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PTIMISM HAS BECOME A LEADERSHIP ARTI-

cle of faith, a trait executives cultivate and

project to steady organizations. Yet a Bruns-

wick survey of Swedish business leaders and

employees suggests this emphasis may be
misplaced. Workers rank optimism low among the
qualities they want from leaders. What they value
instead points to a different model of how confi-
dence actually takes root.

The survey, covering executives across 30 large
enterprises and more than 1,000 employees, also
reveals sizable gaps between what leaders believe
and what employees experience. Leaders consis-
tently overestimate both workforce optimism and
their own effectiveness at displaying the traits work-
ers find most valuable.

The findings echo broader international research
showing that executives often misread employee
sentiment and lose touch with what their teams
want. But the data also points to specific, actionable
steps leaders can take to narrow these gaps and build
the confidence they assume already exists.

Our survey found that 87% of leaders felt somewhat
or very optimistic about the future of their company.
And nearly three out of four leaders (73%) believed
their employees shared that view—yet only 62% of

IS

employees actually did. The 11-point gap widens
dramatically when the question shifts to global out-
look. Thirty-three percent of leaders reported opti-
mism about the world’s future; only 17% of employ-
ees shared that optimism.

Employees are not looking to leaders to undo
their pessimism. When we asked employees to iden-
tify the most effective leadership styles, optimism
fell closer to the bottom of the list than the top.
More than half of executives (53%) described their
own leadership style as optimistic, yet only 21% of
employees saw that quality in practice, and just 17%
considered it the most important trait.

Nearly half (43%) of employees instead said that
a supportive leadership style was most valuable—
and only 18% believed their leaders demonstrated
it. Inspiration, the second-most valued leadership
style at 39%, saw a similar gap: 27% of executives
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A BRUNSWICK SURVEY finds a
disconnect between what
business leaders think employees
want, and what workers

actually value in their leaders.

GOOD THING?

By OSCAR
KARLSSON

described themselves as inspirational, but only 13%
of employees recognized that quality in their leaders.

Transparency is an important area where expec-
tations converge. Both leaders and employees rate
open and frequent communication as essential. This
alignment may reflect that transparency has already
become an established expectation in many orga-
nizations, making it easier to strengthen. Employ-
ees want clearer insight into how leaders make deci-
sions, how the company plans to navigate external



pressures, and how individual roles contribute to
broader objectives. When leaders provide that clar-
ity, employees gain stability even when wider uncer-
tainties remain.

The survey results also highlight resilience.
Employees who describe themselves as highly resil-
ient show greater optimism about both their futures
and their companies. They express stronger confi-
dence in their personal stability and report higher
levels of psychological safety at work. These find-
ings point to a straightforward conclusion: optimism
is not manufactured through rhetoric. Instead, it
emerges when people feel supported, informed
and secure enough to manage uncertainty. Lead-
ers who invest in those conditions build teams bet-
ter equipped to absorb disruption and stay engaged.

The survey suggests several actionable steps. First,
leaders can narrow the optimism gap by acknowl-
edging challenges more directly. Employees do not
expect leaders to deny risks. They want an honest
assessment of what the organization faces and a clear
view of how decisions are being made.

Second, support must be tangible. Leaders nat-
urally focus on what drives results. But employees
across the organization need recognition and a clear
sense that leadership values their work—particu-
larly when high-priority initiatives threaten to over-
shadow other contributions.

Third, leaders should deepen conversations about
external pressures rather than avoid them. Rather
than trying to protect employees from uncertainty,
leaders should include them in those conversations

WHERE ALIGNMENTEXISTS

What EMPLOYEES feel their
company should prioritize (%)

Communicating openly
and frequently

Creating a strong sense
of purposeand community

Protecting jobs
and financial security

Investing in long-term
company growth

Offering opportunities for
upskilling and development

Supporting mental health
and wellbeing

Providing flexibility and
autonomy to employees

Aligning with social or
environmental values
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and let them share their confidence. Many employ-
ees already recognize wider instability. They want to
understand how their company intends to remain
resilient. When leaders share that reasoning and
invite questions, trust begins to strengthen.

Each of these steps requires the same investment:
time spent communicating clearly, consistently and
honestly. Companies that make this commitment
gain employees who absorb disruption better, adapt
to change faster, and maintain performance through
uncertainty because they trust their leaders and
understand how their work contributes to resilience.
In these organizations, optimism stops being some-
thing leaders project and becomes something
employees experience. ¢
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