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Dr. Kagan Cavusoglu is a strategic
consultant and interdisciplinary
researcher who works at the
intersection of leadership,
organizational transformation, and
artificial intelligence. His work is driven
by a central question: How can
leadership evolve to remain human-
centered in increasingly complex,
technology-driven organizations?

He completed his PhD in Psychology at
Varna Free University “Chernorizets
Hrabar”, where he explored how
different leadership styles shape the
quality of work life of Generation Z
employees in IT organizations. This
research laid the foundation for his
broader academic focus on leadership,
well-being, and the organizational
implications of Al systems.

Alongside his academic journey, Dr. Cavusoglu has built over 20 years of hands-on
experience across sectors, including technology, healthcare, FMCG, manufacturing,
and international development. As a Fractional Leader and Change Consultant, he
partners with organizations to navigate transformation, design adaptive structures,
and integrate Al into business processes in a meaningful and responsible way.

His work goes beyond traditional consulting, and he helps leadership teams rethink
how strategy, people, and systems come together, translating complex challenges
into clear, actionable pathways. He has worked with multinational companies, public
institutions, and EU and UN-funded projects, contributing to large-scale
organizational and governance transformations.

Dr. Cavusoglu also serves as an advisor to international NGOs, focusing on research,
capacity building, and quality of life initiatives.

Across both academia and practice, his mission is clear: to redefine leadership for

the Al age by placing human well-being, responsibility, and adaptability at the
center of organizational life.
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Leadership isn't broken.

It's just built for someone else.

The Novel Leadership Problem

The real crisis isn't turnover.
It's the employee who stays, but has already left mentally.

Leadership hasn't failed. It evolved too slowly. While organizations kept
promoting managers trained on authority and KPIs, a hew generation entered
the workforce expecting something fundamentally different:

psychological safety, meaning, and genuine recognition.

The gap isn't a skills gap. It's a perception gap. And until organizations
understand how Gen Z experiences leadership, not just how it's delivered, no
training program, no restructuring, and no culture initiative will close it.

What does the data show?

XCIassicaI leadership models were designed for compliance, not connection!

XReward-punishment systems assume motivation is transactional,;
Gen Z disagrees!

X“Hands—off" management is misread as abandonment, not autonomy!

\/Gen Z doesn't reject leadership. They reject leadership that ignores them!
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393 Voices, One Clear Message

This isn't
opinion.

This is what 393
people actually

said.
A mixed-method study.
Real employees. Real data. No assumptions.
Category Elements Reliablity

] Early-career professionals for Generation A unique demographic
Demographics y P q grap

Z employees (n = 393) in the IT sector never studied before
Geoaranh Istanbul, Tlrkiye / Urban / Technology- Technologically strong
graphy intensive work environment business world ownership

MLQ (Leadership Styles) & WRQoL

Measurement Tools ) .
(Quality of Work Life)

Validated global scales

Original qualitative scale

i itati finish
Online survey (quantitative) & Unfinished developed to identify

Data Collection . L
sentence technique (qualitative)

experiences
. SPSS (statistical analysis), MAXQDA Statistically approved
Analysis Tools (. . ysis) Q . Y app
(thematic analysis) calculation tools
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Gen Z at Work: Different by Design, Not by Attitude

They're not difficult.
They're just done pretending.

Gen Z didn't change the rules of work.
They just refused to play by the rules that

were never designed for them.

What previous generations accepted What Gen Z expects instead
"Do your job, get paid." Meaning beyond the paycheck.
Hierarchy as authority. Influence earned through empathy.

Annual performance reviews. Continuous feedback and visibility.
Work-life separation. Psychological safety at work.
Loyalty to the company. Loyalty to purpose and people.

Gen Z doesn't want less leadership.
They want leadership that actually sees them.

What the research confirmed about Gen Z at work:
e They are digitally native; they process, compare, and evaluate leadership in
real time.
e They want to participate, not just execute!
e They need to understand the why behind decisions, not just the what!
e They want to be visible and recognized as individuals, not headcount!
e When they feel unseen, they don't complain. They quietly disconnect.

Gen Z entered the workforce already knowing that work could be different.
Raised on transparency, instant feedback, and purpose-driven narratives, they
brought those expectations straight to the office. This isn't entitlement, it's a
recalibration. The research shows that when Gen Z perceives genuine leadership,
their engagement and quality of work life rise sharply. The problem isn't the
generation. The problem is the gap between what organizations offer and what
this generation needs to thrive.
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The Only Leadership Style Actually Works... For Now!

Transformational leadership works.
But it's not enough anymore.

The data is clear, and so is its warning. The strongest finding in the
entire study: Transformational leadership has a significant, positive,
' \ and direct impact on Gen Z's quality of work life.

A Confirmed across all sub-dimensions. No exceptions.

Why transformational leadership resonates with Gen Z:
It offers vision: Gen Z needs to know where they're going and why.
It provides intellectual stimulation: They want to think, not just execute.
It inspires, rather than instructs.
It treats people as individuals, not roles.
But Gen Z says it still misses one critical layer:
Psychological depth!

_'i J

Ve
~ What transformational leadership What Gen Z still needs on top
Vision & inspiration Emotional presence
Intellectual challenge Psychological safety
Individual consideration Active empathy
Motivation to perform Permission to be human at work
- 1

Of all three leadership styles tested, transformational leadership stands alone as
a genuine driver of well-being for Gen Z. But here's the critical nuance the
research surfaces: Gen Z doesn't just want a leader who inspires; they want
one who understands.

Transformational leadership is the right foundation, but without psychological
awareness and empathetic presence layered on top, it remains incomplete. For
this generation, inspiration without connection is just another form of distance.
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Why Bonuses Stop Working

You can't buy engagement.
You can only borrow it.

Transactional leadership delivers short-term motivation,
and long-term disconnection.
Reward them today. Lose them tomorrow.
The research makes this pattern impossible to ignore.

What organizations believe What Gen Z actually experiences
"We reward performance fairly." "I'm being managed, not developed."

"Bonuses show we value you." "You value my output, not me."

"KPIs keep everyone aligned." "| feel like a metric, not a person."

Why the reward system stops working for Gen Z:

A bonus motivates once, then becomes the new baseline expectation!
When the reward stops, motivation drops below the starting point!
Reward cycles create dependency, not commitment!

Gen Z doesn't connect a paycheck to a sense of purpose!
Punishment-based correction destroys psychological safety instantly!

Research finding:
Transactional leadership has a limited, time-bound effect on the quality of
work life. In the long run, the relationship turns negative.

Transactional leadership was built for a workforce
that traded effort for reward; clean, simple, and
measurable. Gen Z breaks that equation. For this
generation, extrinsic motivation has a short shelf
life. Once the novelty of a reward fades, what
remains is a relationship defined purely by
exchange. And that's not enough to hold
them.

Organizations that rely primarily on
bonuses, performance ratings, and
compliance incentives are not managing
Gen Z; they are slowly losing them.
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The Management Mistake That Breaks Trust

.
Giving space isn't leadership.
It is an absence with a better name.

o

Manager's intention Gen Z's experience
"l trust them to figure it out." "Nobody cares if | fail."
"l don't want to micromanage." "l have no direction."
"They have full freedom." "l feel completely alone."
"I'm hands-off by design." "I'm invisible by default."

Research finding:
Laissez-faire leadership has a significant negative impact on Gen Z's quality
of work life. No correlation with well-being was found, but only harm.

What laissez-faire leadership actually does to Gen Z:
It creates a feeling of being invisible: "Does my work even matter here?"
It removes the feedback loop Gen Z depends on to grow!
It breeds disengagement disguised as independence!
It breaks psychological safety without a single harsh word!
It signals indifference; the one thing Gen Z cannot forgive in a leader!

The managers who practice laissez-faire leadership rarely see themselves as the
problem. They believe they're empowering their teams. But Gen Z doesn't
experience non-management as freedom; they experience it as neglect.

This generation grew up with constant feedback loops, real-time responses,
and visible acknowledgment. Silence from a leader doesn't read as trust. It
reads as indifference. And indifference, the research confirms, is more
damaging to Gen Z's well-being than even direct criticism.
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What They Actually Said: Direct From the Data

The data didn't lie.
It's just that no one had ever asked your
employees these questions before.

A

N

When Gen Z was finally given space to speak,
not rate, not rank, but actually speak,
the message was singular and unmistakable.
They don't want a manager who delivers results.
They want a leader who notices them.

This is what 393 Gen Z employees communicated when given the freedom to
speak without filters. And none of it is unreasonable. What they describe is not a
radical reimagining of the workplace; it is simply leadership that is human. The
guestion organizations must now answer is not whether Gen Z is asking for too
much. It's whether leadership is currently offering nearly enough.

Quality of Work Dimension Gen Z's experience

They don't want a job ladder. They want someone who actively
Job & Career Satisfaction opens doors, removes ceilings, and invests in their potential before
they've even proven it.

They don't want to be informed of decisions. They want to be part
Control at Work of them. The difference between those two words is the difference
between compliance and genuine commitment.

They don't expect perfection from their leaders. They expect
General Well-Being humanity. A manager who acknowledges struggle and shows up
with empathy creates more loyalty than one who only celebrates

Wines

They don't leave their personal lives at the door and they don't
Home-Work Interface expect their leaders to pretend otherwise. Recognition of the full
human, not just the employee, is non-negotiable.

They don't want to be pushed through pressure. They want to be
Stress at Work supported within it. A leader who checks in during difficult
moments builds trust that no bonus scheme can replicate.

They are watching. They notice every inequality, inconsistency, and
Working Conditions double standard. And they internalize each one as a signal about
whether they truly belong here.
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Silent Disengagement: The Crisis You Can't See Coming

They didn't quit.
They just stopped caring....
And nobody noticed!

Silent disengagement is the most
expensive leadership failure
that no dashboard tracks.
The employee who resigned sent a letter.
The one who didn't is the real problem!

Stage 1
Invisible Withdrawal

Stage 2 Stage 3
Performative Presence Irreversible Disconnection

They attend every meeting. By the time the organization
Hit every deadline. notices something is wrong,

They stop raising ideas.
Stop asking questions.

Stop pushing back.
From the outside:
model employee.

From the inside:
already gone.

Smile in every all-hands. the psychological contract is
But they're already broken.
running on empty, Nothing will fix
doing the minimum required what was never addressed
to stay under the radar. at the root.

What triggers silent disengagement in Gen Z:
A leader who never acknowledges their existence
Being reduced to a metric instead of a person
|deas dismissed without explanation
Months passing without a single meaningful conversation
Watching others get recognition they deserved, in silence!

Organizations are obsessed with retention metrics. But retention measures
bodies in seats, not minds in the game. The research shows that when Gen Z
perceives leadership as indifferent, transactional, or absent, they don't escalate.
They retreat. Silently, systematically, and often permanently.

The cost isn't just productivity. It's the innovation that never happened, the loyalty

that never formed, and the talent that eventually walks out the door, long after it
had already left.
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Leadership Is Now a Psychological Experience

Leadership is no longer what you do.
It's what people feel when you do it.

The most important leadership skill of the next decade isn't strategic thinking.
It's psychological awareness. Gen Z doesn't evaluate their leaders by what was
delivered. They evaluate them by how it felt to be led.

What the research confirmed about leadership as a
psychological experience:

e Gen Z processes leadership emotionally before intellectually. :

e Psychological safety is not a "nice to have." It's the f
prerequisite for everything else!

e How feedback is delivered matters as much as what the
feedback says! 7

e Being seen as an individual is a core leadership function, not
a soft skill! 1

e When the psychological experience is positive,
performance, loyalty, and well-being rise together

The Old Leadership Equation The Old Leadership Equation

Goals, performance & results Psychological safety, trust & performance
Leader as decision-maker Leader as a psychological environment ::
Authority earns respect Empathy earns commitment E
Managing output Shaping experience

"What did you achieve?" "How did working here make you feel?" '

For decades, leadership development focused on competencies: strategy,
execution, communication, and decision-making. These still matter. But the
research makes something else undeniable: for Gen Z, the felt experience of
being led is what determines everything else. Engagement, performance,
retention, well-being... All of it flows from one foundational question:
Does my leader make me feel psychologically safe, valued, and seen?
Organizations that don't build leadership around this question
are building on sand, and yes, in danger!
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Gen Z Rewrote the Definition of Quality of Work Life

Quality of work life
, used to mean “fair pay” and
“safe conditions.”

Gen Z has a very different list.

The 1973 framework by Walton that defined
workplace well-being for half a century just met
its first serious challenger. Gen Z doesn't ask 'Is
this job secure?’' They ask, 'Does this work mean
something?” and “Do | matter here?'"

The Classical Definition (Walton, 1973) The Gen Z Addition
Fair compensation Psychological safety
Safe working conditions Emotional well-being
Opportunity to grow Active meaning-making
Social integration at work Genuine belonging
Work-life balance Whole-person recognition
Job security Freedom to express and contribute

What Gen Z now includes in "quality of work life":
Making a visible difference, not just doing a job,
The freedom to speak, challenge, and be heard without consequence,
Being part of something with a purpose beyond profit,
A leader who treats their development as a shared responsibility,
The right to bring their full self to work, without performance or pretense.

This research doesn't just confirm that Gen Z experiences work differently. It also
documents exactly how the definition of workplace well-being has shifted.

e The classical model measured conditions. Gen Z measures meaning.

e The classical model asked whether work was fair. Gen Z asks whether work is

worth it.

Organizations still benchmarking quality of work life against last century's
framework are measuring the wrong things and wondering why the results keep
disappointing.
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The New Leader: 6 Traits That Actually Matter

Stop promoting the best performer.
Start developing the right leader.

The research identified exactly what Gen Z needs
from the person leading them.
It has nothing to do with seniority.
Technical excellence gets you promoted.
Human awareness keeps your team.

Below are the six traits that don't appear in a standard leadership competency
framework. None of them is assessed in a typical 360-degree review. And yet, the
research confirms that these are precisely the characteristics that determine
whether a Gen Z employee thrives, disengages, or quietly disappears. The new
leader isn't a superhuman. They're simply someone who understands that
leading people well, in this era, begins with understanding people first.

New Leadership Traits Trait Characteristic

Not sympathy, not pity. Active, consistent awareness of what
Empathetic Presence the people around them are experiencing and the
willingness to respond to it.

The capacity to connect daily work to a larger purpose. Gen Z
Meaning-Making Ability doesn't just want tasks; they want to understand why their
contribution matters beyond the deliverable.

Decisions made with people, not for them. Creating genuine
Participative Approach space for input and visibly acting on it is what separates a
leader from a manager.

The ability to create an environment where people can
Psychological Safety speak, fail, guestion, and grow, without fear of humiliation,
dismissal, or invisibility.

Rigidity is a trust killer for Gen Z. The new leader adapts in
Flexible Thinking communication style, in approach, in expectations, without
losing clarity or direction.

Not the annual award, not the Slack message. Consistent,
Active Recognition specific, personal acknowledgment that each individual's
presence and contribution is genuinely seen and valued.
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Why Leadership Training Is Already Obsolete

You're not developing leaders.
You're running an expensive theater.

Current leadership development programs are solving a problem that no longer exists while
ignoring the one that does. You cannot train someone to be psychologically present with a
two-day workshop and a competency framework.

The fundamental flaw in modern leadership training is:
It teaches leaders how to act.
It never teaches them how to be perceived.
And for Gen Z, perception is everything.

What training programs focus on What Gen Z actually needs from their
Communication techniques Genuine emotional presence
Goal-setting frameworks Meaning and purpose co-creation
Performmance management tools Psychological safety by design
Conflict resolution models Consistent human recognition
Strategic thinking modules Empathetic decision-making

The real question isn't "Did the leader complete the training?"
It's "Did the employee feel differently led afterwards?"
Current programs cannot answer that question, because they were never designed to ask it.

Why current programs are structurally broken:
e They are built on competency models designed for Baby Boomers, Gen X, and Y, not for a
generation that processes leadership as a psychological experience.
e They teach behaviors in controlled environments, then send leaders back into a reality
where those behaviors were never tested against.
e They measure what leaders do, never how their people feel as a result.
e They are episodic: A two-day retreat, a quarterly seminar, in a world where leadership is
experienced daily and continuously.
e« They assume the leader is the unit of change, ignoring that leadership only exists in the
relationship between leader and follower.
e They contain zero methodology for developing empathy, psychological safety, or
meaning-making, the exact three capabilities Gen Z demands most.
Leadership development must undergo a fundamental methodological shift, from knowledge
transfer to experiential transformation. From teaching leaders what to do to building their
capacity to understand how it lands. This means incorporating perception-based feedback,
psychological awareness training, and generational intelligence into the core of every
leadership program. Until organizations stop measuring training by attendance and start
measuring it by the lived experience of the people being led, they are not developing leaders.
They are issuing certificates.
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:j' The research is in. |
® The window to act is narrowing. |\

This isn't a call for another task force. It's a call for a fundamentally different
organizational decision. The organizations that will win the next decade are not
the ones with the best strategy. They're the ones Gen Z actually wants to stay in...

ACTIONS TO TAKE

Action 1: Redesign Leadership Development From the Ground Up
Stop adding modules to broken programs. Build new ones around psychological awareness, perception-based
feedback, and generational intelligence, not competency checklists.

Action 2: Make Psychological Safety a Leadership KPI
If you don't measure it, you don't manage it. Build mechanisms that assess how safe, seen, and valued
employees feel, and tie leadership accountability to those outcomes.

Action 3: Replace the Performance Review With a Continuous Dialogue
Annual reviews are a relic. Gen Z needs consistent, specific, two-way conversations about growth, contribution,
and direction, not a once-a-year score.

Action 4: Train Leaders to Lead the Whole Person
Work and life are not separate for Gen Z. Leaders must develop the capacity to acknowledge personal context,
manage the home-work interface, and lead with humanity, not just efficiency.

Action 5: Build Meaning Into the Architecture of Work
Purpose is not a communication exercise. It must be embedded into how work is designed, how decisions are
made, and how contributions are recognized across every level of the organization.

Action 6: Audit Your Culture for Invisible Inequalities
Gen Z notices everything and says nothing, until they leave. Proactively examine fairness in working conditions,
visibility in recognition, and consistency in leadership behavior across teams.

None of these actions requires a budget overhaul. They require a mindset shift from
managing a workforce to genuinely leading one. The research is unambiguous: When Gen Z
experiences leadership as psychologically safe, empathetic, and meaningful, their
engagement, well-being, and commitment rise measurably. The organizations that treat this
as optional are not just risking their culture. They are systematically building the conditions for
the very disengagement, turnover, and talent loss they are spending millions trying to prevent.
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The One Shift That Changes Everything

Stop managing people.
Start leading their experience.

Everything the research points to leads back to one fundamental shift
in how we understand what leadership actually is.
Leadership was never about the leader.

It was always about what the people around them become.

What the research proved I What Gen Z is telling us What comes next

Transformational leadership They are not the problem to A new human-centered,
drives well-being. be solved. They are the signal psychologically aware,
Transactional leadership to be understood. meaning-driven leadership

borrows motivation. Laissez- Every act of disengagement, paradigm is not a future
faire leadership creates every silent exit, every missed @ possibility. For the generation
invisible damage. contribution is a message now entering leadership
Gen Z experiences all three that leadership hasn't positions, it is already the
and quietly keeps score. evolved fast enough. only option that works.

This research was conducted with 393 Generation Z employees in IT sector
organizations in Istanbul.

However, considering Generation Z's presence within the digitalized global
dynamic, it is predicted that these findings will also be applicable to other
sectors and geographies within the context of Generation Z.

In other words, Generation Z is global.

Therefore, the signal is universal.

Now is the time to act.

This handbook is prepared based on the PhD dissertation research titled
"The effects of the perceived leadership styles in IT organizations
on the quality of work life of Generation Z employees."
Varna Free University
“Chernorizets Hrabar”
Bulgaria
2025
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Leadership Development Consulting

You don’t need another
leadership program.

You need a leadership
system that actually works.

Most organizations invest in leadership
development as if it were a training problem.
It is not. It is a design problem. Off-the-shelf
programs fail because they are built for
generic leaders, not for your organization,
your people, and your strategic reality.

What | offer:

Haute Couture Leadership Design

Not a program. Not a workshop. A tailor-made leadership architecture.
Each engagement is designed from scratch, based on:

Your organizational Your leadership Your cultural Your strategic
context gaps dynamics direction
This is for organizations that...
are tired of ineffective leadership trainings!
want measurable cultural and performance impact!

are ready to rethink leadership from the ground up!
understand leadership is a strategic function, not an HR activity!

If your leadership development still looks like workshops,
you are not developing leaders.
You are running an expensive ritual.

If you want to design a next-generation leadership system,
not just run another training, let’s build it together.

@® www.kagancavusoglu.com

@ contact@kagancavusoglu.com

@ +359 88 56 77 995
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Leadership Therapy™

Leadership is not just a role.
It's a psychological burden!

No one prepares you for what leadership actually feels like.
You are expected to decide, to hold uncertainty, to carry responsibility that cannot be shared.
And to do all of this while appearing certain.
This is where most leadership frameworks fail.
Because they focus on performance, not on the inner reality of the leader.

What is Leadership Therapy™?

Leadership Therapy™ is not psychotherapy.
It is a non-clinical intervention and a structured developmental process
designed for leaders who carry:
Decision fatigue,
Cognitive overload,
Emotional isolation,
Responsibility pressure,
Loss of meaning.
It works on the invisible side of leadership, the part no KPI captures.

What is Leadership Therapy™ for?

Senior leaders under constant pressure
Founders carrying invisible weight
Executives navigating uncertainty and complexity
Leaders who feel “functional but disconnected”
Future leaders unclear about their competencies
Those who cannot openly process what they carry

Leadership is not just about what you do. It is about what you carry and what
you never had the space to process.
If you are leading, but carrying more than you show, this is where we start.

@® www.kagancavusoglu.com

@ contact@kagancavusoglu.com

@ +359 88 56 77 995
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Other Services

Organization Design Change Management
Organization

Streategy Design Operating Model Design

Project Management HR Functions Design

CoE Design Al Transformation CoE Design
360° HR Management Competency Management Career Management
Experience Management Rewards Management Employer Branding

Performance Management Upskilling & Reskilling Design

@® www.kagancavusoglu.com

@ contact@kagancavusoglu.com

@ +359 88 56 77 995
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