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Introduction

Leadership and talent are often treated as separate organisational concerns. Leadership

is addressed through development and capability; talent through pipelines, succession
and performance systems. Yet the conditions these systems operate within have
fundamentally changed. Decision-making is more exposed, accountability is sharper and
complexity is no longer episodic. Artificial intelligence, hybrid work and social scrutiny
have reshaped what leaders are required to hold and how talent experiences power,
progression and recognition. These shifts have not created new problems so much as
revealed whether existing leadership and talent systems were ever designed for this
level of load.

This eBook starts from a simple premise: leadership and talent outcomes are not the
result of isolated behaviours or programmes, but of architecture. How roles are
designed, how decisions are made, how power flows informally and how energy is
sustained over time shape what leaders can carry and how talent progresses. The
chapters that follow make this architecture visible, providing the context for the applied
lenses explored in Al Empowered Leadership™ and Rise & Thrive™, and setting the
ground for more informed, proportionate and responsible organisational choices.

Leadership & talent as separate organisational concerns:
Both matter. Neither fully explain persistent leadership strain, fragile succession,
stalled progression and the quiet depletion of capable people
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I'm Fran Pestana, an organisational psychologist working with
organisations where leadership roles, talent decisions and systems carry
significant weight and consequence.

My work focuses on how leadership and talent capacity are shaped by
context, role design and organisational systems, not just individual
capability. | work diagnostically, helping organisations surface where
responsibility, decision-making and leadership load have become
misaligned, and where risk is accumulating before visible failure occurs.

This eBook reflects the perspective that underpins my work at Nudge. It
sits above specific programmes or interventions, offering a way of seeing
leadership and talent as an interconnected architecture shaped by design
choices, not isolated behaviours. The aim is not to prescribe solutions, but
to clarify what leaders and organisations are now being asked to hold,
and where responsibility for that capacity genuinely sits.
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Leadership & Talent:
Material Risks

Leadership and talent now sit inside the organisation’s risk profile

Over the past decade, the nature of organisational risk has changed. The most
significant exposure no longer sits solely in strategy, finance or operations. It
increasingly sits in the design of leadership roles, the quality of decisions, and
the resilience of talent systems. These areas have always mattered but they
were not treated as risk-bearing domains. Today, they visibly are. Scrutiny has
intensified, expectations have risen and oversight has become more formal. As
a result, weaknesses in leadership and talent architecture carry material
commercial, ethical and reputational consequence.

Risk accumulates quietly before it becomes visible

Leadership and talent risk rarely emerges through dramatic failure. It
accumulates slowly through patterns that appear benign:

Decision-making that drifts or slows

Successors who look ready but are untested

A small number of individuals quietly absorbing disproportionate load
Progression that stalls for reasons not easily explained
Senior hires who fit the role but strain the system

These signals are often normalised until pressure, growth or crisis exposes
them all at once. At that point, risk is no longer easily contained.

Material Organisational Risks



Why traditional frameworks
miss the early warning signals

Conventional leadership and talent
models were built for a more stable
environment. They assume:

Clear roles
Predictable progression
Steady expectations

Linear development

But organisations now operate with far
greater ambiguity, interdependence and
accountability. In this environment:

» Pipeline health can mask fragility

« “High potential” labels can
concentrate opportunity but reduce
resilience

e Succession plans can appear
credible but collapse under real
transition

o Over-reliance on a few individuals
can become a single point of failure

These are not engagement issues or
capability gaps. They are structural
exposures that affect continuity,
performance and trust.

The cost of getting leadership
and talent wrong is increasing

When leadership and talent systems
are misaligned, organisations incur
predictable downstream risks:

» Strategic risk: decisions become
inconsistent or overly cautious

« Reputational risk: failures are
traced back to unclear
accountability

o Operational risk: leadership gaps
slow momentum at critical
moments

e Cultural risk: confidence in
succession erodes

» People risk: depletion, burnout or
quiet attrition removes capacity
before it’s noticed

These risks combine and reinforce
one another.

Boards increasingly recognise that
leadership and talent are not soft
exposures — they are hard points of
organisational vulnerability.

Material Organisational Risks



The cost of getting leadership and talent wrong is increasing

When leadership and talent systems are misaligned, organisations incur
predictable downstream risks:

e Strategic risk: decisions become inconsistent or overly cautious
o Reputational risk: failures are traced back to unclear accountability

e Operational risk: leadership gaps slow momentum at critical moments
e Cultural risk: confidence in succession erodes

e People risk: depletion, burnout or quiet attrition removes capacity before
it's noticed

These risks combine and reinforce one another. Boards increasingly
recognise that leadership and talent are not soft exposures, they are hard
points of organisational vulnerability.

A reframing: from symptoms to architecture

The underlying problem is not individual capability or isolated decisions.
It is the architecture — the structures, expectations and conditions
leadership and talent operate within.

This eBook uses that architectural lens
to:

e make invisible risk visible

e clarify where accountability
genuinely sits

e explain why strain persists despite
Investment

e prepare the ground for
proportionate, evidence-based
intervention

It does not begin with solutions. It / / (

begins with seeing clearly.



O 2 From Programmes to
Architecture

When leadership and talent risks surface, organisations typically respond with
activity. New leadership programmes are launched, frameworks refreshed,
coaching scaled and initiatives added to address specific symptoms. While often
well intentioned, these responses rarely reduce risk in a sustained way. They
operate at the level of individual development rather than system design, and they
assume that capability gaps are the primary issue. In complex organisations, this
assumption no longer holds. Persistent leadership strain and fragile talent

outcomes are not the result of insufficient effort or learning, but of systems that are
not designed to carry the weight now placed upon them.

The critical distinction is between initiatives and architecture. Initiatives are
discrete, time-bound and often owned by a single function. Architecture is
enduring. It shapes how roles are defined, how decisions are made, how power
flows informally and how leadership and talent capacity are sustained over time.
Where architecture is weak or misaligned, initiatives accumulate without resolving
underlying risk. Leaders are asked to compensate for unclear accountability. Talent
is asked to navigate opaque progression systems. Over time, this creates friction,
fatigue and inconsistency rather than resilience. Architecture determines whether
leadership development amplifies capacity or is quietly consumed by structural
overload.

The Nudge Leadership and Talent Architecture brings this system into view. It sets
out the core layers that shape leadership and talent outcomes in complex
organisations, from strategic context and leadership capacity through to talent
systems, culture, individual energy and organisational sustainability. The model
does not prescribe interventions. It provides a way of seeing where risk is
accumulating, where responsibility sits and where design choices are required. The
chapters that follow explore each layer in turn. The architecture itself is the
starting point.

From Programmes to Architecture



The Nudge Leadership &
Talent Architecture™

Seeing Leadership & Talent as a System



Nudge Leadership & Talent Architecture™

Leadership and talent outcomes are not produced by a single system
or decision point. They emerge over time from the interaction of
context, role design, talent processes, culture and individual capacity.
Risk accumulates when these elements drift out of alignment, even
when each appears functional in isolation.

The Nudge Leadership and Talent Architecture makes this interaction
visible. It describes six interconnected layers that shape leadership
capacity and talent sustainability in complex organisations. The layers
are not sequential stages or maturity levels. They operate
simultaneously, reinforcing or constraining one another. Together, each
layer provides a structured way to surface where risk is accumulating,
where responsibility sits and where architectural attention is required.

Context and Strategic
Reality

Leadership Capability
and Capacity

Nudge Leadership
& Talent
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Layer 1: Context and strategic reality

Leadership and talent systems do not operate in a vacuum. They are
shaped first by the strategic and operating context of the organisation: its
purpose, risk appetite, regulatory environment and trajectory of change.

In environments where strategy is ambiguous, contested or constantly
shifting, leadership load increases sharply. Leaders are required to
interpret priorities rather than execute them. Trade-offs become persistent
rather than occasional. Where growth ambitions sit alongside demands for
stability, safety or cost control, leadership judgment is stretched across
competing expectations with limited resolution.

Risk emerges when leadership and talent systems remain optimised for a
context that no longer exists. Leaders selected for stability struggle in
volatility. Talent strategies built for incremental progression misalign with
future capability demand. Over time, constant ambiguity creates
psychological load, eroding confidence and increasing decision fatigue.

From a governance perspective, this layer determines whether leadership
effort is focused or fragmented before any individual capability is
considered.

Nudge Leadership & Talent Architecture™
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Layer 2: Leadership capability and capacity

Leadership risk is often assessed in terms of capability. Far less attention is paid to
capacity. In complex organisations, what leaders are expected to hold matters as
much as what they are expected to do. Cognitive load increases as decisions become
less bounded. Emotional load rises as leaders absorb uncertainty, scrutiny and
conflict. Ethical load intensifies as consequences become more visible and less
reversible. These dimensions shape decision quality under pressure.

Risk accumulates where organisations over-rely on a small number of individuals,
promote without preparing leaders for expanded load, or mistake confidence for
capacity. Capability gaps are often masked by performance history until context
shifts. This is where diagnostic assessment becomes essential: not to label leaders,
but to understand whether leadership capacity matches role demands. Executive
Assessment and Coaching sit here as risk mitigation tools, supporting judgment and
sustainability rather than remediation.

Layer 3: Talent systems and decisions

Talent systems are among the most powerful and least examined sources of
organisational risk. How individuals are identified, assessed, promoted and
developed shapes leadership pipelines long before succession issues become visible.
The assumption that talent decisions are objective is largely a myth. All systems
encode values, preferences and biases, whether acknowledged or not. Where criteria
are unclear or inconsistently applied, risk enters quietly.

Common patterns include weak succession pipelines that look robust on paper, over-
indexing on potential labels that concentrate opportunity and exposure, and
leadership benches that become increasingly homogeneous over time. Critical roles
become fragile as optionality narrows. This is where the Leadership and Talent Risk
Heat Map becomes essential, providing visibility of where systems are amplifying or
constraining future capacity rather than relying on anecdote or intent.

Nudge Leadership & Talent Architecture™
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Layer 4: Culture and informal power

Culture is often described in terms of values and behaviours. In
practice, it is shaped by informal power: who is listened to, who is
protected and what actually gets rewarded. Leadership and
talent risk emerges where informal systems undermine formal
intent. Toxic high performers are tolerated. Contribution goes
unrecognised. Decision-making favours proximity or familiarity
over judgment. Inclusion becomes performative rather than
consequential.

These dynamics create silent disengagement and underutilised
talent long before attrition becomes visible. DEl initiatives struggle
to gain traction because the real sources of power remain
unexamined. This layer is where uncomfortable truths surface.
Not through rhetoric, but through patterns of influence and

exclusion that quietly shape outcomes.

Layer 5: Individual energy, identity and trajectory

Individual experience is often treated as a personal matter. In
reality, it is an organisational signal. Burnout, plateauing and
disengagement rarely occur at random. They reflect sustained
mismatch between role demands, system support and identity.
ldentity threat, particularly for women and underrepresented
leaders, increases cognitive and emotional load, undermining
performance even in highly capable individuals.

Risk emerges when leaders appear outwardly successful but are
internally depleted, or when high-potential talent stalls at
transition points. Confidence collapses are often misread as
capability gaps rather than signals of cumulative system
pressure. This layer bridges directly to Rise & Thrive™, connecting
individual experience to systemic design rather than positioning

resilience as a personal responsibility.

Nudge Leadership & Talent Architecture™



Layer 6: Outcomes, risk and sustainability

Over time, the interaction of these layers produces
organisational outcomes.

Where architecture is misaligned, leadership debt
accumulates. Decisions become slower and less defensible.
Talent fragility increases as pipelines thin and energy drains.
Trust erodes, often invisibly, until it is tested by crisis,
transition or scrutiny.

The risks are tangible: reputational damage, safety failures,
loss of confidence in leadership and strategic inertia. These
outcomes are rarely sudden. They are the result of
architectural neglect rather than isolated failure.

This final layer reflects organisational health over time. It closes
the loop, making visible the consequences of earlier design

choices and reinforcing the need for leadership and talent to be
governed as interconnected risk domains rather than managed

through episodic intervention.

Nudge Leadership & Talent Architecture™



The Leadership and
Talent Risk Heat Map

Boards are accustomed to risk dashboards. Financial exposure, operational
resilience and regulatory compliance are routinely tracked and discussed.
Leadership and talent, however, are often assessed indirectly, through
narrative, assurance statements or lagging indicators such as attrition or
engagement scores.

The Leadership and Talent Risk Heat Map is designed to close this gap. It
provides a structured way to make leadership and talent risk visible across
the organisation, using the layers of the Leadership & Talent Architecture™
as its organising logic. Its purpose is not to score performance, but to
surface where risk is accumulating, where capacity is being stretched and
where responsibility may be unclear.

Leadership and Talent Risk Heat Map

Assesses risk across the Leadership & Talent Architecture™ to surface systemic
issues. Red indicates elevated risk, amber emerging risk and green non-critical
risk.
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What the Heat Map shows

The Heat Map assesses risk across each architectural layer, drawing together
quantitative data, qualitative insight and informed judgment. It highlights
patterns rather than isolated data points, enabling Boards to see where issues
are systemic rather than episodic.

Across the layers, the Heat Map typically surfaces:
» Areas of misalignment between strategy and leadership or talent systems
» Concentrations of leadership load or dependency
e Fragility in succession and critical roles
e Cultural dynamics that undermine formal intent
« Signals of burnout, disengagement or stalled progression
o Downstream risk to sustainability, trust and performance

Importantly, the Heat Map makes visible how risks interact. A single red or amber
indicator rarely tells the full story. It is the clustering of signals across layers that
reveals material exposure.

How to read the Heat Map

The Heat Map is read vertically and horizontally.

Reading vertically allows Boards to examine each layer of the Leadership &
Talent Architecture™ in turn, understanding the specific risks present and their
immediate implications. Reading horizontally reveals how risks in one layer
amplify or constrain others. For example, ambiguity at the strategic context level
may increase leadership load, distort talent decisions and accelerate burnout
downstream.

Red does not automatically indicate failure. It signals elevated risk that requires
attention. Amber often indicates emerging pressure rather than immediate
concern. Green does not mean “safe”. In complex systems, apparently stable
areas may be masking fragility if they are compensating for weakness
elsewhere.

The value of the Heat Map lies in the quality of the conversation it enables, not
the colour coding alone.
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What the Heat Map is not

The Heat Map is not an engagement survey, a maturity model or a
benchmarking exercise. It does not assign blame to individuals or
functions. It is not designed to produce a list of initiatives. Nor does it
provide false certainty. Leadership and talent risk cannot be reduced to
simple metrics. The Heat Map supports judgment rather than replacing it,
helping Boards and senior leaders ask better questions and direct
attention more proportionately.

Questions the Heat Map enables Boards to ask

Used well, the Heat Map supports Boards to move beyond reassurance
and into stewardship. Typical questions include:

e Where are we relying on individual leaders to absorb systemic strain?

e Which risks are persistent rather than situational?

e Where do leadership and talent risks converge with safety,
reputational or regulatory exposure?

e Are our succession plans resilient to real transition, not just nominal
continuity?

e \Where are we intervening through development when design or
governance issues are present?

These are not questions for HR alone. They sit at the intersection of
strategy, governance and organisational responsibility.

Leadership & Talent Risk Heatmap



From visibility to
proportionate action

The Heat Map does not prescribe
solutions. It informs proportionate
response.

In some cases, risk can be mitigated
through targeted support, such as
executive assessment and coaching
to strengthen judgment and
capacity in critical roles. In others,
architectural work is required:
clarifying decision authority,
redesigning roles, rebalancing
leadership load or addressing
systemic bias within talent
processes.

The Heat Map helps Boards
distinguish between these
responses, reducing the risk of over-
intervention in some areas and
neglect in others.

A governance tool, not a
diagnostic shortcut

Ultimately, the Leadership and Talent
Risk Heat Map is a governance tool. It
supports Boards to fulfil their
responsibility for organisational
sustainability by making leadership and
talent risk explicit, discussable and
actionable.

Used alongside the Leadership & Talent
Architecture™, it enables a shift from
reactive management to anticipatory
stewardship. Not by accelerating
activity, but by improving the quality of
attention given to the systems that
shape leadership and talent outcomes
over time.

For Boards, this is not an optional
enhancement. It is a necessary
response to the weight and
consequence leadership and talent now
carry.

Leadership & Talent Risk Heatmap



Intervening
Intelligently

When leadership and talent risk becomes visible, the
instinctive organisational response is action. Training
is commissioned, programmes expanded and
initiatives launched at pace. While this activity can
demonstrate intent, it rarely reduces risk in a
sustained way.

The reason is simple. Training addresses knowledge
and skill. It does not resolve misaligned roles, unclear
decision authority, overloaded leaders or biased talent
systems. In fact, where architecture is weak,
additional training can increase risk by placing more
responsibility on individuals to compensate for
structural shortcomings. Leaders are asked to be
more resilient, more inclusive or more decisive in
conditions that actively undermine those outcomes.

Intelligent intervention starts with restraint. It requires
distinguishing between issues of capability and issues
of design. Where judgment is compromised by load
rather than competence, assessment and coaching
may be appropriate. Where succession fragility stems
from opaque processes, system redesign is required.
Where culture undermines formal intent, leadership
behaviour alone will not shift outcomes without
changes to incentives and power dynamics.



From heavy programmes to targeted nudges

Not all interventions need to be large to be effective. In complex systems, small, well-
placed changes often have disproportionate impact. Targeted nudges operate at the
level of decision-making rather than behaviour change programmes. They adjust
defaults, clarify accountability, introduce friction where risk is high and remove it
where it is unnecessary. Examples include redesigning promotion criteria at critical
transition points, reshaping sponsorship expectations, rebalancing leadership load in
key roles or altering how succession decisions are surfaced and challenged.

These interventions are lighter, faster and more precise than large-scale
programmes. They are also harder to design without a clear architectural view, as
their effectiveness depends on being placed at the right point in the system. This is
where diagnostic capability matters. Without it, organisations risk either over-

intervening or missing the leverage points that would reduce risk most quickly.

o

Sequencing to reduce risk, not activity

Intervention is not only about what is done, but when. Poor sequencing is a common
source of wasted effort. Development is rolled out before decision rights are clarified.
Culture initiatives are launched before power dynamics are addressed. Talent
reviews are refreshed without addressing underlying bias or role overload.

Sequencing interventions through the Leadership & Talent Architecture™ enables
organisations to reduce risk faster by addressing upstream drivers first. Context and
role clarity create the conditions for leadership capacity to hold. Talent system
redesign stabilises pipelines before development is intensified. Cultural shifts become
credible once accountability and reward structures align.

This is where consultancy positioning becomes unavoidable. Intelligent intervention
requires judgment, system literacy and the ability to work with leaders at the point
where responsibility, risk and design intersect. It is not about delivering more. It is
about intervening where it matters.

Intervening Intelligently



From Architecture to

Advantage

By Design
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Trust, resilience and succession confidence

Trust grows when leadership decisions are seen to be fair, consistent and
grounded in clear responsibility. Employees understand how decisions are
made and what is required to progress. Leaders trust that they are not
carrying risk alone or compensating for system failures through personal
effort.

Resilience emerges when leadership capacity is distributed rather than
concentrated, and when talent systems provide real optionality rather than
nominal succession.

Organisations are better able to absorb shocks, manage transitions and
respond to scrutiny without resorting to reactive restructuring or emergency
appointments.

Succession confidence follows naturally. Boards can have informed
conversations about readiness and risk, rather than relying on optimistic
assurances. Leadership transitions become moments of continuity rather
than vulnerability.

- From Architecture to Advantage



Why this becomes a
competitive advantage

In environments characterised by complexity, scrutiny and rapid change,
leadership and talent architecture becomes a differentiator.

Organisations that manage leadership and talent risk well are able to
move decisively without destabilising their people systems. They retain
critical capability while competitors experience attrition. They attract
talent drawn to clarity, fairness and sustainability rather than short-term

promise.

This advantage is difficult to replicate because it is not the result of a
single initiative or framework. It is embedded in how decisions are made,
how power is exercised and how leadership capacity is designed and
sustained over time.

For Boards and senior leaders, this represents a shift in posture.
Leadership and talent are no longer areas to optimise periodically, but
systems to steward continuously. When governed well, they cease to be
sources of hidden risk and become foundations of long-term performance.
The work of architecture is rarely visible when it is done well. Its impact is
felt in what does not happen: crises that do not escalate, transitions that
hold, talent that stays and leadership that endures.

That is the advantage.

From Architecture to Advantage



O 7 Before acting,
This eBook has offered a way of seeing leadership and talent as an
interconnected architecture rather than a collection of initiatives. It has
surfaced where risk accumulates, how capacity is shaped by design

choices and why responsibility for leadership and talent sustainability
cannot be delegated to programmes alone.

For some organisations, this perspective will be sufficient. It provides
language, clarity and a framework for more informed internal
conversations. In stable contexts, or where leadership and talent risk is

well understood and governed, no further action may be required.




Where uncertainty exists, the appropriate next step
Is not intervention, but diagnosis.

A structured diagnostic creates space to examine
context, risk and responsibility before decisions are
taken. It is not a sales conversation. It is a
disciplined opportunity to understand what is really
happening within the leadership and talent
architecture, and whether design attention is
required.

Leadership and talent failures rarely arrive without
warning. They emerge when systems drift out of
alignment and risk remains unseen.

The work of stewardship begins by making that
risk visible, and choosing when to act with
intention rather than urgency.

Conclusion: Before Acting, See Clearly



