
Leadership development –a strategic need?

Summary

This article discusses why some organizations succeed in leadership development while many others fail.  It argues  
that leadership development should meet needs of people and organizations. The article describes criteria for effect-
ive leadership development process and programs.

Leadership development should be based on a robust leadership model. The process should incorporate learning  
through workouts. The learning should be supported by coaching through programs that cover a broad range of lead-
ership and managerial competencies. There should be an evidence of learning and means to review it. 

Leadership development yields visible tangible and intangible benefits, when it is done with a strategic purpose.

Leadership is vital for any organization's sustained success. A great leader at top makes a big difference to 
his or her organization. Everyone will concur with these statements. Experts in human resources field men-
tion the importance of leaders at all levels, and not just that of the leadership at the top. Rightly so. It is not 
without reason that companies like 3M, Proctor & Gamble, GE, Coca Cola, HSBC etc. have known to put in 
place processes for developing leaders continuously.

Mention this subject, however, to a line manager, or to a sales manager, or any executive in most organiza-
tions and you will probably deal with diffident responses.

The way leadership development is implemented

The subject of leadership is dealt with in a general way by many organizations. Leadership is usually under-
stood in terms of personal attributes such as charisma, communication, inspiration, dynamism, toughness, 
instinct, etc., and not in terms what good leaders can do for their organizations.  Developing leaders falls in 
HR domain. Budgets are framed and outlays are used with indicators like training hours per employee per 
year. Whether the good intentions behind the training budgets get translated into actions or not, is not 
monitored.

Leadership development outlays are based on only good intentions and general ideas about leadership.  No 
wonder, they get axed in bad times and get extravagant during good times. If having great or good leaders 
at all levels is a strategic need, as the above top companies demonstrate and as many leading management 
experts assert, why do we see such a stop and go approach?

Why is there skepticism about leadership development programs?

The first reason is that expectations from good (or great) leaders are not defined in operative terms and in 
ways in which the outcomes can be verified. Leaders are expected to 'achieve' many things. They are expec-
ted to turn laggards into high performers, turn around companies, charm customers, and dazzle media. 
They are expected to perform miracles. These expectations remain just wishful thinking. Such desired out-
comes cannot be used to provide any clues about gaps in leadership skills and development needs.

Absence of a comprehensive and generic (valid in diverse industries and conditions) framework for defining 
leadership means that leadership development efforts are scattered and inconsistent in nature. Inconsist-
ency gives a bad name to leadership development programs. This breeds cynicism (‘these fads come and 



go....’) and resistance to every new initiative. This is the second reason why the objectives of leadership de-
velopment are often not met.

The third reason is in the methods used for leadership development. Leadership development programs 
rely upon a combination of lectures (e.g. on subjects like team building, communications), case studies, and 
group exercises (problem solving), and some inspirational talks by top business leaders or management 
gurus. Sometimes the programs consist of outdoor or adventure activities for helping people bond better 
with each other and build better teams. These programs generate 'feel good' effect and in some cases parti-
cipants 'return' with their personal action plans. But in majority of cases they fail to capitalize on the efforts 
that have gone in. I must mention leadership coaching in the passing. In the hands of an expert coach a will-
ing executive can improve his leadership skills dramatically. But leadership coaching is too expensive and in-
accessible for most executives and their organizations.

Needs of people and organizations

Leadership development must address several aspects related to organizational needs and career progress 
of talented people. 

From the career advancement perspective, an individual’s has to go through several career transitions. 
These can typically be –an expert, a group leader, a departmental head, a unit head, a division or business 
head, and that of heading an enterprise. Each transition involves leaving behind learned skill sets and com-
fort zones and acquiring new skills and visions. Most people make these transitions with very little aid or 
with no aid at all. 

An organization expects different things from its leaders at different times. These are determined by not 
just by business cycles and its own stage the life cycle; changing markets and general environments make 
even more profound demands on leaders.

Leadership and strategy are inseparable. Leaders should be able to convert goals into strategies and imple-
ment them consistently. Often, CEOs set goals without adequate preparation and leadership capabilities at 
implementing levels. This leads to different parts of the organization pulling in different directions. Often 
departmental or individual goals or incentive criteria take precedence over the larger goals. Leaders must 
have ability resolve conflicts such as: personal Vs department success; department Vs Organization success; 
professional Vs personal balance; controlling Vs enabling; 

Leaders must provide vision overarching paradoxes like performance Vs values, strategic Vs tactical, reven-
ue Vs quality, processes Vs innovation etc. Too often short term profit or top line considerations override 
considerations of larger costs. 

Inability to resolve the above types of conflicts and overarch the paradoxes is the biggest cause of cata-
strophic failures. Some the biggest and most the reputed companies have fallen due to inability of their 
leaders to deal properly with such situations.

It is becoming more and more crucial that leaders are capable of recognizing, articulating, and living by a co-
herent set of values. 

Leadership development processes and programs must address the above needs of people and organiza-
tions.



Leadership -a capability and a competitive advantage

During our work as a business leader and later as a leadership coach, we found that it is useful to define 
leadership in operative terms. When leadership is defined in terms of what it does and in terms of capabilit-
ies of a person, it is easier to assess and develop it.

When leadership skills defined in the above manner are present at all levels, they impart a distinct capabil-
ity to an organization. This capability gives a competitive advantage to the organization. Organizations with 
a pipeline of good leaders have competitive advantages over other organizations, even those with great 
leaders only at the top. The competitive advantages are:

1. They (the organizations) are able to solve problems quickly and can recover from mistakes fast.

2. They have excellent horizontal communications. Things (processes) move faster.

3. They tend to be less busy with themselves. Therefore they have 'time' for outside people. (Over 70% of 
internal communications are about reminders, error corrections etc. They are wasteful)

4. Their staff (indirects) productivity is high. This is one of the toughest management challenges.

5. They are good at heeding signals related to quality, customer complaints, shifts in market conditions and 
customer preferences. This leads to good and useful bottom-up communication. Top leaders tend to have 
less number of blind spots in such organizations.

6. It is easier to roll out programs for strategic shift and also for improving business processes (using six 
sigma, TQM, etc.). Good bottom-up communications improve top-down communications too.

7. They require less 'supervision', since they are strongly rooted in values.

8. They are better at preventing catastrophic failures.



Implications for Leadership Development process and programs

From the above it is clear that expectations from good and effective leaders should be set out clearly. The 
leadership development process and programs should be able to help people to acquire the above skills and 
attitudes. Leadership development is a strategic need. Training programs, even the good ones, are not 
enough to meet the strategic needs. 

Leadership development should be based on a robust leadership model. The process should incorporate 
learning through workouts. The learning should be supported by coaching through programs that cover a 
broad range of leadership and managerial competencies. There should be an evidence of learning and 
means to review it. 

Leadership development yields visible tangible and intangible benefits, when it is done with a strategic pur-
pose.
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