


Introduction

FMCG leadership in the UK is entering a new phase. The pressures facing
businesses are no longer isolated challenges that can be solved inde-
pendently. Margin pressure, retailer power, channel fragmentation, sus-
tainability regulation, shifting consumer expectations and a tight talent
market are all colliding at once.

For leaders, and for those hiring them, this raises a fundamental ques-
tion. What does good leadership actually look like now, and what will it
need to look like in 2026 and beyond?

This eBook brings together three connected themes that sit at the heart
of future-fit FMCG leadership.

First, the capabilities leaders need to succeed in a fast-moving,
data-rich, highly regulated commercial environment.

Second, how hiring the right people, with the right beliefs, attitudes and
behaviours, becomes a strategic advantage rather than a transactional
task.

Third, why diversity, inclusion and authentic leadership are no longer
separate initiatives, but core drivers of performance, resilience and long-
term growth.

Throughout, this book is written for FMCG leaders, hiring managers and

aspiring leaders who want to think differently about leadership capabil-
ity, team building and the role recruitment plays in future-proofing their
organisations.
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Chapter 1: The Evolving FMCG Leadership Landscape

The FMCG sector has always been demanding, but the nature of that
demand has changed. Historically, strong execution, retailer relation-
ships and operational excellence could carry leaders a long way. Those
fundamentals still matter, but they are no longer enough on their own.

Several structural shifts are reshaping leadership expectations.

Digital and data driven decision making is now embedded across sales,
marketing and eCommerce. Leaders are expected to understand not
only what happened, but why it happened and what is likely to happen
next.

Channel complexity has increased. Traditional grocery, convenience,
online pure-play, direct to consumer and foodservice now sit side

by side, each with different economics, data signals and operating
rhythms.

Regulatory and sustainability pressures have moved from the margins
to the centre of commercial decision making. Packaging, waste, ethical
sourcing and supply chain resilience are now leadership concerns, not
just specialist functions.

Finally, the way teams work has changed. Hybrid and distributed
models are here to stay, requiring a different approach to trust, commu-
nication and performance management.

Against this backdrop, leadership in FMCG is no longer about having the
right answers. It is about asking better questions, building adaptable
teams and making decisions that balance short-term delivery with long-
term value creation.
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Chapter 2: Commercial & Data Fluency as a Leadership
Foundation

Commercial understanding has always been essential in FMCG. What has
changed is the depth and breadth of fluency now required.

Future-fit leaders are expected to understand the mechanics of the business in
detail. This includes margin drivers, cost to serve, promotional effectiveness,
retailer economics and category dynamics. However, they must also be able
to interpret increasingly complex data sets and connect them to commercial
decisions.

Data fluency does not mean becoming a data scientist. It means being confi-
dent enough to interrogate data, challenge assumptions and translate insight
into action. Leaders need to move beyond reporting what has already
happened and instead use data to inform forward-looking decisions.

For example, understanding how consumer behaviour is shifting

across channels, how pricing elasticity is evolving in an inflationary
environment, or how digital signals can inform range and innovation
choices.

Increasingly, businesses want leaders who help shape the plan, not
simply execute it. This requires curiosity, analytical thinking and the
confidence to ask questions such as what the data suggests about the
next three quarters, rather than relying solely on last year’s playbook.

For aspiring leaders, this means investing in commercial literacy
across functions. Gaining exposure to analytics, revenue manage-
ment, eCommerce and shopper insight can significantly increase long-
term leadership potential. 4
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Chapter 3: Agility, Innovation and Leading Through Change

Change is no longer episodic in FMCG. It is continuous.

Leaders are expected to navigate cost inflation, evolving retailer
strategies, sustainability regulation and shifting consumer values
simultaneously. In this context, agility becomes a core leadership
capability.

Agility is not about constant reactivity. It is about building systems,
teams and cultures that can adapt without losing focus or disci-
pline. Future-fit leaders are comfortable operating with incomplete
information, testing ideas quickly and learning from outcomes.

Innovation plays a key role here, not just in product development
but in ways of working. This includes experimenting with new
channels, piloting alternative route-to-market models and rethink-
ing traditional operating assumptions. Crucially, leaders must create environments where teams feel
safe to experiment. A culture that punishes failure
discourages learning and slows progress. Leaders who model
curiosity, openness and learning from mistakes enable faster
adaptation and stronger engagement.

From a hiring perspective, this has led many organisations to
redefine leadership roles. Rather than hiring solely for scale or
stability, businesses are increasingly selective, seeking leaders
who have demonstrated transformation, change leadership
and the ability to operate in ambiguous environments.




What Leadership Capability Really Matters in signalure
2026 & Beyond?

° [ ]
Leadership in hybrid teams coming out on top reflects what many FMCG Po ll. D urin g J anua ry
businesses are quietly grappling with. 2026, we as ked our
Commercial teams are no longer sitting together five days a week. You Li n ked I n N etwo rk:

have field sales, head office, e-commerce, supply chain and agency
partners all operating across different locations and rhythms. Leading in
that environment requires far more than task management. It demands
clarity, trust and intentional communication.

“We’re seeing a big shift in what FMCG
business re prioritising when it comes to
leadership.

The leaders who will thrive by 2026 are those who can create connection
without proximity. They set clear expectations, focus on outcomes rather

Which capability do you think will matter

than presenteeism, and build culture deliberately rather than leaving it to most in the next 2 years?”

chance.

Hybrid leadership is not a “soft” skill. It directly impacts performance, Which future-fit leadership skill do you think will be
engagement and retention. In a competitive FMCG market, the ability the most critical for FMCG leaders by 2026?

to align dispersed teams around shared goals may well become a true

differentiator. Commercial & data fluency 13%

Agility & innovation 22%

Leadership in hybrid teams 61%

Stakeholder mindset 4%

https://www.linkedin.com/company/
signature-career-management



https://www.linkedin.com/posts/signature-career-management_fmcg-management-capability-activity-7416418710476886016-qpVC?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABCXMY4BfROinE-3DN6LhnbWI-T2TeNyV08
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
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Chapter 4: People Leadership in Hybrid & Global Teams

Inclusive leadership is also critical. Hybrid working can
unintentionally marginalise certain voices, particularly those
who are remote or under-represented. Leaders must be
deliberate in creating inclusive team dynamics where diverse
perspectives are actively sought and valued.

Linking purpose to performance is another key capability.
When teams understand how their work contributes to
business goals and consumer value, engagement and
accountability increase.

For many organisations, developing stronger people
leadership is not about adding complexity. It is about
refocusing leadership attention on behaviours that drive long-
term performance rather than short-term output.

One of the most significant shifts in leadership expectations is
the renewed focus on people leadership.

In hybrid and increasingly global team structures, leadership is
less about oversight and more about connection. Leaders must
build trust, maintain clarity and support performance without
relying on physical presence.

Coaching and development are central to this. Future-fit
leaders invest time in building capability, not just allocating
tasks. They understand that sustainable performance comes
from people who feel supported, stretched and clear on their
role in the wider mission.
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Chapter 5: Sustainability, Ethics & A Broader
Stakeholder Lens

Future-fit leaders approach sustainability as a strategic oppor-
tunity rather than a compliance burden. They ask how brand
purpose aligns with environmental and social commitments,
how supply chains can be made more resilient and how ethical
considerations can strengthen consumer trust.

This requires a broader stakeholder mindset. Leaders must
balance the needs of consumers, retailers, employees, regula-
tors and shareholders, often with competing priorities.

Those who succeed are able to integrate sustainability into
commercial decision making, rather than treating it as a
separate agenda owned by a single function.

Sustainability and ethics are no longer optional considerations
for FMCG leaders. They are integral to commercial success and
brand credibility.

Consumers increasingly expect brands to act responsibly, and
the regulatory environment in the UK continues to tighten.
Packaging regulation, waste reduction and ethical sourcing are
now leadership issues that influence strategy, investment and
risk management.




Chapter 6: Strategic Thinking and Cross-Functional

Capability
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Leadership in FMCG rarely sits neatly within one functional box. Commer-
cial, marketing, supply chain and digital decisions are deeply intercon-
nected, and the impact of one choice can ripple quickly across the entire
organisation. Pricing decisions affect brand perception. Promotional
strategy influences supply chain pressure. Digital investment shapes
route to market and customer engagement. In this environment, isolated
thinking creates risk.

Future-fit leaders are able to think holistically. They understand how deci-
sions in one area influence cost structures, customer service levels, brand
equity and long-term growth elsewhere in the business. They are com-
fortable zooming out to see the wider system, while still retaining clarity
on immediate priorities. This systems thinking allows them to anticipate
second and third order consequences, rather than reacting once prob-
lems surface.

Importantly, holistic leadership does not mean becoming a generalist
with shallow expertise. Functional depth still matters, particularly in a
sector as commercially demanding as FMCG. Rather, it means comple-
menting expertise with breadth and perspective. The strongest leaders
remain credible in their specialism, but they also understand enough
about adjacent functions to ask better questions, build stronger relation-
ships and make more balanced decisions.

Leaders who can collaborate across functions, challenge siloed

thinking and align teams around shared outcomes are better equipped
to navigate complexity. They recognise that short-term delivery and
long-term investment are not opposing forces, but tensions to be man-
aged thoughtfully. Balancing quarterly targets with brand building, inno-
vation and capability development requires judgement and maturity.

For aspiring leaders, cross-functional experience is a powerful differen-
tiator. Exposure to different parts of the value chain builds credibility,
adaptability and strategic insight. Time spent working alongside supply
chain, customer marketing, finance or digital teams strengthens com-
mercial awareness and broadens perspective. It also develops empathy,
which is critical for effective stakeholder management.

In a market defined by speed and interdependence, leaders who can

connect dots across the organisation create disproportionate impact.
They do not simply optimise their own function. They strengthen the
performance of the whole system.



What matters most when hiring people who
truly believe what you believe?
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Shared mindset & Values.

Skills can be developed and systems can be learned. Belief alignment
shapes how someone behaves when there is pressure, ambiguity or a
tough call to make. In FMCG especially, where pace is high and trade-offs
are constant, those underlying beliefs guide decisions far more than a
polished CV ever will.

This links directly to Start with Why by Simon Sinek. When you are clear
on your “why”, you attract people who believe what you believe. And
when people believe in the same purpose, they act in ways that reinforce
culture, not quietly erode it.

That is why, in our process, we assess attitudes, behaviours and belief
systems as carefully as experience. Capability opens the door. Alignment
determines whether someone builds something meaningful once they
are inside.

https://www.linkedin.com/company/
signature-career-management

Poll: During February
2026, we asked our
LinkedIn Network:

“Skills can be taught. Systems can be learned.
Belief alignment? That’s the real differentiator.

When you’re hiring, what’s the strongest sign that someone
truly believes what your organisation believes”?

What matters most when hiring people who truly
“believe what you believe”?

Alignment with mission 0%

Shared values and mindset 69%
Passion for company ‘why’ 25%

Cultural alignment 6%



https://www.linkedin.com/posts/signature-career-management_fmcg-leadership-beliefalignment-activity-7426565603739541504-U_p0?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABCXMY4BfROinE-3DN6LhnbWI-T2TeNyV08
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
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Chapter 7: Hiring As a Strategic Advantage

Hiring the right people is one of the most influential decisions a leader
makes, yet it is often treated as a transactional process driven by urgency
rather than intention. In reality, recruitment is not an operational task to
be delegated and rushed. It is a strategic lever that shapes performance,
culture and long-term growth.

High-performing FMCG teams are built intentionally. They begin with
clarity. Clarity on what the organisation believes, how it behaves under

pressure, what success looks like and what it is ultimately trying to achieve.

Without that clarity, hiring becomes reactive and inconsistent. With it,
recruitment becomes a powerful tool for reinforcing culture and accelerat-
ing performance.

Belief alignment matters because skills can be developed, but values, mind-
set and behavioural patterns are much harder to change. Teams that share
a clear sense of purpose and principles are more resilient when margins
tighten, when customers shift and when complexity increases. They make
decisions faster. They collaborate more effectively. They hold each other to
accountin a constructive way.
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This has significant implications for recruitment. Interview processes must
go beyond assessing technical capability and past performance. A strong CV
may demonstrate competence, but it does not automatically demonstrate
contribution. Leaders need to explore attitude, motivation, learning agility
and alignment with the organisation’s success profile. What energises the
individual. How they define impact. How they respond when things do not
go to plan.

The interview experience itself is also a critical signal. Candidates may
forget specific questions, but they remember how the process made them
feel. Respect, clarity, structure and authenticity all contribute to attracting
people who believe what you believe. If the hiring process feels rushed,
inconsistent or transactional, it communicates something about the
culture. When done well, recruitment becomes an extension of leadership

and a demonstration of standards. 1
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Chapter 8: Using Interviews to Differentiate High & Low Performers

One of the most effective ways to assess future potential is through differ-
ential situations. These are real scenarios where the behaviours of high and
low performers diverge clearly. Rather than asking what someone would
ideally do, these questions explore what they actually did when faced with
complexity, resistance or ambiguity.

For example, influence without authority is a common requirement in
FMCG. The way a high performer approaches this challenge is often
markedly different from a lower performer. One may proactively build
relationships and align stakeholders early, while the other waits for formal
authority or escalates prematurely. These differences are subtle on paper
but significant in practice.

Questions that explore handling conflict, making unpopular decisions,
navigating ambiguity or responding to failure reveal far more than generic
competency questions. They surface traits such as ownership, resilience,
integrity and emotional intelligence. They help hiring managers understand
how candidates think, how they prioritise and how they manage them-
selves under pressure, not just what outcomes they achieved.

Equally important is clarity on attitudinal characteristics. Organisations
that define the behaviours that predict success are better equipped to
hire consistently and build strong cultures. If ownership, collaboration
or adaptability are critical, those behaviours must be actively assessed
rather than assumed.

Hiring decisions should also prompt reflection on the current team.
Having the wrong person in the wrong role can quietly limit performance
across an entire function. It can dilute standards, create friction or slow
progress. Strong leaders recognise that talent density matters. They are
willing to make difficult decisions in service of long-term success, under-
standing that protecting culture and performance sometimes requires
courage in the short term.

12
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Chapter 9: Diversity, Inclusion & Authentic Leadership

Diversity and inclusion are increasingly recognised as drivers of
innovation, consumer relevance and organisational resilience in FMCG. In
a sector that serves diverse communities and rapidly evolving consumer
groups, leadership teams that reflect and understand those audiences
hold a clear competitive advantage.
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While representation at senior levels in the UK has improved, many
organisations still struggle with inclusion and belonging. Diverse
leadership in name does not always translate into inclusive cultures in

practice. Individuals may be present, but not fully heard. Appointed, but Authentic leadership in this context is about behaviour rather than state-
not empowered. ments. It requires self-awareness and the humility to recognise personal
bias. It requires leaders to actively create environments where different
perspectives are not just tolerated but genuinely valued. That means invit-
ing challenge, encouraging dissenting views and ensuring quieter voices are

| 3 DlVERS]TY& @& ' not overshadowed.
1 {E" INCLUSION Or 3

Inclusive leaders go beyond representation targets. They actively
sponsor under-represented talent, advocate for fair access to
opportunity and involve diverse voices in decision making.

They link diversity and inclusion directly to business strategy, innovation
and growth rather than positioning it as a standalone HR initiative.

Accountability is key. Measuring inclusion through lived experience,
engagement data and qualitative feedback, not just headcount statistics,
helps organisations understand whether progress is meaningful. When
leaders take ownership of these outcomes, inclusion becomes embedded in
culture rather than reliant on policy. 13




Diversity, Inclusion & Authentic
Leadership in FMCG

This result is interesting, but not entirely surprising. Authenticity and
self-awareness sitting at 74% suggests many people recognise that
inclusive leadership starts with the leader themselves.

In practice, inclusion rarely improves because of policies alone. It
improves when leaders understand their own biases, are open about
what they do not know, and create environments where people feel
safe contributing different perspectives. When leaders are self-aware,
they listen better, challenge their own assumptions and make space
for others to do the same.

In an industry like FMCG, where speed and commercial pressure are
high, that kind of leadership matters. Diverse thinking leads to better
decisions, stronger innovation and teams that feel genuinely valued
rather than simply represented.

Interestingly, sponsorship and embedding D&l into commercial
strategy received no votes. Yet in reality those behaviours often turn
awareness into action. Authenticity may be the starting point, but
inclusive leadership only delivers real impact when it influences how
decisions are made and how opportunities are distributed.

https://www.linkedin.com/company/
signature-career-management
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Poll: During March 2026,
we asked our
LinkedIn Network:

“In FMCG, diversity and inclusion are no longer separate
agendas; they’re core to performance, innovation and talent
retention.

Which inclusive leadership behaviour do you think will have
the biggest impact over the next few years”?

Which aspect of inclusive leadership do you think
will have the biggest impact on FMCG performance
in 20267

Being authentic & self-aware 74%

Sponsorship of minorities 0%

Inclusive decision-making 26%

D&l in commercial strategy 0%



https://www.linkedin.com/posts/signature-career-management_fmcg-leadership-diversity-activity-7434175689769209856-E0nj?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABCXMY4BfROinE-3DN6LhnbWI-T2TeNyV08
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
https://www.linkedin.com/company/signature-career-management
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Chapter 10: Practical Actions for Leaders &

Organisations

For organisations, building future-fit leadership means embedding inclu-
sive leadership and people capability into hiring, promotion and
development processes. This requires intentional design. Assessing
inclusive behaviours during recruitment. Linking leadership KPIs to
culture and engagement metrics. Investing in mentoring, sponsorship
and structured development pathways.

It also means equipping hiring managers with the skills to interview
effectively and consistently. Clear success profiles, structured interviews
and calibration discussions reduce bias and improve quality of decision
making. Organisations that treat leadership development as an ongoing
discipline, rather than an occasional initiative, create stronger succession

pipelines and greater stability.

For individual leaders and aspiring leaders, the focus should be on
building a track record that combines commercial impact with people
and culture leadership. Delivering results remains essential, but how
those results are achieved matters equally. This may involve mentoring
outside your immediate function, leading cross-functional projects,
investing in personal development around bias and inclusion or
seeking feedback to strengthen self-awareness.

Future leadership is as much about adaptability and curiosity as it is
about expertise. Demonstrating growth, learning agility and the ability
to operate in complexity signals readiness for broader responsibility.

Sharing these experiences clearly on a CV or LinkedIn profile helps sig-
nal future potential alongside commercial results. Employers
increasingly look for evidence of influence, collaboration and cultural
contribution in addition to performance metrics. 15



Conclusion

The FMCG industry is at a crossroads.

Performance expectations are higher, complexity is increasing
and talent is a defining differentiator. Competitive advantage
no longer rests solely on product, pricing or distribution. It
rests on the quality of leadership and the strength of culture.

Future-fit leaders are those who combine commercial rigour
with data-driven thinking, people-centric leadership and an
authentic commitment to inclusion and sustainability. They
understand that performance and culture are not competing
priorities but mutually reinforcing forces.

For organisations preparing for 2026 and beyond, the key
questions are not just who you hire, but how you define lead-
ership, how you assess potential and how intentionally you
build culture. Are you clear on the behaviours that drive
success. Are you designing interview processes that
differentiate effectively. Are you holding leaders accountable
forinclusion and development.

Recruitment, when done well, becomes a powerful lever for
future-proofing the business. Not by filling roles, but by build-
ing capability, trust and long-term success. In a market
defined by pace and pressure, the organisations that treat
hiring as strategy rather than administration will be the ones
that shape the future of FMCG.

HOW CAN SIGNATURE HELP?

At Signature, we provide growth-focused businesses the much-needed
support to enable them to navigate the challenging FMCG recruitment
landscape.

With our detailed approach, focused specialism, long-term candidate
focus, and efficient process management, we’re perfectly positioned to
build exclusive partnerships with FMCG businesses that provide them
with a competitive advantage in talent attraction.

If you'd like to chat about how we can help you leverage the advantage
that a premium recruitment partner can deliver, discuss any of the topics
raised in this eBook, or would like some expert support in implementing
a talent strategy that promotes a proactive response to change, don’t
hesitate to get in touch.




