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Introduction

We are excited to share this special publication for the Career Development Roundtable, which explores how to help leaders adapt and thrive in a 
challenging “new normal” characterized by the erosion of international norms, multiple overlapping crises, and increasing fragility and protracted 
conflicts.

In this publication, we share how IOM, UNODC, and the Folke Bernadotte Academy each address this new normal by answering key questions such as:
1.	 How to collectively define and develop the leadership attributes and behaviors needed for the new normal?  

2.	 How to use leadership development as a driver for strategy implementation and organizational change? 

3.	 How to foster gender-responsive leadership and inclusive organizational culture as a way to stop and reverve the erosion of international norms?

This is our way of sharing with you what has worked for us, in the hope that it may provide value in your own leadership development initiatives. We 
believe in fostering collaborative learning, and through this material, we aim to open up a dialogue that allows us to learn from one another. 
These tools are more than just frameworks—they represent our commitment to continuous learning, innovation, and inclusivity.

Whether you join us at the CDR clinic or explore this content on your own, we encourage you to engage with these ideas and consider how they might 
inspire or inform leadership within your organization. We look forward to exchanging knowledge, experiences, and best practices as we all work toward 
building more adaptive and resilient leadership in the multilateral sector.

Anne-Birgitte Albrectsen 
MANAGING DIRECTOR AND PARTNER, LEAD - ENTER NEXT LEVEL

Written and produced by

Kristian Dahl
MANAGING DIRECTOR AND FOUNDER, LEAD - ENTER NEXT LEVEL
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UN leadership today operates within a rapidly evolving global landscape, 
shaped by multiple complex and interconnected challenges. The 
“new normal” for UN leaders refl ects a world where traditional norms 
and structures are under strain, requiring a rethinking of 
leadership approaches. Inspired by the report “The Art 
of Leadership in The United Nations: Our Duty to Find 
New Forms” publiched by the Dag Hammarskjold 
Foundation and our own experiences we see 
three key challenges defi ne this diffi  cult terrain 
for leadership: 

As the model shows, one of the most 
pressing challenges UN leaders face 
is a normative erosion and weakening 
of international norms. The concept of 
multilateralism, which has long been the 
bedrock of the UN, is increasingly under 
pressure. Countries are more frequently 
disregarding established international laws 
and values. This erosion of norms not only 
undermines global stability but also threatens 
the credibility of the UN itself as a legitimate global 
arbitrator and actor. 

Another pressing challenge for UN leaders is navigating in an era of 
urgency and polycrisis where multiple, overlapping crises—ranging from 
pandemics to climate change and armed confl icts—simultaneously 
demand attention. These crises are not only interconnected but also 
increasingly existential, requiring immediate, multifaceted responses. 

The complexity of the polycrisis phenomenon places unprecedented 
pressure on leaders to act swiftly and decisively, understanding how 
these crises overlap and potentially lead to broader systemic collapses. 

The pressure to act is also driven by increasing fragility 
and confl ict. Leading in fragile and confl ict-prone 

environments has always been a core challenge 
for the UN, but today’s confl icts are more 

protracted, more complex, and harder to 
resolve. The scale of humanitarian disasters, 
political instability, and ongoing violence 
make sustainable peace-building eff orts 
increasingly diffi  cult. Moreover, resource 
constraints exacerbate these challenges, 
forcing UN leaders to do more with less in 
the world’s most volatile regions. 

In this context, traditional approaches 
to leadership are no longer suffi  cient. The 

challenges facing the UN require a new 
leadership model that is adaptable, collaborative, 

and innovative. It is within this environment that  
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has developed a 
pioneering approach through its Leadership Compass, which serves 
as a guide for cultivating leadership behaviors that align with these 
complex demands. IOM’s model has the potential to serve as a template 
for leadership development across the broader UN system, off ering 
a way forward as leaders navigate this increasingly diffi  cult global 
landscape. 

Developing Leaders for ‘a New Normal’
IOM’s Approach to UN Leadership Development

of Leadership in The United Nations: Our Duty to Find 
The pressure to act is also driven by increasing 

and confl ict
environments has always been a core challenge 

for the UN, but today’s confl icts are more 
protracted, more complex, and harder to 

resolve. The scale of humanitarian disasters, 
political instability, and ongoing violence 
make sustainable peace-building eff orts 

constraints exacerbate these challenges, 
forcing UN leaders to do more with less in 
the world’s most volatile regions. 
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IOM - A New Approach to Strategic Leadership Development

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) is the world’s leading 
inter-governmental organization promoting humane and orderly 
migration for the benefit of all. Established in 1951 as part of the UN 
System, IOM uses its more than 70 years of experience and offices in 171 
countries to provide support to migrants across the world.  

IOM is at a crucial juncture in its history. Under the leadership of 
Director General Amy Pope, IOM has outlined its ambitious Strategic 
Plan for 2024–2028, aimed at addressing the evolving challenges and 
opportunities that migration presents. The strategic plan reflects the 
IOM’s mandate to facilitate the orderly and humane management of 
international migration and consists of three objectives:

1.	 to save lives and protect people on the move, 
2.	 drive solutions to displacement and 
3.	 facilitate pathways for regular migration. 

According to the plan, migration is, and has been for centuries, a 
cornerstone of development, prosperity and progress for many. As 
the world faces major global transformations – from climate change, 
demographic transition and urbanization to digitalization – migration 
can and should be part of the solution. To realize the full promise of 
migration, new perspectives and new approaches are needed. It starts 
with leadership.  

This requires not only operational changes but also a transformative 
approach to leadership within the organization, ensuring that leaders at 
every level can drive the mission of IOM forward effectively.  
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The IOM Leadership Compass: A Comprehensive Framework for Leadership

To ensure leaders are well-prepared for the complex challenges ahead, 
IOM developed the IOM Leadership Compass through a co-creation 
process in collaboration with the consultancy LEAD – Enter New Level. 
This process involved the active participation of hundreds of leaders 
from all levels across IOM globally, making the Leadership Compass a 
true reflection of the collective voice of IOM leadership.  

The IOM Leadership Compass is a comprehensive framework developed 
to guide leadership behavior and development across all levels of the 
organization. 

Migrants are at the center of the Leadership Compass which revolves 
around IOM’s core values and seven types of leadership behaviors 
directly linked to strategic enablers in the IOM strategic plan. This 
ensures that the actions and decisions of IOM’s leaders at all levels are 
aligned with the organization’s mission and strategic goals, particularly 
focusing on the results and impacts for migrants who, naturally, are at 
the heart of everything IOM does.
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The compass operates at diff erent levels: Heads of Teams, Chiefs of 
Mission, Directors, and the Executive Offi  ce with each level having 
specifi c expectations for how leaders should demonstrate the 
seven core behaviors in their role. Each level has its own focus and 
expectations, refl ecting an increasing scope of responsibility and 
strategic infl uence as leaders move through the organization. Each 
level also comes with its own distinct leadership challenges unique to 
each level. Understanding these potential pitfalls in leadership is critical 
because these challenges, if not managed eff ectively, can undermine a 
leader’s success and the organization’s ability to achieve its goals.  

Foundation level - Head of Teams
At the foundation level, Heads of Teams are responsible for leading 
teams, with a focus on operational execution, team development, and 
maintaining   
a supportive, 
inclusive 

environment. Leadership at this level is hands-on, emphasizing day-
to-day management, aligning team members with IOM’s goals, and 
fostering an atmosphere where everyone can contribute meaningfully. 

Next level - Chiefs of Mission and Heads of Offi  ce
At the next level, Chiefs of Mission and Heads of Offi  ce lead other 
leaders and leadership teams. They oversee entire missions or offi  ces, 
ensuring that local strategies align with IOM’s global objectives. These 
leaders build develop their part of the organization, ensuring that 
operations are effi  cient, culturally sensitive, and consistent with IOM’s 
values and policies. 

Higher level - Directors
Directors operate at a higher level, overseeing entire functions or 
regions. They lead leaders who manage large teams or multiple offi  ces. 
Directors play a critical role in breaking down organizational silos, 
fostering collaboration across departments, and ensuring that IOM’s 
strategic vision is realized globally. Their work often spans cross-
functional teams and regions, requiring a balance between long-term 
vision and daily operational oversight. 

Top level - The Executive Offi  ce 
At the top level, the leadership team members at executive level lead  
the entire organization, setting the strategic vision for IOM. They ensure 
alignment with global migration trends, UN standards, and broader 
humanitarian goals. They champion diversity, inclusion, and innovation 
at the highest levels, maintaining a strong connection between global 
strategy and operational realities on the ground. 

The logic of the compass: Concise and clear expectations for each level of leadership
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A central feature of the IOM Leadership Compass is that it provides 
a differentiated language for what leadership is required at each 
level, which is essential for helping leaders succeed. Without clear 
expectations, leaders cannot be expected to engage in the necessary 
learning and unlearning that fosters growth and development.  In the 
following we will illustrate this  principle.

Partnerships
One of the key leadership behaviors emphasized in the IOM Leadership 
Compass is leading and creating Partnerships. This behavior is 
critical to IOM’s ability to address migration challenges effectively by 
building, maintaining, and leveraging relationships with a wide range 
of stakeholders. As leaders progress through the organization, the 
complexity and scope of managing partnerships increase, reflecting the 
broader responsibilities at each level.  Each level also comes with its 
own set of potential pitfalls that the leader must navigate with skill and 
awareness. 

Partnerships as an Example of Leadership Behavior at Different Levels
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  Heads of Teams..   

Cultivate and leverage diverse partnerships at the operational level to enhance project deliv-
ery and impact. Excelling at negotiation, balancing the interests of multiple stakeholders, and 
mapping potential partners to build long-term networks within and outside IOM and UN. 
When partnerships are scalable they work with their leaders to increase engagement. 

Over-Reliance on Familiar Networks or not building New Networks 

Failing to expand partnerships beyond established contacts, limiting access to new opportunities and insights. 

Mismatched Priorities 

Prioritizing operational needs without aligning with broader strategic partnership goals, risking misalignment with Organizational ob-

jectives. 

Underestimating Stakeholder Diversity 
Not fully appreciating or leveraging the diverse perspectives and strengths of potential partners, leading to missed collaboration op-
portunities. This includes failure to partner with representative organizations of persons from different backgrounds, including but not 
limited to women, persons with diverse SOGIESC, persons with disabilities, youth, and others. 

 Chiefs of Mission & Heads of Office. 

Strategically engage and sustain high-level partnerships with governments, UN, NGOs, civil 
society as well as community leaders, facilitating collaborative efforts for comprehensive so-
lutions related to migration and displacement as well as influence policy making. Skillfully nav-
igating in complex multistakeholder environments. Challenge conventional thinking, including 
considering partnerships to advance environmental protection and sustainability. Keeps a fo-
cus on opportunities to expand partnerships at a regional scale and enable their leader to 
succeed with those. 

Overemphasis on High-Profile Partnerships 

Focusing too much on partnerships with high visibility while neglecting smaller, potentially impactful collaborations. 

Neglecting Local Stakeholder Engagement 

Failing to engage adequately with local stakeholders, which can undermine program effectiveness and sustainability. 

Ignoring conflict resolutions and risks 
Not developing or utilizing effective strategies for navigating conflicts within partnerships, potentially harming long-term relationships. 

 
 Directors. 

Leadership at the regional and global functional levels centers on establishing wide-reaching 
partnerships across borders and sectors to amplify the Organization’s global impact on mi-
gration and displacement. Enable their leaders to shape global partnerships by fostering and 
identifying opportunities. 

Silos in Partnership Management 

Allowing departmental or geographical silos to impede cross-functional collaboration on partnerships, leading to disjointed efforts and 

inefficiencies. 

Strategic Misalignment 

Launching partnerships without ensuring full alignment with IOM’s strategic direction and values, risking dilution of efforts. 

Insufficient Support for Partnership Development 
Providing inadequate resources or support for teams to develop and manage partnerships effectively, limiting their potential. 

 
 Executive Office. 

Shape global partnership frameworks, positioning IOM as the leader in migration and dis-
placement governance, and spearhead initiatives that build sustainable, relevant, and strategic 
relationships for global impact. 

Overlooking Partnership Maintenance 

Focusing on establishing new partnership at the expense of nurturing and evaluating existing ones, which may weaken the Organiza-

tional network. 

Failing to Leverage Global Networks Effectively 

Not fully utilizing IOM’s global presence and networks to forge strategic, cross-border partnerships that could enhance global impact. 

Lack of Clear Partnership Framework 
Missing a clear, Organization-wide framework for evaluating and pursuing partnerships, leading to inconsistent approaches, and 
missed opportunities. 

Partnerships 
LEADERSHIP BEHAVIOURS Pitfalls 



The figure, on page 11, outlines the unique leadership behaviors at all 
levels to enable partnerships and potential pitfalls for each level. 

Heads of Teams
At the Heads of Teams level, partnerships focus on building and 
maintaining strong relationships within the immediate operational 
environment. Heads of Teams work closely with local partners, such 
as community leaders, government representatives, local NGOs, and 
other stakeholders, to ensure smooth collaboration in day-to-day 
operations. For example, a Head of Team might collaborate with local 
service providers to deliver migrant support services, ensuring trust 
and effective cooperation at the community level. The primary pitfall at 
this level is to over-rely on established partnerships without seeking to 
innovate or expand their network, which can restrict the potential for 
new opportunities.  

Chiefs of Mission and Heads of Office
For Chiefs of Mission and Heads of Office, partnerships take on a broader, 
more strategic role. These leaders must align local partnerships 
with IOM’s global strategy, working closely with government bodies, 
regional organizations, and international stakeholders. They manage 
relationships that contribute to both local impact and organizational 
goals. For instance, a Chief of Mission might negotiate partnerships 
with national government agencies to influence and evolve migration 
policies. A key pitfall at this level is to neglect local stakeholder 
engagement while overemphasizing high profile partnerships.

Director
At the Director level, partnerships become even more complex, often 
spanning multiple regions or functional areas. Directors are responsible 
for fostering high-level relationships with international organizations, 
major donors, and regional bodies. Their role is to build cross-regional 
or cross-functional partnerships that drive innovation, funding, and 
policy development across multiple IOM missions. For example, a 
Director might work with UN agencies, regional organizations, and 
donors to create large-scale migration initiatives, ensuring long-term 
funding and regional collaboration. One potential pitfall at this level is 
the risk of creating or reinforcing silos, where partnerships become too 
compartmentalized by region or function. 

Executive Office
At the Executive Office level, partnerships are integral to shaping 
IOM’s global strategy. Leaders at this level build and maintain 
partnerships with heads of state, global organizations, major donors, 
and multinational corporations. Their role is to position IOM as a 
global leader in migration, ensuring that partnerships enhance the 
organization’s visibility, influence, and impact at the highest levels. For 
example, the Executive Office might engage with other UN agencies or 
form coalitions with international organizations to address large-scale 
migration crises, securing global cooperation and resources. A potential 
pitfall for executives is the risk of becoming too focused on high-level 
partnerships and losing sight of the operational realities on the ground. 
While it’s important to build strategic alliances, there is a danger that 
these relationships become disconnected from the day-to-day needs of 
field teams, which can lead to impractical solutions or policies. 
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The IOM Leadership Development Programme: Bridging Global Strategy and 

Local Implementation through action learning

The IOM Leadership Development Programme is a comprehensive initiative aimed at helping leaders at all levels meet the expectations outlined in 
the Leadership Compass, while directly contributing to the successful implementation of IOM’s Strategic Plan 2024-2028.
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The programme began with a Global Launch, where leaders were 
onboarded through an online session that introduced the Leadership 
Compass and its alignment with IOM’s strategic goals. This provided a 
foundational understanding of the programme and sets expectations for 
their leadership journey.

Global Workshop 1 is a virtual and highly interactive session where 
leaders from across the organization learn together with peers. It 
focuses on the Leadership Compass and helps leaders understand their 
roles in leading both themselves and others (upwards and downwards in 
the organization). The workshop introduces key concepts in Leading and 
Managing Change and Leading Psychological Safety. Leaders engage 
in action learning, identifying challenges and opportunities in their own 
local contexts and planning how to address them through a personal 
action plan.

Global Workshop 2 is also virtual and interactive peer learning, with a 
focus on Horizontal Leadership, emphasizing collaboration with peers, 
partners, and interest groups. It introduces advanced concepts such as 
Boundary-Spanning Leadership and Gender Responsive and Inclusive 
Leadership. Leaders continue refining their personal action plans, 
preparing to work with their organizations during the on-site Local 
Leadership Journeys to implement these strategies in their specific 
environments.

The Regional and Local Leadership Journeys are conducted on-site 
in the leaders’ local contexts, where they apply the skills and insights 
gained from the global workshops. These journeys include interactive 
workshops, team dialogues, and cross-level discussions to encourage 
collaboration and strategic alignment. Leaders work closely with 
their teams to address specific challenges, foster cross-functional 
cooperation, and drive change. This phase allows leaders to implement 
their personal action plans, ensuring real-world impact and alignment 
with both organizational goals and local needs.

Following the Regional and Local Leadership Journeys, a Self-Guided 
Leadership Journey ensures continuous development and lasting 
impact. Leaders are provided with a customized toolbox and access to 
virtual support sessions to help them keep refining and advancing their 
personal action plans. This phase supports leaders as they build on their 
progress, continuously adapt their strategies, and remain aligned with 
organizational goals while addressing emerging challenges in their local 
contexts.
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Design Principles of the IOM Leadership Development Programme

The design of the IOM Leadership Development Programme has been 
guided by some of the current global best practices in leadership 
development and cutting-edge research on how to create high-impact 
leadership training. These principles ensure that the programme 
addresses real-world leadership challenges and drives results both 
globally and locally. We outline the key design principles that underpin 
the programme. 



1 Co-Creation: A Leadership Programme Created by  
IOM Leaders for IOM Leaders 

The Leadership Programme is the result of an extensive co-creation 
process, involving more than 250 people through interviews, workshops 
and pilot-testings globally. This inclusive, bottom-up approach ensures 
that the programme addresses the specific challenges faced by IOM 
leaders in their diverse contexts, bridging the gap between global 
strategy and local realities. By involving IOM’s global leadership 
community in the design, the programme is seen as practical and 
directly applicable to their operational needs.  

2 The Right Mix of Global, Local, Virtual, and In-Person Activities 
The programme is delivered through a blended approach that 

combines online interactive formats, regional leadership days, and local 
leadership dialogues. This ensures that leaders can engage with  
the material in flexible and accessible ways, while also benefiting from 
direct interaction and collaboration. 

Regional leadership days provide face-to-face opportunities for leaders 
to connect, share insights, and develop strategies that are tailored 
to their specific challenges. Meanwhile, local dialogues allow for 
contextualized discussions and action planning that drive results in the 
local operational environment.  

3 Develop the Right Leadership at All Levels 
Leadership development at IOM recognizes that leadership 

is not confined to senior management but is critical at every level 
of the organization. The Leadership Development Programme is 
designed to build leadership competencies across all levels, 
from Heads of Teams to Executive Directors. The programme is 
carefully tailored to each leadership tier, aligning directly with 
the competencies and expectations outlined in the Leadership 
Compass. Customized modules are designed to address the 
specific responsibilities and expectations of each leadership tier, 
ensuring that leaders are well-prepared for the demands of their 
roles. 

4 Foster Multidirectional Leadership: Leading Up, Down, and 
Across 

A core design principle of the IOM Leadership Development 
Programme is the recognition that leadership is multidirectional 
and not confined to a single hierarchical direction. This means 
leaders must balance upward, downward, and lateral leadership 
responsibilities. To support this, the programme includes 
components that develop leaders’ ability to lead up, ensuring 
alignment with organizational strategy and influencing senior 
leadership. It also emphasizes leading down, by equipping leaders 
with the skills to effectively lead their teams, and leading across, 
which focuses on fostering collaboration with peers, external 
partners, and stakeholders.
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5 Learning by leading change: Grounded in Strategic Action 
Effective leadership development doesn’t happen in a vacuum; 

it occurs when leaders are actively engaged in solving real-world 
problems. The IOM Leadership Development Programme is based 
on learning by doing, using action learning theory. This ensures new 
competencies are applied directly to pressing issues, making leadership 
development a continuous process of reflection, action, and adaptation.
An essential part of this is mastering change management—a key skill 
for leading transformation in dynamic contexts. This approach makes 
leadership skills practical and enhances the ability to implement global 
strategies effectively across diverse operational environments.

6 Collaborative Growth: Leadership as a Collective Process 
The programme emphasizes that leadership development is 

not a solitary journey but a collective process. Through peer support 
and collaboration, leaders are encouraged to share their insights, 
challenges, and experiences, building a network of mutual learning and 
growth. A critical part of this collaborative approach is the responsibility 
of leaders at higher levels to actively develop the leaders at lower 
organizational levels. Leadership development is seen as a leadership 
responsibility, and senior leaders are held accountable for the quality 
of leadership within their teams. This means that leaders must not only 
focus on their own growth but also take an active role in mentoring and 
guiding the next generation of leaders, creating a sustainable pipeline of 
talent throughout IOM.  

7 Gender-responsive Leadership and Psychological Safety: 
Empowering Inclusive Leadership

The programme prioritizes Gender-Responsive and inclusive leadership, 
ensuring that leaders foster inclusive environments where diverse 
teams can thrive. Research shows that diverse teams—when supported 
by leaders who embrace gender-responsive leadership—are more 
innovative and effective. The programme trains leaders to understand 
and address gender dynamics, promoting equity and inclusion at every 
level. Central to this is the creation of psychological safety, where all 
team members feel secure in sharing their ideas and perspectives 
without fear of judgment. Leaders are equipped to build environments 
where diverse voices are valued, encouraging open communication 
and creative problem-solving. This is key to ensuring the organization is 
responsive to the global communities it serves. 
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Conclusion

Impact and Future Outlook

HR leaders in international organizations, particularly within the UN 
system, play a pivotal role in shaping the future of leadership. As UN leaders 
face the “new normal”—a incresingly complex global environment marked 
by polycrisis, normative erosion, and heightened fragility—traditional 
leadership models are no longer adequate. HR leaders must proactively 
design, implement, and refine leadership development initiatives that that 
reflect the demands of the “new normal”. The IOM Leadership Compass and 
Development Programme provide a forward-looking approach to developing 
leaders equipped to navigate this increasingly difficult landscape.

Successfully leading in this context requires new competencies and 
a shared language around leadership expectations. The Leadership 
Compass demonstrates how this can be achieved in a practical way. Co-
created with IOM leaders, the Compass was developed through a process 
of exploring what it takes to succeed in the new normal. It provides a 
clear and structured framework that aligns leadership behaviors with 
strategic goals at every level of the organization, ensuring that leadership 
development is directly tied to achieving IOM’s broader mission.

Creating a new Leadership Compass is not enough to ensure 
development and change—it requires both learning and unlearning 
for leaders at all levels. This can only happen in a supportive, peer-
learning environment, where leaders share experiences, reflect 
on challenges, and practice new approaches. The IOM Leadership 
Development Programme fosters this environment, blending 

collaborative learning with practical, real-world application.

Leaders are encouraged to build competencies by dealing with to 
real-world challenges in their environments, learning by doing, while 
advancing the organization’s mission. This ensures that leadership 
development and strategy implementation work in tandem. By aligning 
leadership growth with the organization’s strategic priorities, HR 
ensures that leadership development becomes a key driver in executing 
overall strategy, driving both personal and organizational success.

As IOM continues to refine this programme, it could serve as an 
inspiration for Leadership Development initatives across the broader 
UN system. The principles and structure of the Leadership Compass 
and the Leadership Development Programme offer valuable insights that 
may help other UN organizations enhance their leadership capabilities 
in response to the global challenges that define the “new normal.
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IOM Leadership Compass
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Gender-Responsive Leadership

A Pathway to Organizational Excellence and Equality

As global organizations, including the United Nations (UN), strive 
to foster inclusive environments, the need for leaders to be at the 
forefront of gender equality initiatives is evident. This article explores 
the significance of Gender-Responsive Leadership (GRL), the tangible 
benefits for organizations, and how the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) has pioneered Gender-Responsive Leadership training to 
create transformative change.

When the UN Secretary General in 2022 commissioned a review of the 
UN’s own capacity to address gender equality internally and externally, 
he set the UN on a path for a significant transformation of leadership 
approaches. 

Key findings of the review, included that:
1.	 Despite the UN’s efforts to advance gender equality over the last 

10–15 years, leadership commitment has been inconsistent, 
and that leadership has not sufficiently prioritized gender 
equality across the system, hindering progress. 

2.	 Leadership has failed to address entrenched power 
dynamics and structural inequalities that continue to limit the 
advancement of gender equality. A radical transformation of 
leadership approaches and strategies is urgently needed to 
overcome these barriers. 

3.	 There is a significant lack of accountability for gender equality 
outcomes, with many UN entities lacking the structures or 
leadership necessary to drive meaningful change.

These findings underline that without stronger leadership commitment, 
the UN’s gender equality goals will remain unmet. 
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The Imperative of Gender-Responsive Leadership

Gender-responsive leadership goes beyond symbolic gestures. It 
encompasses a leadership approach that prioritizes gender equality in 
all organizational decisions, policies, and practices. The UN System-
Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan emphasizes that gender equality 
must be integral to leadership, both internally within organizations and 
externally through the services they provide. 

On International Women’s Day in 2024, the UN SG launched the UN 
System-Wide Gender Equality Action Plan as the UN’s response to 
the review. Former UN Assistant Secretary General, Anne-Birgitte 
Albrectsen, now Managing Director and Partner at the consultancy 
firm LEAD – Enter Next Level helped the UN System facilitate a multi-
stakeholder process which led to the adoption of the ambitious 
Acceleration Plan. 

The Plan is centered around a comprehensive and strategic approach to 
advancing gender equality, including supporting every single UN leader 
to become a gender responsive leader. 

Anne-Birgitte Albrectsen emphasizes:

“I’ve met hundreds of UN leaders who really want to 
become more inclusive and gender responsive, but 

they often lack the tools and skills to translate it into 
daily leadership practices. I’m therefore particularly 
excited by the fact that the Acceleration Plan calls on 

all entities to provide training to leaders on gender 
responsive leadership”.

Managing Director and Partner, Anne-Birgitte Albrectsen
LEAD - Enter next level
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Organizational Benefits of Gender-Responsive Leadership

Advancing Gender-Responsive leadership is not only the right thing to 
do, but also the smart thing to do:

1.	 Diverse leadership teams that incorporate gender-responsive 
approaches are more likely to bring innovative ideas to the table. 
Research shows that diverse organizations are 75% more likely 
to successfully market new products and services. GRL fosters 
creativity by harnessing diverse perspectives, ultimately driving 
better decision-making and higher productivity

2.	 Gender-responsive leaders not only advocate for equality but also 
embody these values throughout their actions. By committing to 
gender equality, organizations enhance their credibility both within 
their workforce and externally among stakeholders and the public.

3.	 Today’s workforce seeks organizations that prioritize diversity and 
inclusion. Gender-responsive leadership makes workplaces more 
appealing to high-performing candidates, particularly women and 
marginalized genders, by ensuring a safe, inclusive, and equitable 
environment.

4.	 Leaders who actively address gender inequalities help create 
an environment where all employees feel valued and heard. This 
leads to more open communication, stronger team cohesion, and 
reduced incidents of discrimination and sexism.
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UNODC’s Commitment to Gender-Responsive Leadership

The UNODC has emerged as a leading example of how organizations 
can embrace GRL from the top down. Through the Gender-Responsive 
Leadership Learning Programme, UNODC has trained its leaders to 
recognize and address gender biases, promote gender equality, and 
drive inclusive policies across all levels of the organization.

This program not only focuses on skill-building for current leaders but 
also encourages a culture of accountability and continuous learning. As 
part of its 2022-2026 Gender Strategy, the UNODC has implemented an 
action plan with specific commitments to gender equality, ensuring that 
leadership at every level is accountable for achieving these goals. By 
integrating gender considerations into every aspect of its work, UNODC 
has seen transformative results, setting a new standard for other UN 
organizations.

The UNODC have used the gender responsive leadership framework 
and handbook developed by the Swedish Folke Bernadotte Academy 
(FPA) as their programme framework and have seen great feedback from 
leaders. 

Scan the QR-Code a read more about the 
Swedish Folke Bernadotte Academy Gender-
Responsice Leadership Framework 
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Gender-Responsive Leadership skills
The fi ve core skills Gender-Responsive leaders use to achieve gender 
equality and woman’s rights are:

1. Lead by example
Mitigate gender stereotypes, intervene in cases of sexism, and 
drive organisational changes for increased gener equality and the 
achievement woman’s and girl’s rights.

2. Set priorities and targets
Identify key implementation gabs of gender equality policies, set 
strategic priorities and measurable targets for increased gender 
equality.

3. Communicate clearly and convincingly
Use Gender-Responsice language and be clear, convincing and 
consistent when communicating on gender equality and woman’s 
and girls’s rights. 

4. Manage staff , resources and activities
Establish the right conditions to enable staff  to succeed in 
achieving gender equality priorities and targets; build a strategic 
working relationship with the gender adviser of focal point; and use 

Gender-Responsive Leadership Learning Programmes

gender analysis to ensure that resource and activities contribute to 
gender equality.

5. Hold self and other to account
Develop a learning and accountability culture for gender equality 
performance, including using formal and informal accountability 
mechanisms such as follow-up and feedback. 

As part of FBA’s  on going Gender-Responsive Leadership Initiative, 
leaders and managers in the EU, UN and OSCE are participating in 
Gender-Responsive Leadership Learning Programmes.
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The UN Secretary-General’s Call to Action

The UN Secretary-General António Guterres has repeatedly emphasized 
the need for accelerated progress toward gender equality. In his 2024 
International Women’s Day address, he warned that at the current 
rate of progress, full gender equality is “some 300 years away,” which 
he described as an “insult to women and girls” globally. He stressed 
that true gender equality requires not only political will but substantial 
investments in programmes that promote women’s leadership, end 
gender-based violence, and address systemic biases.

Gender-responsive leadership is more than just a leadership style—it 
is an essential strategy for creating inclusive, equitable, and high-
performing organizations. By investing in GRL, organizations like UNODC 
demonstrate how top-down leadership commitment to gender equality 
can yield transformative results. As the global call for gender equality 
intensifies, particularly with the UN’s System-Wide Gender Equality 
Acceleration Plan, the time for action is now.
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About the Authors and Their Organization

Anne-Birgitte is a global leadership advisor, facilitator, mentor, and 
transformative leader. As a top executive AB has worked at the UN, 
in NGOs and philanthropy internally stewarding major transformation 
processes and externally advancing human rights and the SDGs, with a 
strong focus on women’s and children’s rights, education, and health. In 
addition, AB has founded and created several global partnerships. She has 
extensive board experience, including as Chair. 

At LEAD – enter next level AB focuses on helping leaders transform their 
organizational cultures and sustainable impact through inclusive strategy 
processes, enhancing diversity, equity and inclusion, gender-responsive 
leadership, psychological safety and wellbeing in the workplace. 
AB was in 2018 on Apolitico’s 100 Most Influential People in Gender 
Policy. She holds a master degree in law.
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Managing Director and Partner
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Kristian is one of Scandinavia’s foremost occupational psychologists 
and founder of LEAD. He is a highly sought-after trusted advisor for top 
leaders when management, talent or organizational development is on 
the agenda. Kristian has wide-ranging experience with designing and 
implementing development processes that make organizations ready for 
new strategic horizons. 

He works as a trusted advisor for leading ambitious multilateral 
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Kristian has also worked as a researcher and leader in the academic 
world, as well as being the author of a series of books and articles on 
management and organizational development. 
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We translate knowledge about what works into understandable and 
actionable solutions close to practice. 

We build the capacity of those we work with, making ourselves redundant 
over time.  

We are a consultancy driven by a passion to lift people and organizations 
to the next level, so they can make a diff erence for others and society. We 
help make transformation, strategy implementation and change happen 
through human-centered leadership. 

We are over 60 globally minded leadership enthusiasts. We cover a range 
of disciplines (psychology, anthropology, political science, law etc.). We 
are trusted advisors and have lived experience from top level leadership 
positions in government, UN, business, academia, philanthropy and CSOs. 

We work in strong partnerships with clients and partners to create better, 
balanced and meaningful relationships. 

We produce and disseminate research-based knowledge that 
challenges and rethinks existing understandings of management and the 
organization. 
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