The What, Why, and How of Leadership Development

By Michael Darmody

Executive Summary

Unprecedented depth and pace of change are turning our world upside down, demanding the rearrangement of organizational practices along with everything else. Where in prior decades, a command-and-control system was sufficient for achieving organizational results, success in the competitive environment today demands nimble flexibility, resilience, proactive attitudes, and maximum contribution of effort and ideas from every employee. The command-and-control management model, by its very nature, cannot foster this type of behavior, and so a new model must be employed, one that centers upon leadership.
This article examines the what, why, and how of leadership development, the differences between management and leadership activities, and finally, offers some actions that can be taken to build leaders and bring an organization to life by engaging, challenging, and motivating every employee. 
The What, Why and How of Leadership Development
What is it, anyway?

In 1984, rock star Bob Geldhof watched a CBC documentary on the Ethiopian famine. He became first disgusted, then enraged, and after calls to British politicians left him convinced that nothing was being done, he organized some friends and raised $14 million in aid money through a music project called Band Aid. Had any of us stepped forward and accomplished that, we would feel very proud, especially since that wasn’t even our calling in life. But Geldhof didn’t stop there; he went to Ethiopia to get first-hand experience, and to oversee the distribution of funds. He soon realized that $14 million was “a spit in the ocean,” and so went back and organized the Live Aid mega-concerts, to raise global awareness of the crisis and inspire massive action resulting in over $300 million in aid funding. He then returned to Ethiopia to again supervise relief efforts. Imagine all this from a foreign musician with no authority or experience in either government or charitable organizations. He acted; with ownership, accountability, responsibility, persistence, passion; all attributes of leadership.
Although much has been written about leadership over the past 20 years, there is still a fair bit of confusion about just what it is. In a nutshell, leadership is about effecting positive change. It is about identifying the gap between a current situation and a much better future outcome, and then creating and executing a plan to get there. In short: if you want something changed, do something about it! This gap can be identified in many forms: a person wants to improve their communication skills; a company feels stuck, and wants to breakthrough to new performance levels; a country is dissatisfied with its health care system, and seeks a better way.
Geldhof is someone who acted as a leader to close the gap in a situation that he found unacceptable. He is cited as an example of leadership because he had no formal authority or title; he simply took action based upon his convictions, and he achieved significant results by inspiring millions of others to act with him. And while he was perhaps an exceptional person, the very same principles can be applied effectively by ordinary people to resolve daily problems and challenges. A growing body of research shows that leadership attributes can be learned by everyone; that leadership is a learnable set of skills, as opposed to an attribute that someone is born with. More importantly, the same research shows that effective leadership always starts at the personal level. It is about becoming aware of our own gaps between whom we are now and who we ultimately want to become, and taking appropriate action to improve. It is about the change that is personal growth. “The process of becoming a leader is the same process of becoming a highly effective human being.” (Clemmer, 1999, p.16)  This inner work is necessary for credibility, for we cannot realistically expect to influence and lead others if we have not first clearly understood who we are, what we believe in, and what we are meant to achieve. Temet nosce: Know Thyself. It makes sense that the better we know ourselves, the more effective we will be in leading others to know themselves too.
Management writer Peter Drucker suggests that leaders always ask two key questions of themselves: What needs to be done? and What can and should I do to make a difference? (Drucker, 1995) Anyone has the ability to ask and then act upon those questions, (Geldhof did!) but how many of us habitually do so: in society, schools, corporations, public service? In an organizational context, leadership development is about creating an environment that supports and motivates everyone to constantly ask those questions. It’s about fostering that Geldhof attitude, and involves a mindset shift from cynicism, apathy, and helplessness, to one of ownership and contribution. Unfortunately, a large number of organizations are not structured to foster that type of leadership behavior. The reason lies in the confusion between management and leadership.
Leadership vs. Management
Often the terms management and leadership have been used interchangeably, but the roles and responsibilities are actually very different. Management is generally about efficiency; about accomplishing maximum outputs from minimum inputs. Leadership deals with effectiveness; about setting the direction and strategy of an organization. “Leadership makes sure the ladders we are climbing are leaning against the right wall; management makes sure we are climbing the ladders in the most efficient ways possible.” (Covey, 1990, p.154) There is a critical need for both skill sets because they are complementary. While management activities (planning and budgeting, organizing and staffing, controlling and problem solving) produce predictability and order, those of leadership (establishing direction, aligning people, motivating and inspiring) result in dramatic change. (Kotter,1996.) The problem is that during decades of stable economic environments, organizations focused primarily on management tasks, with top-down control mechanisms reinforcing obedient execution, as opposed to contribution and ideas. That control-focused environment left employees believing their roles were task-driven, subservient, limited, reactive, disconnected. It created a worker attitude of: “they don’t ask, so we don’t offer.” For awhile, it worked, but the result was a passive, disaffected workforce.
Why Is Leadership So Important Today? 

Why is leadership so critical to success today? In a word: change. The old stable environment has disappeared. Companies are now facing fast-paced change in their environments, fierce competition, how to differentiate from the rest of the pack, cost control, and labor issues: how to attract and retain the best employees. Since the tech boom of 1998, globalization, the Internet, and emerging economies like China and India are redefining business in a most radical way. This is translating for most of us into much shorter reaction times, more educated and demanding customers, and more pressure on prices and costs.  We are also facing the transformation into a knowledge economy. Work is going global and jobs, virtual.
Technology now allows global access to knowledge: accounting firms send tax preparations and medical companies send X-Ray analysis work to India. Companies and countries formerly off the radar now pose serious competitive threats. In a knowledge economy, success depends on what employees know, and how they apply it, but also whether they WILL apply it. As the boomers retire we face labor shortages in all economic sectors, but also a changing type of employee. Gen X and Y workers have a different value set than did earlier generations, expecting to change jobs several times throughout their working lives, so loyalty to any one company is not automatic or very strong.  Managing becomes a very different game under these circumstances. Kotter tells us that successful change or transformation in organizations requires 70-90% leadership activity, and 10-30% management activity. (Kotter, 1996)
Change means people become more important to success than ever before. To even survive, let alone thrive, we will need bright, motivated employees who share the organization’s values, create and share good ideas, and are highly proactive when it comes to customer-service. They need to embody the ‘Geldhof spirit’. This is the exact opposite of the complacent, disaffected workforces prevalent today, so continued focus on traditional management activities will not develop this new type of employee. Change calls for leadership development in order to succeed, because it creates the kind of workplace environment that encourages that new behavior.
In the best selling book “The Leadership Challenge”, leadership is defined as “the art of mobilizing others to want to struggle for shared aspirations.” (Kouzes & Posner, 1995) They emphasize the operative word as being ‘want’.  It makes sense that if people feel emotionally and intellectually committed to a cause, they really want to see the group succeed, so they give more. Leadership development programs create an environment where people feel encouraged and excited about contributing, and constantly ask “what can and should I do to make a difference?” When that begins to systematically happen, great results are right around the corner.
How does one develop leadership in his or her organization? 
There are many facets of an effective leadership development program, but there are three absolute prerequisites that must be addressed: create a culture of purpose and core values, communicate it constantly, and measure and support progress. 

A Culture of Purpose and Core Values

By creating a culture of purpose and core values within the organization, you will not only influence and guide leadership behavior, but inspire your people in the process. Many companies retain consultants to facilitate executive team retreats, where purpose, core values, and strategy are explored and clarified. Others have done it in-house. The key is to get back to basics: Who are we? Why are we in business? What is most important to us? The objective is to identify and bring them to life. Take this test: ask your executive team to answer those three questions tomorrow. If all of them don’t get it absolutely correct, how can you expect any coherence among employees? People aren’t inspired by having the largest market share, or earning X% compounded annual growth over 15 years. They do care about making drugs that save lives, inventing useful technology, alleviating suffering. Consider these examples of purpose: General Electric: “improving the quality of life through technology and innovation”, Johnson & Johnson: “the company exists to alleviate pain and disease”, and Disney: “to bring happiness to millions and to celebrate, nurture and promulgate wholesome American values.” (Collins and Porras, 1994, p.71) Simply put, if your organization doesn’t make a difference, neither will the work of your employees, and if their work has no meaning for them, you’ll never achieve the innovation and productivity that is paramount to success today. By clearly understanding (and sharing in) why you exist and what values you cherish, employees will be both moved and driven by a sense of purpose and pride. By focusing everyone’s attention on those three key corporate questions, you will also find that employees begin to ask the same questions about their personal lives, and this is an opening to introduce the kind of personal learning mentioned earlier. You will be creating an environment that nurtures personal growth and leadership development. So spend considerable time and energy clarifying the answers to those three important questions.

Constant Communication
As your culture starts to emerge, you can develop leaders within that context by constantly communicating the key messages (the answers to the three questions above) internally and externally. Remember that behavioral change is difficult and requires constant reinforcement in order to take root, so your organization’s purpose and values need to be embedded into all aspects of the business. Most important, actions must be aligned with messages. Outstanding customer service a key value? Make sure senior management is constantly observed in genuine interactions with customers, and asks incisive questions about customer activities in all meetings. Do you say you value teamwork, but your compensation system rewards individual performance? If so, realign. You must walk your talk, or forfeit credibility. We’ve all experienced this; the gap between stated policy and actual behavior. But effective leaders are congruent, and communicate it constantly through every action. Communication must be verbal and visible. Remember that action is the most powerful form of communication. When employees witness congruence between the actions and messages of senior leaders, they adopt the same practices into their own behavior. Over time, you will be steadily building the most important ingredient for effective performance: trust. Trust happens when people consistently witness others do what they said they would do. Ensure that values and purpose are supported through celebration, one more form of communication. When someone takes a risk, goes ‘over the wall’, exemplifies behavior that demonstrates your values, jump all over it with praise and fanfare. Let everyone know that “this” is what we’re all about. Use your intranet to post stories of champions who lived your values, of legendary heroes who took the company through tough situations. Make it real, sincere, and exciting, and you’ll find the communication eventually takes on a momentum of its own.
Measure and Support Progress 
The third prerequisite is to implement a structured approach that can be measured, because what gets measured, gets attention. Measurement of leadership growth activities should not be oppressive, but rather positive and upbeat, with a mind to encouraging new behaviors and keeping managers focused on their own development. Leadership development deals with closing those earlier mentioned personal and professional gaps. One effective leadership development tool for measuring gaps is the 360 Degree Feedback Review. It measures a manager’s current level of competency in 5-30 leadership attributes, from feedback provided by direct reports, peers and bosses, (hence 360 degree.) The feedback establishes the growth opportunity for the manager in each category, so he or she can begin working to close the gap and grow as a leader in the process. The categories to be measured should ideally be a hybrid combination of proven generic leadership traits, and specific values your organization will need to succeed in the future. Some use The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI): Model the way, Inspire a shared vision, Challenge the process, Enable others to act, Encourage the heart. (Kouzes & Posner, 1995) Others use Emotional Intelligence traits identified by Daniel Goleman, such as self-awareness, emotional management, and emotional connection. (Goleman, 2002) If your organization values innovation, you would want to include some aspect of innovative behavior as a measurable trait. The idea is to determine what leadership traits would best serve your organization, then to laser-focus your managers on improving their skills in each of those areas. Measuring ensures that leadership growth in the targeted areas becomes and remains an integral part of the organization’s success strategy, and this structured approach will ensure your leadership succession pipeline is always filled with capable candidates, ready to ascend to the next level and ensure sustained competitiveness.  
Of course, there are many more components to an effective leadership development program, but if you start with these, you will at least clarify the gap to be closed, engage people in the mission of closing it, and be able to determine how well you’re moving forward. 
Conclusion

A radically changing world is forcing organizations to transform themselves in order to succeed. This means developing leaders who exude the initiative, drive and passion of a Bob Geldhof; an inclination to get involved and make a difference. We must move away from the traditional command-and-control management model that ignores ability and dampens enthusiasm, towards one that inspires ownership and accountability from all, and aggressively seeks to draw out the best of people at every level. It is hard work, and requires a structured, measurable and diligent approach, but the rewards, not the least of which may be survival itself, will be well worth it.
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