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10 LESSONS FROM EXTRAORDINARY WOMEN 
A BLUEPRINT FOR THE NEXT GENERATION

By Phumelele Zulu, Marketing Director, RS South Africa

JOHANNESBURG, South Africa 25 February 2026: Judging the Standard Bank Top Women Awards sharpened my perspective in ways I did not expect. When you study the work of women who are building industries, reshaping communities, and shifting the country’s economic story, the patterns become clear. Excellence leaves clues and these women are leaving a blueprint worth paying attention to.

Across sectors, styles, and personalities, the same truths resurfaced. Truths that shape how the next generation leads, builds, and transforms.

Over the Festive Season I had some quiet time so; I pulled those truths together. Here is what their work teaches us: sharp, practical, and transferable.

Representation is more than presence it is power
The women I encountered did not simply ‘end up’ in leadership by accident. Someone made a deliberate decision to identify talent, open the door, and back them with real opportunity. The strongest leaders I came across treated representation as a strategic lever not a diversity box to tick. They saw it as a competitive advantage; intentional, structured, and built into how decisions get made. Not a gesture, but a leadership philosophy. A lever for better thinking, stronger cultures, and better outcomes.

Economic mobility does not happen on its own: it is engineered
From rural growers building sustainable businesses to young technologists entering the digital economy, these leaders did not wait for the economy to shift they created pathways. Funding, training, access, support. These were not abstract ideas. They were lifelines, moving people from survival to stability, and from stability into growth. Women are showing that change is possible when you design it with intent.

Impact grows when accountability is non-negotiable
Good intentions are not enough. Systems, metrics, follow-through are the tools of leadership that lasts. Accountability is not punishment; it is clarity. It is the lens through which progress becomes tangible, scalable, and repeatable. And through their example, they are teaching the next generation how to lead with rigor.

Empowerment works when it is part of the fabric
The most effective leaders did not treat empowerment as an initiative or a poster on a wall. It was built into operations and woven into everyday decisions. Opportunity became structural, sustainable, and inevitable. These women are not only creating opportunity; they are showing others how to create it too.

Collaboration is the quiet engine of change
No one transforms a system alone. The leaders I met built ecosystems of communities, partners, industry bodies, government working in concert toward shared outcomes. Complexity is solved collectively, not individually. They are laying the groundwork for future leaders to thrive together.

Courage shows up in the everyday
It is not about dramatic moments. It is about staying the course when it is hard, when the applause is absent, when the work feels heavier than the reward. Purpose anchors courage, and consistency is the proof. In doing so, they are modelling resilience for those who will come after them.

True leadership multiplies itself
These women invested in people, mentored, coached, and created structures that outlive them. Impact is measured not by personal accolades, but by how many rise behind you. They are leaving a legacy that becomes a pathway for others to follow.

Transformation is deliberate, technical, and disciplined
Governance, measurement, systems, and negotiation are not buzzwords. Transformation works when it is treated like a craft. When it is deliberate, it becomes lasting. These women are showing that sustainable change is not accidental; it is built.

Community is a stakeholder, not an afterthought
Leadership reaches beyond the boardroom. It touches households, families, and entire communities. Jobs, skills, dignity were not side benefits. They were central. By doing so, they are mapping a way forward for leadership that truly lifts everyone.

Purpose moves
It is more than a mission statement. It drives financial performance, informs decisions, shapes culture, and fuels commitment. Purpose that moves creates momentum and momentum builds legacies. 

As Nonkululeko Nyembezi, Chairman of Standard Bank Group, so powerfully reminds us, “When women lead, institutions evolve, and societies flourish.”

We are seeing this truth play out in real time. Women are showing that when purpose is operationalised and not just spoken about, it becomes a force that lights the path forward for others.

These lessons are not abstract. They live in businesses, in communities, in the lives of people who have felt the impact of extraordinary women. For the next generation, they are a reminder that leadership is not a title. It is a responsibility. 

To move, to build, to uplift, to transform. Women are paving the way forward, and South Africa’s next era of leadership will not be built on intention alone, it will be built on impact.

-Ends-
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