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How Do You Develop Leaders? 
Practice, Practice, Practice

L eadership isn’t just for leaders anymore. Top companies are 
learning that developing leaders to peak performance requires 

a continuous commitment. Management experts Drs. Paul Hersey 
and Kenneth Blanchard define leadership as “working with and 
through others to achieve objectives.” 

To meet the demands of today’s fast-paced  competitive business 
environment, nearly everyone  is being asked to assume leadership 
behaviors. 

Retired Harvard Professor John P. Kotter explained in the Summer 2004 
issue of strategy+business, we must “create 100 million new leaders.”

Companies are investing tens of millions of dollars in leadership 
development training to meet this challenge, with very positive 
results. Studies show companies that excel at developing leaders 
tend to achieve higher and longer term profitability (Marc Effron 
and Robert Gandossy in Leading the Way: Three Truths from the Top 
Companies for Leaders, John Wiley & Sons, 2004).

There seems to be as many approaches to leadership development 
as there are leadership developers. An Amazon.com search for 
leadership development books reveals 12,580 titles. Most leadership 
programs have a half-life of only a few days or weeks after sessions 
end. Few incorporate adequate transfer mechanisms to bring taught 
skills back to the office.

Programs can offer everything from whitewater-rafting trips and 
bungee-jumping to encounter groups and 360-degree assessments. 
Executive coaching is a popular development tool, and companies 
are increasingly investing in these individualized programs.

Can We Really Train Leaders?

W hich types of developmental activities will have the greatest 
impact on increasing executives’ effectiveness?  How can 

leaders achieve positive long-term changes in behavior? 

Lured by the promise of instant success, many companies are writing 
checks without asking critical questions about program design and 
actual accomplishments.
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Leadership programs work very well only if they use a multi-tiered 
approach.  Most of these programs fall into one of four types:

1.  Personal growth programs

2.  Skill-building programs

3.  Feedback programs

4.  Conceptual awareness programs

Personal Growth

A simple premise underlies the personal-growth approach: All 
effective leaders are in touch with their purpose and passions, 

unafraid of risks and dilemmas; thus, if we teach managers to access 
their inner callings, and relate them to achieving their goals, they’ll 
become more satisfied and successful as leaders. To achieve results, 
the personal-growth approach to leadership training relies on intense 
emotional experiences and adventures as metaphors for risk-taking.

Examples include “survival” hikes, river-rafting trips, bungee-
jumping, and other endeavors. The belief is leadership is created by 
putting managers in touch with their passions and power.

Are lessons learned from bungee-jumping transferable to the office? 
Research shows these programs tend to improve participants’ personal 
lives far more than their work lives. Learning can be magnified by 
risk-oriented experiences, challenging us to act in new ways and 
see things differently, but decision-making skills applied to bungee-
jumping are quite different from the more complex problems found 
at the typical office. 

Skill-Building Programs

T he skill-building approach to training is attractive. It turns 
leadership into a practical, teachable reality. Program designers 

identify key leadership behaviors that can be learned.

For example, an offsite group may participate in exercises, challeng-
ing an individual to lead a team through a task, practicing specific 
leadership skills. Tasks may involve building toy cars or solving a 
puzzle. The leader is then graded on how well the leadership skill was 
put into action.

Certain skills are more complex. Communication skills can be 
straightforward. Strategic vision skills are not. Truly learning a skill 
requires considerable time studying, experimenting, assimilating, 
being coached in the process and making improvements. Most 
programs cover several major leadership skills in just a few days. 

Skill-building is the most common and fastest method of learning and 
implementing new skills, and should be incorporated in all leadership 
training. The key to success in skill-building programs is reinforcement 
through a follow up process until the desired skills become second 
nature in the daily work environment. That’s one of the main reasons 
Vision Quest Consulting’s Leadership University programs have been 
so successfully implemented in many organizations.

Programs Based on Feedback

F eedback-based programs are often conducted offsite and involve 
team tasks. Team members grade each other on leadership 

skills, while supervising psychologists rate each participant.

This type of leadership training embraces the premise that most 
of us do not fully understand ourselves as we occur to others; nor 
do we fully understand our own biases and motivations because 
of personal subjectivity. We may be partly aware of our leadership 
styles, our motivations and our interactions with others, but 
without objective feedback, we, or our organization, may not fully 
realize our leadership potential.  All leaders possess varying degrees 
of leadership skills and strengths, but we need a mirror to view 
ourselves more objectively. Then, we’ll overcome challenges with 
greater confidence and skill. 

Feedback programs produce positive outcomes for motivated 
learners. A drawback in poorly designed programs is the risk of 
being overwhelmed by information. Another drawback is the self-
selection of behaviors to address. Because of subjectivity, you may 
not choose the behaviors that need tweaking the most as a leader. 
You need additional input from a boss, peers and employees for 
effective feedback program results. Otherwise, while there may 
be the desire to change ineffective work behaviors post-program 
motivation dissipates as soon as the program ends. Many give up 
with no support and on-the-job coaching. Changing behaviors 
effectively and efficiently requires ongoing support, repetition 
and feedback. When done well, the results are enormous for the 
organization and the individual.

Conceptual Awareness Programs

T his analytical approach uses case studies during training, 
and is a mainstay in MBA degree programs. Conceptual 

awareness helps us understand distinctions between managing 
and leading. This approach teaches concepts and theory, but are 
not quickly adapted into the work environment. Learners need 
exercises, contextual role playing, practice and coaching support 
to turn concepts into leadership abilities. Conceptual awareness is 
beneficial, but only as a first step.

Designing Better  
Leadership Programs

A s Jay Conger notes in strategy+business (Fall 1996), leadership 
development programs work well if four learning approaches 

are incorporated. Programs must also provide participants with 
practice opportunities and follow up upon returning to the 
office. Conger’s suggestions for an effective program include the 
following:

1.  Bring together all four types of learning programs, with 
opportunities for personal growth, skill-building, feedback and 
conceptual learning. A single approach is too narrow.
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2.  Support starts at the top. Senior management must also be 
involved, as participants or teachers. Executives must practice 
the techniques taught in the classroom, leading by example; 
otherwise, interest and commitment fades and the program will 
ultimately fail.  

3.  Build long-term learning. Leadership development occurs 
with spaced learning and reinforcement over time. It is not a 
one-shot fix. A three-day program does not transform anyone 
into a leader. It may create awareness, and introduce skills, but 
that’s all.

Course design needs to be modular, with a week of training followed 
by six months of on-the-job practice and follow up. More training 
sessions are run with practice and follow up, and an action plan 
incorporates earlier learned skills with new skills for adoption in 
the next six months. These learning action projects turn classroom 
learning into measurable job initiatives, that positively impacts the 
bottom line.  

4.  Use coaches for accountability. Most bosses don’t have the time for 
employee follow up to implement new learned leadership skills and 
behaviors. Many senior managers are not well trained in holding 
direct reports accountable without angst and pressure. Send the 
boss to work on coaching skills training beforehand, or arrange for 
external coaching assistance.

5.  Require peer-to-peer feedback and follow-up. Use a system of 
follow-up and feedback from office peers to effectively help lock 
in learning.

Following Up with Feedback

E ffective leadership training needs to translate to the office 
through learning transfer. 

Marshall Goldsmith and Howard Morgan conducted a revealing 
study on leadership training program effectiveness (strategy+business, 
Fall 2004). They reviewed programs at eight major corporations. 
Each corporation had the same goal for its leaders: to align desired 
organizational behaviors with actual practices. They used different 
methodologies: offsite training Vs onsite coaching, short Vs long 
duration, internal Vs external coaches and traditional classroom-
based training Vs on-the-job interaction.

As Goldsmith explained: “Rather than just evaluating ‘participant 
happiness’ at the end of a program, each of the eight corporations 
measured the participants’ perceived increase in leadership 
effectiveness over time. ‘Increased effectiveness’ was not determined 
by the participants in the development effort; it was assessed by pre-
selected co-workers and stakeholders.”

Participants’ ongoing interactions and follow-up with colleagues 
emerged as the central determinant to achieving positive long-term 
change. Leaders discussing their own improvement priorities with co-

workers, with regular follow up, showed great improvement in their 
own development. Leaders who failed to maintain ongoing dialogue 
with colleagues showed improvement barely exceeding random 
chance. Being transparent to others increases our own accountability 
and behavior change.

Leadership Is a Contact Sport

G oldsmith and Morgan concluded that leadership is an 
ongoing relationship between leaders and their colleagues. 

The sustainable success of leadership training resulted not just 
from ongoing contact between the coach and coachee. It included 
continuing dialogue between individuals trying to make changes, 
and their trusted change partners or peers. These developing 
leaders asked for feedback regularly on how they were progressing. 
People want to be successful. They want and need feedback for 
reinforcement and approval. 

“The leader of the past was a person who knew how to tell. The 
leader of the future will be a person who knows how to ask,” 
noted Peter Drucker. Colleagues believe leaders who ask for input 
increase their effectiveness. Conversely, those who don’t follow 
up are not necessarily bad leaders, but co-workers perceive no 
improvement.

Real leadership development occurs over time, with continuing 
reinforcement in the office environment. Consider this exercise 
analogy: No one would expect a person to get fit by simply 
watching films and listening to a theoretical fitness lecture. 
Why should you expect lasting results with a one-time practice 
session?

In many ways, the Executive Coach functions as a personal trainer, 
reminding the coachee to do what he or she intellectually knows. 
Good trainers and coaches spend more time on execution than on 
theory. The same is true for leadership development.

Create a Constellation of 
Leadership Development Systems

T raining is a critical element in the learning and behavioral 
change environment, but other systems must also be in place 

to reinforce learning in real time. Companies that do the best job 
of creating leaders are founded on a culture that values and rewards 
leadership. 

Ideally, a company can support leadership development by tying 
leadership progress to corporate performance and reward systems, 
through challenging job assignments, outstanding bosses, effective 
mentoring, financial and promotion rewards, performance feedback 
and on-the-job training. 

The great challenge is not in understanding the practice of leadership; 
it is in practicing the understanding of leadership.
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•  Corporate Leadership and Coaching Initiatives 
Consulting services to help organizations design and 
execute firm-wide leadership and coaching programs.

•  Executive and Leadership Coaching 
Our certified master-level, corporate coaches 
work with your key talent and high potentials by 
increasing individual effectiveness and results. 

•  Leadership Training Workshops 
Our superior classroom learning teaches new skills 
and competencies that are retained, and designed 
to improve business performance. Our 13 course 
curriculum for all levels of management guarantees it!

•  Leadership Assessments 
Our assessment tools help you evaluate your  
leadership talent. We provide recommendations 
to increase the effectiveness of your management 
teams.

•  Facilitation Strategy and Team Development 
Our tools improve the way you work together, by 
increasing your cross-functional relationships and 
communications skills. Develop and leverage an 
execution plan for key corporate business goals and 
strategies!

Vision Quest Consulting is a company that specializes in developing corporate leaders. We help clients 
create a leadership culture that transforms business results. We develop leaders that lead and grow your 

business. We offer consulting, coaching, and executive skills training to help executives and managers become 
more effective leaders and to inspire organizations to greatness. Our offer includes:


