
FINANCIAL SERVICES PRACTICE
HEIDRICK CONSULTING

ARTICLE

Transformation in financial services: 
Succeeding with new leadership  
roles to thrive in the new normal
Financial services firms are creating unprecedented numbers of new 
executive roles, often to support innovation, technology, and investments 
in new businesses. When leaders consider not only the role itself 
but also how it will affect the existing team, we see these executives 
succeed more often—and see more effective pipeline planning.



Financial services, like most industries, has been in a period of significant 
innovation since the COVID-19 pandemic began affecting business operations, 
and many firms are now seeing growth opportunities in markets that have been 
reshaped in large part by the increased pace of the shift to digital as well as 
changing consumer preferences.

For many firms, this has meant adding new leadership roles. Indeed, in the year 
between the summer of 2020 and the summer of 2021, Heidrick & Struggles saw 
that the share of roles financial services firms were seeking to fill that were new 
rose from 41% to 59%.1 Sometimes these roles are for leaders of new businesses; 
other times they are roles in existing businesses that emphasize a newly important 
mix of skills—one example is combining sales, marketing, and product expertise 
into a chief commercial officer role. Either way, financial firms and companies 
across industries are also putting increased emphasis on finding and developing 
leaders who not only focus on results but are agile, empathetic, inclusive, and able 
to solve problems in new ways.2 In other words, they are often filling new roles with 
new kinds of leaders.

All this means that most financial services firms—through planning or by default—
are changing the mix of capabilities on their leadership teams. Based on our 
experience, we see that most firms would benefit from asking more questions, 
not only about which new roles are needed and why, but also how those new roles 
should work in relation to the rest of the executive team in terms of structure and 
capabilities. Leaders who get this right will not only see immediate benefit but 
positively reshape their pipeline planning for the longer term.

1  Internal Heidrick & Struggles data.
2	 For	additional	context	on	finding	and	developing	leaders,	see	TA	Mitchell	and	Sharon	Sands,	“Developing	future-ready	
leaders,”	Heidrick	&	Struggles,	on	heidrick.com;	and	TA	Mitchell	and	Sharon	Sands,	“Future-ready	leaders:	Finding	effective	
leaders	who	can	grow	with	your	company,”	Heidrick	&	Struggles,	on	heidrick.com.
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Leadership roles for a new business

The context of a new leadership role is straightforward when the leader will 
be leading a new business. These leaders typically need hard skills such as 
experience in fast-growth businesses and digital expertise—and we have seen 
that those are firms’ highest priority in filling these roles. Where we see less 
focus is on ensuring the new leader has both the capabilities to build a new 
business and to build support for that business in the rest of the organization.

Digital skills are often at the core of new leadership roles. In addition to 
digital expertise, Heidrick & Struggles research has identified four leadership 
capabilities that are most common among leaders seen as having impact today 
and potential for tomorrow (through the lens of our model for organizational 
acceleration, META—or mobilize, execute, and transform with agility).
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The four capabilities we have identified are leading through influence, driving 
execution, creating possibilities from new thinking, and having an ownership 
mindset. When taken together, these allow leaders to build strong, trusting, and 
inclusive relationships across their firms, which helps their new ideas get heard and 
supports resilience on their teams.3

For leaders of new businesses, financial services organizations would do well to 
focus particularly on people who can drive execution with an ownership mindset 
and have the influencing skills that are required to build support for their business 
in the rest of the organization.

Leadership roles for an existing business

When a new role is created in an existing business to meet new needs or 
support a shift in strategic focus, the context can be more complicated. These 
roles include, for example, chief commercial officers who bring together sales, 
marketing, and product functions to ensure a sharper focus on customer needs; 
chief analytics officers who bring together previously disparate sources of internal 
data to create better insights; and, of course, leaders with digital expertise, 
particularly, in financial services, for supporting omnichannel customer service. 
In all of these cases, all or parts of existing teams and functions will have new 
reporting lines and new responsibilities. This will often mean a strategic shift 
from focusing on execution to focusing on transformation. Making it work 
requires leaders who can manage change and create support for the new ways 
of working. Yet here, too, we often see firms pay more attention to the hard 
skills of executing than to the softer leadership capabilities of transformation.

In addition to creating possibilities from new thinking, other important aspects 
of transformative leadership are leading change and collaborating across 
boundaries, which are particularly important for leaders in this kind of situation.

All or parts of existing teams and 
functions will have new reporting 
lines and new responsibilities. 
This will often mean a strategic 
shift from focusing on execution 
to focusing on transformation.

3		TA	Mitchell	and	Sharon	Sands,	“Developing	future-ready	leaders,”	Heidrick	&	Struggles,	on	heidrick.com.
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Even when firms consider the full mix of skills and capabilities needed for a new 
leadership role, they often don’t consider how that new leader will affect the rest 
of the executive team in terms of culture and other team members’ capabilities. 
For example, if a new leader is particularly, and appropriately, focused on 
inspiring transformation, others in the function may need to increase their focus 
on execution and working with agility in a new context. Getting this right will 
often require starting by having each team member complete an assessment 
of their own capabilities. Leaders can then aggregate that into a team view that 
identifies synergies and gaps in the team’s collective leadership capabilities. 
This data can then be used to align new roles and responsibilities or inform the 
senior leader of future talent needs to develop or acquire in the medium term.  

That said, firms should also carefully consider new reporting lines in 
order to ensure the new leadership team is effective from the start. 

When firms think about and approach the composition of their leadership 
teams this way, they are necessarily looking deeper into their leadership 
pipeline through the lens of strategy and current leadership, thinking 
hard about both hard skills and softer leadership capabilities. This ensures 
that they are building better pipelines for leadership development.

Including the team

Firms should also carefully consider 
new reporting lines in order to ensure 
the new leadership team is effective 
from the start.

When defining the role

• Is the most important 
aspect of this new role 
finding a leader with new 
knowledge or a leader who 
is able to lead in a different 
way to meet different goals?

• To be effective, who should 
the person in this role 
report to and who should 
report to this person? 

When hiring

• What are the key 
ambiguities in this role, 
and what experience 
do candidates have 
managing them?

• How will each candidate’s 
leadership capabilities 
complement the team? 
Which capabilities will 
mesh easily, and which will 
highlight gaps? What’s 
the right tradeoff for us?

When setting up the 
new leader for success

• Are key stakeholders 
aligned in support of the 
person in this role? If not, 
how can we ensure that?

• Based on their goals and 
capabilities, what specific 
support do the new leader 
and their team need to be 
effective from day one?

Questions to consider…

1 2 3 
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As financial services firms seek new leaders to navigate 
the markets reshaped by COVID-19 and changing 
digital and customer expectations, existing leaders 
should consider not only the new role itself but also 
how it will affect the existing executive team. Firms 
that manage their leadership teams and decisions 
in this way will not only see immediate benefits but 
transform their leadership pipeline for years to come.
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