondents said that leadership drains their life energy, while 44% disagreed.Interestingly, 
one in four respondents did not give a clear answer. Their energy boost may therefore vary depending on 
the situation.

Being a leader drains my life 
energy

Energy is the driving force that enables us to act and 
achieve objectives. Yet the experience of leadership 
can vary greatly: for some it is a source of satisfaction, 
meaning and energy to act; for others it involves con-
siderable effort and strain. Which experience is more 
common?

Discussions of leadership often fo-
cus on competencies, results and 
responsibility. We ask less often how 
performing the role of leader affects 
a person's level of life energy.

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

18% 26% 27% 21% 8%



47%
37%

26%
42%

58%

38%
26%

Chart: What in your leadership role gives you the most energy to act? (multiple-choice question)

team de-
velopment 
and success

a sense of 
influence 
over deci-
sions and the 
direction of 
action

the oppor-
tunity to 
support 
others' de-
velopment

solving 
challenges 
and pro-
blems

working 
with people

recognition 
and appre-
ciation of 
my work

autonomy
in action

And what drains energy? Several reasons are equally important:

36%

34%

36%

33%

36%
a large amount of for-
malities
and documentation
(paperwork)

lack of support from 
managers when making 
decisions

responsibility for deci-
sions I make indepen-
dently

difficult or conflictual 
situations within the 
team

difficulty balancing 
work and private life



Insufficient autonomy at work and a lack of clear expectations regarding the role were selected by the 
fewest respondents. This may suggest that most operate in organisations that provide relatively clear fra-
meworks for action.

The key sources of strain for leaders do not arise from structural ambiguity or a lack of agency. Instead, 
they come from the day-to-day operational nature of the role: intensive daily responsibilities, numerous 
administrative tasks, responsibility for decisions, the need to balance work and private life, and relationship 
challenges within teams.

Chart: What in your leadership role drains your energy to act? (multiple-choice question)

a large amount of formalities and 
documentation (paperwork)

lack of support from managers
when making decisions

insufficient
autonomy at work

lack of clear expectations
regarding my role

lack of time for strategic work
and team development

difficult or conflictual
situations within the team

responsibility for decisions
I make independently

difficulty balancing work
and private life

limited influence over the direction
of the organisation's activities

lack of recognition or appreciation
of my work

36%

36%

36%

34%

33%

27%

26%

23%

15%

12%



36%

36%

36%

34%

33%

27%

26%

23%

15%

12%

29% of respondents say that leadership dra-
ins their energy, and it is particularly interesting 
to see what exactly takes it away. Three areas 
come first: extensive formalities and documen-
tation, responsibility for independently made 
decisions and difficulty balancing work and 
private life. From a coach's perspective, I see 
this not so much as a problem with leadership 
itself, but as a risk of the role becoming over-
loaded by everyday operational work.

Importantly, relationships and cooperation with 
people are the main source of energy, selected 
by 58% of respondents. This reveals a para-
dox: leaders draw strength primarily from what 
lies at the heart of leadership, yet lose it thro-
ugh elements that often distance them from 
working with people.

Is this therefore a problem that needs to be 
addressed? Definitely, but not by teaching le-
aders to 'cope better' with overload.

The first step should be to examine what can 
be changed systemically within the organisa-
tion. A task audit can be a good starting point: 
how much time does the leader spend with pe-
ople and how much on administration? Which 
duties genuinely require their involvement, and 
which can be simplified, automated or delega-
ted?

At the individual level, leaders should deve-
lop the ability to recognise their own sources 
of energy and energy loss. Coaching can help 
here, because a leader should not merely be 
someone who 'delivers' despite exhaustion. 
Their wellbeing is an organisational resource: it 
affects decision-making, relationships with the 
team and the quality of leadership.

The study findings should therefore be treated 
not as an alarm, but as an invitation to ask an 
important question: does the way we organise 
leaders' work allow them to draw energy from 
what matters most in leadership - people, de-
velopment and a sense of influence - or is more 
and more of that energy consumed simply by 
staying afloat?

The findings reveal an important and often overlooked 
dimension of leadership: the energy cost of perfor-
ming the role.

ICC Coach, MTQ Plus Mental Toughness Trainer, PRISM Brain Mapping 
Practitioner, and expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign.

Kasia Chałas

Expert commentary



Lonely leadership
It can seem that the higher one 
rises in the corporate hierar-
chy, the more people there are 
around.

But does the number of contacts translate into 
feeling understood and supported? Loneliness 
in leadership proves to be far more common 
than one might expect.

The data also show that leadership loneliness is not a one-dimensional 
phenomenon. It is better understood as a combination of several expe-
riences that may occur simultaneously: feeling misunderstood, lacking 
support and becoming fatigued by decision-making responsibility.

of leaders admit that they feel few people in the organisation under-
stand the challenges of their role.29% disagree, while one in three re-
spondents did not take a clear position ('neither agree nor disagree'). This 
hesitation itself may suggest a certain lack of understanding.

Women leaders report this lack of understanding more frequently. The 
results also show that it is considerably more common in remote work and 
among younger age groups: the younger the leaders, the more often they 
feel that those around them do not understand their challenges.

38%

I feel that few
people in the organisation under-

stand
the challenges of my role

Since taking on a leadership role,
I feel greater distance in my rela-

tionships with the team

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

10%

14%

19%

27%

33%

27%

28%

22%

10%

10%



Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often

I lack support in dealing 
with difficult situations  

involving my team

I am tired of making decisions 
alone and bearing the responsibi-

lity that comes with them

I feel lonely
in my leadership role

More than half of managers (58%) at least sometimes feel they lack support in dealing 
with difficult situations involving their team (sometimes: 31%; often: 19%; very often: 8%). 
Gender makes no difference in this respect, but trends are visible in relation to age and working mode: the 
younger the person, the more often they report lacking support. This is also reported more often by people 
working remotely or in a hybrid model than by those working on site. 

A lack of understanding, a lack of support—but also decision-making loneliness? 62% of people in ma-
nagement positions say they are tired of making decisions alone and bearing the responsibility that 
comes with it (sometimes: 34%; often: 20%; very often: 8%). As with feeling misunderstood, this affects 
women, younger people, and those working remotely or in a hybrid model somewhat more often. 
 

These statements from women and men in le-
adership provide a fitting summary: more than 
half (53%) feel lonely in their role (sometimes: 
30%; often: 14%; very often: 9%). Here, people 
working remotely and in a hybrid model clearly pre-
dominate. 

In addition, 32% of leaders say they feel greater 
distance in their relationship with the team after 
taking on a leadership role (41% do not see this, 
while 27% have no clear view). 
 
The findings reveal a clear link between remote 
and hybrid work and more frequent feelings of lo-

neliness, lack of support, and being misunderstood 
among managers. We are therefore seeing an ero-
sion of everyday relationships and natural sources 
of support, which are easier to build in an on-site 
environment.

The results suggest that one of the greatest para-
doxes of contemporary leadership may be that pe-
ople responsible for supporting their teams often 
operate with a sense that they themselves receive 
limited support. Yet it is precisely under such con-
ditions that it is hardest to build resilience, make dif-
ficult decisions, and care for other people’s well-be-
ing over the long term.

15%

16%

19%

27%

22%

28%

31%

34%

30%

19%

20%

14%

8%

8%

9%



As responsibility grows, so does the weight of 
decisions and the isolation that remains invi-
sible from the outside. The higher we move in 
the hierarchy, the fewer relationships allow us 
to be fully ourselves: subordinates remain de-
pendent on us, we want to demonstrate com-
petence and reliability to our superiors, while 
peer leaders are either competitors or parti-
cipants in the same performance of apparent 
confidence.

Then there is shame. We mistakenly believe that 
feeling lonely means we are poor at building 
relationships. So we wear the mask of a strong, 
self-confident leader—a source of permanent 
fatigue that we call ‘overwork’ and then try to 
cure with a holiday. To no avail.

Nor does the number of contacts protect us 
from loneliness. Our calendars may be packed 
with meetings and our contact lists enormous, 
yet we can still have no relationships that leave 
room for authenticity.

What can be done about it? 

First of all, remember that loneliness is a deficit 
of connection. The remedy is therefore not a 
greater number of superficial relationships, but 
the development of deep, supportive bonds. 
These are worth nurturing on three levels:

1. Connections in the professional circle: a gro-

up of leaders at a similar level and with similar 
experiences (e.g. peer groups or masterminds). 
A community in which we can feel among our 
own and ease the loneliness of decision-ma-
king.

2. Connections in the perso-
nal circle: with those closest to us, 
with friends and family. The key to strengthe-
ning them is a radical change of priorities—re-
cognizing that loved ones are far more impor-
tant than work. This reflection may help: if I had 
one day left to live, would I want to spend it at 
work, wrapping up a project before the ultima-
te deadline, or with the people I love?

3. Connection with oneself: the most important 
and the most difficult. It enables us to appro-
ach people from a place of care and curiosity 
rather than a hunger for approval. Paradoxi-
cally, we often need other people in order to 
connect with ourselves. We need to see our-
selves from their perspective to loosen the hold 
of limiting beliefs, shame, and the inner critic. 
That is why it is easier to begin by building or 
repairing bonds in our professional and perso-
nal circles and, drawing strength from them, 
develop the courage to accept ourselves.

A leader’s loneliness does not disappear when 
more people gather around them. It disappe-
ars when they gain places where they do not 
have to be only a role—only a leader.

Where does loneliness among people in leadership 
positions come from? There is no single answer.

Sociobiologist, psychoeducator, and speaker specializing 
in neurodiversity; expert for the “Bliżej Siebie” campaign.

Kari Goldyn

Expert commentary



Care as part of leadership

Contemporary leadership goes far beyond 
managing tasks and achieving business goals.

An increasing part of the leader-
ship role consists of tasks that are 
not written into any contract, are 
not covered by deadlines or KPIs, 
and are nowhere to be found in 
the calendar—although in reality 
they are happening all the time, 
every day and at every turn. This is 
the daily, often invisible emotional 
labour continuously performed 
through conversations, decisions, 
and relationships: the emotional 
effort involved in regulating ten-

sions within the team, responding 
to employees’ emotions, building 
an atmosphere of safety and trust, 
and easing conflicts. 

30% disagree (men more often), while 34% choose the neu-
tral response, ‘neither agree nor disagree.’ Such a large pro-
portion of ambiguous answers may suggest that, for many 
managers, providing emotional support is an area in which 
they do not feel sufficiently confident. Age helps build this 
confidence: the older the leaders, the more often they were 
convinced they had the skills to provide emotional support; 
the younger the respondents, the more often they said they 
were unable to offer such support. 

It may be assumed that, in leaders’ own assessment, gro-

Competencies that until recently were considered ‘soft’ are becoming increasingly important and now form 
the foundation of effective leadership. But do leaders always possess them? Are they always able to provide 
support and act as a caregiver? 

36%
of leaders believe they are not 
always able to provide emotional 
support to their team (women 
leaders more often)

wing professional and specifically managerial experience also translates into stronger competencies in the 
emotional dimension of people management. 

However, if we view support through the lens of specific actions, such as conversations about mental he-
alth, we can also see significant gaps. 34% of leaders believe that their preparation for conversations 
about mental health does not match their team’s actual needs. 27% consider their preparation suffi-
cient.



The largest group (39%) consists of people who 
cannot clearly assess how well prepared they are 
for such conversations. This applies more often to 
women and Generation X representatives; intere-
stingly, the percentage expressing this ambivalent 
view rises as the number of people in the managed 
team decreases. It is impossible to state unequivo-
cally what causes such declarations. Perhaps these 
people cannot assess their skills, which may in turn 
be related to a lack of standards and expectations 
concerning leadership competencies in this area, or 
perhaps they simply have no experience of conduc-
ting such conversations. 

It is also worth noting that 29% of leaders are 
afraid that by talking to employees about their 
well-being and mental health, they are crossing 
a boundary. 30% cannot assess this clearly and 
choose the ambivalent response ‘neither agree nor 
disagree,’ while 41% have no such concerns. 

The survey findings show that, for at least some le-
aders, caring for well-being is not synonymous with 
providing emotional support. While 36% say they 
are not always able to provide emotional support 
to their team, and another 34% are unsure in this 
respect, 46% believe they perform well in the 

role of a caregiver who looks after their team’s 
well-being (the frequency of such declarations also 
increases with age, as with providing emotional 
support), whereas 25% say they do not and 29% 
answer ‘neither agree nor disagree.’ This may indi-
cate that leaders find it easier to act as organizers of 
conditions conducive to well-being than as people 
who accompany employees through emotionally 
difficult situations. It may suggest that well-being is 
still viewed primarily in terms of ‘benefits’ and wor-
king conditions provided by the organization, rather 
than as a process requiring relational involvement, 
conversation, and the leader’s daily presence. In this 
view, well-being is not always equated with active 
care for the team’s emotional condition, but rather 
with a package of systemic solutions.

At this point it is worth adding that 40% of leaders 
say they receive support (mentoring/coaching/
training) intended to help them care for the te-
am’s well-being. 32% do not see such support, 
while 28% do not define this clearly (‘neither agree 
nor disagree’). 

At the same time, however, the findings indicate that 
well-being is firmly embedded in the normative ima-
ge of leadership.

I am not always able to provide emotional 
support to my team

My preparation for conversations 
about mental health does not match my 

team’s actual needs
I am afraid that by talking to employees 

about their well-being and mental health, 
I am crossing a boundary

I believe I perform well 
in the role of a caregiver who looks after 

the well-being of my team

I cannot imagine leadership without ca-
ring for the team’s well-being

I receive support (mentoring/coaching/
training) that helps me care 

for the well-being of my team

This is confirmed by the fact that 76% of leaders say they cannot imagine leadership without caring for 
the team’s well-being. Only 9% disagree, while 15% take no clear position (‘neither agree nor disagree’). 
A generational difference is visible in attitudes toward well-being as an element of leadership. Older gene-
rations more often regard well-being as an integral part of the leadership role (Baby Boomers: 81%; Gen 

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

8%

7%

16%

7%

2%

14%

22%

20%

25%

18%

7%

18%

34%

39%

30%

29%

15%

28%

29%

26%

22%

26%

45%

27%

7%

8%

7%

20%

31%

13%



X: 80%; Gen Y: 75%), while Generation Z identifies leadership with caring for well-being less often (60%). 

A leader’s emotional effort means constantly accompanying people through their everyday challenges, 
emotions, and difficulties. It means easing tensions, supporting employees, building trust, and safeguarding 
the team’s psychological safety. This dimension requires time, attention, and emotional engagement. Does 
it burden leaders?

Our survey showed that it does not do so to a great extent. 27% of leaders feel overwhelmed by employ-
ees’ mental health and emotional issues (with most answering ‘somewhat agree’), whereas almost half 
(49%) do not perceive such overload in themselves. 24% respond ambiguously—‘neither agree nor 
disagree’—which may presumably be interpreted as the absence of strongly felt overload. 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often

I feel overwhelmed by 
employees’ mental health and 

emotional issues 

I feel that my subordinates 
expect me to solve all their 
problems, including perso-
nal ones

This result may be surprising, especially when com-
pared with the fact that 64% of leaders at least so-
metimes feel that their subordinates expect them 
to solve all their problems, including personal 
ones.
 
One possible explanation is that expectations 
of this kind have largely become normalized 
and built into the definition of the le-
adership role—as its permanent 
and ‘obvious’ component. As a result, leaders may 
experience relational pressure without interpreting it 
as excessive burden.

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

20% 29% 24% 20% 7%

12% 24% 32% 25% 7%



We asked leaders who feel overwhelmed about the reasons behind this feeling. Among the 
arguments, a lack of time to properly address employees’ health and emotional issues stands out slightly. 
Respondents cited the other reasons almost equally often.

39%

33%

32%

31%

31%

of leaders say they lack the time to properly address em-
ployees’ health and emotional issues

of leaders indicate that a lack of competence and adequ-
ate preparation for conversations about the team’s 
emotions and problems is burdensome

point to a lack of support within the 
organization itself (e.g. psychologist, EAP, HR)

of leaders say that mental health topics are emotional-
ly difficult for them

see the overload in expectations, saying that it is burdensome when the 
team expects them to be the main source of support



This is an important and necessary change. For 
years I have emphasized that organizations do 
not manage ‘resources.’ They manage relation-
ships, responsibility, trust, and the conditions in 
which people can do their jobs well. A leader 
who fails to see the person behind the result 
will sooner or later stop delivering results too.

At the same time, only 27% believe they are 
adequately prepared for conversations about 
mental health, while 34% assess their prepa-
ration as insufficient. This does not necessarily 
mean a lack of empathy. More likely, it reflects 
a gap between rising expectations of leaders 
and the support they receive from their organi-
zations. Many managers know they should re-
spond, but do not know how to conduct such 
a conversation, where their responsibility ends, 
or when to refer an employee to a specialist.

That is why I approach the term ‘leader as ca-
regiver’ with caution. A leader should notice 
signals, ask questions, listen without judgment, 
and point to available forms of help. They 
should not diagnose, provide therapy, or take 
responsibility for an employee’s personal pro-
blems—especially since 64% of respondents 
at least sometimes feel that the team expects 
their manager to solve private difficulties as 
well.

We cannot build employees’ well-being at the 
expense of leaders’ well-being.

Caring for people cannot be solely the indivi-
dual responsibility of a manager. It should be 
the responsibility of the entire organization. If 
an organization expects leaders to conduct 
difficult conversations, it must give them more 
than the message ‘be empathetic.’ What is 
needed are specific procedures, conversation 
training, access to HR, psychologists or em-
ployee assistance programmes, and clear rules 
for escalating crisis situations. The well-being 
of leaders themselves must also be protected. 

Mature leadership is not about taking responsi-
bility for employees’ lives. It is about creating an 
environment in which a person is not left alone 
with their problem and the leader knows how 
to respond wisely and responsibly.

Because business is people. And a leader is a 
person too.

The findings show an important shift: caring for em-
ployees’ well-being is becoming part of the definition 
of good leadership—76% of respondents cannot ima-
gine the leadership role without caring for the team’s 
well-being.

Expert in leadership and the development of leaders and teams; author of 
the book ‘People, Not Resources: How to Respond to Change and Build a 
Culture of Engagement’; expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign.

Romeo Grzębowski

Expert commentary



Leaders care for others— 
but who cares for leaders?

Every day, leaders support their teams, 
help them cope with challenges, make difficult 
decisions, and take responsibility for the atmosphere and ef-
fectiveness of work.

Yet we rarely ask who supports the pe-
ople expected to care for others, and 
whether that support is provided 

to a sufficient degree. 

33% perceive such care, while 26% cannot assess 
the issue clearly. Such a high proportion of undecided 
responses may indicate either a lack of visible initia-
tives aimed at leaders or difficulty in assessing what 
organizational care for well-being actually means 
in practice.

41%
of leaders say they do not feel 
that the company cares about 
their well-being

It turns out that, in women’s assessment, needs and expectations concerning well-being support are more 
often not reflected in organizational practice. Women predominate among those who feel the company 
does not care. This assessment may be influenced by various professional and life experiences, including 
combining professional and family roles, periods related to parenthood, or a heavier burden of caregiving 
duties, all of which increase well-being needs. It is also possible that women show greater sensitivity and 
awareness of the factors affecting well-being and therefore assess employers’ initiatives more critically.

The highest share of people who do not feel that their company cares about their well-being is found 
among the youngest leaders (aged 18–29): 52%. In subsequent age groups, the figure is clearly lo-
wer, at around 39–43%. For younger leaders, issues related to mental health, well-being, and work–
life balance may already be a natural element in assessing the workplace, because they entered such 
environments at the beginning of their careers. As a result, they may assess companies’ initiatives in this 
area more critically than older colleagues, who only learned to address these issues in the workplace 



over the course of their careers and who, due to longer tenure, may have become accustomed to operating 
with limited well-being support or developed their own care strategies independent of the company’s offe-
ring. Meanwhile, the youngest leaders, at the beginning of both their professional and leadership journeys, 
simultaneously face high expectations, the need to build authority, and the need to gain experience. Their 
need for organizational support may therefore be particularly strong, and its absence more keenly felt.

For a significant proportion of leaders, taking on a managerial role clearly entails additional psychological 
costs:

It may therefore be assumed that some of leaders’ psychological support needs remain unmet. 

41% 41% 52%
of leaders do not feel 
that their company 
cares about their 
well-being

say that taking on a ma-
nagerial role has had a 
negative impact on their 
mental health

believe that performing 
this role involves consi-
derable psychological 
strain

I do not feel that the company 
cares about my well-being

I notice that taking on a 
managerial role has had a negative 

impact on my mental health

Performing a leadership role 
involves considerable psychologi-

cal strain for me

It is worth noting that the level of psychological strain experienced in a managerial role correlates with le-
aders’ gender and age. Women report experiencing high psychological strain more often than men, while 
men more often say they do not experience this type of burden. The younger the respondent, the more 
often they report strain related to the leadership role. The opposite trend appears among those who report 
no such strain: the proportion of these answers rises with respondents’ age. 

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

10%

13%

10%

23%

24%

13%

26%

22%

25%

25%

29%

35%

16%

12%

17%



41% of leaders do not feel that their company 
cares about their well-being, 41% say that ta-
king on a managerial role has negatively affec-
ted their mental health, and as many as 52% 
report high psychological strain related to their 
role. This means that more than half of the le-
adership population is saying: ‘this is hard for 
us.’ 

Today we work in a reality changing in leaps—
AI, reorganizations, new work models—and 
leaders operate in a state of permanent ada-
ptation. They are expected to be an ‘anchor’ 
for their teams and calm other people’s anxie-
ty before they have had time to process their 
own. Sustaining such a state over time is not 
free: leaders pay a high price—the price of 
their health. 

I am particularly concerned that the problem 
affects the youngest leaders most strongly 
(52% of those aged 18–29 do not feel that 
their company cares about their well-being). 
These are people only beginning to build the-
ir leadership path and shaping management 
culture for the years ahead. If they learn from 
the outset that being a leader means having no 
support, we risk reinforcing a model of ‘survi-
val’ instead of healthy leadership.

The good news, however, is that leaders do 
not have to wait for systemic change to make 
a difference. It is worth starting with an audit 
of one’s own boundaries—identifying whe-
re energy is being given with no return. I also 
encourage playing the ‘essentialist,’ inspired by 
Greg McKeown’s book, and asking: ‘if I am to 
do this, what should I not do?’ Building peer 
support also helps: informal meetings with 
other leaders that lift the burden of ‘I have to 
cope on my own.’

We should communicate tension and stress 
openly to managers or HR—not as a compla-
int, but as a signal of real business risk: turno-
ver, burnout, and poorer decision quality.

I believe the data in this report provide a good 
starting point for making management boards 
aware of the scale of the problem and offering 
specific support for leaders. In our organiza-
tion, this takes the form of programmes that 
combine AI transformation with strengthening 
transformation competencies, with leaders’ 
personal resilience as one of the key areas.

These findings are a signal that cannot be ignored.

Head of Learning & Development at Ringier Axel Springer Polska 
(Main Partner of the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign), strategist and organizational 
transformation expert, and expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign. 

Aleksandra Brzozowska
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The superhero leader…?

They take care of everything, deliver results, solve pro-
blems, know the answer, and always suggest the right solu-
tion. They are effective in every aspect of their role.

Leaders are sometimes perceived as ‘superheroes’ safeguar-
ding the interests of both the company and the team. Socially 
and organizationally, the leadership role is associated with 

the need to ‘be strong’—and the data confirm this. 

feel that in their role they cannot afford to show weakness—this 
is the dominant leadership model. One in five leaders gives them-
selves permission to show weakness (23%, with most choosing ‘so-
mewhat disagree’ rather than ‘strongly disagree’—17% vs. 6%). One 
in four respondents (25%) has no clear opinion on this issue.

A relationship between this belief and team size is also visible. The larger the number of subordinates, the 
more common the belief that there is no room for weakness. This may result from the responsibility that 
grows with team size and from the belief that a leader should provide stability for the team, while revealing 
difficulties could be perceived as a risk to its functioning. People who report greater freedom to show we-
akness manage teams of 2–5 twice as often as teams of 6–10 or more (40% vs. 19%). Thus, as leadership 
responsibility grows, so does the pressure to maintain the image of a stable and ‘unshakable’ person, which 
may limit the space for disclosing one’s own difficulties.

35% of leaders admit they would be afraid to disclose psychological difficulties to their team for fear 
that it might discredit them in the team’s eyes. 36% have no such concerns, while 29% remain with the 
ambivalent response ‘neither agree nor disagree.’ 

52%
leaders



The limits on emotional openness are even more apparent. 58% of leaders say that at least sometimes 
they have no space to talk about their own fatigue or doubts (sometimes: 30%; often: 19%; very often: 
9%), while 62% of leaders admit that at least sometimes they do not ask for help, even when they 
need it (sometimes: 38%; often: 17%; very often: 7%). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the leadership role often comes with an expectation of emotio-
nal self-sufficiency, in which expressing difficulty, fatigue, or the need for support remains limited or uns-
poken.

I feel that, 
as a leader, I cannot 

afford to show weakness

I feel I have no space
to talk about my own fatigue or 

doubts

I would be afraid to disclose psy-
chological difficulties to my team, 
fearing that it would discredit me 

in their eyes

I do not ask for help, even 
when I need it

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

12%

11%

30%

27%

30%

38%

19%

17%

9%

7%

6%

13%

17%

23%

25%

29%

35%

22%

17%

13%



The problem is that most of them know perfectly well 
that they should. I hear it constantly in workshops and 
consultations: ‘I know I should ask for help more often. 
I know I do not have to know the answer to every qu-
estion. I know that if I stop rescuing everyone, my team 
will become more accountable.’ And yet the next day 
they put the superhero cape back on. 

Why? Because the problem does not lie solely with 
the leader. The problem is the system.

An employee expects the leader to solve all the-
ir problems and relieve them of responsibili-
ty. The leader hears from their manager: ‘I don’t 
want to hear about your problems. I want to hear 
about solutions.’ And, of course: ‘I understand it’s dif-
ficult, but… the targets still have to be delivered!’ The 
manager is held accountable by the director. The 
director by the management board. And the board 
often wriggles under pressure from owners whose 
egos are blinded by simple, even primitive greed—
they see nothing beyond EBITDA.

At every level, someone is afraid of losing something: 
a bonus, authority, a promotion, a position, a market, 
or face. That is when the ego takes the helm.

In my book ‘The Leader and Their Ego,’ I write that the 
ego fears not failure most, but loss and shame. It does 
not ask, ‘What will be best for people?’ It asks, ‘What 
do I have to do to lose nothing and save face?’

That is why, instead of saying open-
ly, ‘We can’t keep up,’ leaders show a slide 
saying, ‘We are facing temporary challenges, but we’ll 
manage.’ The problem does not disappear; it simply 
moves one level down. And after a while… people 
disappear. Not because they are weak, but because 
they have been strong for months, sometimes years. 

I see the same scenario increasingly often. For 
months, a leader signals that the team can-
not keep up. They ask for more people, cle-

arer priorities, or some tasks to be removed. 
They hear: ‘Don’t bring me problems. Bring me so-
lutions,’ or ‘I understand, but the targets won’t deli-
ver themselves.’ Eventually they erupt and tell the 
truth. They are reprimanded. The next day, they 
go on sick leave. I am not saying the leave is unju-
stified—quite the opposite. Most often the body 
is simply saying, ‘Enough!’ But sometimes there is 
another message in it: ‘If you didn’t hear 
my feedback, perhaps you will hear my 
absence.’ This is a genuine deadlock—and an extre-
mely costly one for both business and people.

As long as a leader says, ‘I can’t cope,’ the organiza-
tion has a chance to respond. When they disappear 
for several months, there is no longer a conversation, 
no feedback, and no possibility of repairing the sys-
tem. There is a vacancy, a replacement, and another 
person putting on the superhero cape.

The better a superhero the leader becomes, the longer 
the organization can pretend that the system works.

A leader’s role is not to act as a shock absorber for a 
faulty system. A leader’s role is to say: ‘Stop. We can-
not go on like this.’

Where should we begin?

1. Build relationships, not hierarchy. Only where 
there is trust is there room for emotions, mistakes, 
and asking for help. There, you can say, ‘I don’t know.’ 
There, you can hear a better idea. There, accountabi-
lity is born. Without relationships, politics will always 
win.

2. Be the first to say: ‘I don’t know.’ ‘I was wrong.’ ‘I 
can’t cope.’ ‘I need help.’ Do not wait for someone hi-
gher up to do it. Do not wait for the system to change. 
Half-jokingly, I sometimes tell leaders: ‘Get f*cking an-
gry and cry.’ Not because I believe tears are a business 
strategy, but because I know they can stop the system 
in its tracks. A patriarchal business system fears tears 
more than a crisis in the financial markets. 

Looking at these results, it is easy to say that leaders 
should finally take off their superhero armour.

Leader, mentor, entrepreneur, business educator, and author of books including 
her latest, ‘The Leader and Their Ego’; expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign.

Ewa Błaszczak
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Is there room at work 
to talk about the person?
When a leader and their team talk, it is naturally 
about tasks, KPIs, plans, and status updates.
But is that all?

Is there also room at work for conver-
sations about matters beyond pro-
fessional duties—well-being, health, 
private life, and interests? Do leaders 
have such conversations with their te-
ams, even briefly? 

It turns out that they do. 91% of le-
aders say they have conversations 
about the employee as a person, 
not solely about their professional 
role (including even brief exchanges), 
and almost one in four (23%) does so 
every day.

Exactly one-third (33%) raise non-work topics several times a week, and 35% several times 
a month.  

We can therefore conclude that conversations about an employee as a person, rather than 
solely as someone who performs tasks, are a common element of the leader–team relation-
ship.

Considering that 37% of people in leadership positions say they do not like talking about 
emotions and well-being at work, while another 31% have mixed feelings (‘I neither like nor 
dislike it’), we can see a certain discrepancy between these declarations and practice. This may 
suggest that even people who feel less comfortable discussing emotions recognize the value of 
building relationships with employees through contact that also includes non-work topics.

The reported frequency of conversations on non-work topics should also be compared with the dec-
laration of almost half of leaders (49%) that formalities and documentation consume a large part 
of their time at the expense of contact with the team. It is therefore positive that, despite these duties, 
they still find room for at least a brief exchange with their subordinates about something other 
than work. 



And what motivates leaders to have such conversations? The most important argument, cited by half 
of respondents, is that these conversations help build a positive atmosphere within the team.

23%

32%

33%

24%

35%

36%

3%

4%

6%

4%

Despite time constraints and the moderate comfort 
some leaders feel in conversations about emotions 
and well-being, relationships with employees are 
not limited solely to task delivery. Conversations 
extending beyond professional matters are com-

mon in team management and form an important 
part of everyday interactions between leaders and 
employees.

Interestingly, the frequency of these conversations 
is declining. A year ago, in the report ‘Success at 
the Cost of Health: Mental Well-being and the Futu-
re of Work,’ we also asked leaders this question. At 
that time, 32% held such informal conversations al-

most every day (24% several times a week and 36% 
several times a month). This may indicate growing 
operational pressure and a stronger focus on task 
delivery at the expense of the everyday relational in-
teractions that shape the work climate.

2026

I do not like talking about 
emotions and well-being at 

work

Formalities and documentation 
consume 

a large part of my time at the 
expense of contact 

with the team

2025

Yes, almost
every day

Yes, several 
times a week

Yes, several 
times a month

No, 
never

I don’t know / difficult 
to say

Chart: Do you talk to employees about matters other than professional duties, e.g. their well-being, health, inte-
rests, and private life (including even brief exchanges)?

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree

10%

6%

22%

19%

31%

26%

24%

34%

13%

15%



Leaders’ responses also indicate an attentive and empathetic attitude: 35% say they have such conversa-
tions because they help them get to know their team better, while 33% consider it important to know how 
team members feel (interestingly, this is the least important argument for leaders working remotely). 

Almost one in four respondents (24%) represents a more pragmatic approach, in which conversations 
about an employee’s well-being or circumstances are seen as an element of effective team management. 
They believe such conversations influence engagement and motivation. 

26% of leaders want to build relationships based on accessibility, openness, and closeness. Interestingly, 
only one in six leaders (16%) feels obliged to have such conversations because employees expect them. It 
may be assumed that, for this group, these conversations are more an obligation than an internal need on 
the leader’s part.

Among the small proportion of leaders who do not discuss non-work topics, the prevailing argument is 
the belief that there is no place for such conversations at work (42%), followed by a lack of time (38%). 
This shows that the barriers are more organizational and 
cultural than a matter of individual relational skills (cited 
by 17% of respondents). 

The data show that leaders recognize the importance of 
attentive communication with the team that goes bey-
ond duties and tasks to include private matters, health, 
and well-being. They understand that such conversa-
tions are one of the tools for building a team founded on 
trust, mutual understanding, and a sense of belonging, 
which translates into better cooperation and a friendlier 
working atmosphere.

2026

2025

Because it helps me 
get to know them 
better

Because it is impor-
tant 
to know how they feel

Because it helps build a 
positive atmosphere within 
the team

Because it affects their enga-
gement and motivation

Because I want to be perceived as open and approachable Because I know they expect it

Chart: Why do you talk to employees about matters other than professional duties,
e.g. their well-being, health, interests, and private life? (multiple-choice question)
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91% of leaders say they talk to employees not 
only about tasks, but also about them as pe-
ople. What is more, leaders know why they do 
it: half point to building a positive atmosphere, 
35% to getting to know the team better, and 
33% want to know how team members feel.

So we see more than the mere presence of 
such conversations: we see their normaliza-
tion in the workplace. Talking about the per-
son is ceasing to be something separate from 
‘real management.’ It is becoming a natural 
part of it. This is also evident in the fact that 
even some leaders who do not feel comfor-
table discussing emotions and well-being 
recognize the value of such conversations 
and have them.

This is good news—and also the moment to 
take the next step. If conversation is beco-
ming the norm, the question should no longer 
be only: do we talk? Increasingly important is: 
what comes out of these conversations?

Conversation has value, but it can also be the 
beginning of something more. Its significance 
for the organization grows when what the leader 
hears affects how they act and the decisions 
they make. Does the conversation help them un-
derstand the team better? Identify risks earlier? 
Make better use of people’s potential? Build an 
environment in which people can talk not only 
about successes, but also about problems, mi-
stakes, and new ideas?

This is where conversation ceases to be solely 
a relational competency and becomes an ele-
ment of effective management.

Every conversation leaves a mark. The only 
question is what kind: a mark of greater trust, 
accountability, and agency, or merely of a well-
-executed process.

Perhaps, then, the next stage of leadership ma-
turity will no longer be measured by the num-
ber of conversations held, but by the quality of 
the decisions born from them.

Talking about the person is becoming a standard of 
contemporary leadership. For me, this is one of the 
study’s most important conclusions. 

HR and Sales Director at Rossmann,
expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaignStrategic Partner of the cam-

paign

Ilona Perużyńska-Zych

Expert commentary



A firm hand or partnership—
which management style do le-
aders choose?
Although we do not always name it explicitly—and may not 
even be fully aware of it—every leader acts in a recurring way 
that affects how they communicate, build relationships with 
the team, and make decisions. This is their management style. 

Which style do they choose most often? To answer this question, we asked respondents to assess sta-
tements describing specific managerial behaviours corresponding to six styles: autocratic, democratic, 
laissez-faire, transformational, transactional, and coaching. We assigned two statements to each style and 
asked respondents to indicate how well they matched their professional situation and workplace. 



Does one style dominate? No. Each has its supporters, although the survey results show that the le-
aders studied most often report behaviours characteristic of the democratic and coaching styles (in 
both cases, respondents show high agreement with the statements describing these styles—above 70%). 

A high level of agreement with 
statements about involving 
employees in decision- 
making, consulting the team on 
important issues, providing fe-
edback, and treating mistakes as 
learning opportunities suggests a 
preference for an approach based 
on cooperation, employee deve-
lopment, and building their in-
dependence. Leaders see them-
selves as partners, not merely as 
managers issuing instructions. 

At the same time, leaders say they 
give teams considerable autono-
my over how tasks are performed 
(76%), which corresponds to the 
laissez-faire style. Yet only 38% of 
respondents say they do not con-
tinuously monitor how tasks are 
carried out. 

Statements relating to the trans-
formational style also received 
relatively high results (67–68%), 
indicating the importance of in-
spiring employees, supporting 
their development, and focusing 
on the long-term development of 
team potential. 

It is worth noting that within the 
transactional style, holding pe-
ople accountable for results is 
emphasized more strongly than 
motivating them through a system 
of rewards and penalties.

Statements corresponding to 
the autocratic style also merit at-
tention. More than two-thirds of 
leaders believe that a clear hie-
rarchy and control are crucial to 

team effectiveness. This reveals 
their attachment to a clear orga-
nizational structure and clearly 
defined roles and responsibilities. 
Their attachment to control is 
confirmed by the fact that half of 
respondents (53%) like to direct 
everything themselves—assi-
gning tasks and ensuring they are 
completed.

When assessing leaders’ decla-
rations, it is also worth checking 
how unequivocally they identify 
with any one style. It turns out that 
in none of them did more than 
one-third of respondents agree 
(answer ‘yes’: ‘strongly agree’ or 
‘somewhat agree’) with both sta-
tements simultaneously.



Perhaps this is an image of conscious adaptability: a leader who knows when to enforce firmly because 
the stakes are high, and when to hand over the reins because the team is ready. They switch intentionally, 
drawing on the full range of styles to achieve goals. This is a leadership meta-competency—adaptive intelli-
gence—that enables action in the performance zone.

Or perhaps it is an image of dissonance. We say ‘coaching’ because that is what is expected, but we control 
because it feels safer for the board and more convenient for us. We change masks to meet the conflicting 
expectations of the business, the team, and the environment. We do not choose consciously; we act reflexi-
vely, settling ever deeper into the survival zone.

Or perhaps this comparison is decisive: 76% of leaders say they give their teams autonomy, but only 38% 
actually refrain from monitoring work continuously?

The study is a mirror in which each of us will see something slightly different—ourselves and our own situ-
ation. Do you have the courage to look into it? 

Recall the last time you took control. Did you do it because the team was not ready, or because you were not 
ready to trust them? That single answer is what separates adaptation from fear.

It is worth taking a closer look at the findings. To become Bliżej Siebie—Closer to Yourself.

More than 70% of leaders report behaviours charac-
teristic of democratic and coaching management sty-
les. At the same time, hierarchy and control are cru-
cial for more than two-thirds, and more than half like 
to pull all the strings themselves. This result can be 
interpreted in two ways.

HR Director at Gourmet Foods Polska; expert for the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campa-
ign.

Paweł Dudziak

Expert commentary



It is therefore clear that leaders identify with 
a variety of leadership behaviours, suggesting 
that a situational approach predominates in ma-
nagement. Leaders’ actions are influenced by vario-
us factors: their personality, professional experience, 
level of managerial maturity, the organization’s cha-
racteristics and culture, and the nature of the team 
they manage.

Effective managers and leaders flexibly adapt the-
ir actions, tools, and leadership style to current 
conditions and the present needs of the team 
and organization, while rapid adaptation is be-
coming one of the key leadership competencies. 

As campaign expert Paweł Dudziak says: ‘Adapti-
ve intelligence (AQ) is today the most appropriate 
measure of the quality of contemporary leadership. 
It enables fluid, frequent shifts between different—
and sometimes mutually contradictory—mana-
gement styles. Thanks to it, we can apply different 
managerial strategies simultaneously in our relation-
ships with different people without losing our inter-
nal consistency or the clarity of our stance for the 
team. Finally, thanks to a high adaptability quotient, 
we leaders are the first to enter the new territory of 
every change, securing it for the team.’

AQ is a meta-competency of the future, ena-
bling leaders to fulfil an increasingly desirable role 
in organizations—that of ‘chief energy of-
ficers’ (Tony Schwartz). Their most impor-
tant task is therefore to ignite, sustain, 
and replenish the energy of others amid volatile and 
uncertain market conditions, in a multigenerational 
workplace, and in the face of technology that incre-
asingly inspires fear rather than hope.
Paweł Dudziak: ‘This is precisely why an adaptive 

management style is so important. It allows us to ad-
just methods to circumstances; to step into different 
roles while remaining in the one most important role 
that organizations still need so greatly: the role of the 
leader who is responsible, on the one hand, for people 
and, on the other, for results; who reports upward 
on the one hand and guarantees the team’s psycho-
logical safety on the other.’

A clear hierarchy and control are crucial
to team effectiveness 

Autocratic style
(directive)

Laissez-faire style
(liberal)

Transformational style

Democratic style
(participative)

Transactional style

Coaching style
/ supportive

I give employees considerable
freedom in carrying out tasks

I inspire the team to develop
and go beyond their own limitations

I encourage the team to participate
in decision-making

I motivate employees mainly
through a system of rewards and penalties

I regularly provide feedback
that supports development

I like to direct everything myself
—assign tasks and ensure they are completed 

I do not continuously monitor how
tasks are carried out

I focus on people’s long-term
development, not only on results

I regularly consult employees
on important issues

I hold the team accountable primarily
for the results achieved

I treat mistakes as learning opportunities
rather than solely as problems
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3%

2%

3%
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10%
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31%

19%
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26%
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25%

20%

17%

49%

40%
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51%
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29%

30%

46%

52%

47%

49%

52%

18%

12%

26%

26%

23%

9%

11%

18%

15%

21%

23%

26%

Strongly disagree Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Strongly agree



Lawyer and Executive Leader with 25 years of busi-
ness experience. HR and Sales Director. She works 
at the intersection of strategy, leadership, organiza-
tional transformation, and corporate governance. 
Her professional goal is to continuously develop the 
strategic dimension and significance of business 
partnering and to educate others on building po-
sitive organizations in which engaged teams deliver 
business goals. 

Sociobiologist, psychoeducator, speaker, and bu-
siness consultant specializing in neurodiversity, le-
adership, and well-being. Co-host of the ‘Business 
and Emotions’ podcast. She helps organizations 
shape cultures that support the well-being of em-
ployees and leaders. 

ICC Coach, MTQ Plus Mental Toughness Trainer, 
and PRISM Brain Mapping Practitioner. She works 
in mental toughness research and development, life 
coaching, crisis consulting, and health coaching.

Leader, mentor to leaders and teams, entrepre-
neur, business educator, and author of books, 
including her latest, ‘The Leader and Their Ego.’ For 
more than 25 years, she has worked with organiza-
tions and leaders around the world, helping them 
implement transformational change. 

Head of Learning & Development at Ringier Axel 
Springer Polska, strategist, and organizational trans-
formation expert. She supports leaders and teams in 
building agency, decision quality, and readiness to act 
in complex and dynamic environments. 

HR Director at Gourmet Foods Polska, author, spe-
aker, consultant, and trainer. His domain is HR un-
derstood as HARMONIZED RESOURCES—harmo-
nizing organizations in times of change. 

Expert in leadership and the development of leaders 
and teams; author of the book ‘People, Not Resour-
ces: How to Respond to Change and Build a Cultu-
re of Engagement.’ Managing Partner at Extended 
Tools Polska. 

Executive & Leadership Coach and partner to leaders 
during change and transformation, accompanying 
them in development grounded in real-life challenges. 
Her work is based on the belief that organizations 
develop only as far as the people who create them. 

Ilona Perużyńska-Zych

Kari Goldyn

Katarzyna Chałas

Ewa Błaszczak Aleksandra Brzozowska

Paweł Dudziak

Romeo Grzębowski

Kasia Żurek

Experts from the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign who-
se commentaries appear in this report



Stay up to date
with the ‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign

Visit the knowledge base at
www.BlizejSiebie.info

Follow us on social media

Listen to the ‘Bliżej’ podcast

Interested in the
‘Bliżej Siebie’ campaign?

Join the community working together to create healthier workplaces.

Facebook

BlizejSiebie.info

LinkedIn Instagram YouTube

Spotify

Would you like to join the initiative or ask a question? We would love to hear from you.
Write to: kampania@blizejsiebie.info

Inspiring conversations about emotions, challenges,
and the future of the labour market, employees, and leaders.

You will find:

ARTICLES

DOWNLOADABLE MATERIALSWEBINARS

INTERVIEWS



Leadership from the inside.
Pressure, energy, and relationships

www.BlizejSiebie.info


