
4A Wisdom for Navigating
Leadership Burnout in 2026

Welcome to 2026. As I write this in only the second month of the

year, in just a few short weeks, we’re already experiencing global

geopolitical turmoil on a level not witnessed before in our lifetimes

and this is creating incredibly challenging and uncertain economic

conditions for leaders trying to navigate change with an increasing

number of plates to spin. In 2026, burnout isn’t solely a personal

failing, but in many cases, a predictable outcome of the increasingly

volatile system that leaders are operating in. Relentless complexity.

Permanent visibility. Shrinking decision windows. Expanding

stakeholder scrutiny. Add to this the moral weight leaders now

carry (on sustainability, inclusion, technology ethics, political stance)

and burnout risks becoming the norm rather than the exception.

When we developed the 4A Model of Sustainable Leadership, it was

in recognition of a growing need for leadership that could weather

increasingly angry storms. In this article we consider how the four

A’s and qualities within them can be a framework for leadership

resilience in 2026.

Burnout is no longer a personal failing...

The 4A Model of Sustainable Leadership
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Over the last few decades we’ve seen a leadership ideology that mirrors the online hustle culture of ‘Do More,

Win More’ (this was actually the corporate mantra of a well-known brand – hardly strategic) without any real

authentic focus on long-term wellbeing let alone an authentic purpose.

The pressures leaders are now facing, from geopolitical volatility to AI-driven disruption, climate risk, to social

fragmentation, and evermore exhausted workforces, cannot be met by endurance alone. What’s required is a

more sophisticated form of resilience: one that is systemic, ethical, adaptive, and sustainable over time and one

that draws energy from engagement in a noble guiding purpose. This is the very foundation of sustainable

leadership.

Long-Term Thinking Over Relentless Obsession With ‘More’....

Despite what the manosphere might have you believe, leadership resilience in 2026 is no longer about stamina

or personal toughness. It is absolutely the case that organisations and workers in 2026 need leaders with

strength, robustness and gritty backbone, but reliance on shallow slogans or leadership philosophies that

neglect long-term thinking and genuine care for leaders and their people, simply results in that proudly touted

thick skin cracking, and signs of fatigue, duress and ultimately burnout emerging.

The 4A Model of Sustainable Leadership (Awareness, Attributes, Abilities, Actions) offers a disciplined

framework for intelligent leadership that looks after the long-term needs of the leader, the workforce and the

organisation. Not by reducing ambition, but by upgrading how leadership energy is generated, focused and

renewed. It offers a disciplined framework for doing exactly that. Not by reducing ambition, but by upgrading

how leadership energy is positioned, focused and renewed.

A Framework for Leadership Resilience...

Simon Sinek

Sustainable leadership is the idea that for an

organisation to be sustainable, so do it’s

people and that to maintain focus around a

common purpose, the purpose needs to

inspire people on an emotional level - a

purpose that helps the world and humanity

on a deeper level than simply growing profits

for shareholders.

“WHEN PEOPLE ARE FINANCIALLY

INVESTED THEY WANT A RETURN.

WHEN THEY’RE EMOTIONALLY

INVESTED THEY WANT TO

CONTRIBUTE.”



The first signs of burnout is never exhaustion. That comes later. It first arrives as a gradual narrowing, often

starting with a loss of peripheral vision. Time horizons shorten. Curiosity drops. Everything becomes urgent. The

leader is still “performing,” but the systemic awareness that once made performance sustainable has eroded. The

first “A” is therefore not self-care. It is situational awareness.

Today leaders need to operate as integrative thinkers, reading across social, political, environmental and

technological systems, not just their own balance sheet. Burnout accelerates when leaders over-identify with one

domain (usually operational execution) and disconnect from the wider context in which their decisions land.

Recognising the interconnections is crucial. Leadership awareness also demands intellectual honesty. Leaders

must recognise their own leadership modality and quickly recognise when focus lessens, or energy drops. These

aren’t psychological observations... they are strategic clues. A leader without a broad appreciation of the system,

will eventually absorb its stress personally. Leaders who fail to connect their own wellbeing with real-time

demands of the role, will ultimately crash and burn. Building awareness takes time, honesty and faith in the

power of situational understanding and joining dots, but when it happens, it’s transformative.

Attributes: The Inner Architecture of Resilience

Embedding 4A Thinking

Effective leadership relies on the existence

of well-rounded leadership qualities that

balance knowledge and understanding with

the right internal values, effective

communication, long term vision and a

strong moral compass. 

The absence of any of these essential pillars

denies a leadership team of the opportunity

to be truly effective. 

Resilience is built upon strong foundational leadership attributes. These are the enduring qualities that shape

how leaders show up under pressure. The 4A Model defines these as systems-thinking, courage, broad-minded

curiosity, and empathy. These aren’t soft traits, rather stabilising forces in volatile systems. Resilient leaders...

Think beyond silos and see interdependencies across markets, stakeholders, and societies.

Have the courage to challenge legacy assumptions—even when doing so creates discomfort.

Stay intellectually open in the face of uncertainty, rather than clinging to outdated certainty.

Lead with empathy, not as emotional indulgence, but as a strategic capacity to understand impact.

Without strong attributes, resilience collapses into survivalism, but by cultivating strong attributes of sustainable

leadership, leaders build durability that sees them through the most challenging times.

Awareness: Seeing the System You’re Operating In

“4A thinking is a

multi-dimensional

approach to building

leadership resilience.”

Balancing The A’s



Attributes and awareness create the foundation. Abilities determine whether leaders can perform consistently

without burning out themselves or their organisations. We can interpret them as the finely-honed skills that drive

effective leadership. The 4A Model highlights the following crucial abilities for sustainable leadership...

Excellent communication

Emotional intelligence

Long-term thinking

Organisations in 2026 need leaders who communicate relentlessly and clearly, especially during uncertainty.

Silence creates anxiety, whereas clarity creates stability. By listening actively and empathetically, leaders enable

early detection of fatigue and disengagement in their people. When it comes to long-term thinking, this is the

essence of resisting the temptation to trade future resilience for short-term relief. Self-care and care for your

people is built into the concept of long-term thinking. You can’t think long-term without considering wellbeing as

a fundamental pillar of your strategy for organisational performance. These abilities allow leaders to absorb stress

without transmitting it destructively through the organisation.

Actions: Visible Values That Drive Engagement

Abilities: Skills That Sustain Performance Over Time

Ultimately, reslience lives or dies in the visible actions or ‘leadership styles’ that leaders execute on a daily basis.

The 4A Model anchors leadership behaviour in inclusive, empowering, principled, and ethical ways of working.

This is where resilience becomes visible and measurable. In practice, resilient leaders:

Actively include diverse voices, distributing cognitive and emotional load across the system.

Empower others to lead, reducing dependency and increasing collective capacity.

Make principled decisions that hold under scrutiny, even when they are costly in the short term.

Model ethical behaviour consistently, creating trust as a renewable resource.

Organisations led this way recover faster from sudden shocks, not because they avoid disruption, but because

trust, capability, and alignment of values and principles is already built into the DNA or the organisational culture.

Resilience isn’t what leaders say in crisis... it is what they’ve been practicing long before it arrives.

Balancing The A’s



Resilience That Inspires Others

Dr Paul Beers MSc PhD

“Leaders who embrace the

principles of sustainability

becoming more empathetic,

innovative and good long-term

thinkers are more resilient

and will build resilience in

others. 

They care for and inspire

their teams, adapting

strategies with ease and

foster solutions that have a

lasting impact.”

The Architect behind Sherrington’s 4A Model of

Sustainable Leadership.

The real strength of the 4A Model lies in its integration.

Attributes without action become aspiration.

Awareness without ability creates paralysis.

Ability without ethics means short term gain but long-

term pain.

Action without reflection leads to exhaustion.

In 2026, leadership resilience takes more than a one-

dimensional focus on any of the A’s in isolation. It requires an

integrated, systemic approach to embedding each of the A’s

as foundational pillars of the leadership team’s operating

system. The 4A Model offers leaders a disciplined way to build

that system: internally, organisationally, and societally.

The Integrated Power of the 4A’s...

Resilience as a Responsibility...

If this thinking is to really be adopted more widely across the

organisation, then resilience can’t be viewed as a personal

advantage. It is a leadership responsibility. To themselves as

leaders but also to inspire their people to become equally

resilient.

In an era where leaders shape not just organisations but

communities, economies, and ecosystems, resilience must be

sustainable, ethical, and shared. 

The 4A Model doesn’t promise comfort, but used in the right

way, it does offer coherence. And in 2026, coherence may be

the most resilient leadership quality of all...



We recruit and develop exceptional leaders. In an evermore uncertain

operating landscape, you need a leadership team who embody the hallmarks

of sustainable leadership. 

Talk to our team about how we can help you thrive by assembling a

leadership team built for sustainable performance...

Your Partner in Sustainable Leadership

Reflection

Across the globe there are many examples of organisation’s

purposefully designing their cultures around a philosophy of

resilience and sustainable leadership, in some cases not even

necessarily because it’s the right thing to do, but because they

know their organisation will thrive as a result. Whether the

motivation is moral or purely commercial (the two aren’t

binary), the business case for sustainable leadership is being

legitimised in real-time by these companies.

So. How can you use 4A thinking to build a culturally resilient

organisation, sustainable in spite of external pressures? Start by

considering the current culture of the organisation and the level

of competencies against each of the A’s in your senior

leadership team. 

Awareness: Do they understand the landscape well enough and

appreciate the interconnections? 

Attributes: Are they demonstrating the right values and are

they thinking systemically about your strategic priorities?

Abilities: Do they have the requisite skills to develop a long-

term vision and communicate it in such a way that it inspires

action?

Actions: Are they leading by example and do their visible

leadership styles align with ethical, inclusive leadership?

To learn more about leadership benchmarking, recruitment and

culture change using the 4A Model and the 4A Assessment

Platform, talk to our team.

SHERRINGTONASSOCIATES.CO.UK+ (0) 44 1244 310145

Harnessing the power of 4A
wisdom in your
organisation...


