BEING A WOMAN LEADER IN 2026:
LEADING WITH HEART IN A FRAGMENTED WORLD
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The world that awaits us in 2026 is not the
one most of us imagined even five years
ago. We were promised progress, inclusion,
and global alignment. Instead, we stand at

a crossroads where polarization is

deepening, social contracts are being k
.
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havent, but because the very skills women
bring to leadership are those needed most
in a fragmented business and societal

landscape.

From DEI to Belonging

Over the past decade, DEIl (Diversity,
Equity, Inclusion) became the banner for
corporate and societal progress, it has been
a necessary path. Yet today, in many
countries, DEl is criticized as divisive or
performative. Even with the best intentions
focusing on one particular group cannot
support equity sustainably. | notice
programs are being rolled back, budgets
cut, and executives are increasingly
cautious.

« A recent Pew Research survey showed
that support for DEl in U.S. workplaces
has declined: about 52% of workers
now say focusing on increasing DEl is
mainly a good thing down from 56%
in early 2023. Pew Research Center

« A Stanford-GSB study of 315 U.S. public

companies found that after DEl-related

controversies, there were minimal
increases in diversity hiring and when
there were, they tended to be in junior
or lower-paid roles, not in senior

leadership. Stanford News

« At the same time, a GlobeScan poll
found that 72% of respondents believe
companies should still maintain  DEI
commitments, despite political and legal

headwinds. Sustainable Brands
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So where does that leave women who
want to create impact?
The answer lies in reframing the
narrative: from DEI to belonging.

Belonging transcends quotas and
checklists. It asks a deeper question: Do
people feel seen, valued, and able to
contribute authentically as employees
and leaders? Belonging requires more
than  representation; it  demands
relational trust, mutual accountability,

and shared purpose.

And belonging includes men in the
conversation. Each of the groups |
facilitate with  women includes a
sequence about our own biases and
how they limit us in our growth. They
often realize that the most important
ceiling they face today is their own. In
addition, growth cannot happen if half
the room feels excluded. Leaders who
create spaces where differences coexist
not to erase them, but to harness them
will unlock the collaboration necessary

to solve today’s complex problems.

Leadership in a Time of Fragmentation

The business landscape of 2026 will be
marked by disruption: accelerated Al
adoption, geopolitical tensions, shifting
labor markets, and environmental

urgency. The traditional, top-down,
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control-driven leadership models are ill-

equipped for this reality.

Instead, organizations need leaders who

can:
« Navigate contradictions without
collapsing into extremes.

. Elevate debates into healthy, respectful
exchanges of diverging perspectives.

« Build relational capital as carefully as

financial capital.

This is where women have a unique
opportunity not to imitate old paradigms,
but to lead differently.

Leading with the Heart, unapologetically

In times of fragmentation, the temptation is
to armor up which many women do; The
use of language and words related to war
is unbelievably rich in women | support and
| often challenge them to express
themselves in ways that support their
objectives and desired outcomes. If you
want to experience peace of mind, do not
entertain words like fight, combat or else. It
believed that to lead with

toughness, to avoid vulnerability, to project

is often

certainty even when it is not there will
support leadership. But the leaders who will
bring the most to this decade are those
who dare to lead with heart.

That means

choosing  sincerity over

perfection.
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It means listening deeply, not to agree,
but to understand.

It means being unapologetic about
caring, about asking what do our
relationships need to function
effectively? rather than only what do
individuals want2 | might want black,
you might want white but what does
the relationship between us need to
remain respectful and strong: to be
nurtured, to bring nuances, love and

care.

This shift is not soft. It is the hardest
leadership work of all. It requires
courage to stay open when others close
down, to hold space for differences
without needing to erase them, and to
nurture belonging even when the

environment resists it.

What Women Can Prepare for 2026

1.Develop Relational Intelligence
Beyond emotional intelligence, leaders
must learn to sense and respond to
what the relationship itself needs. This is
about systems awareness: observing
dynamics, not just individuals, and
naming whats missing for the team,
board, or organization to operate
effectively.
o For example, a WSA (Workplace
Science  Associates)  analysis
found that

feeling safe to voice ideas even

among women,

@ ke]inda@equanimityexeoutive.oom

© .



BEING A WOMAN LEADER IN 2026:

LEADING WITH HEART IN A FRAGMENTED WORLD

when they differ from others is a stronger
driver of belonging than many more visible

metrics. Workforce Science Associates

2. Reclaim Authentic Voice

Women leaders will face pressure to
conform, to fit into old models or dilute
their message. Instead, the preparation is
about reclaiming unapologetic authenticity.
Say what you mean. Stand where you
stand and lead with sincerity. This is how
trust is built in fractured times.

3. Foster

Imperative

Belonging as a Strategic
Belonging is not a nice-to-have. In a world
of talent shortages and disengagement,
belonging drives retention, innovation, and
resilience. Women leaders can frame this
not as ideology but as business strategy.
o A study from the healthcare sector
showed that workplace belonging
healthcare

among female

professionals strongly correlates
with lower attrition when belonging
is fostered through leadership
practices. PubMed Central

o Another belonging study reports

that 90% of respondents agree a
sense of belonging is important at
work; 82% say they feel like they
belong in their organizations.

Simmons __University _ Leadership

Institute
4. Champion Healthy Debate
« The future will not be built on echo
chambers. Women can model respectful

confrontation showing how
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disagreement, when navigated well,
fuels progress rather than division.

5. Practice Energy Leadership

From an Energy Leadership perspective,
the invitation is to lead beyond fear and
defensiveness (Level 1-2) into curiosity,
reconciliation, and co-creation (Levels 5-
This means actively choosing how to
rather than

respond to disruption

reacting from old conditioning.

The Legacy Question

When | look at 2026 and beyond, | see
women at a decision point. Will we fight
to enter old paradigms, or will we

shape new ones?

The legacy worth leaving is not just
about climbing into power seats though
representation matters. It is about
transforming leadership into something
that heals fragmentation rather than

amplifies it.

The leaders who will be remembered
are those who created cultures of
belonging, who fostered debates that
elevated rather than divided, and who
led with heart

sincerely, and courageously.

unapologetically,

This is the moment for women to step
forward, not to replicate but to
reimagine. The stakes are high. The

opportunity is greater.
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Live & Lead a Legacy is not about comfort,
it is about choosing courage over
conformity, connection over isolation, and
legacy over fear. The question for 2026 is
simple: How will you lead with heart in a

world that needs it more than ever?
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