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The	most	effective	leader	development	requires	an	

organizational	commitment	to	giving	leaders	the	tools	for	
success	and	ensuring	alignment	with	business	goals.
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How each of these companies goes about identifying, developing, and retaining  
leaders may differ in concept, but rarely in context. They all recognize not only the value 
of great leaders to the bottom line, but also the cost of maintaining a workforce of  
relatively inept leaders.

This article offers an approach that can help organizations get the most return on 
their leader development investment through more focused alignment of business 
strategy with expected performance results. There couldn’t be a more important time 
for clarity on how to better ensure the return on leader development investment as we 
face a worldwide leadership capacity and capability crisis, which has been exacerbated 
by the economic downturn.

The key leader development challenges organizations must address can be catego-
rized into four broad areas:

•	 Strategic issues. Creating an integrated and systematic process for identifying, 
assessing, developing, and retaining talent for critical roles

•	 Alignment challenges. Ensuring that leadership is in step with an organization’s 
strategy and that the competencies being groomed across the leadership pipeline 
are indeed those that will deliver the capabilities required and the business  
results desired

•	 Talent areas. Building a steady and ready deep bench of leaders available to fill 
any gaps that surface

•	 Performance aspects. Ensuring that leaders are effectively and efficiently 
producing the goods and services that meet and exceed customer needs.

By now, little convincing needs to be done regarding the 
relationship between great (even good) leadership and 
improved business performance. Whether it is anecdotal 
stories or fact-based research of how great leaders built 
up their organizations or sustained strong business re-
sults, there aren’t many arguments against the value and 
impact of solid leadership. Indeed, there are even recent 
studies demonstrating increased shareholder value, 
stock price, and bottom-line performance for those 
organizations that have shown a strong commitment to 
the management of their leadership talent versus com-
parison organizations that have not.
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In view of these challenges, the 
business of leadership development 
needs to ensure that they are addressed 
quickly and adroitly. This can be best 
accomplished by aligning the organiza-
tion’s strategies, goals, objectives, and 
expected outcomes with the leader 
competencies required to deliver on 
them (Figure 1).

To ensure success, this process must 
start with the business imperatives driv-
ing an organization’s strategy, such as 
speed to market, competitive pricing, 
globalization, customer loyalty, energy 
sourcing, and brand recognition, to 
name a few. These imperatives then de-
fine the measurable business outcomes
the organization wants to achieve, 
such as customer retention, cost con-
trol, brand reputation, and employee 
engagement, which ultimately lead to 
bottom-line results.

To achieve these outcomes, the orga-
nization must develop certain orga-
nization capabilities that are not only 
necessary for its success, but also define 
the business itself; for example, service 
excellence, disruptive innovation, strat-
egy execution, knowledge management, 
process improvement, and talent man-
agement. Emerging from these capabili-
ties are the leader competencies, such 
as strategic thinking, problem analysis, 
communication, and coaching, that 
leaders must develop to achieve their 
organization’s desired results.

Only when these elements have been 
determined and defined does it make 
sense for an organization’s leadership 
talent agenda to be fully crafted. Then, 
when these leadership needs are indeed 
effectively handled, whether they entail 

attracting, selecting, developing, or 
retaining leaders, the foundation is laid 
for addressing head-on the organiza-
tion’s stated business imperatives.

The	leader	development	
value	chain
Figure 2 provides a “value chain,” or 
framework, for how to align develop-
ing leaders’ talent with overall business 
strategy. Like any chain, it has sequen-
tial connectors that are only optimized 
through their full integration. But most 
importantly, it is a results-based frame-
work, the goal of which is to acceler-
ate performance in today’s fast-paced 
global economy. This value chain 
shows the relationship of the various 
drivers of leader talent development. 
These drivers ultimately yield improved 
performance by translating business 
imperatives into desired business out-
comes that dictate

•	 the capabilities in which an orga-
nization needs to excel to drive to 
those outcomes

•	 the essential competencies 
required to achieve them

•	 the varied impact of the 
leader’s role.

The value chain is also dynamic. 
Based on changing business conditions 
and their impact on the desired 

competencies required to achieve 
business success, the leader develop-
ment process will undoubtedly change 
over time. Furthermore, the specific 
roles of leaders will determine the ex-
tent of influence they can respectively 
have on obtaining those results. Surely, 
frontline managers have a very differ-
ent level of influence on achieving an 
organization’s results than do strategic 
C-suite leaders.

As noted, a distinction is made be-
tween leader, leading, and leadership. 
While they are obviously related, they 
are not necessarily synonymous. This 
may seem like a semantic exercise, 
but it is important for organizations 
to be clear on what each means. 
Unclear definition of these terms 
can result in confusion, lack of focus, 
and misunderstanding of the full 
complexity of effectively managing 
the leadership pipeline. 

By distinguishing these from one an-
other, it can better inform an approach 
to identifying and developing leaders. 
Specifically

•	 Leader refers to the characteristics, 
role and position inherent in an 
individual. (It’s personal)

•	 Leading refers to the skills and 
competencies required to get 
things done. (It’s situational)

Business Imperatives

Desired Business 
Outcomes

Organizational 
Capabilities

Essential
Competencies Leader Roles

Leadership Leading Leader

Development Paths

Improved
Performance

Figure 2 | the leader Development Value ChainFigure 1 | the Business of 
leader Development
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•	 Leadership refers to the alignment 
of the organization’s vision, values, 
strategy, and desired capabilities 
through the portrayal of sustain-
able best practices. (It’s systemic)

An	integrated	
leader	development	approach
Figure 3 provides a model for an inte-
grated approach to developing leader 
talent. By integrating these three ele-
ments, improved individual leader effec-
tiveness and overall organization perfor-
mance can be more likely ensured.

This approach suggests all three 
elements must be interconnected to 
achieve leader effectiveness and im-
proved individual and organizational 
performance. That said, in the context 
of leader development, then, what is 
truly different about leader, leading, 
and leadership?

•	 Leader is a concept represented 
by various personal roles and or-
ganizational positions for which 
people direct and manage others to 
achieve outcomes.

•	 Leading is a construct represented 
by a set of observable, quantifi-
able, and measurable practices and 
behaviors that deliver results and 
translate to competencies.

•	 Leadership is a context represented 
by processes and procedures mani-
fested in organizational behavior.

Leaders, then, can best be identified, 
developed, and evaluated by integrating 
these components into an overall leader 
development process. More specifically, 
ensuring learning experiences that in-
tegrate leader, leading, and leadership
to achieve business outcomes through 
the demonstration of organizational 

capabilities is essential to ensuring an 
effectively leveraged pipeline.

Leadership is about aligning an 
organization’s promise to its custom-
ers with its processes and procedures, 
representing the brand the organization 
wants to portray. As such, leaders must 
act accordingly. But they can’t perform 
without the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes required to think, act, and 
interact accordingly.

The behaviors and practices they 
demonstrate are what leading is all 
about. And depending on their specific 
role, the way they represent their orga-
nization, its brand, and themselves will 
vary. C-suite executives will act different-
ly than first-level supervisors to demon-
strate the organization’s desired capa-
bilities, as would purely functional or re-
gional leaders. An organization’s specific 
business priorities will determine what 
impact these different leader roles can 
have on achieving desired results.

Conclusion
The leader development value chain 
should serve as the foundation on 
which a leader development agenda is 
created. It integrates the leader roles 
with the leading competencies (knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes) required of 
certain situations. This approach will 
drive discussions that articulate the 
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Leadership	is	about	
aligning	an	organization’s	
promise	to	its	customers	
with	its	processes	and	
procedures,	representing	
the	brand	the	organization	
wants	to	portray.

Figure 3 | integrated leader Development approach

most appropriate leader development 
paths of appropriate programs, pro-
cesses, and tools (for example, strate-
gic consulting, processes and meth-
ods, programs or workshops, job aids, 
on-the-job experiences, assessments, 
coaching and mentoring, and business 
simulations) provided for organizations 
that specifically address their leadership 
pipeline challenges.

Having said this, optimizing any 
leader development initiative, regard-
less of its framework, theory, structure, 
or semantics, requires a partnership 
within an organization to provide the 
guidance, resources, expertise, and tools 
to ensure success. These commitments 
should include the organization’s singu-
lar focus to ensure leader development 
is one of the key pillars on which its 
business strategy is built.

Stephen L. Cohen is founder and principal 
of the Strategic Leadership Collaborative, a 
consulting practice focused on leadership 
strategy, development, effectiveness, 
and research; steve@strategicleadership
collaborative.com.
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